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            Highest Power, deliver us from the perfection we pretend to possess. Blessed is the one who drops the mask before it suffocates them. Help us to not mistake the ritual for the truth, or the performance for the faith. We can build a fortress out of good behavior, but eventually, we have to open the door and let the chaos in. So let us go ahead: Shatter the glass. Spill the wine. Be empty. You are not waiting for our show; You are waiting for us.
 Amen.
 
- Tshepiso Mofokeng
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The Sunday of Last Chances
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"Lent approaches like a glacier: slow, cold, and entirely indifferent to your headache that throbs in Latin and demands a penance of aspirin."

––––––––
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The calendar hanging next to the refrigerator in the Garcia kitchen was not merely a method of tracking time; it was a strategic map of spiritual warfare. It was a glossy donation from the funeral home down the street—Fernandez & Sons: We Cradle Your Grief—featuring peaceful landscapes that were meant to be comforting but mostly just looked like places where you’d hide a body. Today, the date was circled in red marker with a ferocity that had nearly torn the paper.

The Sunday before Ash Wednesday.

In the liturgical world, this was technically still Ordinary Time. But in the Garcia household, this was "Fat Sunday." It was the final, desperate gasp of joy before the forty-day suffocation of Lent began. Lent was coming like a glacier—slow, cold, and crushing everything fun in its path. It was the season where happiness was suspect, sugar was contraband, and the television remained off in a silent, static tribute to the desert wanderings of Christ.

Elijah "Po" Garcia stood in front of the bathroom mirror, tightening a tie that felt less like a fashion accessory and more like a noose made of polyester. He was seventeen years old, the eldest of the four Garcia boys, and the designated carrier of the family torch. But right now, he was currently fighting a losing battle against the twin demons of dehydration and a lie so massive it threatened to crush his soul before the Gospel was even read. The headache was a liturgical drumming circle taking place directly behind Po’s left eye. He looked at his reflection, his vision swimming. Dark eyes that always looked slightly tired, a jaw that was just starting to lose its baby fat, and the distinct, vibrating aura of someone who is trying to remember if any text included a clause about vomiting on the deacon’s shoes.

"Elijah!" Granny Vivian’s voice cut through the floorboards, a sonic boom that rattled the toothbrush holder. "If you are preening, stop. Vanity is the first step toward the sulfur pit. We leave in ten minutes!"

Po sighed, the sound deflating his chest. He wasn't preening. He was panicking.

"Coming, Granny," he shouted back, his voice cracking midway through the second word.

He glanced at his phone, a text from Jackson lighting up the screen, burning his retinas with its brightness. Yo, legend. Did you smash? Tell me everything. The streets need to know. Po swallowed a mouthful of bile that tasted like copper and regret. The narrative he had constructed over the last twelve hours was a masterpiece of fiction that would have made Hemingway jealous. According to the text he had sent Jackson at 3:00 AM, Po had left the lame pre-game at Jackson’s house, met a "bad baddie" from the public school named Tasha, went to a warehouse party, and spent the night exploring the mysteries of the flesh in the back of a Honda Civic.

The reality was significantly less erotic. He had drunk three warm beers, panicked when Jackson’s uncle started talking about his divorce, walked home, tripped over a sprinkler head, and passed out in the azalea bushes in his own front yard until the automatic sprinklers woke him up at 4:30 AM. He had crawled through his bedroom window, wet, shivering, and a virgin, only to wake up three hours later to serve the Mass.

He walked out into the hallway. It smelled of floor wax and the bacon grease of the morning’s feast. Fat Sunday meant a breakfast that bordered on gluttony—pancakes, sausages, eggs fried in butter—a caloric stockpile to get them through the impending famine of Ash Wednesday.

The hallway was a gallery of saints and scholars. Pictures of the boys in various stages of sacramental evolution lined the walls: Po at his baptism (screaming like he knew what was coming), Justin at his First Communion (looking like a miniature mob boss in a white suit), Carl holding a candle that was tilted dangerously close to a flammable curtain.

And above them all, the wedding portrait.

Po stopped. He always stopped. It was a reflex, like checking your pockets for keys before you leave the house.

David and Maria Garcia smiled back at him from behind the glass. They looked young. They looked happy. They looked imperishable. They had no idea that ten years later, a drunk driver in a Ford F-150 would run a red light at the intersection of 4th and Main and turn their sedan into a masterclass in physics and tragedy.

The "Garcia Curse," the neighbors called it in hushed tones over backyard fences. The boys were the "Poor Orphans," raised by their heroic grandparents. Po hated the pity. He hated the way Mrs. Johnson would press a peppermint into his hand after Mass and look at him with wet, beagle eyes. He didn't want to be the tragic hero. He didn't want to be the survivor. He just wanted to be a guy who wasn’t supposed to iron his socks on a Saturday night.

"Move it, statue," a voice muttered behind him.

It was Carl. At fourteen, Carl was less a brother and more a walking industrial accident. If the universe naturally moved toward disorder, Carl was sprinting toward it with a blowtorch. He was currently wearing his Sunday suit, but his tie was knotted in a way that defied science, and there was already a smudge of something black—grease? ink?—on his white cuff.

"Fix your tie," Po said, reaching out instinctively. "You look like you got dressed in a tumbling dryer."

"It’s a kinetic knot," Carl argued, swatting Po’s hand away. "It creates tension. It’s structural."

"It’s ugly. Fix it. Grandpa will have an aneurysm."

"Grandpa has high blood pressure because he eats cheese in the dark," Carl countered, but he adjusted the tie anyway, making it slightly worse.

They descended the stairs into the war room. The kitchen was a flurry of activity. Justin, fifteen and currently convinced he was the second coming of Kendrick Lamar, was drumming a beat on the table with two forks. Ryan, the eleven-year-old baby of the family and the only one who still possessed a soul uncorrupted by cynicism, was trying to feed a piece of sausage to the cat.

Grandpa George sat at the head of the table, a granite monument in a three-piece suit. He was the Deacon of St. Kizito, a man who didn't just attend church; he was the church’s skeletal system. He was six feet of immovable faith and judgmental silence. He looked up as Po entered, his eyes scanning for imperfections like a jeweler inspecting a diamond for flaws.

"Shoes," Grandpa barked, his voice a deep baritone that sounded like it was being broadcast directly from Mount Sinai.

Po lifted his foot. The black leather gleamed. He had spent twenty minutes polishing them last night before he sneaked to Jackson’s.

"Acceptable," Grandpa grunted. "Your hair is aggressive, but acceptable. Sit. Eat. We fast on Wednesday. Today, we feast."

Granny Vivian slammed a plate of pancakes in front of Po. "Eat," she commanded. "A strong spirit needs a strong vessel. And... why are you green?"

Granny was a vision in her St. Ann’s Sodality uniform—white blouse, black skirt, and a hat that looked like a UFO made of felt. Granny Vivian didn't look at you; she looked through you, scanning your soul for unconfessed sins.

"I’m overcome with the spirit, Granny," Po lied, clutching his stomach.

"Well, keep the spirit inside until after Communion."

Po ate. The pancakes were heavy, soaking up the syrup like sponges. He tried to pull himself together, while the sugar rushed to his head.

"So," Grandpa George said, slicing his sausage with surgical precision. "Lent is upon us. A time for reflection. A time for direction."

The boys went silent. Justin stopped drumming. Carl stopped trying to dismantle his fork.

"I have been thinking about you, Elijah," Grandpa continued, not looking up. "You graduate this year. The world is calling."

"Yes, sir," Po mumbled around a mouthful of dough.

"Have you given more thought to the Seminary?"

Po choked. He coughed, slamming his chest, reaching for his orange juice. It wasn't the first time Grandpa had brought it up, but it always hit him like a physical blow.

"The... Seminary?" Po wheezed.

"You have the temperament," Grandpa said, looking at him now. "You are solemn. You are obedient. You look good in vestments. The Church needs men of character. Especially now. St. Kizito has never produced a vocation. You could be the first."

Po felt the walls of the kitchen closing in. The Seminary. Seven years of study. Latin. Theology. And then... the collar.

He had thought about it, in the way one thinks about jumping off a bridge—a fleeting, terrifying curiosity. There was a seduction to it. The idea of being holy. The idea of being maybe the "First Black Pope," greeting the masses from the balcony, solving the world's problems with a wave of his hand.

But then there was the reality.

Weekends. Priests worked weekends. Every weekend. Forever. While the rest of the world was watching football or sleeping in, the priest was working.

And the celibacy.

Po looked at his lap. He was seventeen. His hormones were currently staging a violent coup against his rationality. The idea of never—ever—knowing the touch of a woman was a thought so bleak it made him want to weep into his syrup.

"I... I'm still discerning, Grandpa," Po lied. It was the safe answer. "It’s a big calling. I don't want to rush God."

"God doesn't rush," Granny Vivian interjected, pouring more coffee. "But the devil sprints. Keep your heart open, Elijah. It would be a great honor. A Garcia priest. Imagine the grace."

"Imagine the grace," Po repeated hollowly.

"Imagine the boredom," Justin whispered under his breath.

Po kicked him under the table.

"Alright, troops," Grandpa announced, wiping his mouth. "Mobilize. St. Kizito awaits. We are the first family of the parish. We set the standard. No slouching. No yawning. And Carl—if I see you looking at the fire extinguisher during the Homily, you will be scrubbing the toilets until Easter."

"I was just checking the pressure gauge," Carl muttered.

They piled into the 1998 Buick LeSabre. It was a land boat of a car, smelling of peppermint humbugs and old leather. They drove to the church in silence, the weight of the "Garcia Brand" settling over them like a heavy wool blanket.

St. Kizito Catholic Church was not a subtle building. It was a 1970s brick fortress that sat on the corner of the neighborhood like a spiritual anchor. It was a parish of noise and color—a mix of Black families who had been there for generations, Latino families who had revitalized the choir, and a few stubborn old white ladies who refused to move to the suburbs.

When they arrived, the parking lot was already buzzing. It was a runway of Sunday hats and sharp suits.

Po went straight to the sacristy. This was his domain. As Head Altar Server, he outranked the younger kids. He was the Sergeant Major of the sanctuary.

He pulled his own alb over his head. The white fabric fell around him, hiding his suit, hiding his shaking hands, hiding the boy who just wanted to sleep in. He tied the rope cincture around his waist. He put on the heavy wooden cross. He stood for a minute, swaying slightly.

"Hey, Po," Carl hissed from the corner. He was huddled over the thurible—the heavy brass incense burner on a chain—with a screwdriver and a look of maniacal concentration. "I fixed the airflow."

Po blinked, his vision swimming again. "You what? It’s a metal pot on a chain, Carl. It doesn’t need airflow. It needs charcoal and frankincense."

"Nah, the combustion ratio was off," Carl whispered, his eyes gleaming with the terrifying confidence of an engineer who failed basic physics. "It wasn't smoking enough for the High Mass. So I added a little... accelerant. Scraped some stuff out of those leftover Diwali sparklers from Mrs. Patel’s trash."

"Sparklers?" Po hissed, the panic momentarily overriding the nausea. "Carl, you put magnesium in the church incense? Are you trying to flash-bang the congregation?"

"It’s for the glory of God, Po! More smoke, more mystery. Trust the process." Carl snapped the lid shut and grinned.

Po took the boat of incense. "If this thing explodes," he whispered to his brother, "I will melt your PlayStation."

"Five minutes!" Father Fred announced, sweeping into the room in gold vestments that cost more than Po’s future college tuition. Father Fred was a round, jovial man who sweated profusely and loved a bad pun. "Fat Sunday, boys! Let’s make it a 'weighty' occasion!"

Nobody laughed.

"Tough crowd," Father Fred muttered, kissing his stole.

The bells rang. The organ roared to life. The procession began.

The smell of lilies and old perfume wafted from the sanctuary, triggering a fresh wave of nausea in Po. Left foot, right foot, don’t puke. Left foot, right foot, you’re a legend. You slept with Tasha. You are the king of the world.

They marched. Ryan led with the cross, looking solemn. Then came the candles. Then Po and Carl. Po swung the thurible gently, the chains clinking. He handed it to Father Fred at the altar steps. The priest shoveled a generous spoonful of incense grains onto the burning charcoal.

Usually, there is a gentle sizzle and a puff of sweet, white smoke.

Instead, there was a sound like a gunshot in a library. CRACK-HISSSSSS.

A violent jet of purple smoke erupted from the thurible, shooting three feet into the air with the ferocity of a rocket launch. Father Fred jumped back, nearly tripping over his chasuble. The congregation gasped. Carl, standing behind Po, let out a tiny, suppressed snort that sounded suspiciously like a giggle.

"Magnesium," Po muttered, his eyes watering as the acrid, metallic smoke began to fill the chancel. It didn't smell like holiness; it smelled like a chemical fire at a tire factory.

Father Fred, a professional to the core, tried to wave the thurible to disperse the smoke, but this only agitated Carl’s "modifications." Sparks began to shower down onto the pristine altar cloth. A distinct smell of burning linen joined the mix. Grandpa George marched onto the altar, his face a mask of terrifying calm, and snatched the thurible from the priest. He dunked it into the bucket of holy water by the credence table. A loud SCHHHLORP echoed through the silent church, followed by a sad, wet steam.

Po stood frozen, his face burning hotter than the charcoal. He looked out at the pews. He saw Granny Vivian, her hand over her mouth, her eyes darting around to see who had noticed. (Spoiler: Everyone had noticed). 

The Mass continued, but the tension was thick enough to cut with a communion wafer. The air was hazy with purple smog. The choir coughed their way through the "Gloria." Po felt sweat trickling down his back, soaking into the starch of his alb. He had to make it to the Eucharist. That was the finish line.

Fast forward forty minutes. The Homily was over (Father Fred made a graceful pivot to talking about the "feasting on the Word," which was impressive improvisation). It was time for Communion. Po stood next to the priest, holding the paten—the gold plate held under the chin of the faithful to catch any falling crumbs of the Body of Christ.

This was the danger zone. The proximity to open mouths, the smell of cheap wine, the repetitive motion.

First up was Mrs. Gabler, who smelled of mothballs and peppermint. She received the host. Po held the plate. Steady hands.

Next was Mr. Black, who had breath that could strip paint. Po held his breath. His stomach gurgled, a deep, tectonic rumble that surely the microphone picked up.

He watched everyone receive communion. He saw the hope in their eyes. He saw the desperation.

He saw Mrs. Johnson, who gossiped about everyone but cried when she took the host. He saw Mr. Henderson, the security guard, who looked angry even when he prayed.

Then came Grace.

Grace. The choir girl. The girl Po had been crushing on since the third grade. She looked ethereal in her Sunday dress, her eyes closed in prayer. She stepped up. She opened her eyes and looked at Po. She smiled, a genuine, sweet thing that made his knees weak.

"Body of Christ," Father Fred said.

"Amen," Grace whispered.

She opened her mouth. Po raised the plate. And then it happened. The bile rose. It wasn't a warning; it was an eviction notice. His throat convulsed. He had two choices: vomit on the gold plate and the Holy Eucharist, or swallow the rising tide of acid.

He looked at Grace’s angelic face. He looked at the Body of Christ. He looked at Grandpa George glaring at him from the side.

Po clenched his jaw. He swallowed.

It was the hardest thing he had ever done. His eyes bulged. A tear leaked out. He turned a shade of green that wasn't found in nature. He made a sound deep in his throat like a dying radiator—Hrrrk-gump.

Grace took the host, looked at Po with mild concern, and walked away.

Po exhaled, the taste of acid burning his esophagus. He had saved the Eucharist. He had saved his dignity. He had survived.

"You look like Shrek." Justin whispered as he came up for his blessing, arms crossed over his chest.

By the time Mass ended, Po was a shell of a human being. They processed out, the purple smoke finally clearing. As soon as they hit the sacristy, Grandpa George turned on them.

"What," he began, his voice low and dangerous, "was that?"

"Malfunction," Carl said quickly, stripping off his alb. "Thermal expansion. Atmospheric pressure. The science is complicated, Grandpa."

"The altar cloth has burn marks, Carl! Burn marks! It looks like we barbecued a squirrel on the table of the Lord!" Grandpa George roared.

"It was a sign," Po interjected, trying to deflect the heat from Carl. "A sign of... intense prayer."

Granny Vivian stormed in, grabbing Carl by the ear. "Intense prayer? It looked like a disco! Mrs. Johnson asked if we were switching to the Orthodox rite! Do you know the shame? The shame!"

As the chaos of the Garcia family argument erupted—Granny shouting about shame, Grandpa inspecting the thurible damage, Carl explaining chemical compounds, and Ryan asking if they could go to McDonald's—Po slipped out the back door into the alleyway.

He leaned against the brick wall, taking a deep breath of fresh air. He pulled out his phone. Jackson had sent another text.

Bro, is it true you nearly blew up the church? That is hardcore. Tasha must have really rocked your world. See you later, player.

Po looked at the text. He looked at his shaking hands. He looked at the dumpster next to him. He typed back.

Yeah. Total destruction. I’m exhausted. Being this bad takes a toll.

He hit send. He pocketed the phone, closed his eyes, and whispered a prayer that wasn't in any missal.

"Lord," he murmured, "please don't let me throw up in the car. And please, for the love of all that is holy, don't let anyone find out I spent the night in a bush."

A car horn honked. Grandpa’s Buick. Time to go. The Garcias were on the move, and the chaos had only just begun.
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The Couch Strategy
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“To escape the Vatican archives’ security, one must occasionally volunteer for the gulag of the living room couch."

––––––––
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On Monday, the smell of burnt linen and magnesium still lingered in Po’s nostrils as he sat in the front passenger seat of Grandpa George’s Buick LeSabre. He was psychological tortured and really tired.

The rumor mill at school, fueled by Jackson’s relentless hype machine, was spinning out of control. According to Jackson, Po hadn't just attended the warehouse party; he had ascended it. Jackson told people Po had gotten into a fistfight with a bouncer, chugged a bottle of vodka, and left with two girls.

Po walked the halls of St. Kizito High School like a fraud in a golden crown the whole day. They were on their way home from school.

"McDonald's?" Ryan piped up from between Carl and Justin in the backseat.

"We have rice at home," Grandpa snapped, not turning around. "And leftover stew."

"But I carry the cross every Sunday," Ryan whined. "It’s heavy. Jesus fell three times. I don't fall, not even once."

"Blasphemy," Grandpa George grumbled, gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. "Don't compare yourself to the Savior for McNuggets, boy."

Po stared out the window, watching the suburbs roll by. His phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from Jackson.

P.S. Tonight is the REAL party. My uncle is gone for three days. The house is empty. We are talking kegs. We are talking girls from the public school. We are talking legendary status. You in?

Jackson partied every day. Po’s heart did a traitorous little flip. A real party. No uncles. An empty house. Not a study group. A bona fide, unsupervised, possibly illegal gathering at Jackson’s uncle’s house. This was the holy grail of high school social life. If he missed this, his reputation as a "player" (which was currently held together by spit, lies, and chemical smoke) would crumble. He needed to be there. He needed to be seen holding a red cup, looking bored and sexually accomplished.

Uncle Ray—a man whose parenting style could be best described as "absentee landlord"—had gone away for three days (which everyone knew meant losing his disability check at the slots). The house was empty. The kegs were allegedly procured. The girls from the public school were confirmed.

But there was a problem. 

The Garcia house was locked down tighter than the Vatican archives. Since the "Incense Incident," Grandpa had instituted a curfew that would make a prison warden blush.

"Home by 7:00 PM," Grandpa had decreed, looking at the boys over his reading glasses. "No exceptions. The devil prowls after dark."

Po needed an exit strategy. He needed to be out of the house by 10:00 PM and back before sunrise. The problem was his bedroom. He shared it with Carl and Justin on the second floor. To leave, he would have to navigate the squeaky hallway, pass the master bedroom (where Grandpa slept with one ear open), and descend the stairs that groaned like dying whales.

Impossible.

Unless... he wasn't in his bedroom.

He needed to be downstairs. He needed to be exiled to the living room couch. The couch was ten feet from the front door. The front door had a "faulty sensor" on the alarm system—a fact Po knew because he had watched Carl sabotage it with a magnet a month ago.

He needed to get kicked out of his room.

Po looked at Justin. Justin was currently air-drumming on his knees, eyes closed, probably composing a trap beat about the Eucharist. Justin was the key.

The car pulled into the driveway. As they filed into the house, Po grabbed Justin’s arm.

"Brozy," Po whispered. "I need a favor."

Justin opened one eye. "Don't call me Brozy in the house. Granny thinks it sounds like a gang name."

"Listen. I need to get banished," Po said, keeping his voice low. "Tonight. I need Granny to send me to sleep on the couch."

Justin raised an eyebrow. "Why? The couch smells like Grandpa’s feet and old peppermint."

"Because it’s by the door. Jackson’s party is tonight. I have to go."

Justin’s eyes widened. "Jackson’s party on Monday? Bro, take me. I can be the DJ.”

"No," Po said firmly. "You’re fifteen. If I take you and something happens, Granny will literally skin me. You stay. You cover.”

“Okay. I need a new mic for my setup," Justin countered. "Capitalism, brother. Supply and demand."

"I'll do your dishes for a week," Po offered.

"Two weeks. And you have to tell Granny that my new haircut is 'biblically accurate' if she asks."

"Done. Now, here's the plan. We need a fight."

Justin frowned. "So you want me to... fight you?"

"We need an argument. A loud one. Theology. Granny hates theological disputes. It makes her nervous."

Justin grinned. "I got you. Say no more."

Later, dinner was a tense affair. The roast beef was dry, a silent testament to Granny’s mood. The atmosphere was like eating in a courtroom during sentencing. Granny Vivian was still muttering about the thurible. Grandpa George was aggressively buttering a roll, creating a sound like sandpaper on wood. Carl was forbidden from using silverware and was trying to eat mashed potatoes with a wooden spoon.

Po waited for the lull. He kicked Justin under the table.

Justin cleared his throat. He put down his fork. He looked at Po with feigned disgust.

"You know, Elijah," Justin began, his voice unnecessarily loud. "I've been thinking about what you said earlier. About Tupac."

Granny’s ears perked up. "Two-Pack? What is a Two-Pack?"

"Tupac Shakur, Granny," Po said, playing his part. "The rapper. Justin thinks he’s a modern-day prophet."

"He spoke truth to power!" Justin slammed his hand on the table. "Just like Jeremiah! 'Only God can judge me'—that is basically scripture, Po! It’s canonical!"

"It is heresy!" Po shouted back, standing up. "You cannot compare 'California Love' to the Lamentations! It’s disrespectful to the canon! You are diluting the message with... with synthesized beats!"

"God invented the drum machine!" Justin yelled, standing up too. "The heartbeat is the first beat! Boom-bap is divine! You're just a Pharisee, Po! A musical Pharisee!"

"And you are a pagan!" Po pointed a finger. "Worshipping false idols with gold chains!"

"Enough!" Granny Vivian roared. She slammed her hand down on the table, rattling the silverware. "In my house! Arguing about rap music and prophets! There is only one Prophet we discuss at this table, and his name is not Two-Pack!"

"He started it!" Justin whined, pointing at Po. "He called me a pagan! That’s a hate crime in this house!"

"He called me a Pharisee!" Po shot back. "I can't sleep in the same room as him, Granny. His spiritual energy is off. It’s toxic. It’s going to corrupt my prayer life. I’ll dream of... bass lines."

Granny Vivian massaged her temples. She looked from one boy to the other. "I cannot deal with this. Not today. Elijah, take your bedding downstairs. You sleep on the couch. I want peace. Silence. If I hear one more word about Two-Pack, I will wash both your mouths out with holy water and soap."

"Fine!" Po huffed, grabbing his plate. "I'll go to the couch. For the sake of peace."

"Fine!" Justin yelled. "Enjoy your silence, Pharisee!"

Po stomped upstairs, grabbed a pillow and a blanket, and gave Justin a subtle fist bump as he passed him in the hallway.

That meant two weeks of dishes.

Phase One: Complete.

By 10:00 PM, the house was dark. The only light came from the red standby LED of the television and the pale moonlight filtering through the lace curtains.

Po lay on the couch, fully dressed under his blanket. He was wearing his "party" outfit: black jeans, a t-shirt that said "VIBES" (which he bought at a thrift store), and his Air Force Ones. He checked his phone.

Jackson: Party is bumping. Where you at?

Po: En route.

He waited another thirty minutes. He listened to the house breathe. The refrigerator hummed. The floorboards settled. Somewhere upstairs, Carl snored—a sound like a chainsaw cutting through wet cardboard.

Po sat up. He slid off the couch. He tiptoed to the front door. He reached for the handle.

"Going somewhere?"

The voice came from the dark corner of the living room, near the armchair. Po froze. His soul left his body, did a lap around the room, and slammed back into his chest.

Grandpa George was sitting in his armchair. In the pitch black. He was wearing his pajamas and a robe.

He was eating a block of cheddar cheese like it was an apple.

Chomp.

Po turned slowly. "Grandpa? Why are you sitting in the dark?"

"Thinking," Grandpa George rumbled. Chomp. "Praying." Chomp. "Eating cheese."

"Right. Cool. Cool." Po’s mind raced. "I was just... checking the lock. Making sure we’re safe. You know. Burglars. Satan."

"Satan doesn't use the front door, Elijah," Grandpa George said, swallowing a massive chunk of cheddar. "He uses the window of the soul."

"Deep," Po squeaked. "Very deep."

"Why are you wearing shoes?" Grandpa asked. The moonlight caught the white leather of Po’s sneakers.

"Cold feet," Po said instantly. "Circulation issues. Runs in the family, right?"

Grandpa George stared at him. The silence stretched for an eternity. He took another bite of cheese.

"Sit down, boy."

Po sat on the edge of the couch. This was it. The interrogation.

"You are seventeen," Grandpa said. "A dangerous age. The blood is hot. The mind is weak. The world is calling."

"I guess," Po murmured.

"I was seventeen once," Grandpa said, leaning forward. "I wanted to run. I wanted to drink the devil's juice. I wanted to dance with women who wore red dresses."

Po blinked. Grandpa George? Dancing? The image was impossible to compute.

"But I chose the path," Grandpa continued. "The narrow path. It is hard, Elijah. It is boring sometimes. But it is safe." He pointed a cheesy finger at Po. "There are wolves out there. Wolves in sheep's clothing. Wolves in short skirts. Wolves holding red cups."

Po sweated. Did Grandpa have a psychic link to Jackson’s party? Or was he just projecting his own ancient regrets?

"Stay on the couch, Elijah," Grandpa said, standing up. He wiped his cheesy
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