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 t only took all summer, but Felix and I have perfected the art of stealing a lawn gnome. 


 The perfect theft begins with scoping out the gnome in its natural habitat during daylight hours and investigating potential blind spots from the house windows. Non-squeaky shoes are essential, so we can skulk over the dewy grass in the night without drawing attention to ourselves. Gloves, so we don't leave fingerprints anywhere or in case the gnome tries to bite us. A burlap sack to swiftly throw over the gnome and muffle any screams for help to its owners, who are sleeping soundly in their beds and unaware of the heist taking place on their front lawn. Wet wipes for when we step on pet shit (ew) while we're fleeing the scene of the crime. And the best “This is not the lawn gnome you are looking for” memory wipe we can muster if confronted by a cop. 


 But we've managed to snag nine gnomes across the whole town of Oyster Pit over the summer, and nobody has caught us yet. To be fair, this is a lot less risky than the time we crashed a wife-carrying contest and the crowd chased us while I filmed upside down, my legs hanging over Felix's shoulders as we raced across the finish line. The crowd threw every rock they could find at Felix, but they all landed on my face. 


 I've been eyeing a particular gnome for a while now in the bushes of a ranch-style home, standing between a hose wheel and a cutesy, decorated wooden sign that reads Bless this house down to the last mouse. 


 He's got his hands on his hips and a face with an attitude. This is one sassy gnome. 


 It deserves drag.


 It's begging for drag. 


 This gnome is going to drag heaven tonight. 


 “But we're not gay,” I whisper to Felix, who's hiding behind the neighbor's tree with me.


 “Definitely not,” he replies.


 “Of course not.” 


 It's not gay to dress lawn gnomes in drag. We're just two red-blooded seventeen-year-old straight dudes with a peculiar sense of humor. 


 We move from the tree to the driveway, securing a new hiding spot behind a giant Ford Super Duty with pole-dancing stripper decal stickers slapped across the rear window.


 As it happens, there's a band playing—if you could call them that—as loud as they can in the garage. I would rate their musical talent as up there with seagulls screeching in your ears. One guy strikes his drum set lifelessly while a tiny man next to him struggles to hold up his bass guitar, never mind play it. The lead guitarist—a tall, built man with slicked-back hair and a plump handlebar mustache—shouts into the microphone. He's slurring the lyrics, and I can practically smell the alcohol from the garage. A Beatles reunion tour with zombies would still sound better than this. 


 This works for us because we can remove the sassy gnome without worrying about being too noisy. 


 “Get a load of that mustache,” Felix whispers.


 “He looks like the Pringles man,” I whisper back. 


 The guitarist screams at them to stop and kicks the bass drum. “Where'd y'all learn how to play music? We're not going to get any other gigs if you losers don't shape up!” He takes a swig from a liquor bottle and spits it out on the drum set. 


 We sneak across the wet lawn toward the gnome, hiding in the shadow of the trees made by the streetlight. Mosquitoes swarm around us but fail to penetrate our layered clothing. I follow Felix with a big, stupid grin. This is me at my happiest. I don't even care that I was fired from my job today. 


 Once the band starts playing again, we rush over to the bushes. Felix pulls the sack open so I can toss the gnome in. I grunt unexpectedly as I pick him up. He's heavier than I anticipated. 


 “Clint!” a woman screams from inside the house.


 The front door slams wide open. I drop the gnome and fall backward into the bushes. Felix drops right next to me. The same woman stomps out with a cigarette in her mouth and a folded sheet of paper, then stops at the edge of the driveway. The guitarist watches her with a boozy smirk and eyes that are struggling to stay straight. 


 “You used my work bonus to order an eight-thousand-dollar KISS coffin? Are you out of your mind? Is there a terminal diagnosis I'm unaware of?”


 “It was a limited-edition gold coffin autographed by the whole band. Had to get it while I could!” 


 “So the Tahiti trip I've been planning for our anniversary this whole time can wait because you want to go to rock-and-roll heaven?” she says. 


 Clint holds his liquor bottle up and whirls it playfully in his hand. “Pecos, babe! Don't get all upset now. We're celebrating our first gig tomorrow night, so have a drink!” 


 “Great! You're drunk. Again.”


 “I am not drunk, babes,” he slurs. 


 “You told me you were focusing on the job search.”


 “This is a job!” he says, offended. 


 “I can't keep waiting for you to become a star. I want you to be a provider and take care of me, not the other way around.”


 This is exquisite Oyster Pit redneck drama. I could listen to it all night, but we've got a sassy lawn gnome to steal. I'm already suffocating in these layered clothes. 


 “First of all, don't emasculate me in front of my pals. I take good care of my girl. Second, tomorrow's gonna change everything. I'm getting lowered down on a harness while the pyro goes off when we open. Just like KISS! We'll be the talk of the town.” He beams, pointing to all the fireworks behind the drums. 


 She flicks her cigarette on the pavement and puts it out with her sandal. “You've been here your whole life, and now the town is suddenly going to care? Y'all sound like raccoons in a trash can.” 


 The bandmates' pitiful gazes ping-pong between Clint and his wife. 


 “Brenda, don't take your insecurities out on me. I live my life chasing dreams, not denying them.” 


 “You chase whiskey and wishful thinking, just like your dad. Maybe you will need that early coffin. God knows he did,” she says. 


 Clint stands there, his face flushing. He huffs through his nose and shuts his eyes, then pulls his guitar off and carefully rests it against the bass drum. 


 His bandmates rush to grab their things and leave. “Good night, y'all,” says the drummer. 


 As Clint swaggers out of the garage toward his wife, he cracks his knuckles and shakes them. 


 “Well, well, well! A hit dog will holler. You gonna make me sorry, tough guy?” she yells at him.


 He stops a few feet from her, and they eye each other silently for a second until Clint starts chasing after her. She leads him in a circle around the lawn.


 Unfortunately, she turns toward us.


 “I'm about to hose you down, you worthless drunk!” She's about to grab the hose off the wheel, but almost immediately looks in my direction. 


 “What the—” she says. 


 I tap Felix on the shoulder. “Run!” 


 We leap out of the bushes and dash out of this dysfunctional couple's yard while they stand there, scratching their heads. I sprint down the street with the knapsack while Felix heads in the opposite direction. 


 “Hey! He took our gnome!” Brenda yells. 


 I peek behind and Clint and his wife are coming after me. His alcohol breath and body odor are faster than he is. It's actually starting to make me gag, so I cut across a lawn and circle around a tree to lose him, but he follows me all the way around. 


 “Get him!” Brenda screams.


 “Dammit, Brenda, I'm drunk!” he yells back. 


 “Do you know what deodorant is?” I shout while trying not to retch. 


 I stupidly turn to see him gaining on me and miss the tree branch that knocks me flat onto the dewy grass. Clint, gasping for breath, totters above me and rips my mask off. 


 Here's the biggest problem: The first thing anybody will see when they look at my face is the ugly scar running from the top right of my forehead all the way across my nose and to the bottom left of my chin. There are even more scars across my neck, on both sides. They're not from all the rocks that people threw at me during the wife-carrying contest. As wild as it sounds, I wish they were from that. The truth is darker—probably darker than the jail cell I'm about to be thrown into, which is pretty dark. There're not many guys with a face like mine in this town, so if the police put me in a lineup, I'm screwed. Add in the razor-thin gap I have between my two front teeth, and you now have the most unique face in Oyster Pit. 


 “Oh my god, Brenda. It's Frankenstein,” Clint says calmly. He takes one last breath before he shuts his eyes and collapses face-first into the ground. 


 Brenda dashes to his side and turns him over, but backs off when she hears him snoring. “You worthless donkey!” After landing a few kicks on Clint, she starts for me. Her foot is about to hit my face when something lights up and explodes. An entire show's worth of fireworks shoot out from the garage and go off in the driveway. Felix runs out from their driveway, back in the direction he was originally going. 


 “The house is on fire!” Brenda shrieks. As she hurries off back to her home, I pull myself up and take a moment to catch my breath. I notice Clint's wallet in the grass next to him, which I swipe before running the other way. 


 Saved by Felix. My hero. 
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 ell is hot, and Oyster Pit is hotter. There's no way to be comfortable in the summer. We're a series of small communities built next to a big lake and wooded area outside Houston. The heat here is sweltering. Head-splitting. A throbbing ache in your boiling head as the humidity suffocates you like an anaconda in a steam room. At the same time, people keep their houses so cold that your sweat freezes all over you the second you go back in and you feel like hypothermia is about to set in.


 It gets worse. We're down the highway from a family of stinky chemical plants. All day long we get the great pleasure of smelling hydrogen sulfide, which is a nicer way of saying we smell farts twenty-four seven. 


 Which might be why most of my neighbors are a little unhinged. There's the woman who pulled her shotgun on a tropical storm because it canceled her daughter's wedding and she couldn't get her deposit back. There's the drug dealer next door who, afraid of a police raid, raised an army of alligators in his backyard pool to protect him like his very own Game of Thrones dragons. And now there's this goober, Clint, with his hometown rock star fairy tale. 


 “I got his wallet,” I tell Felix, rummaging through several cards before pulling out his license. “Clint Holtz. Forty-one years old.” A condom in a shiny red wrapper falls out, and both of us gag. 


 As we walk to my house, our gnome du jour successfully bagged, we plan our entertainment routine for the week. There's not much of anything to do in Oyster Pit, so we spend our time watching horror movies or related content. It's a great way of avoiding the people in this town, who are in their own category of horror. 


 “The new Gorehound Gary video drops tonight,” I mention.


 Gorehound Gary is this guy from LA who re-creates famous horror movie scenes as pranks. He's always wearing a horror movie T-shirt, and his huge pecs and biceps bulge out of it. 


 For his next video, he claims he's going to dress as a zombie and fight a shark.


 “A real shark?” Felix asks. “What movie has a freaking zombie-shark fight?”


 “I told you about this! It's an Italian splatter flick from the seventies called Zombie.”


  I love a good splatter flick, especially when there's a villain wearing a mask or a buttload of awesome makeup all over their face. My aunt Dinah thinks I'm a budding psycho killer for watching these movies, but it's not like they're real. Blood and guts made out of corn syrup and red dye aren't the same as the real carnage inflicted daily on people and animals in our world. 


 Felix is more into the supernatural than gore. He's the brainy, logical type, so he's drawn to the unexplainable. I got him a poster of The Exorcist on his birthday last year, which his parents threw away because they thought it brought bad energy into their house. They already think I'm a negative influence on him. The whole demonic possession thing didn't help matters. Anyway, they banned me from the house until Felix convinced them to give me a break. 


 My house—or at least it was my grandma's house, until she died in her sleep and I got stuck living here alone with Dinah—is a modest three-bedroom dwelling with dark brown wooden siding, built in the 1950s. The front and back lawns are bigger than the house itself, which is surrounded by old, wobbly pine trees. Dinah's banged-up Chevrolet is parked next to the hideous van I inherited from my grandma, which is not a good sign. She's supposed to be out with her boyfriend tonight. 


 The second we step inside the side door to the kitchen, our sweat freezes all over us. Our teeth chatter and we shudder. The TV blares from the living room. Hoping to avoid whatever mood Dinah is in tonight, Felix and I tiptoe through the kitchen to my room, but in vain. 


 “Wade!” Agh. Behold my fate. “Come in here. Now.” 


 “Fee-fi-fo-fum,” I say quietly. Felix laughs. 


 Felix waits in the kitchen while I cross into the living room, where I'd spend time when Grandma was alive. Now that Dinah's taken over, I actively avoid it. The carpet has taken on a musty, fruity smell from her constant vaping. She's obsessed with Christmas, so the room looks like a demented holiday store. Rows of miniature Christmas trees, snow globes, and nutcrackers crowd the fireplace and cabinets. Don't get me started on all the porcelain and plush Santas. It all goes so well with the wooden decorative sign she put up that says Good Vibes Only! alongside her Ted Bundy book collection. (“He was cute!” was her only response when I asked her why she had all these books about the same serial killer.) 


 Dinah goes through a predictable cycle in her lair: When she's high on life, she'll watch an endless stream of Hallmark Christmas movies or other sappy romantic comedies on loop. When she's at her lowest mentally, and I mean lowest, she'll play the most outlandish conspiracy theory bullshit on TV. Tonight, she's watching a documentary about genetically modified moles creating tunnels under the border and smuggling fentanyl for the cartels. 


 So, yeah. 


 She's slumped on her rocking chair in her ripped jeans and spaghetti-strap tank top, still as glass, her raven hair parted under a red cap. She's got a long, oval face and a chin as sharp as a shovel. She takes a whiff from her vape. Everything she breathes out clouds around her. I count four crumpled cans of her favorite wine, Tuscan Sun, littered across the coffee table. 


 She looks me up and down, noting my choice of burglar-like clothes. Her eyes have been in a permanent state of displeased narrowness and her nose scrunched up for as long as I've known her. I'm convinced it's changed the shape of her skull. 


 “What have you been doing, Wade?” 


 “Getting ready for school tomorrow. Why? What's up?” I ask. 


 “Why didn't you tell me you got fired?”


 I knew it. 


 “It's not my fault. Some creepy guy with a bloody coonskin cap came behind the register and started pinching my arm erotically,” I say. I know, I know. It's a doozy, but I'm not feeling up to rehashing the gory details at this moment.


 Vapor billows slowly out of her nose. She doesn't blink or take her icy-green eyes off me once. 


 “So you threw coffee in his face.” 


 “What would you have done?”


 “Margaret did me a favor by hiring you,” she says, taking another puff. “Now I look like a dumbass because you didn't even last one hour on the job. And she's not talking to me anymore because you alienated her most important customer.” 


 “So she'll just let him grab me like that? I didn't tell you because I knew you wouldn't believe me anyway.” I realize I need to change the subject. “I thought you were spending the night with Cal.” 


 “Obviously, I'm here instead.”


 I guess that's that. I head back to the hallway.


 “Make yourself employed again and throw these cans away,” she says. As I'm about to head outside to the recycling bin with them, she yells, “Not in the recycling bin,” from the room. “They take too damn long to come get it and it piles up.”


 In the kitchen, I toss the cans into the trash and get some water from the fridge for Felix and me since we're parched. Two cans of Tuscan Sun are sitting on the side. I hold one up to Felix, and he nods and takes it. 


 In my bedroom, Felix pulls the gnome out of the bag. My stapled Texas Chainsaw Massacre poster puffs up from the air blowing out of the vent above it. Below is a series of printed photos of Bill Skarsgård in different roles as Pennywise the Clown, Count Orlok from Nosferatu, and the very tattooed and very shirtless Eric from The Crow. A framed picture of my parents, my aunt, and me in front of a Christmas tree sits below those on my desk. The last photo we had together. 


 Felix pulls up Gorehound Gary's channel on his laptop while I set up our drag-gnome dressing station on the floor, replete with a blouse I took from Dinah, as well as her makeup. 


 “You didn't steal your aunt's blouse, did you?” 


 “It's for a noble cause,” I say. 


 Gorehound Gary's episode starts. He's on the beach in Santa Monica. The water sparkles and the setting sun peeks behind a cloud, tinting the sky with a gorgeous shade of pink, purple, and orange I'm not used to seeing here. Throngs of surfers and swimmers crowd the beach, the breeze blowing elegantly through their hair. 


 “LA is beautiful,” I say.


 “I went there on a trip with my family when I was ten. We rode scooters in Santa Monica. The air was so crisp and fresh. One of my happiest memories. If I could live anywhere in the world, I'd go there and surf and vibe all day,” Felix says. “Seeing the sun set behind palm trees in a pink sky. Most beautiful sunset I've ever seen.”


 Gorehound Gary is shirtless, showing off his buff physique as his makeup artist turns him into a zombie.


 “But we're not gay,” I say.


 “Of course not,” Felix replies.


 “Definitely not.”


 “He's just talented.” 


 “Exactly,” I say. 


 The episode turns out to be him fighting a man in a shark costume on the sand. I feel oddly let down. 


 “I thought he was going to fight a real shark like in the movie,” I say. 


 “His content is going downhill fast.”


 “You know, we can make stuff as good as his. Better, even.”


 “Nobody watches our videos,” Felix says.


 “If we can get this drag-queen-gnome prank to go viral, they will.” 


 “Wade, I can't find my—” Dinah says as she busts through the door. She immediately spots the gnome, the blouse, the makeup, and wine cans scattered on the floor. 


 “Why do you have my Urban Decay palette… my MAC Russian Red… my blouse? Oh, Jesus. YOU'RE the gnome-nappers? And you've been using my makeup?” 


 “It's for a school project,” I say. 


 “Don't you bullshit me. I am not the one, and today is not the day. The whole town is talking about this and there's an entire police investigation!” 


 “Nobody has to know,” I say, looking at Felix, who takes my cue and uses his glassy gray-blue irises to deliver pitiful but irresistibly beautiful puppy eyes. 


 “And they better not!” Dinah shouts. “Because guess who they'll come after if they find out? Me! Because I'm responsible for you! Everybody will walk past this house and say, ‘That's crazy old Dinah's place! She can't control her idiot nephew!'”


 “You're thirty-seven. That's not old,” I say. 


 “Shut up—but thank you. You're gonna pay me back for every single piece of makeup you stole from me. And the day you graduate, you're out of here.” 


 “I'll pay for it, Ms. Dornoff. It's my fault, too,” Felix says. 


 “No, no. Not a dime from you. Wade needs to stand on his own for once and fix his fuckups. Sorry to say, but y'all will probably never even see each other again after you graduate,” she says as she closes the door. “That's just how life happens.”


 “Whatever,” I say to Felix. “She likes to stir shit between people when she can.” 


 But (and this is a big but) at the same time, I've never thought much about what happens after graduation. What if it's true that I won't see Felix again? 


 The door flies open once more. Dinah marches in and snags her blouse away from us, then slams the door behind her. 


 “If the cops are looking for us, maybe we should delete the videos,” Felix says. 


 “I don't want to! Ugh, fine,” I say, pulling up our account and deleting the evidence. There go all our work and glory before we could even get a hint of positive attention. 


 “At least we know who to call now if we need someone to bail us out,” Felix says. 


 We've gotten this far with the gnome, so we might as well finish it. Besides, we've got to commemorate the last night of summer vacation. 


 Once the gnome is sufficiently dragged up, we pull out Felix's camping tent that he brought in a duffel bag. We have a campout every year on the night before school starts. It's obviously meant for outdoor camping, but who in their right mind would sleep outside on a night like this?


 When we settle into our sleeping bags, I start thinking about what Dinah said. “Do you think she was right about us never seeing each other again?”


 “No way,” Felix says without skipping a beat. 


 A brief, faint flash glows through the tent and quickly disappears. A roll of thunder murmurs in the distance. My heart tightens. Both of us stay quiet until the second peal of thunder rolls through the sky.


 (Please make it go away)


 “Shit,” Felix says, looking at me. 


 (You're my little champ)


 I start to take quick, sharp breaths. I checked the forecast today. I check obsessively. They said all sun and no storms. 


 It's not the first or last time they'll be wrong. 


 “Tetris time,” I say, pulling it up on my phone. Playing Tetris is the only way I can semi-get through a storm. It's not a perfect solution, but dragging the blocks into the right spaces still prevents me from dwelling on the lightning and thunder. 


 “It's late August. Too hot for tornadoes,” Felix tells me as I dive into the game. 


 “Tornadoes can come from hurricanes, and those come in August.”


 Felix rolls his eyes. “Obviously not a hurricane.” 


 Cold comfort. Every storm is the same to me. Like a growling junkyard dog behind a wobbly fence. 


 Now rain pours furiously on the house. The game disappears from my screen and a low-battery symbol pops up. 


 “Oh, come on,” I say, tossing the phone. 


 “I have an idea,” Felix says, telling me about something he saw on social media. There's a garment called a thunder jacket that you can wrap tightly around dogs that are having an anxiety attack during storms or fireworks, and supposedly it's effective.


 “Okay, okay, thunder-jacket me, then,” I say, desperate for anything at this point. 


 Felix curls up behind me and squeezes his arms around me. His breath feels warm against the back of my neck. I feel his pecs press into my back, his thick biceps cushioning my own scrawny arms. He started going to the gym at the beginning of the summer because his dad was worried all the time he spent coding on his computer was weakening his muscles. 


 “Is this working?” he asks. Another flash of lightning and I shake. 


 “I don't know.”


 “Okay, kill, fuck, or marry,” he says, which is an interesting way to distract me. “Leatherface, Michael Myers, and Pennywise the Clown. You go!” 


 I try to gather my thoughts as the thunder continues shaking the house. “Umm. Kill Michael Myers because he's boring and has no conversational skills,” I say. “Leatherface can cook, so I'd marry him.” 


 “But he's a cannibal and you're a vegetarian.”


 Good point. We are fundamentally incompatible diet-wise. That would be a strained marriage. “If we married, he'd have to learn some vegetarian recipes for me, right?”


 “So that leaves Pennywise the Clown?”


 “He probably splooges cotton candy,” I say, which could be a good thing if you like cotton candy. 


 Felix laughs. “He's got big hands. You know what that means.”


 I've got to credit Felix for being brilliant enough to distract me from my PTSD using the sex properties of a demonic clown. 


 “And he's played by Bill Skarsgård. I mean…”


 “Mean what?” Felix asks.


 My body gets tense again. Where was I going with that? Why? That was a dumb thing to say. 


 “Nothing.” 


 “Do you think Bill is hot?” he asks me dead seriously. 


 Now I'm panicking about both the storm and this. “No, no, no.”


 “There's nothing wrong with that, right?” 


 Shit, shit. He thinks I'm gay. Gotta rebound from this somehow. Maybe lighten the mood with a joke. 


 “Says the guy who is big-spooning another guy.” 


 Felix lets me loose and rolls back to his side of the tent. “You're the one with a poster of a shirtless guy on your wall.”


 I sit up. “What?” 


 “Nothing. See you in the morning.” 


 He plops his head down onto his pillow, scratching the back of his wavy brown hair once before going completely still in a way that seems angry. 


 I don't even notice until now that the storm is moving on. The lightning has become faint again and the thunder grumbles faintly, like it's missed me this time but will come for me again. 


 I lie down and continue to watch Felix, in hopes that I'm overthinking this and can sleep it off. 


 Instead, I can't stop thinking about how good it felt when he held me. 
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 n the morning, we roll up to the drive-thru at Whataburger on our way to school for some priority breakfast taquitos in Felix's Honda Civic. Felix always drives me to school because my van is an unreliable hunk of junk and I don't have the money to pay the school parking fee.


 I'm in the passenger seat, holding up our newest drag gnome over Felix to the speaker, talking with the exaggerated voice of an old man. 


 “Hello, I'm sixty-five in gnome years. Would I qualify for the senior breakfast discount?” 


 “We don't have no gnome discount,” the lady on the speaker says earnestly. 


 “That's a discrimination lawsuit waiting to happen,” I say. Felix pushes me back into my seat. 


 “Your total is fifteen eighty-nine. Please pull up to the second window.” 


 We stop at Oyster Pit Park and eat our tacos in the car. Felix is unusually quiet. He's mad at me. I need to go ahead and nip this in the bud. 


 “Penny for your thoughts,” I say. 


 “None at the moment,” he says, but I know he's lying. 


 “Then I'll give you mine.” I take a deep breath and start with an apology for whatever weird thing I said or did last night. “I was extra nervous because of the storm, and I didn't want you to think I was—” 


 “We were practically drunk off your aunt's cheap wine. No worries,” he says.


 But I give him a “come on” look until he realizes I'm not letting go. 


 “I've been hiding something from you,” he says. “I think Bill Skarsgård is hot.”


 I laugh. Felix turns away and shuts his eyes. 


 “But it's not a Bill-Skarsgård-is-hot thing. It's a me thing,” he says. 


 “I thought you were in love with Scarlett Johansson.” 


 “She was my beard.” 


 “Why didn't you tell me before?” I ask.


 “You seemed really grossed out at the idea last night.” 


  “I mean, it's okay to be gay for Bill Skarsgård. It's okay to be gay, period. If you are, that's awesome. You're already more interesting than the losers and the creeps in this town.”


 “Last night—I didn't want you to think I was trying to molest you or something by holding you,” he says. 


 “No!” 


 “You're my best friend. I want to help you.” 


 “And I want to help you, too. So, your secret's safe with me,” I tell him.


 “You know, there's a gay-straight alliance at school. But if we went to one of their meetings, someone might tell my sisters. And if my parents found out…” 


 “No, that's In Crowd territory,” I say. 


 The In Crowd is Byron, Darren, and Carsten, three openly gay seniors as mean as they are glamorous and gorgeous. Byron Murphee is the president of both the GSA and the theater club. He's sort of like if Cleopatra was reincarnated as a queer theater kid. Getting into his line of sight and watching him judge you is like falling into a lagoon full of jellyfish, so the more we stay out of his way, the less likely we are to get stung. Byron's dating Carsten, which has got to be awkward for Darren, but they still march through the halls as a domineering trio. 


 I look at the gnome.


 “Anyway. This is our last gnome. It's sad,” I say. 


 “Time to set her loose,” Felix says. “But take a picture so we can remember her.” 


 I make sure the coast is clear, then race across the park to place her at the top of the playground. Now everybody can see our final masterpiece.


 “Run free, madam. Thanks for the memories!”


  I snap a photo and hurry back to the car before anybody sees me. 


 “Play ‘Plainsong' by the Cure,” Felix tells the car. This is his favorite song, and he plays it every time we drive to school because it's such a vibe. I like to think of it as our battle anthem as we face the day that awaits us. 


 As Felix drives us through a two-lane road in a subdivision, a red BMW rides our ass. Did I mention Darren Lam has an equally awful sister? Her name is Aubrey, and she's in the driver's seat of the BMW. Her boyfriend, Roland Greenway, sits in the front seat. They're the most obnoxious, holier-than-thou couple at Oyster Pit High School. Roland is our school's golden boy due to his rabid commitment to policing the morals of everything along with his aw, shucks smile. Naturally, they turn and give us the stink eye as they speed right past Felix's car and merge in front of us. 


 We sit at a stoplight across the road from a never-ending train. I can see both of them looking in the rearview mirror at us. Probably talking shit because that's all they're capable of doing outside of participating in every club and AP class so they can spirit themselves away to the elite Ivy League schools they claim to hate so much. Oh, they're also in a dead heat with Byron and Carsten for prom court this year. That's a battle of the bastards I look forward to. 


 The train disappears and the light turns green. Aubrey speeds off so quickly that she leaves us in the dust.


 “Of course she's Speedy Gonzales. She's got that type A rage,” I say.


 A siren goes off and an enormous police truck whizzes past us, behind Aubrey's car, and pulls her over. 


 “Not Aubrey Lam getting pulled over by a cop on the first day of school!” Felix shouts as we drive past them. 


 The Oyster Pit Police Department used all its funds to buy these monster-truck-sized police trucks, and now you see them all over the town. When one is right on your tail, it's like being chased by a bloodthirsty giant. I think Aubrey getting caught by one on the first day of school is a good omen.


 After getting to the school parking lot and spending forever looking for a spot, we walk what feels like a mile to the front entrance of the school. Our clothes are already soaked with sweat. I hate this place. I hate when there's a storm. I hate when it's sunny. But at least the sweet, arctic air of an overcooled public facility is about to relieve us as we open the doors.


 It doesn't help that I'm wearing blue jeans and my horror movie monsters sweater, but I've got even more scars on my legs and arms that I don't want people at school to gawk at. Felix is dressed smartly for the weather: an Astros cap, a thin white shirt, and linen shorts. 


 Just as I'm about to embrace the cold A/C, a nuclear-hot wave of musty air blasts us, and we, along with all the others entering at the same time, collectively groan. 


 The air conditioning is out. On the first day of school. In Texas. The electricity goes out for any reason in Oyster Pit. A squirrel could fart on a power line and nuke the entire power grid.


 It's almost pitch-black inside. Because the building's architect was mainly a prison architect, our school was designed with no windows except for in the gym. In front of the main office, there's a large statue of a cartoon eagle where our panther mascot used to stand. Next to it is a hanging poster listing six “IntegriTruth Values.” 


 “Are we at the right school?” I ask Felix. 


  One of the office clerks scowls at me with beads of sweat rolling down her forehead. She points toward the gym. 


 “Go get your schedule in there. Don't ask me any questions.”


 On the way to the gym, two frenzied teachers drenched in sweat rush past me. I hear one of them frantically whisper the words “teacher shortage” and “salary cuts.” It's going to be that kind of year, huh?


 Dr. Collins, our principal, greets us with a warm “good morning!” even though her makeup is melting down her face. 


 Large portable fans are blowing inside the gym. I wait in line for my schedule and IntegriTruth laptop.


 Rosalyn Wetherly, the oldest and most evil teacher in school, is handing out schedules. Of course she would remain during a mass teacher exodus, just to spite us all. She's so ghostly and powdery-looking that she resembles a female Count Orlok, which is why I call her Rosferatu. 


 Towering in front of me is Sutter Breedlove, the worst person at our school. He's got the IQ of a soggy circus peanut that's been floating in a half-empty beer cup at the bottom of a garbage can. He's good at sniffing out the weakest person in a room and going for the jugular. Also, he's on the swim team, so I'm convinced all that time in pool chlorine has made him a psychopath. 


 Last year on Halloween, I made him mad. 


 “My Frankenstein costume is better than yours,” he said, bolts in both sides of his neck and stitches all over his face, to none other than me, about my you-know-what. I know—extra marks for creativity.


 “You're actually Frankenstein's monster,” I responded. “Frankenstein is the doctor. To be a doctor, you'd need more than two brain cells.” Our whole chemistry class “oooohed” while Sutter took an entire ten seconds to decode my insult in his collapsing peanut brain. 


 “Just wait, you freak,” he said quietly to me, and I've been avoiding him ever since. 


 When he turns around, I shuffle to the other side of him so he won't see me. 


 I get my loaner laptop and my schedule. At first look, I groan. 


 “They put me in Spanish again? I already passed that my freshman year!” 


 “You're in Spanish II,” Felix says, looking over my classes. “You have to take two years to graduate.” 


 “That's so fascist.” 


 “Looks like we'll be seeing a lot of each other this year, Wade,” Rosferatu tells me. Yikes, I have Texas History with her. But why am I taking that? Is that a new class? 


 Up in the bleachers, the girl to the left of us opens up a can of flaky tuna, unleashing a putrid seafood smell while she picks at the protein with a plastic fork. The smell wafts around as though a sea trawler crashed into the gym and dumped dead fish all over the floor.


 A guy with dyed green hair in front of us demonstrates his double-jointed hand to everybody, freaking them out. 


 The guy to the right of us hides inside his hoodie, the smoke from his vape pen slowly hovering out of his hood and covering his face. He looks like a graveyard ghost.


 In a way, high school really is a haunted graveyard. We loom through the halls all day like the undead, searching for the next bit of misery that has been forced on us.


 Speaking of the undead, the gym grows quiet and everybody looks at the entrance. Someone's in a faceless black cloak and wielding a prop scythe. They walk slowly into the gym. As soon as I see Carsten Selesky and Darren Lam behind them, I know it's Byron Murphee.


 “The GSA is dead! Long live the GSA!” Byron shouts as Carsten and Darren toss glitter like some kind of ancient funeral ritual. Once they reach the middle of the gym, Carsten and Darren tear off the cloak, revealing Byron in a Statue of Liberty costume. He pulls a string hanging from his side and deploys an enormous rainbow peacock train that spreads out behind him. The words “BLOOD ON YOUR HANDS” are painted in all caps across the feathers in dripping, murderous red. The gym is a sonic kaleidoscope of boos, cheers, whistles, and applause. 


 “Cowards, all of you! Cowards! Shame! Shame! Shame!” Byron shouts at everybody. 


 Somebody behind me asks what they're talking about.


 “They banned the gay-straight alliance because of this new IntegriTruth thing, so Byron is protesting,” one guy says. 


 “Good. We don't need that shit in our school,” another says. I glance at Felix. He's staring at his feet, contemplating. I know he heard that. I wish I could say something, but maybe it's best to keep your head down in these situations.


 A group of teachers scramble around the In Crowd to shut down the commotion. They escort Byron out, one pulling him along by the arm like he's a bad kindergartener, but his train gets stuck in the doorway and jolts him back into the gym like a rubber band. 


 It's hard to describe the amount of celebrity and power Byron has at our school. One time at a Beyoncé concert in Houston, he got pulled up on stage to sing a duet with her. His face is on our Black History Month posters every year, along with Duke Ellington, MLK Jr., and Barbara Jordan. He's pretty much an academic and artistic genius. He even taught himself French and Italian, and now he's fluent. 


 He's also a grade-A snob. 


 Once everybody settles onto the bleachers, Dr. Collins goes up to the microphone and gives us the usual “Well, it's a new year!” speech. 


  “As you should know by now, the grades and test scores were not up to par last year, and there's been some changes in our district. I'm pleased to remind y'all about our new partnership with an organization called IntegriTruth to help us get back on track and in the good graces of the Texas Education Agency. Give a round of applause for the CEO, Brandon Barton Buckley!” 


 The varsity band launches into “I've Been Workin' on the Railroad,” and someone trots into the middle of the gym wearing a costume of the same eagle statue I saw earlier. 


 “The stars at night are big and bright…” the person in the costume sings, waiting for a response. He's got a gristly, folksy voice that sounds familiar to me, and not in a good way. 


 None of us indulge him except Aubrey and Roland, who clap their hands four times and shout, “Deep in the heart of Texas!” You can barely hear them over the fans. 


 “No, no, no!” The man pulls off the mask impatiently, revealing a big pouf of platinum-blond hair and sparkling white teeth. 


 Oh, gross. It's him! The creep who grabbed me yesterday at work!


 I poke Felix's shoulder. “That's the pedo who got me fired!” 


 “Pitiful!” the man yells into the microphone. He unzips his costume and steps out of it, wearing boots and a gaudy western-style suit that have been completely embroidered with rhinestones.


 “That's the guy?” Felix asks.


 “You kids are supposed to clap your hands four times and sing, Deep in the heart of Texas! Have you no pride in your own homeland?” 


 “He looks like the Babadook if the Babadook worked at a casino,” Felix says.


 “The Grabadook,” I say. 


 Brandon makes us repeat the call-and-response until he sees every one of us moving our mouths. He's got these lifeless snake eyes that warp his smile into something uncanny. 


 “That's better! Woo, it's hotter than a Hill Country hoedown in here. I'm Brandon Barton Buckley, the CEO of IntegriTruth Educational Solutions. We've partnered up with your school district to give you a Texas-first education. We're not like California. We are proud of our heritage and traditional values. To be a true Texan, you've got to have Texas values. And I ask you, what are your values? I value my heritage. I'm all Texan, baby! Seventh-generation. And a descendant of the late, great Davy Crockett!”


 Felix's eyes squint suspiciously. “Wasn't Davy Crockett actually from Tennessee?” 


 “Maybe he had a baby at the Alamo,” I say. Not that facts matter in this world. 


 From his rhinestone-embroidered man-purse, Brandon pulls out the same raggedy, bloody coonskin cap he wore at my job yesterday and puts it on his head like he's coronating himself. “This here is the cap he wore when he died at the Alamo with all the other martyrs who were fighting for our freedom!”


  Oohs and aahs and wows ring throughout the gym. 


 “I wear this every day as tradition and duty with pride in my heritage. That's three of our IntegriTruth core values!” He asks us if we can name the other three, and of course Aubrey and Roland beat everybody to the punch. 


 “Your teachers will assign you points based on your demonstration of these values. Whoever gets enough will join me for a surprise on IntegriTruth Spirit Day next February, so you'd do right to start earning those points now!” 


 I can't wait to not go to whatever that is. 


 “As an example of how IntegriTruth is going to reshape your school culture and get you in the Texas spirit, the dance team has a special performance for you this morning to celebrate our great state's German heritage! Let's welcome the Bluebonnet Blossoms as they perform ‘Texas, Oh Texas, You Have My Heart'!”


 A man at a saloon-style piano strikes up a polka waltz. A group of girls wearing traditional German dirndls pitter-patter in lines from both sides of the stage, flashing wide, creepy grins while skipping toward the front in two symmetrical arcs. The coordination is inhumanly perfect. Their hair is braided, with bluebonnets sticking out across their hairlines and over their ears like a crown. The white aprons on their skirts waft in the air in front of them as they spin and clap to the polka. 


 The girls sing: 


  


 Oh Texas, oh Texas, du bist mein Herz


 Hier lebe ich ein Leben ohne Schmerz 


 Die Lupinen sind blau wie der Himmel,


 Wenn die Erde Öl blutet, herrscht ein Gewimmel


 Die Wursten sind gut, das bier ist so fein,


 Der Colorado ist unser Rhein! 


  


 I feel like I'm in a David Lynch movie. These are the same girls who, only a year ago, were doing disorganized, peppy dances to Taylor Swift. Through whatever superhuman strength the dancers have, they maintain their robotic smiles as sweat pours down their faces. Behind them, someone unfurls a large cloth landscape painting of bluebonnets and Indian paintbrushes sprawled across a prairie. There's a giant red sun glowing above them, except inside the sun shines the painted face of Brandon Barton Buckley, sporting his gross coonskin cap and a sparkly grin. The girls face each other and perform an intricately choreographed patty-cake dance. 


  


 Schnitzel und polka und guns, yeehaw! 


 The longhorns in the cattle runs, yeehaw! 


 The stars here are so big und bright, yeehaw! 


 Remember the Alamo fight, yeehaw! 


  


 “I saw something like this in a documentary about North Korea,” Felix says.


 Right as this dystopian display of folk horror can't get any nuttier, something wet hits my head. Of course I'd be sitting right where there's a leak in the ceiling. I scratch the back of my head, but my fingers comb through something snot-caked and squishy. I take a whiff of my fingers and smell fish. 


 Behind me, Tuna Girl giggles with her hand over her mouth. Next to her is, of course, Sutter Breedlove, who can barely contain himself either. His hand doesn't do a great job of concealing the tuna can by his side.


 The vape ghost right next to me is conked out. I snatch the vape pen from his fingers and frisbee it at Sutter's face. Like the lightning-speed aquabro that he is, he ducks quickly and successfully. 


 Instead, the vape pen slams into the bleacher behind him and ricochets in the foot space until it hits the ground with a dink. A magnesium flash and an explosion follow, shooting out sparks all across the bleachers. 


 The stampede starts with a wave of screams, followed by a panicked rush off the bleachers. Students fall everywhere and push each other out of the way to get to the exit. You'd think I dumped pig blood on the prom queen and she was using her telekinesis to kill us all. 


 Somebody pulls the fire alarm. The teachers scream at us to get to the exits in an orderly line, but they don't seem to grasp the fear of dying in a public school. 


 Now we're all scattered across the football field with the sun slapping its big dick in our faces and mosquitoes taking kamikaze dives at our necks and legs. 


 I could use a nice beach and breeze right now. Like something out of LA. California would be nice right about now. 


 Felix and I stare at each other awkwardly, the kind of stare where you know you screwed up majorly and hopefully nobody finds out you're the culprit. If Sutter and Tuna Girl want to rat me out, I will take them straight down to hell with me. The chaos would have been worthwhile if I nailed Sutter in his stupid smug face.


 Dr. Collins walks past us, looking us over and shaking her head as she speaks into her walkie-talkie.


 “Well, happy Monday!” she says. 
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 fter school, Felix drives me home while I flip through the IntegriTruth handbook.


 “No nose rings, no tongue rings, no visible tattoos, no henna, no dreadlocks.” What are they going to do, put all the Black students with dreadlocks and art students with more piercings than body parts into a cannon and shoot them into the stratosphere? I guess that's more important than the fact that, I don't know, half of my classes didn't even have teachers today? We were instructed to log in to our computers and begin lessons in the IntegriTruth portal, and obviously we didn't. 


 I notice that Felix is going in the opposite direction of our homes. “Wait, where are you taking us?” 


 “I have to show you something,” he says. “Actually, close your eyes.” 


 After five minutes of staying in the dark, he parks and pulls me out of the car. 


 “You can open them now.” 


 The first thing I see is a tacky neon sign that reads BUENO BUENO BUENO! FINE TEX-MEX DINING. It's on an electric-yellow building, one that looks like a fast food restaurant from a million years ago that had those waitresses in skirts on roller skates. 


 I almost bust my gut laughing. “This cannot be a real place!” 


 “I don't know why I was expecting something a little more authentic from a restaurant called Bueno Bueno Bueno,” Felix says, “but this appears to have been designed in a corporate laboratory by a bunch of men in suits who have never seen a Mexican in their lives.” 


 “Can we please go inside?” I ask. 


 “That's the idea,” he says. 


 As we enter, I have to look behind me in case anybody is around. I don't want a single person I know to watch me step foot in this place, no matter how much I hate them. 


 We wait several minutes for a table. Felix tugs my shirt and points to a poster of a Mexican lady smiling for the camera as she rolls tortillas. 


 “Tia Fernanda welcomes you to her kitchen!” I read aloud from the scrolling text below.


 “Except Tia Fernanda isn't a real person, unless you think it's normal to have seven fingers,” Felix says.


 He's right. Her left hand is a little blurry, but there are clearly seven fingers on it. 


 “Maybe she cooks faster that way?” 


 “She's AI generated,” Felix says. “These lazy asses told the cheapest AI app they could find to make a Mexican woman rolling tortillas and it farted out this monstrosity.”


 “Oh no,” I say, noticing a plaque that states An IntegriFood Company. Below it, there is a statue of Brandon Barton Buckley in a rhinestone jacket. What in the holy hell. I'd never even heard of him before yesterday, and today he is taking over this town. 


 A sign right next to him promotes a 15 percent discount for any customer that brings their guns. We're in Texas, so I shouldn't be surprised by this. Felix asks how it's possible that this man is running our school district and running a gutter food franchise at the same time. Once again: we're in Texas, so leave all logic at the door. 


 The hostess takes us to our table, guiding us past tables full of retirement home groups. Strings of lit-up chilis and blinking green lightbulbs adorn the ceiling. She hands us two laminated menus the size of our torsos as we slip into a booth. 


 A waitress greets us with some tortilla chips and pico de gallo. The pico de gallo looks bland and mushy. 


 “How sassy is the Sassy Poblano Steak?” Felix asks her.


 “All the meat went bad during the outage.” 


 “Then what do you have?” he asks.


 “We got some nachos and tres leches cake,” she says. 


 “Why not? Let's celebrate the end of this turd nibblet of a day,” I say. 


 The speakers play “La Cucaracha.” Someone in a cockroach costume runs through the restaurant, chased by an older woman who is celebrating her birthday. 


 “Squash! Squash! Squash!” everybody chants as the woman hits the cockroach with a spatula. 


 “What is ‘La Cucaracha' even about?” I ask.


 “A cockroach that loses its legs,” Felix says. 


 The waitress brings us a plate of soggy nachos and a slice of cake. The nachos don't inspire confidence, so we go for the cake instead. I like the frosting and Felix likes the sponge cake. As always, we divide and conquer. It's good—too good for this place. 


 “This tastes like H-E-B tres leches,” I say. 


 Felix nods. “They literally went to H-E-B and bought some.” 


 “Which isn't fair if we aren't paying H-E-B prices,” I say.


 “If you could ask anyone to prom, who would it be?” Felix asks out of absolutely nowhere. 


 “Huh? I wouldn't be caught dead at prom.” 


 “Are you into anybody at school?”


 “Gross, no,” I say. “What about you?”


 “Don't laugh, but… Byron Murphee.”


 “But he's such a snob!” 


 “Yeah, but he's so talented and artistic. And he's not afraid to be who he is,” Felix says. “I wish I could be like that.” 


 “And he's dating Carsten Selesky. This is a pointless conversation. Nobody at school would go out with us, and I wouldn't want to go out with any of them either,” I say. “Actually, I have a better idea. I'll find you a hot boyfriend. He'll be AI, just like Tia Fernanda.” 


 I download a free AI-generating app. It gives you options to create a person and even make videos of them. Felix asks me to make him look like Superman. Now I'm definitely learning more and more about my own best friend. 


 “Which one?”


 “David Corenswet! Obviously!” 


 “Generate a picture of a hot high school jock who looks like David Corenswet,” I dictate to my phone. We watch the loading bar slowly slide to the other end and a photo appears of a guy who looks like David Corenswet with googly eyes and fingers that are melded together. We howl so loud that the other tables stare at us. 


 We create several videos of him jogging shirtless while holding his phone and doing other physical activities. Felix creates one of him in front of the Eiffel Tower munching on a baguette. 


 We debate on a name. Felix wants something generic like Chris, but I think we should go for something more exotic.


 “Like a hot foreign exchange student or something,” I say. 


 “Like Pierre.” Felix laughs.


 “Pierre Hardón,” I say, and we both explode into laughter. 


 I create a profile for Pierre Hardón where we post all the photos and videos of him. 


 Felix has this funny little laugh, and he presses his lips together when he smiles, even though his teeth are perfect. I love the little things we do together. What would even be the point of dating somebody else? I remember Dinah's words last night and get angry again. I know Felix said we'd still be friends after graduation. But what if he moves back to Argentina or something? 


 Shrill feedback from the stage microphone stuns me out of my thought bubble. The manager of the restaurant, a short man, taps the mike.


 “Hola, friends! Thank you so much for eating here with us tonight, even with our limited menu. We have a special guest here to play for you while you eat. Give it up for Plutonium Cactus!” 


 The curtain opens and a man with a guitar is lowered down to the stage by cords. 


 Shit on a stick. It's the Pringles man from last night. Clint. 


 Feedback from the amp blasts the ears of everybody in the restaurant, who drop their forks and knives and quickly plug their ears with their fingers. 


 “Pecos, ladies and gents! We're Plutonium Cactus! We've got a new song written by yours truly! It's called ‘The Woman I Need'!” Clint lands right in front of his drummer and bassist while sparklers light up the stage behind him. 


 “Pringles man at two o'clock,” I say. 


 “Yikes!” Felix drops a ten-dollar bill on the table. We both slip carefully out of the booth and tiptoe past the other tables, crouching so as not to attract attention. 


 But I can't help myself. I turn my head and take one last look at Clint, who immediately locks eyes with me. He freezes and, like a record scratch, his guitar chord goes sour. 


 “Hey! YOU! Boy with the cracked face! You stole our lawn gnome!” Clint yells. 


 He tries to run at us but forgets he's attached to his cables. His guitar flies out of his hands and smashes on the ground. He's jerked back onstage and falls onto the drum kit, knocking the pieces all over the stage. 


 We fly out the front door, but not before Felix bonks the smiley face on the How Was Our Service Today? feedback tablet. He's adorably sweet like that. 
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 argaret, you don't understand. He ghosted me,” Dinah shouts on her phone as I walk through the front door. Another one bites the dust. Her relationships usually only last a few weeks until the guy realizes she's, well, Dinah. 


 “His name is Cal. That's the villain's name in Titanic! That should have been the first red flag.” She grabs a doughnut from a half-empty bakery box and shoves the entire pastry into her mouth. When she swaps boiled eggs for sweets, there's trouble brewing. 


 I turn and walk straight into a tower of boxes that fall over and spill packets of medicine. As I clean them up, I take a closer look at the name.


 Dinah pauses her conversation to march up behind me and see the mess I created. 


 “Why are there boxes of laxatives filling up the room?” I ask. Upon closer inspection, each box has a sticker with the address of the local retirement home. “You stole poop pills from your job? Why?”


 “Because they make the old people shit all over the place, and guess who has to clean that up?”


 She digs into a bowl of boiled eggs and munches on one like a predator. That's basically what Dinah subsists on. I've rarely seen her eat anything else. I'm vegetarian, so I don't mind. She'll buy me some frozen vegetarian dinners, usually something like cheese enchiladas, so I'll pop those in the microwave for dinner. Sometimes I'll just go straight to a jar of my favorite thing on earth: peanut butter. It's delicious and it fills me up fast. I get an endorphin rush every time a spoonful hits my mouth. 


 After a few spoonfuls, I settle in my bedroom to do some assignments and then sleep. It's been a long day of vape explosions, tacky Mexican restaurants, and Clint encounters. 


 I hear somebody pull into the driveway, so I peek out  i. 


 It's one of those giant police trucks. I'm so cooked. They know I'm the gnome-napper, and now they're going to handcuff me and use a crane to lift me into the back of their stupid truck. Did they get Felix, too? 


 Dinah bursts into my room, a diamond necklace dangling from the grip of her right hand. 


 “Wade! There's a cop here. Do me a favor? Can you just put this in your backpack while I go talk to him?”


 She shoves the necklace into my hands, which sparkles like a cave treasure. Probably worth more than I'll make in twenty lifetimes.


 “Where did you get this?” I ask.


 “Never mind that, just take it for now!” she demands. 


 “Did you… did you steal this from the retirement home?”


 “What do you take me for? A thief? Men give me gifts all the time.”


 “If you stole this from one of the old people at work, that's super evil,” I insist. 


 “Wade, people there are so far gone that they'll flush a goddamn Rolex down the toilet,” she says, unbuttoning the top of her blouse. “Take the necklace and shut up. Don't say ANYTHING.”


 The doorbell rings. 


 She heads out of the room, muttering the words “Here, piggy, piggy, piggy!” She's dated half the police department, and that ended as well as every other relationship she's had. Now Dinah hates cops with a fiery passion. 


 After I hide the necklace in my backpack, I follow her to the front door. She places a chocolate-glazed doughnut sideways in between the top of her breasts and opens the door. 


 The officer's stony face grows nervous when he sees Dinah. He's bald, with a huge mustache that hangs off the bottom of his cheeks, and with a long pair of front teeth. He almost looks like a walrus. His skin is pink and blotchy, irritated from the heat. 


 “Dinah Dornoff, as I live and breathe!” he says.


 “Where have you been all this time, Charlie? I thought you were gonna take me out for a cocktail one of these days?” Dinah responds.


 “Oh, was I?” He stares in confusion for a moment.


 “I'm pulling your leg,” she says with a slap to his arm. He laughs uncomfortably and stops dead in the middle of looking at her chest.


 “My dear, is that a doughnut in your bosom?” 


 “So you noticed! Want a bite, Officer?” She pinches both sides and dangles the pastry in his face. I can't tell if she's hypnotizing him or flirting with him. 


 “I'm fixin' to grab dinner at Cracker Barrel, but thank you,” he says, after a tortured pause that seemed like temptation. Dinah's smile fades. She tosses the doughnut into the yard and wipes off the chocolate glaze and sprinkles that stuck to her chest. 


 “Look, I don't know what they told you at work, but um…” Dinah says, then leans closer. “What did they tell you?”


 “I was called over to a gentleman's residence not long ago. Calvin Greer. I reckon you know him?” He flicks a mosquito off the Chewbacca tattoo above his elbow and scratches the bite.


 I slap my hand over my heart and exhale. The gnome bandits will not be caught tonight! 


 “No, I don't think I do,” Dinah says, her voice growing timid and cautious. 


 “Mr. Greer says you were dating each other for a few weeks.” Walrus Cop adjusts his badge nervously. 


 Dinah's got these scary eyes when she gets cornered. She flips her hair to her left side aggressively but forces a smile. “Maybe I recall meeting him once or twice. By the way, does ghosting someone qualify as dating?” 


 “He called us over because somebody slashed his car tires. He also found a rock in his living room that had been thrown through the window,” the officer says. Dinah's face drops. 


 “What about it? Crime is up now in the suburbs. There's a lawn-gnome thief still on the loose out there. Where have you been?”


 “He believes you are the person who damaged his car and window on account of both of you recently breaking up and all,” he says. “Not just believes but, uh, has you on video.” 


 Dinah doesn't react except for a few blinks. Walrus Cop pulls out his phone and shows her. It takes ten seconds for her to start trembling and slap the phone away. 


 “That looks nothing like me! Do you think I have time for shenanigans? I'm a respectable woman. I work twelve-hour shifts at the old folks' home! I lost my sister in a tornado and I'm looking after her dumbass son full time! What else does the world want from me?”


 She drops her face into her hands and bawls, bleating about how her life is so hard. Walrus Cop stands there like a big stump, looking over at me as if I have the instructions for how to handle my aunt. 


 “Dinah, honey, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to cause you no hurt. I'm only doing my job here,” Walrus Cop says. “Mr. Greer said he won't press charges, but you can't go back to his house ever again. That's all.” 


 Dinah's mewls get louder. “I'm being framed. It's not fair.” 


 She slams the door on him as he's about to say something else. “Fucking cops,” she grumbles. She lets out three nasally pig grunts and retreats to her rocking chair in the living room. I bring her a box of tissues. 


 “Cal, you slug,” she says, rocking back and forth while blowing her nose. The TV is playing a conspiracy theory documentary about how the cow flu vaccine supposedly causes women to grow penises and back hair. 


 “Maybe I should start writing to Rick again,” she says.


 “Rick is a serial killer, and he's in prison,” I remind her.


 “Whatever, Wade. Are you any better with that sick killer-clown-chainsaw-massacre shit you love to watch?” she snarls. 


 I go back to my room. Who am I to get in between a woman and the mass murderer she became pen pals with after seeing his mugshot on CNN and deciding he was too handsome to be guilty?


 An hour later, when I'm still working on my assignment, Dinah bursts through my door. 


 “I'm going to make Cal so sorry that he dumped me,” she says. 


 “Please don't set his house on fire,” I beg her. 


 “I'm doing something even better. I'm starting a podcast! I'll be so famous, he'll come crawling back to me!” 


 “Like a Christmas podcast?”


 “No. I'm about to rake the muck and dig into everything the government doesn't want the sheeple to know. Aliens, geoengineering, vaccines! I'll tell them everything they want to know but are too chicken to ask. And you'll be my social media manager!” 


 I burn red all over. I don't know much about what I'm going to do with my life, but I know for sure I'm not going to work for a conspiracy theory podcast.


 “I have too many classes and projects this year. I can't commit. Sorry,” I say. 


 “You need a job because you owe me money. You can put this on your résumé so you look good on your application to clown college.”


 There's no getting out of it.


 “Now give me that necklace back. We're going shopping tomorrow,” she says, yanking the diamonds out of my hand. “Watch and learn, Wade. Throw me to the sharks, and I'll come back as Jaws!”
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 hate how in the movies best friends will always have the same classes together and even their lockers right next to each other. That's not how reality works. Reality is more like your lockers are on opposite sides of the school, and if you're lucky you'll get one or two classes together. 

Naturally, I'm all by myself in first-period astronomy. The astronomy teacher quit over the summer, so they hired a physical trainer and budding Hollywood screenwriter with a skyscraper forehead and tufts of receding hair to babysit us while the IntegriTruth AI teacher does all the work. His name is Mr. Deel, and he spent yesterday making it clear to us that everything we'll learn in this class is government propaganda. 

I walk in with my head down and gravitate to the first empty seat I can find, then notice it's right next to Roland Greenway. I visibly shudder and move on to the next empty seat, near the back of the room. As soon as I sit, somebody pokes me from the side. 

It's Darren Lam. “That's Byron's foot desk.”

“But it's not his desk,” I say.

Carsten butts in. “It doesn't matter. He needs to stretch his legs out during class.”

“It's a desk. Not a footrest.” 

The bell rings. Byron finally enters. He strides to his desk until he sees me in front of it, then stops. He crosses his arms sharply, his eyes stewing with impatience. I pretend not to see it. I don't
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THE OYSTER PIT POST

Lawn Gnome
Defacements
Causing Concern
in Oyster Pit

AUG 12— Oyster Pit
Police Department is
asking for your help in
identifying suspects in
a recent spate of lawn
gnome thefts that have
left local residents un-
nerved. Sunday morn-
ing, retired veteran Leo
Steger went outside to
retrieve his newspaper
when he discovered his
beloved lawn gnome
Guffy vanished without
a trace. Steger has since
learned that his ceramic
companion is one of
nine gnomes that have
been taken from lawns
across Oyster Pit, only
to be found in various
spots across the town
in the form of what
witnesses describe as
“fabulous drag queens.”
A visibly distressed
Steger said he formed

a search team with his
neighbors.

“They found Guffy
posed like a sick work
of art on the top of the
‘monument in Oyster
Pit Park. You could see
the pink eye shadow
on him from outer
space. They blushed
his cheeks like he was
going to prom. Look at
his beard—it’s all pur-
ple and glittery. They
glued a dress over his
lederhosen. Who would
do this?”

Other neighbors have
also fallen victim to
this bizarre ritual. One
homeowner, who didn’t
want to be identified for
fear her gnome might
suffer further glamoriza-
tion, said her antique
lawn gnome, which was
passed down through
five generations of her
family, was discovered
in a sewer grate wear-
ing “more makeup than
a beauty contestant™
and a white feather boa.

Local craft supply
stores have been put

on alert and asked to
report any suspicious
purchases of miniature
sequined gowns and
lawn-gnome-sized
eyelashes.

In the event the
thief returns, Steger
wants them to know
he’ll be ready.

“T'll blow a rat hole
in your face,” he added,
holding his shotgun in
one arm and cradling his
gnome with the other.
“Try and come at Guffy
again. I'll be watching,
T tell you what.”

Authorities are
asking anybody with
information leading
to the identification of
the thieves to contact
Ogyster Pit Police
Department.

“They’re gonna keep
doing it until somebody
catches them,” Steger
added. “And who
knows? They might
‘move on to people next.”
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Now, I know change can be scary as a scotpion in your boot.
But our track record speaks louder than a Sunday sermon: 100% of
IntegriTruth schools show improved test scores within one year.
That's a promise you can take to the bank! To help make you and your
students transition smooth as Jersey cow butter, we're introducing

several exciting programs:

- IntegriTruth Students leadership organization
- Pacriot Points reward system for exemplary behavior
- Monthly character development assemblies

- Parent monitoring porcal for curriculum transparency

We look forward to working with your family o restore academic
excellence while instilling pride in our great state and nation. Together,
we'll reach higher than an eagle on the Fourth of July! Should you

have any questions, please don't hesitate to give a holler to our Parental

Relations Department. My door’s always open to good folks like you.

God Bless Texas,

BBkt

Brandon Barton Buckley
Chief Executive Officer

IntegriTruth Educational Solutions, Inc.
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Dear Oyster Pit ISD Parents,

Howdy, neighbors! I'm Brandon Barton Buckley, and 'm
proud as a prize bull to introduce myself as Chief Executive Officer
of IntegriTruth Educational Solutions, Inc. The good governor of
Texas has given me and my wife, Grace, the honor of partnering with
your fine school district to guide our young folks toward academic
excellence through our proven educational framework. We'll be rolling
out our program at every school in Oyster Pit ISD faster than you can
say, Remember the Alamo!

At IncegriTruth, we believe education is about more than test
scotes—its about raising young patriots who know their heritage
and aren't afaid to stand tall for it. We're shaping the next generation
of American leaders through our core values of Patriotism, Tradition,
Truth, Heritage, Virtue, and Duty. Our comprehensive digital
curriculum has helped struggling districts turn things around by
getting back to the fundamental American values that made Texas the
brightest star in our flag.

Some highlights of our curriculum include:

- Balanced history classes that celebrate the exceptionalism of Texas

- Science courses that encourage students to challenge the
academic status quo

- Literature selections that emphasize traditional moral values

- Civics education that instills pride in our consitutional republic

(over)





