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Dedication




Thanks be to Texas high school football. Amen.
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15 A.G.C.




Jess could remember hearing the German language spoken only two times before she found herself in Berlin. The first was in eighth grade world history when Ms. Salinas showed them videos from old Nazi Germany. The second was one night, a year later, when she’d heard her mother crying and shouting at the television while she was trying to finish up homework. Jessica had peeked her head in to see what the matter was only to find her mother sobbing, eyes red and swollen, as she implored Jess to never trust men because they were all evil and corrupt. Since that obviously didn’t explain anything, Jess was forced to investigate further, and when she looked at what was playing, she saw more Nazis—better looking ones overall than those in history class—and a little girl in a red coat. Destinee had shooed Jess away after that. 

But now she was nestled in a small nook toward the back of a sunlit cafe, and the German being chattered around her seemed much less threatening and death-related. In fact, it seemed happy, but of course she couldn’t be sure, since she didn’t actually understand any of it. 

Even if she understood it, though, she wouldn’t have listened to what those around her were saying, because all her attention was focused squarely on the gorgeous bad boy seated opposite her, his hazel eyes staring intensely back at her from underneath his dirty-blond hair as he spun her a tale of the last time he’d visited Berlin for work and how he’d hardly gotten a moment’s respite from the onslaught of his eager fans and how much he appreciated her ability to keep a low profile around him. That was cool of her, he said. Really cool of her. 

“I don’t know,” he continued, as a beam of sunlight caught his eye, “it’s just nice to finally talk with someone who understands me.”

“For sure,” she replied. She braced her chin on her fist as she leaned forward over the small table. He was already leaning forward, and their lips were only half a foot apart as they stared into each other’s eyes, a silent conversation taking place that Jess could simply feel in her chest. 

She’d known the instant he looked at her back at the … train station?—right, they’d run into each other at the train station—that he was seeing her, not God’s daughter, but her. 

It was almost too unbelievable, sitting here having a chat with Jameson. Her friends would never believe it when she told them. She should take a picture of the two of them as evidence. She leaned to the side to check her pockets for her phone, but it wasn’t there. Maybe she’d left it back at … the hotel. Right. She had a hotel. The phone was probably there. 

“Hey,” he said, his deep husky voice drawing her attention back to him, “have you ever thought about acting?”

“Acting? Not really, why?” Her eyes darted around the cafe for someone who might have a phone and be willing to take a picture. Her need for it was becoming increasingly frantic. If Sandra saw a picture of Jess and Jameson together, it might actually kill the snobby girl. 

She needed to find a camera. No excuses.

Jameson seemed oblivious to Jess’s search as he crooned on. “I have this new movie coming out, and they’re casting for my love interest. I think you’d be great for it. If I put a good word in for you, the part would be yours.”

Which person to ask for a phone? And then once she got the picture, would she just email it to herself, or … ? 

She felt Jameson’s warm hand on her chin as he gently tilted her face back toward his. “Is that something you’d be interested in?”

Wait, what was he talking about? She rewound the past few seconds in her mind and remembered. “Oh, definitely. I’d love to star with you.”

A hunger surfaced in his expression as he narrowed his eyes slightly and inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring almost imperceptibly. He closed the rest of the distance between them and his lips pressed against hers, briefly but enough to make her forget all about getting a photo. What she was interested in pursuing now was something she wanted no one else to see.

He pulled away only an inch. “You want to get out of here?”

“Hell yeah. Let’s get out of here.”

She glanced up over Jameson’s shoulder toward the entrance of the cafe, and that’s when she saw the strange man enter. His dark skin and black hair made him stand out against all the blond, light-skinned Germans. Jameson was tan, but this stranger was tan. A large nose jutted out above the circle of thick, coarse facial hair on his chin, jaw, and upper lip, and even his clothes were different from the other patrons’. An off-white linen robe covered him from shoulders to ankles, below which small leather sandals peeked out with each step he took toward Jess and Jameson. He seemed to recognize her and made a beeline. And then it clicked. 

A terrorist. She was sure of it. 

She’d only ever seen men like him on the news when they were blowing up buses and buildings. Or both at the same time.

“What is it?” Jameson asked, turning in his seat to follow her line of sight over his shoulder. 

“Watch out, Jameson!”

But the terrorist was cutting across the room too quickly. Jess scooted out of the booth as fast as she could and urged Jameson to do the same so they could escape the nook before anything exploded, but before she could adequately convince Jameson their lives were in danger, the terrorist grabbed her by the back of the arm and spun her around to face him. 

“Let me go!” She struggled, trying to free her arm from his grasp. Why was no one helping her? She didn’t know how to call for help in German. Maybe they didn’t have a word for it. That would explain a lot of the ’30s and ’40s.  She tried to scream, but no sound came out. What the heck?

“Jess,” the terrorist said in perfect English. 

Her eyes snapped to his face and she gave up trying to struggle, which wasn’t working so well anyway. “How do you know my name?”

“You … don’t recognize me?” he asked.

She looked him up and down and shook her head. “Should I?”

“I assumed … huh.”

“Are you not a terrorist?”

“A terr—no! I’m Jesus, you idiot.” He let go of her arm and she stumbled back a step.

“Jesus?”

Jameson stood from his seat. “Maybe I should just …”

“No!” she snapped. “You sit your ass down till we figure this out!” There was no way she was letting him go anywhere until she got either photographic evidence or sex, unexpected Jesus appearance or no expected Jesus appearance. 

Jameson sat. 

She turned back to her half-brother. “Why are you here?” Then, “How are you here?”

Jesus gestured toward a chair at the table next to the booth. “May I?”

She shrugged resignedly. “I guess.” 

He pulled the chair up to the end of the table, shifted his robes, and straddled it backward, leaning forward, his arms resting on the chair back. 

“This is a dream, Jess.”

Ugh. Of course it was. Every time she met Jameson Fractal it turned out to be a dream. This had just been the first time anything physical had happened.

And now everything made a little more sense—why she didn’t remember what events transpired to get her to this cafe, let alone Berlin, how she and Jameson came to be sitting together, the fact that she couldn’t find her phone, and, oh yeah, Jesus Christ.

“Okay, so this is a dream. Perfect.” She scooted into the booth next to Jameson before climbing on top of him so she straddled his lap. Since it was a dream, she could engage in any amount of embarrassing behavior and it wouldn’t matter; she’d eventually wake up and the slate would be wiped clean. She might as well enjoy herself in the meantime.

She looked down into those sparkling hazel eyes and saw a lusty fire equal to her own staring back at her. She lowered her lips to his, and while her brain didn’t quite fill in all the blanks, since she lacked experience in this particular skill, she knew on an intellectual level that she was making out with Jameson, and that would have to do. It didn’t even bother her that her half-brother was watching. It was totally worth it to be able to knock this off her dream bucket list.

Please don’t wake up yet, please don’t wake up yet …

Jameson wove his fingers through her hair, pressing her lips more firmly to his. 

Jesus cleared his throat. “Um. Listen. I’m not here to be a voyeur; I actually have important information for you.”

Groaning, Jess pulled her mouth from Jameson’s. “But you’re not even real. This is my dream.”

“No, actually, I am real.”

Jess plopped herself down onto her butt in the booth. “First of all, that doesn’t make any sense. Second of all, if there’s something I need to know, God can just tell me.”

“Wait,” said Jameson. “Aren’t Jesus and God basically the same thing? Or two parts to the same whole?”

“No,” said Jess and Jesus.

Then Jesus added, “That doesn’t even make any sense.” 

Jameson shut his mouth.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed this yet,” Jesus said, “but our Father who art in Heaven hates the detail work.” He paused then quickly added, “And He thought I needed a job, so He promoted me to miracle management.”

Jess squinted at him, trying to absorb his words. “Promoted you to miracle … ?”

“Miracle management,” he finished quickly for her. “Yes. When a miracle needs to happen, I show up and tell the person they need to make it happen.”

“This is stupid,” Jess said, shaking her head. 

Jesus shrugged. “What can I say? Nobody likes their job. Doesn’t matter. I’m here for a purpose.”

“Miracle management,” Jess said tiredly. 

“Exactly. I’m here to tell you that the time has come for you to stop screwing around.”

“That’s not very nice.”

Jesus held up his palms and nodded his head softly. “I understand. I didn’t want to hear it either.”

“Wait. Were you told in a dream, too? Who was head of miracle management before you? I don’t suppose we have any other siblings I don’t know about.”

“Not yet. But it was actually Moses who told me. And let me tell you, he didn’t put it as nicely as I have. That guy … phew! Meany.”

“Meany?” Jess echoed vaguely. “Wait, but if you work his job, what’s he doing?”

“Retired.”

That made sense in a nonsensical sort of way.

“Anyway, you need to start exploring your special abilities,” Jesus said. “There are miracles you can perform, and it’s time for you to discover them.”

“Miracles? Like how?”

Jesus thought for a moment. “Well, mine were things like turning water into wine, attracting a bunch of fish for a fisherman, bringing people back from the dead …”

Jess nodded along as she began to understand. “Superpowers.”

“What? No.” Jesus narrowed his eyes at her, annoyed. “Not superpowers. Miracles.”

“What you described sounds an awful lot like superpowers.”

“Well, they’re not. Superpowers aren’t real. Miracles are.”

“Sounds like semantics,” said Jameson. 

Jess mouthed I love you to him, and he returned the favor with a sexy head nod.

“So will one of my superpowers be that I can have sex with Jameson?”

Jesus pinched the bridge of his nose. “Miracles, and no. Having sex with that man is not one.”

Typical. Never the good stuff. “So why can’t you just tell me what my miracles will be, so I can get on with this dream?”

“Because,” he said, increasingly impatient, “there’s such thing as self-discovery, and it makes for a much better story.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Ugh. You too? Dad’s obsessed with ‘telling a good story’ and all that. Why does it even matter?”

“Your story is everything! Do you want to be a messiah or not?”

Jess looked at Jameson and chuckled while jabbing her thumb in Jesus’s direction. “This guy.” She turned back toward her half-brother, responding with, “I think I’ve been pretty clear that I don’t want to be a messiah. I want to be a normal girl who has sex with Jameson Fractal. That’s all I want.”

“Well too bad. I–I’m done here. Just figure out your miracles, all right?”

“Whatever.” She jumped back onto Jameson and pulled his mouth to hers. Their lips met and his hand began moving up her torso, toward her breasts that had finally decided to exist, as of the beginning of the dream, and she felt herself grow dizzy with the sexuality radiating off of him. His hand cupped the underside of her breast and she woke up.

Her bedroom was dark, she was alone. No Jameson, no Arab Jesus, just herself and the darkness. 

“God. Dammit.”
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“Right,” Jessica conceded, casually dismissing her best friend with a flick of her spork. “The Jesus part might be something to think about later, but I mean, Jameson Fractal.” 

Miranda picked at her cafeteria lunch, but Jess’s food sat neglected, growing soggier by the second as she tried to impress upon her best friend that making out with Jameson in Berlin was the definitely the most noteworthy aspect of the dream. 

“I don’t know,” Miranda said thoughtfully. “I think you should probably focus more on the Jesus part. That seems maybe more important than the Jameson part.”

“And less TMI,” Chris Riley added before folding his slice of cafeteria pizza in half once, then again, and stuffing it into his mouth. 

He’d become a staple of their small lunch group—comprised only of Jess, Miranda, and Chris—since the first day of their sophomore year, when he quickly discovered all his jock buddies, being upperclassmen, had a different lunch schedule from him. During the first month of school, Jess had allowed herself to believe he’d chosen to sit at their table rather than with the more popular Sandra, Emma, et al. because he preferred their company. But lately it’d become increasingly obvious that his presence was actually due to the fact that Miranda helped him with his math homework during lunch. 

But whatever his reason, Jess was glad to have another person to chat with. It spiced things up, even though Miranda claimed she was over Chris, and Jess’s attention had long-since wandered to a more intellectually stimulating crush …

“You know one miracle I could use,” Chris said, through his mouthful of pizza. “A damn kicker for our football team. You’d think someone from Honduras could kick a damn futbol, but it would honestly take a miracle for Rivera to get the thing through the uprights. He even misses extra points! A varsity kicker missing extra points.” He used a straw to suck milk out of the carton and into his stuffed mouth before mashing it around a bit. “I tell you, Texas football ain’t what it used to be.”

Miranda stared at him skeptically, her mouth hanging open slightly. “Pretty sure that’s not going to be a miracle God grants His one and only daughter.”

Chris actually considered that then nodded. “True. Maybe His one and only son.” He swallowed hard then added disapprovingly, “Whenever he decides to show up.”

“That’s … it’s already happened,” Miranda said. “It’s Jesus.”

Chris paused right before he shoved another folded slice of pizza into his mouth. Then he laughed. “Oh yeah. Jesus.” 

“Wait,” Miranda said, “aren’t you a Christian?”

He nodded. “Yeah, of course. Why?”

Miranda waved him off and then turned back to Jess. “Anyway, I think you just need to explore a bit. Try some new things. You heard the announcement this morning. Fall tryouts and auditions coming up next week.”

Jess nibbled a soggy peach from her lunch tray. “That sounds awful.”

“It’s really not so scary,” Miranda said. “I’m trying out for softball.”

Chris chuckled. “Lesbo.”

“I’m not dignifying that with a response.”

Jess poked at her rubbery chicken-fried steak with her spork. “Maybe I should try softball,” she mused. Unlike Miranda, who’d been playing the sport in recreational leagues for years, Jess’s knowledge of it was limited to what she’d half-heartedly learned about Wiffle ball in PE. The two sports were basically the same, right? 

Yeah, it would be a miracle if she were any good. She turned to Chris. “Are you going to try anything?”

He waved her off. “Nah. I already have football. Those tryouts were in the summer. You wouldn’t know it to watch Rivera kick, but Mooremont High has a rich football legacy. Granted, it’s been in a bit of a slump for the past few years, but that’s about to change. I’m first-string varsity QB this year.”

“I have zero idea what that means,” Jess said. “Is it good?”

Chris scoffed. “You don’t get better.”

A loud cackle of laughter from a few tables down pulled at Jessica’s attention, even though she could already guess which small group felt the burning need to attract all of the eyes in the cafeteria. 

Courtney Wurst and Sandra Thompson leaned in on either side of Emma Sanderson to get a good look at something on the ever-popular girl’s tablet. Despite Jessica’s desperate hope otherwise, Emma was still the It Girl of their class, and she had yet to fully reject Sandra, Courtney, and Stephanie, though the latter two often sulked around for days at a time whenever Emma decided to give the silent treatment as penance for one social faux pas or another. Sophomore year seemed to be bringing them closer together, though, as they all began to inter-date among a few select boys, oftentimes switching so rapidly that Jess couldn’t keep up with who was in love with whom. More than once, she’d wondered how Chris had managed to steer clear of the fray when better men than him—namely, Greg—had fallen victim to it. 

Once the cackling at the table subsided, Sandra turned toward Greg, who sat next to her, gripped his thin bicep with both hands like a bear trap, and then tugged him toward her for a kiss on the lips.

Thou shalt not smite, thou shalt not smite … 

The mantra was a basic reflex now, and it’d served her well whenever she was unlucky enough to spy one of her former friends pawing at Greg. She wished there’d been a formal falling out in the social group so she could more openly hate the other girls for their exclusion of her and Miranda, but instead it’d been completely unspoken. Literally. One day they were all friends, then out of the blue began a complete lack of communication, a drop-off of invites and unreturned calls and texts between eighth and ninth grade, and Jess and Miranda had both been left to take the hint. 

Once Sandra finally pulled away from Greg, and Emma sat back down from leaning across the table to french Drew Fenster, her flavor of the month, the two girls resumed their gossiping, ignoring their boyfriends entirely. Greg sighed and gazed around the room until his eyes met Jess’s. He smiled and because he didn’t look away, she was forced to. She knew better than to be caught relating to him outside of their AP courses, where Sandra wasn’t around to mark her territory. 

As the bell rang and it was time to leave, Chris gathered up his math homework and stuffed it haphazardly into his backpack, and Jessica and Miranda followed him out of the cafeteria. 

Jess felt a hand run down her forearm as soon as she was out of the crowd and heading to AP Biology. She turned to find Greg behind her. Thanks to his growth spurt last spring, she had to crane her head up to look him in the face, a face that was starting to lose its roundness and gain a defined jawline. She glanced around for Sandra, but didn’t see her, so when Greg nodded toward their next class, Jess allowed herself to walk alongside him. 

“You trying out for anything this year?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Miranda thinks I should. I was thinking softball, maybe cheerleading.” 

He stopped walking and pivoted on his heel to turn and look down at her again. “Are you for real?”

She paused and met his gaze. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

He chuckled. “I just remember having PE with you last year. Plus, cheerleading?” He lifted a skeptical eyebrow before starting back down the hallway. 

“What’s wrong with cheerleading?” 

“Sandra is trying out for cheerleading.” They paused outside the science lab’s door. 

Did he not think Jess was cool enough to do cheerleading? That stung.

“Who knows,” she said, trying her best to sound mysterious just in case that was the one thing she’d been needing to do this whole time to win his heart. “Maybe I’ll surprise you.”

He didn’t seem particularly captivated, though. “The fact that you’re thinking about being a cheerleader already surprises me. Why don’t you think about things that play to your strengths?”

“Like what?” she said curtly. “Watching nature shows?”

“Huh?”

Oh right. Only Miranda knew about her obsession. “Nothing. What?” There was no way her official membership to the Sir David Attenborough Fan Club would win her any cool points with Greg. Best if he never found out. 

He did her the favor of moving on. “You’re good at a lot of things, Jess, but sports … it’s just not one of them.”

“Okay, I’ll admit athleticism might not be a strength that I fully realize yet. But what strengths do I have? Nothing.”

He held up a hand. “Please. You’re in all the advance classes you could possibly be in.”

She scoffed. “Okay, so geek strengths. Great. That’ll help me get a boyfriend.”

It was out of her mouth before she’d realized it was traveling up her vocal cords, and instantly she grimaced, then realized grimacing only made it more awkward and tried to wipe her expression of any emotion. 

Now I probably look like I’ve just had a stroke.

She tried to stop focusing on her own face and tapped into what was going on with Greg’s face. The mention of a boyfriend had clearly tripped up his thought process, though she suspected it was likely because he’d never imagined her dating anyone. 

“Um. Not geek strengths necessarily. Stuff like debate team, Shakespeare’s Players, something like that. You’re good with words, so why not try those?”

Really? Greg was all for Sandra doing cheerleading, but Jess? Ooooh no. He wanted her to stick to the fringe of society. “Oh I don’t know,” she said sarcastically. “I guess because those are nerd things and I’d prefer not to be forever branded as a geek.”

“First of all, nerd is not synonymous with geek. But more importantly, would you call me a geek?” he asked, leaning a little closer to her. She could smell his shampoo.

“No. Of course not. You hang out with … cool people.”

“Well”—he shrugged a shoulder—“I’m trying out for debate and Shakespeare’s Players.”

Debate and theater it was. “Okay, fine. Maybe I’ll try sports and something geeky like you.” She frowned as if it were a begrudging compromise. Better not to let on that the simple idea of being in a club or on a team with Greg gave her heart palpitations. 

She harrumphed, turned, and led the way into AP Biology before she said or did anything to ruin her small moment of happiness. 
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As it turned out, Miranda came from a softball legacy spanning generations of Forte women, starting with her grandmother Fiona, who played shortstop for Sam Houston State University before she’d gotten pregnant by one of the soccer players and dropped out of college in her sophomore year to raise her daughter—Miranda’s mother—Cheyenne. Cheyenne grew up to be an even better softball player and was the starting pitcher for the Longhorns freshman year until she’d gotten knocked up by a lacrosse player and dropped out to raise Miranda. Miranda seemed to be on course to be an even more skilled pitcher than her mother, and the Forte women apparently had high hopes that she might continue the softball legacy without continuing the legacy of unplanned pregnancies. 

Jess didn’t worry about that with Miranda, though. Not after Dr. Fractal’s eye-opening sex education. Plus, Jess had much more important things to worry about, especially after her weekend boot camp with Miranda and Cheyenne in the backyard of the Forte house where she conclusively determined that none of her miracles involved softball, other than perhaps the miracle that she survived the training without critical injury, outside of an arm that felt like it might just fall off (and maybe it would be the best for everyone if it did). 

She slung her heavy backpack over her dead arm and used her other hand to hold the strap in place as she dragged herself into Mooremont on Monday and all the way across the building on her way to her first period.

Though she hated AP World History, at least she wouldn’t need to use her sore arm to raise her hand. She never had any questions in that class, mostly because she was too busy trying to filter out all the extraneous information God shouted into her brain. 

But she hadn’t heard from Him in days, which meant that maybe she would be left in peace to simply learn the mostly incorrect facts Mr. Gonzalez taught them—as in the material she would actually be tested over—rather than trying to ignore God’s much less important commentary that would never find its way onto a standardized test.

Last Monday it was, NEANDERTHALS WERE CROSS-EYED. EVERY LAST ONE.

Last Thursday it was, SO I WAS ALL, “LET THERE BE LIGHT,” AND THERE WAS. WELL, YOU CAN IMAGINE MY SURPRISE…

And last Friday it was, NO, NO. LIFE CAME AFTER THAT. IT WENT LIGHT, GRAND UNIFICATION THEORY, MATTER, STARS, PLANETS, BOOMERANGS, LIFE. IN THAT ORDER.

Before she made it into AP World History, Miranda spotted her in the hall and ran up. 

“How you feeling?”

Jess stared at her, trying to gauge if she was serious. She was. “Awful.” She leaned close so only Miranda could hear. “Last time I tried to lift this arm, I peed myself a little bit.”

Being the stalwart friend she was, Miranda gritted her teeth until her desire to chuckle died in her chest. “Sorry. I guess I didn’t realize we were working you that hard.”

“You didn’t— I threw up! Three times!” When Jess realized she’d spoken loud enough for a small group of eleventh grade boys passing by to overhear, she grimaced and tried to hide her face. 

“Ugh, right?” Miranda replied even louder. “Last time we pound Irish car bombs with college freshman!”

Jess chanced a look at the juniors and while they seemed highly dubious, they also resumed their conversation and kept walking. 

“Did you at least hydrate?” asked Miranda, lowering her voice again. “You should hydrate after you throw up that much.”

But hydration had definitely not been on Jessica’s priority list between yesterday afternoon and this morning. Sleeping and thinking of excuses to avoid softball had taken up most of her mental energy. “I just … I think it’s pretty obvious that softball isn’t my miracle. So I should probably just focus on—”

But Miranda threw her hands onto her hips and kicked out one leg exasperatedly. “You can’t give up on everything that you don’t have God powers for. Welcome to real life, where people have to practice things to get better. That’s what I did, so why shouldn’t you have to?”

Jess found herself momentarily speechless.

Immediately Miranda’s posture softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I know you’re naturally intelligent and you’ve worked hard for what you have and you don’t rely on God for things.”

Jess nodded along, her mouth still hanging open slightly. “Dang right.”

“I just … I think you should try softball anyway. It would be really cool if we could play on the same team this year!”

Flinching as she adjusted her backpack on her shoulder, Jess begrudgingly agreed, said goodbye to her friend, and headed to class to start her day. 

When she saw Miranda again in Algebra II just before lunch, there was no talk about softball, for which Jess was endlessly grateful, since it allowed her to focus on numbers. Numbers were simple. Numbers didn’t cause her lasting physical pain.

At lunch, when Jess lifted her arm too suddenly to tuck her hair behind her ears and whimpered, Chris began probing about the weekend’s training. While Jess shoveled food unceremoniously into her mouth so she didn’t have to reply, Miranda was kind enough to think of the nicest ways possible to describe Jess’s miserable failures.

“She’s got a naturally strong grip,” really meant, She kept forgetting to let go of the ball when she tried to throw it.

“She’s not afraid to take a real swing at the ball,” really meant, The bat never actually made contact with the ball.

And, “I was impressed by how she hung in there,” obviously meant, She projectile vomited three times and then started begging God and Jesus to give her a sign.

And when Jess finally interrupted her friend and said, “Please. Miranda’s like a pro,” what she really meant was, Who knew wispy Miranda could throw a pitch that would hurt so bad when it nailed me in the pelvis?

In AP English, students were given most of the class to work on their first major literary critique of the year. Greg had already finished his, and Jess had no plans of starting it two weeks before the due date, so they were able to relax for the most part while Ms. Miller busied herself at her desk, grading papers for her less advanced classes, pausing only occasionally to sigh, massage her temples, and take a quick glance around the classroom before returning to her work. 

“Now, the claim or argument is the basis of the debate,” Greg explained excitedly. 

Jess didn’t share the enthusiasm. “You think anyone’s ever been killed playing softball?” she asked, bringing his lecture to a screeching halt. 

He blinked hard twice to reset. “Wait, what?”

“Do you think a person could get killed somehow playing softball?”

He eased in slowly, feeling his way for a trap. “Um, I suppose so. I mean, there’s an infinite number of ways someone could be killed. You could be playing softball when a meteor hits.”

“Or an earthquake,” she added, nodding and staring absentmindedly at the Mistakes Are Proof That You Are Trying banner posted on the wall over Ms. Miller’s desk. “So what you’re saying is that death is lurking just around the corner, so why bother evaluating the risk of any particular activity?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. But I guess you have a point …”

So much for making myself less killable.  

“Hey.” He waited till she was looking at him. “You’re not going to die in softball tryouts. And if you did”—he seemed to consider stopping there, but he bit back a smile and pushed on—“wouldn’t you just rise again in three days?” 

It took a moment for her to catch on then another moment more to justify how it’d been Greg who had said it. His attempt to keep a straight face was doomed the moment Jess cackled, punched him in the bicep, and then immediately groaned at having used the muscles in her right arm. 

Their laughter drew the attention of Ms. Miller who looked up, realized it was just Greg and Jess, and then returned to her fevered grading. 

“So even if you do die,” Greg said, “you’ll be back in time for debate tryouts on Thursday. Which means you should probably know how it works …”

This time, she was able to listen to what he had to say. After all, she was the daughter of God. No way He would let her die from a wild pitch to the temple. 

It was just softball. What was the worst that could happen?

 

* * *






Greg found his seat beside Jess in AP Biology the next day and once he took in the sight of her, he was kind enough not to laugh. “The cheerleading coach is going to know you don’t mess around,” he said. “Only the real badasses of cheerleading try out with a black eye.”

“Shut up,” she grumbled.

Destinee had done all she could that morning to help Jess mask the swelling that remained from the afternoon before, but no amount of concealer seemed to do the trick. The thick, puffy, navy blue boomerang of swelling underneath her right eye would not be covered, and her attempt to wear sunglasses to school was quickly nipped in the bud by the Mooremont assistant principal. Jess had considered appealing up the chain of command to Mrs. Thomas, now Principal Thomas, knowing that the woman would side with her on it, but Jess simply had no fight left in her, so she tucked the sunglasses into her backpack and accepted her fate. 

The silver lining was that the pain in her eye socket took her mind off the screaming muscles in her arm. So maybe she could still attend cheerleading tryouts. 

“You know what you don’t need hand-eye coordination for?” Greg said cheerily. “Debate. Theater.”

“Shut up.”

“What? It’s true!”

“Okay, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear it right now.” 

Greg’s joking tone softened. “Is it super painful?”

Jess sighed and nodded. 

He placed his hand gently on her jaw and turned her head toward him to get a better look. “You shouldn’t worry about covering it with makeup. Wear it proud. Besides, you look great without makeup.”

She turned her head away from him quickly. “Psh, whatever.” 

Obviously he was trying to compliment her, but she didn’t care. His playful flirting, which normally would’ve lifted her spirits, only agitated her. She was humiliated, in pain, and he was dating someone else. She was in no mood for it. 

“I’m being serious,” he added, leaning his head slightly to the side without taking his eyes off her. “Some girls, like Sandra and Emma, need makeup to look pretty, but you don’t.”

“I really wish you’d stop comparing me to your girlfriend.” 

That shut him up. For a little while. 

With nothing else to do, she opened her textbook and began reviewing the chapter she’d read the night before. She only got a few paragraphs in before Greg decided it was okay to start speaking again.

“Are you really trying out for cheerleading?” 

“Yes,” she said defiantly. “Why shouldn’t I?”

Maybe it was because she’d just snapped at him, but he hesitated before responding. “It just … you’re not like that.”

“Like what?” Her smirk issued a challenge. He was digging himself into a hole, and in her cynicism, she enjoyed watching him do it. 

He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Like … um, super chipper and happy.” And before she could snap at him for saying she wasn’t super happy, which she wouldn’t necessarily disagree with, he added, “And bitchy.”

“Oh. Wait. So you think Sandra’s a bitch?”

He shrugged. “Not what I said.”

“No, it’s what I said. And it’s true.”

“So why do you want to be a cheerleader?”

Jess sighed. He was breaking her down. “Because I want to be good at something.”

“No,” he said. “You’re already good at something. You want to be popular.”

It was spoken like a slur, which was probably how it was intended. “No! But so what if I do? You want to be popular too, or else you wouldn’t be dating your way through the popular girls!”

He held his hands up in surrender. “Easy. I date who I date because I like them. Let’s just drop it.”

“Done.” 

She reached for the microscope to slide it across the lab table, and felt a sharp pain shoot through her forearm. 

Maybe Greg was right about cheerleading. Maybe it was a terrible idea.

But she’d be damned if she admitted that to him aloud. So tryouts it was. It was just cheerleading anyway. It couldn’t be that difficult. 

 

* * *






“I don’t know much about chess,” Destinee said over breakfast on Wednesday morning, “but I’m pretty sure it uses mostly just your brain muscle. You’ll be fine.” She poured the milk into Jess’s cereal, something that would have been difficult for Jess to do with three of the fingers on her right hand taped together. 

“Why can’t God or Jesus just tell me what my freaking miracles will be?” She grabbed the spoon with her left hand, but even lifting it up to her mouth was painful. Everything hurt. 

“You’ll feel better about yourself if you figure it out on your own,” Destinee said dismissively. 

Jess stifled a growl. “I’d feel better if I stop getting injured.” 

School was going to suck. The only consolation was that she hadn’t completely humiliated herself at cheerleading tryouts. She hadn’t made the squad—that definitely would’ve taken a miracle—but she’d also managed to wait until after she left the gym to cry, which was realistically the most she could’ve hoped for, short of a miracle. She’s escaped the ordeal with only two jammed or possibly fractured fingers, a body that was sorer than she thought a body could be, and her dignity somewhat intact. That last bit was something, at least. 

Besides the excruciating ice bath that her mother had insisted would cure all that ailed her, Jessica had spent that night researching the rules and strategy of chess. The last-minute decision to try it was born out of a mixture of resignation, self-loathing, and maybe a little bit of hope that her miracle would at least be something that risked little physical injury, even if it would simultaneously obliterate her already unfortunate social standing. Or maybe it was because part of her admitted that Greg was right and she should play to her strengths, which were clearly weighted toward the intellectual rather than the physical. 

“I didn’t even enjoy chess that much last night. The computer kept kicking my butt.” She sighed. “Maybe I should just forget about finding miracles. Life wouldn’t be so bad as just a regular pers—” 

Destinee delivered a quick flick to Jess’s cheek underneath her swollen eye. It wasn’t hard contact, but it got the point across, and Jess yelped as her hands shot up to cup her face gingerly.

Her mother showed no remorse. “You wanna be regular? You wanna live in this shit-hole town, popping out babies you can’t afford, working a shitty dead-end job all your life? Because that’s what regular life is for McClouds. Shut the hell up about it. You gotta keep trying, baby. You’re smarter than I am by a long-shot, but patterns are patterns, and it’ll take nothing short of a miracle to break the pattern of women in our family.”

Jess knew better than to mouth off again if she didn’t want to end up in even more pain. “Sheesh. Okay.” 

Maybe Destinee had a point anyway. Not that Jess minded their doublewide, but it would probably be nice to someday have a dishwasher or furniture that didn’t have to be covered with clear plastic to keep from stinking up the house with the smell of old cigarettes. From what she’d heard of Grandma McCloud’s set-up out west in Fort Stockton, it wasn’t much better, and didn’t even come with plastic furniture coverings, though it was apparently in equal need of them. 

Had Jesus been rich? Probably. If he could perform miracles, why wouldn’t he be? In her dream, he’d mentioned attracting a bunch of fish. Seemed like a pretty good business tool. He could probably make a killing selling fish if all he had to do was whistle or holler or fart or whatever and they’d come swimming up like a bunch of dumb idiots. She’d have to ask him about that next time she saw him. Until then, she just needed to keep trying to find her own miracles. With no other leads, chess club would have to be the next place where she sought one out.

At lunch later that day, Greg approached her small group from across the cafeteria and sat on the seat next to Chris, opposite Jess. “Hey, I convinced Mr. Fairbanks to give me an advance copy of the scene we’ll be using for auditions.” Greg slipped her a small rolled up script underneath the lunch table. 

Chris stared at Greg, clearly confused by his sudden appearance. He looked at Jess. “Are y’all friends?” He pointed to Greg.

“Yes,” Greg answered for her. “Anyway, you should practice up on this. If you can go off book, even at all, Mr. Fairbanks will be super impressed.”

She unrolled the paper and looked down at the title page. “Measure for Measure? Didn’t we read that in class last year, and wasn’t it one of the weird ones?”

Greg nodded excitedly. “Yeah, super weird.”

“Sounds like someone I know,” said Chris, nodding not-so-subtly at Greg then chuckling at his own joke. 

Greg ignored him. “I think you would make a good Isabella.” He smiled and winked.

Unsure what on her Father’s green earth he could be implying, she smiled back noncommittally.  

“Who are you trying out for?”

“The Duke. I actually played him in a youth production out in Odessa last year, and I still remember a lot of the lines.”

“How did I not know you were in a play last year?” asked Jess. 

“I didn’t tell anyone.” He stood again. 

“A genuine theater kid,” Chris mused. “You don’t see a lot of them around these parts.”

“Hard to spot them in the bulky sea of meathead athletes,” Greg replied quickly, before nodding at Jessica and heading back over to Sandra’s table. It was obvious from Chris’s furrowed brow that he was trying his best to think of a witty reply, but Greg had already moved on. 

She watched him return to his lunch table and it wasn’t long after he’d sat down that Sandra shot her a suspicious look and grabbed Greg’s hand territorially. He didn’t say anything to her, though, opting instead to chat with Drew, who sat across the table.

When Jess returned her attention to her friends, they were both staring at her. 

Miranda fanned her face. “Phew! I didn’t know things were heating up between you two. Finally!”

Jess suppressed a smile. “Shut up.”

“It must be the black eye.” Miranda grinned mockingly. 

“Wait.” Chris blinked a half-dozen times in rapid succession. “You like him?”

“I never said that,” Jess replied coyly. “What would be wrong with that anyway?”

Chris pressed his lips together and shook his head, disappointed. “He’s a dweeby theater kid. You’re the daughter of God.”

“What if I want to be a dweeby theater kid, too?”

He rolled his eyes and puffed out air. “Please. You could never be a dweeby theater kid. Even if you did decide to be in a play.”

It was perhaps the closest Chris had ever come to complimenting her. “I don’t understand how that works.”

“I mean, sure, you’re not in the popular clique, but you’re still… kinda cool. Greg is … I don’t know, kind of a big pussy.”

“Chris!” Miranda chastised. 

Jess held up a hand, palm out, fingers still taped together. “Just stop, Chris. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Greg has stood up for me more times than I can count. How many times have you done that, Mister Bravery?”

Chris stammered through a few nonsense sounds before he was able to spit out, “I— A few!”

When Jess looked at Miranda, both of them burst into laughter. 

Chris rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up … But I have. I’m no pussy.”

“We know, we know,” Jess said, settling him down. “Now both of you stop talking to me so I can look over this script.”


[image: Image]









She didn’t get more than a few yards down the hall the next morning before Principal Thomas caught up with her. 

“Jess.”

The familiar voice stopped her in her tracks, and she turned to look at Mrs. Thomas. “Morning.”

“You have a minute?” 

“Uh sure.” Was she in trouble? The tone made her think she was in trouble, but Mrs. Thomas never got mad at her. Maybe things changed when her former teacher and assistant principal was offered the principal position at Mooremont High. Maybe Jess’s streak of avoiding discipline was done. She tried to think of a reason why she would be in trouble but came up empty.

Well, maybe what had happened in the chess club tryouts the afternoon before, but that seemed minor enough … 

Mrs. Thomas led her the short distance into the admin offices and away from the noise of the hallway. “I heard about what happened yesterday,” she said once the door behind them had shut out most of sound from outside. A few other students Jess recognized but didn’t know by name sat in the waiting room that served the principal’s and assistant principal’s offices, but most of them looked too high or angry to care what was being said only feet away. 

“What do you mean?” Jess asked, feigning innocence as long as she could. 

“Chess club. I heard you lost your temper. Did I hear correctly?”

Jess exhaled and her shoulders slumped. “Yeah. Chess is just way more boring than I thought it’d be, and Jarod was taking forever to make a freaking move.” 

Principal Thomas’s gaze traveled from Jess’s black eye, which had started to turn yellow around the edges, down to her bandaged hand. “I assume all that isn’t simply from flipping over the chessboard.” 

Jess shook her head. “No, the eye is softball and the fingers are cheerleading.”

Mrs. Thomas had to lick her lips to keep from smiling, which might’ve left Jess embarrassed were she not so relieved to realize that she wasn’t in trouble. “Yeah, Sandra mentioned that you’d tried out for cheer. I almost didn’t believe her …” She paused then leaned in a little closer. “I know I haven’t really gotten much of a chance to chat with you since I took this position, and for that I’m sorry.”

That seemed like a silly thing for her to be sorry about. Her life didn’t revolve around Jess. “It’s fine. And I’m fine. I was just a little frustrated, and chess was the final straw, I guess.”

Mrs. Thomas crossed her arms casually. “So what’s all this about?” She motioned in small circles with the palm of her hand at the entirety of Jessica’s injuries.  

Jess shrugged. “I’m trying to find my … niche. I don’t really have anything I’m great at.”

Mrs. Thomas’s expression softened as a warm smile settled on her lips. “That’s okay. Your value isn’t determined by what talents you have.”

“But … I mean, you know my situation, Mrs. Thomas.” She wasn’t about to dive into an in-depth play-by-play of the Jesus sex dream with so many possible eavesdroppers nearby. And even if there weren’t eavesdroppers, she wasn’t sure she wanted to have that conversation with her former teacher.

Mrs. Thomas didn’t seem to require further explanation, though, and nodded comfortingly. “Yes, I know. And doesn’t that knowledge alone make you feel special and worthy? You don’t have to kill yourself trying to figure out where you fit in or what you’re the best at.”

Now there was a novel idea Jessica could get behind.

“Is your eye okay?” Mrs. Thomas bit her lip, clearly trying to hold back another smile. 

This time Jess couldn’t help but laugh at herself. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

“All right. Think about what I said, then, and you know I’m always here if you need anything.” The woman tilted her head forward, eyebrows creeping up her forehead as she stared seriously at Jessica. “And I mean that. I’ve known you so long you’re like one of my children, and I always have time to help out my children. Understand?”

The similarity to what Jimmy had told her back before he betrayed her in grandiose fashion wasn’t lost on Jessica, but this was Mrs. Thomas. If there was an opposite of Jimmy Dean, it was her, so Jessica decided to shove the nagging discomfort of the parallel from her mind and focus on the more important part, which was that, regardless of how busy she might be in her new role as principal, Jess had a strong ally. “Yeah, I understand. Thanks.”

“No need to thank me, Jessica. That’s just what people do for those who are important to them. Now have a good day. It’s almost Friday, which is almost the weekend!”

Jess nodded bye then headed back out into the hallway toward first period. 

As she turned the corner where the main halls converged, she spotted Greg with his back to her, waiting outside the door to her AP World History class, which was strange, since he didn’t have that class with her, but maybe he’d decided to wait for her there anyway to chat about debate or theater. But when she got closer, she discovered the real reason he was standing there. Oh right. Sandra had that class. 

The girl was still short despite finally hitting a late puberty, which seemed to have only affected her breasts while the rest of her body stayed childlike and rail thin, and she was easily hidden behind Greg’s tall frame. 

The bell rang, and he leaned down and kissed Sandra overzealously before straightening back up and noticing that Jess had moved to stand behind his girlfriend. When he made eye contact with her, she rolled her eyes and went into the class. 

Let him think about that for a while. 

Jess settled in at her usual spot and, to her surprise, Sandra sat down next to her. The girl leaned in like she had a big, juicy secret she couldn’t wait to spill. “Greg and I have been talking about having sex with each other.” 

Considering Sandra hadn’t directly addressed Jessica in at least a year, maybe longer, she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to react to being let in on this little secret. “O-kay …” 

Sandra was getting at something. Did she know Jess had a thing for Greg? She’d only ever told Miranda and Mrs. Thomas (and yesterday Chris, but she was sure he’d forgotten already). Well, she supposed the odds were good between her well-meaning but big-mouthed best friend and Sandra’s own mother that one of them had let it slip. 

Sandra didn’t stop there, though. “I just feel like our relationship is ready for it, you know? And between you and me, he has a huge cock.”

“Oh wow. Um … should you be telling me this?”

“You want to know how I know?” Sandra cocked an eyebrow and worried the corner of her lip. 

“Not really.”

She whispered, “I’ve sucked him off.”

“Jesus Christ, Sandra. I did not need to know that.” Jess leaned away as Sandra laughed.

“Oh Jess. If you ever want to have a boyfriend, you need to grow up. Guys aren’t going to want to be with you just for your mind.”

Either from jealousy or the idea of putting a guy’s genitals in her mouth—or possibly the combination of the two—Jess’s breakfast tried to make a break for it up her esophagus. Sandra’s work was clearly done, so she grabbed her bag and moved to the back of the classroom where she usually sat, and Jess was left easing herself into the idea of putting a penis into her mouth and then … doing stuff. What did one do once the penis was in the mouth? Surely it didn’t just sit there. Brainstorming a few ideas, she shut her eyes and tried to imagine what it would actually be like to do any of them. 

Nope. She couldn’t do it. Too weird. Did that mean Greg would never go for her? Probably. She was way out of her depth if that’s what guys her age needed from girls. She hadn’t even kissed a boy before, let alone put her mouth …

Gross. Gross, gross, gross. Ew. 

What was she doing? Why even bother trying out for debate? Mrs. Thomas was right. She shouldn’t have to work so hard. How about a little divine intervention to help her figure out her miracles? 

With hope fading into the distance, her heart was faced with a reality that her mind had already known: any miracle worth discovering would have nothing to do with debate or acting. The only reason she was trying out those things was for Greg, and it looked like that was a no-go anyway, unless she was willing to …

The image surfaced in her mind again, only this time it was clearer and his penis was more cartoonish, like the ones she’d seen in sex ed. She imagined the cartoony phallus rising up like an inflating balloon. Then images of the most wart-covered ones from the slideshow swirled with it, and she gagged. 

A penis couldn’t possibly be attractive to any woman, could it?

Whatever Sandra’s plan was, it’d worked. And by the time Jess choked down lunch and made it to biology, she could hardly look at Greg. 

Obviously he couldn’t have known what was on her mind, but he wasn’t an idiot, and her body language must have told him something was off. 

“So you’re not mad at me?” he asked. 

“For the last time, no, I’m not mad at you. Please stop talking to me, though.” 

“It seems like you’re mad at me.”

If he didn’t drop it, she thought she might have to club him with her taped fingers. “I’m not. I’m just trying to focus on this work.” She scrawled a few more notes as best she could with her limited dexterity. 

He dropped it until Ms. Kensington, on her way around the room to check on the students’ progress, paused by their table and asked, “Everything okay, Jessica?”

Jess plastered a smile on her face and assured her teacher everything was fine. As soon as Ms. Kensington had moved on, though, Greg started in on it again. 

“Ha! See? I’m not just being crazy. She noticed it too.”

“I’m just tired. It’s been a really long week and I just want it to be over.”

“Uh-oh.”

“What?”

“I have a feeling I know where this is headed. You’re about to back out on debate tryouts.”

She kept her eyes glued to the sketch of a dog’s digestive system that she was supposed to be labeling. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You can’t,” he insisted. “I think you’d be great at it.”

“Well I don’t and you can’t pressure me to do anything I don’t want to do.”

“What?”

“Sorry if I’m not what you wanted me to be.”

He was silent for a moment. Then, “I don’t want you to be anything you aren’t. I just … Okay. No debate team.”

Jess added the last few labels to her sketch while Greg drew a dog’s skeletal structure, and they worked in silence. 

Because of their exceptional focus, they finished their assignment early, which left them sitting together without anything to do. 

“I’m just going to end up failing again,” Jess said. “I’m tired of it.”

“Hey.” Greg placed his hand gently on her shoulder. “I don’t want to pressure you into it. I don’t think you’ll fail, but if you feel like you will, you don’t have to do it.”

Jess sighed and wished she could be angry enough to knock his hand off her shoulder. It was her exhaustion in its quest for the path of least resistance that eventually caused her to give in. “Fine. Okay. I’ll give it a shot.”

“I think you’ll like it.” Greg squeezed her shoulder and then moved his hand back onto the table. “And if you don’t, you just leave. No worries.”

“All right. Fine.”

“The tryouts are in pairs. I tell you what. I was going to partner up with Drew, but if you’re actually willing to do this, I’ll be on your team instead.”

The idea of being on a team with him—by choice, publicly—sounded like a quick way to piss off Sandra. But at the same time, she didn’t know who else was trying out and she didn’t want to be the only one without a partner. “You sure Drew won’t feel screwed?”

“Psh, he’ll be fine.”

So it was settled. She and Greg were a team. 

The decision only singed her nerves further, though, as a parade of new fears marched through her mind for the rest of the afternoon.

In the fifteen minutes between when school let out and when the debate tryouts started, Greg managed to give Jess a fairly thorough review of the format. They’d be given a statement and would have five minutes to prepare an argument either for or against it. 

The debate teacher, Mr. Bauer, had set up a row of chairs against the wall in the hallway outside of his classroom, and pairs were brought in two at a time to debate. Waiting in the hallway did nothing to help her nerves. 

Drew was in the group ahead of theirs, and when he left the classroom wearing a smug expression, he flashed Greg and Jess a half grin and said, “Good luck.” Then he chuckled. Jess didn’t like that chuckle. Something was up. 

And when she walked into Mr. Bauer’s classroom and saw the statement on the board, she felt her heart sink:  Claim: God does not exist.

How was that even legal to debate?

Apparently at least part of her reputation preceded her, because Mr. Bauer, whose class she’d never taken, did a double-take when she walked in, and his eyes flickered to the debate topic and then back to her again. Good. It wasn’t just her who felt awkward now. 

“Oh man. This is good.” Greg actually sounded excited and quickly called dibs on the affirmative side of the argument, leaving the other pair with the dissenting position. She’d seen both boys strutting the halls all year, always in their khaki shorts and pastel polo shirts, but she wasn’t sure of their names. One was probably Roger. The other was probably Brad. No, more likely Bradley. She passionately disliked both of them. 

The five minutes of prep started once the two teams split onto opposite sides of the room. “We’re going to kill this,” Greg said. Then, finally, it seemed to dawn on him who he was talking to. Jessica didn’t actually find the time it took for that realization to occur all that surprising, considering he’d never believed her claim about being the daughter of God. “Oh. Um. Well, the thing about debate is that sometimes you argue a side you don’t believe in.”

“Don’t worry,” Jess said. “I’m not offended.”

Greg nodded. “Okay, cool. How about this. You’ll be a perfect devil’s advocate, er, I mean … well, you’ll argue in favor of God existing so that I can come up with stronger counterarguments. That make sense?”

Jess nodded. 

“Okay. First argument. God is defined as omnipotent. And as such, could He create a rock that He couldn’t lift?”

Jess waited for him to answer then realized he was waiting for her to answer. “Oh. I don’t know.” She shook her head vaguely. 

He waved her on enthusiastically. “No, you give me a rebuttal.”

“But I don’t have one. Other than I can’t imagine him wasting his time with that. Also, he doesn’t physically exist, I don’t think. He has to become something else that physically exists, like a hog or … someone mentioned something about a bush once. Or who knows, maybe he could become a person. Or maybe that’s just demons.”

Greg’s excitement was temporarily stifled as he squinted at her, trying to follow along. “But He could do anything He wanted, right?”

“I honestly have no idea. I think at one point he could, but then he sort of let go of the reins a bit with Original Mistake, er, Original Sin. I’d ask him, but I haven’t heard from him lately.” Then it occurred to her. “Wait, is something terrible happening in Asia?”

“Something terrible is always happening in Asia. Listen, we’re running out of time to plan. Oh, but that’s another good argument! If God can do as He pleases, why does He let suffering exist?” Greg looked expectantly at her again. 

And again, she shook her head vaguely.

“Okay, new argument: People use miracles listed in the Bible as proof of God’s existence. If they were possible then, why don’t we see them now? Where are all the miracles?”

She stepped back hastily, holding her hands out defensively. “Stop pressuring me! Who even cares about miracles anyway?” 

Greg, however, had clearly thought long and hard on the question of God’s existence, and he looked at her with concern, perhaps even pity. “Okay. Um. How about you just let me handle the opening statement, and then we can huddle again before our first rebuttal.”

“Yeah, sure. Fine.”

She let Greg do the talking and knew two things immediately. First, Greg would make the team. Second, she would not. Mr. Bauer kept looking at her to speak, and each time she had an opening but stayed silent, he scribbled notes on his pad. Well, so much for debate. 

As far as Jess could tell, Greg didn’t even need a teammate to whip Roger and Bradley (or maybe Charles and Heathrow?), and the victory was quickly awarded to “Greg! Oh and Jessica” once the debate was concluded. 

She was just glad it was finally over, and without adding anything new to her laundry list of physical injuries. 

As Greg and Jess made to leave, Mr. Bauer smiled politely at Jess before asking if Greg had a minute to chat. 

“Wait up for me?” Greg asked. 

“Yeah, sure.”

It was strange being in the school hallways this late in the day. She could see the darkness creeping in from the few outside windows, and the only other people around were the eight or so waiting silently for their turn to debate. 

It’d never occurred to her to think through arguments for the existence of God, but she supposed it might come in handy, even outside a formal debate setting. Was she supposed to be convincing others of His existence? Was that part of the job description?

I suppose that’s what miracles are for.

BINGO.

No, not You. 

YES ME. YOU DID ABYSMALLY IN THAT DEBATE.

No shit.

IT DOESN’T MATTER. ONCE YOU FIND YOUR FIRST MIRACLE, PERFORMING IT WILL CONVINCE OTHERS IN A WAY WORDS NEVER COULD.

So are you going to tell me what it is?

NOPE.

Not even a hint? Please, Dad?

EH … FINE. MANKIND, I’M A SUCKER. YOUR MIRACLES WILL HELP CONVINCE THOSE WHO NEED CONVINCING. WHICH MEANS THEY WILL BE OF USE TO THOSE AROUND YOU. 

Like Jesus’s fish?

YES.

It’s not a fish thing, though, right?

YOU LIVE IN A VERITABLE DESERT. FISH SUDDENLY APPEARING WOULD BE MORE IN LINE WITH THE APOCALYPSE.

Is that a no on the fish thing?

THAT IS A NO.

So what, then? What would be the fish equivalent to people in Mooretown?

THE ANSWER IS SO OBVIOUS. THINK. USE THE BRAIN I GAVE YOU.

Oh wow. You know exactly what to say. This whole time all I needed to do was think. Thanks for the stellar advice.

I SENSE SARCASM.

Mouthing off to God was probably not a great strategy for anything, but the week had felt like one failed test after another, and her patience for hints and guessing games had worn thin.

I have one more question for you.

YES, ONLY BEGOTTEN DAUGHTER?

Could you create a rock too heavy for you to lift?

OOO … I COULD JUST … MMM.

You could just what?

Silence in her skull. Good. That’s what she’d been aiming for. 

Greg appeared again and nodded down the hall, and she began walking alongside him. 

“I owe you an apology,” he said. 

“Um, no. I think I owe you an apology. That was terrible. I bombed completely.”

“No, no. You didn’t … Well.” He seemed to consider it then decide against the blatant lie, going instead with, “I didn’t listen to you, Jess. You’re good at a lot of things, and you have every right to focus on those. I shouldn’t have pressured you to try it out. I put you in a bad position. I’m sorry.”

She didn’t know what to say. He had a point. 

Of course he does! He’s a master of debate! 

“Do you forgive me?” he asked.

His apology was so sincere that she couldn’t stay mad at him. He’d always been, and continued to be, her protector. She suspected he saw himself as that, too, and he’d failed in the duty.  

“Yeah, I forgive you.”

Greg stopped in his tracks. “Whoa.”

“What is—oh shit.” It’d been so long since anyone had asked for her forgiveness—she was usually the one making the apologies left and right—that she’d forgotten about what happened to people who were on the receiving end of those words. So far, though, it’d only been Sandra once, and then Miranda a handful of times. Never a boy.

Greg’s eyes darted around without his head moving at all. He extended his arms loosely in front of him so that he could examine them. 

“Um … what’s wrong?” Maybe he hadn’t drawn the connection between her forgiveness and the sensation. 

“I … nothing. Maybe I pinched a nerve or something.”

“Are you in pain?”

“No, it didn’t hurt. It kind of felt … never mind.” He began walking again. “What were we talking about?”

“How I forgive you.”

He stopped in his tracks again. “That’s … that’s strange.”

Her mind was split. While there was something incredibly appealing about Greg’s refusal to believe she was anything outside of a normal human female, part of her desperately wanted him to acknowledge that she had some sort of power. Maybe it would pique his romantic interest despite her dismal debate performance. “What’s strange, that I forgive you?” 

When she said it a third time, his head jerked to look at her. “Are you … No. Sorry. I guess I’m tired.”

“My uncle’s a doctor,” she lied. “What are you feeling? Maybe I can help diagnose you.” It was a sick curiosity that drove her now. From what she could gather, the feeling was pleasant, but she wanted to hear it from Greg’s lips. Maybe this was a way she could give pleasure that no one else could, not even Sandra with her filthy mouth. 

“It’s like a tingling. Maybe.”

She inspected him closely, feigning intense academic interest, as if he were a complex math problem that needed to be solved. “Go on.”

The halls around them were completely vacant, but in the distance she could hear a loud conversation between teachers that echoed unintelligibly from a classroom on the far end of the hall.

“Um. It starts in my chest, like around my heart, and then sort of vibrates out from there.” 

“Yeah? And where does it vibrate to?”

“Uh, the rest of my torso. And my arms, down to my legs.”

“Would you say it affects your groin?”

His eyes went wide and he dragged his fingers through his short, dark-chocolate curls. “Why? Does that mean something? Do you think it’s serious?”

“Depends. Does it affect your groin?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“But it’s not painful?”

“No. Not at all. The opposite, actually.”

“Hmm …” She struggled to hold back a satisfied grin. 

“What? Do you have an idea of what it is?”

She shook her head. “No idea. I’ll have to ask my uncle. I’m sure you’re fine, though.”

Greg didn’t look so certain. “I think I should go see a doctor or something.”

“No, no, I’m sure you’re fine.”

They made it to the front doors and out into the tepid late-summer air. It was going to be a long walk home, but it might be nice to have a little time to herself to decompress before her mother grilled her about her day. 

But Greg’s health concerns clearly hadn’t been put to rest. “How can you be sure it’s nothing? I had an aunt who had a heart attack and died at, like, thirty. I’m over halfway there, now. Maybe it was that.”

Jessica jumped in front of him and placed a hand on each of his shoulders (only grimacing slightly as she lifted her right arm) to force him to stop and look her in the eyes. “It’s not a heart attack.”

“How can you be certain?” He looked genuinely afraid, and she didn’t like that at all. He was supposed to be her knight. 

She sighed. “Because. I … well. Here. I forgive you.” With her hands on his shoulders, she could feel the tremor run through him. 

“I don’t … I don’t understand.”

“Really? You don’t get it yet? Okay. And again. I forgive you.” 

One of his knees buckled, and a small moan escaped his lips. “How are you doing that?”

Poor guy. “How do you think?”

He shut his eyes and shook his head dismissively. “No, but seriously, how does that work?” He looked down into her eyes, waiting for an answer that made actual sense to him.

“I have no damn clue, Greg. But it happens. One of my … superpowers.”

What was his problem? She’d just given him pretty solid evidence that she was at least a little bit powerful outside of basic human abilities. How had it not punctured his denial at all?

But rather than responding directly to her statement, he asked, “Do you want a ride home?”

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected him to say. Oh okay, I believe in God now, or maybe something even as simple as, Maybe there’s more to you than I thought. Her mind flashed back to the realization she’d had at White Light Church, close to four years ago. People would only ever believe what they wanted to believe. 

Well, except for her. She didn’t have a choice. God made sure of that each time He showed up inside her skull, provided her with information she wished she didn’t know, and then split.

Anyway, a lift home sounded good. “Yeah, okay.”

She didn’t know how Destinee would feel about her getting in a car with a teenage driver—they hadn’t broached that subject yet—but she figured as long as she didn’t get pregnant, her mom didn’t have much room to preach. 

They crossed the empty parking lot in silence until they finally arrived at his ride. She’d seen it in the parking lot before but somehow never realized it was Greg’s. The sight struck her as funny, but she thought maybe she shouldn’t laugh. She knew how guys were about their trucks … if that’s what this was even considered. 

“This is yours?”

Greg nodded coolly, but she could tell it required a lot of effort for him not to geek out.

“A ’78 El Camino. My dad fixed it up and gave it to me for my birthday last month.”

Obviously he was proud of it, so she decided not to voice her actual opinion. “Awesome. I like the … color.”

He ran his hand over the top of the cab on the driver’s side. “Yeah, I would have gone with black, but my dad thought sky blue was more appropriate for her.”

“Her?”

“Yeah. Janice.”

“You named your car—”

“Truck.”

“You named your truck Janice?”

He nodded subtly and narrowed his eyes at her like she was the one not making sense. “Yeah. I— What are you not getting?”

“Um. Nothing. I get it. I just misheard the name,” she said, trying to backtrack. “I wasn’t sure if you said Janice or Janet.”

He tossed his head back and guffawed. “Psh! Janet. That would’ve been a stupid name.”

She forced a grin and nodded agreeably, and then loaded into the passenger’s side, throwing her heavy backpack on the bench seat between them. 

It took a little extra love to start the engine, and when it began to purr, Jessica felt like the truck was coming to life around her, vibrating strongly like there was too much power to be contained for long.  

Greg threw it into drive, but before he let his foot off the brake, he said, “Listen, Jess, I don’t want you to think I’m an asshole. I believe that you believe you’re the daughter of God or whatever, but I just can’t believe it. I’m sorry.”

“I forgive you.”

“Stop it!”

She started laughing. “Sorry.”

Greg started laughing too. “I just don’t understand!” And he continued laughing as he took his foot off the brake and pulled around toward the exit. 

“If it makes you feel any better,” Jess added, “I don’t understand either. I’ve been told believing isn’t about understanding.”

“Hm. Maybe so.”

The truck pulled onto the road, heading through town. “Why are you afraid to believe that God exists anyway?” she asked. 

“I guess it just doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Why not?”

He glanced over at her. “Well, for the reasons I mentioned in the debate. Granted, the rock thing is gimmicky, but the part about suffering was true. There’s so much suffering. Not just in far off lands, but here. In each of us. All around. I—” He sighed heavily. “I have an older brother. Had an older brother.”

She didn’t like the past tense.

“Don’t tell anyone about this, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Not even Sandra.”

That wouldn’t be a problem. “Okay.”

“This was before we moved to Mooretown. Really, I think this was why we moved, though my parents won’t admit it. He was six years older than me. He was gay.” 

Jess certainly hadn’t been expecting that. She didn’t know any gay people, so the concept of it never really came up outside of the boys telling each other to stop being gay in PE. Beyond that, she didn’t know much about gays, but she didn’t want to risk asking stupid questions, so she stayed silent.

“Anyway, where we lived, it was kind of like this town—small, everyone knew each other. Jordan was always the outcast. Everyone went to church and believed in a loving God, but whenever Jordan came around, that loving God was suddenly the wrathful God. We even used to go to church. I liked the people there, but when Jordan came out …”

The engine seemed to grow louder during Greg’s pauses. “Which way?” He pointed in both directions as they approached the main intersection. 

“Left.”

“Anyway, he wasn’t accepted by any of the so-called Christians. Some even went out of their way to cause him pain. And I had a front-row seat to all of this. I’ve never hurt so badly for someone, and all of his pain was caused by those who said they believed in God. There were a few atheists in town, and those guys couldn’t have given two shits about who Jordan wanted to be with.

“He eventually got tired of it, and I don’t honestly blame him. He was tired of the bullying, tired of not having friends, tired of feeling bad for something he couldn’t control. He took a bunch of pills and didn’t wake up.”

It was a moment before Jess understood what that actually meant. And the realization felt like a fist to her sternum. “Oh God. I’m sorry, Greg. That’s awful.”

Greg inhaled deeply. “Yeah. It was. But as awful as I felt after he did it, I knew I still didn’t feel half as bad as he had while he was alive.”

“You still miss him a lot.”

“Of course.”

She wanted to be able to say something comforting, but nothing came to mind. Was there even anything that could comfort someone whose brother had killed himself? 

God … GOD! Where are you? I need to talk to you! 

Jess’s life hadn’t exactly been a cake walk, but the long-standing agony she could hear in Greg’s voice, the knowledge of his brother’s suffering, it was all new territory. She walked around with a target on her back because she was God’s daughter, so to an extent, that made sense. But being gay? She didn’t know much about it, but it didn’t seem like anything for people to be upset about. 

God! Dammit, God! Come on! I have questions!

Fine. 

Her Father’s words from sex ed surfaced in her mind … respectful, consensual, not involving non-human animals. Well, from those constraints, it seemed like gay was A-OK. 

“So like, wait. Jordan was nice to people?”

“The nicest.”

She sighed but felt confident in her conclusion, even without His official Word. “God can be kind of an ass sometimes, but I’m pretty sure he doesn’t hate gay people as long as they’re not jerks to everyone and don’t have sex with non-human animals. Pretty much the only people he doesn’t like are the ones who are jerks. I haven’t heard anything bad about gays.”

“Ha! Figures.”

“You still don’t believe I talk with God, though? Left here.”

Greg turned onto her street. “You know, honestly, I do sometimes wonder. Not about … you know, you. But about God. I just wish He could make Himself more obvious to everyone. He’s supposed to be all powerful, you know? Why not just show Himself to everyone so there’s no more doubt?”

“Oh, well, it’s not actually ‘all powerful.’ That was a translation error. It was supposed to be ‘powerful and all that.’”

Greg cackled, then turned to look at Jess. His amusement melted away. “Oh, you’re serious. Um. Hmm. Okay.”

The McCloud doublewide wasn’t far now. Miranda was the only friend she’d ever had over, and Jess debated whether she should just tell Greg to drop her off at the end of her street or let him see her small, rundown house. But after what he’d just shared with her, it felt stingy to hide it from him. 

“That one, on the left. That’s mine.”

He pulled up into the driveway and put the truck into park, but it didn’t feel right to get out just yet. “I’m sorry about your brother,” she said, and she forced herself to look Greg in the eyes. He was looking back at her with something more than sadness. Longing? 

“Thanks. And I hope you don’t take me not believing the wrong way. I believe you, I just don’t … well, I can’t explain it.”

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.” 

She opened the door and climbed out, and as she reached in for her backpack, he added, “Should I even ask about tomorrow?”

She wasn’t sure what he meant until he reminded her. 

“Shakespeare’s Players audition.”

“Oh, right.” She considered it. “That actually sounds kind of fun. And I couldn’t suck worse than I did in debate, right?”

He laughed. “It was just your first time today. You kind of jumped into the deep end. You already know about Shakespeare, so you’ll do fine tomorrow. Just read through it a few times tonight.”

“Will do.” 

He smiled softly, and she felt something fidget around inside her. 

“Goodnight, Jessica.”

“Night, Greg.” She shut the car door and headed to her doorstep. When she walked inside, Destinee was already in her pj’s, watching TV in the living room. She looked up. “Hey, baby. Did someone just drop you off?”

“Yeah.”

“Who was it?” Turning in her seat, Destinee tried to look out the gap in the curtains on the front window.

“Just a friend from school.” Jess held her breath, waiting to gauge her mother’s reaction to a teen driver. 

Destinee cocked her head to the side slightly. “Ahh … I see. A friend. He hot?”

So teen drivers weren’t a concern. Good to know. “Um, I mean …”

Destinee nodded knowingly. “Good, good. Well, as long as he’s hot and you understand how condoms work.” She settled back into the couch. “How was your day?”
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Miranda found Jess on her way to first period the next morning and leaned in. “Greg and Sandra had a fight last night.” Her expression was filled with excitement. “Do you think that’s a miracle? Do you have the power to save people from toxic relationships?”

Jess giggled. “No, I don’t think that’s one of my miracles.” Jess started walking toward class again.

“Wait.” Miranda held out her arm to stop her. “Did something happen with you two yesterday? Oh my gosh! The debate team! I forgot! Tell me you two killed it.”

“No. He killed it, I just bombed. But we talked and he gave me a ride home.” She flashed Miranda a mysterious smile that sent her friend into an arm-waving frenzy. 

“What! That’s awesome!” She lowered her voice. “Did y’all make out?”

Before Jess could answer, she saw Greg approaching over Miranda’s shoulder. He stopped when he reached them. “Morning,” he said, looking at Jess. She smiled back and tried to keep breathing. “Hey, Miranda.” Miranda nodded coolly at him and his attention returned to Jess. “You ready for tonight?”

“Stayed up late practicing. Decided not to hope for a miracle on this one and actually prepare.”

Greg laughed. “Yeah, sounds like a solid approach. I’ll see you in bio.” He placed his hand on her shoulder and let it slide down her arm as he left. 

Miranda waited until he was out of earshot before gushing. “Oh. My. Gosh. He’s like, really into you, Jess.”

Jess hated how hard she was smiling. She wished she could have played it cool. “You think so?”

“Uh, I know so. He wants you bad.”

Jess was just about to turn and head to class, when she remembered something. After a moment’s hesitation, she decided that this was Miranda, and nothing she could say would cross a line with her best friend. “Hey, have you ever … um. Have you ever given a blow job?”

“What?” Miranda mimicked vomiting. “No. That’s so gross.”

Jess exhaled in a whoosh, and she felt tension melt from her shoulders. “Okay, cool, just wondering.”

“Oh my gosh, he’s not going to make you do that to him, is he?”

“Uh, I hope not.”

Miranda nodded slightly. “Good. Don’t let him. That’s nasty. You should make out with his face, but not … Yeah. Just keep it to kissing.”

“I don’t even know if I’m good at that.”

Miranda’s jaw dropped and panic crept into her eyes. “Wait, how do you not know?”

“I’ve never kissed anyone,” Jess protested as quietly as she could.

Miranda was kind enough to keep her composure. “Well, fine, but have you practiced on someone?”

Jess shook her head. “Have you?”

Miranda shrugged sheepishly. “Yeah. I convinced my cousin Reggie to let me practice on him back when I first started tutoring Chris. Just in case, you know? Well, turns out Chris is a total doofus, and I’m not into him anymore, but I bet I could get him to help you practice.”

“Your cousin?”

“No, Chris.”

“Chris.”

“Yeah.” 

“Chris Riley.”

“Yeah?”

“The boy you’ve had a crush on since you were five.”

She rolled her eyes impatiently. “But I don’t have a crush on him anymore, and he basically does whatever I say so that I’ll keep tutoring him. Do you want to practice for Greg or not?”

“I don’t know …”

Miranda threw her hands onto her hips. “Jessica. You cannot make out with Greg without knowing what you’re doing. What kind of a friend would I be if I let that happen when I could do something to help?”

Jess laughed. “I don’t know.”

“I would be a crappy friend.” She let her hands drop off her hips. “Come on. Just practice on Chris. You need practice and he’s your only option, unless you have some other guy friend I don’t know about.”

Miranda had her there. Chris and Greg were basically the only two boys she ever talked to. “I mean, I guess if you’re okay with it …”

“Cool. I’ll talk to him in algebra today, and we’ll find a place to practice at lunch.”

Jess agreed, if only to buy herself more time to consider the prospect. What if she was a terrible kisser and humiliated herself not only with Greg, but now also with Chris?

Her crush on Chris had long since been relegated to the back burner by Greg. But Chris was still hot (even if he was, as Miranda had pointed out, a bit of a doofus) and he was a football star. And he would definitely keep his mouth shut about it no matter what happened because it was clear he was still anxious about her smiting tendencies. So why not go for it? How hard could making out be? Kids did it every day. 

Jess checked her phone in AP World History and found a message from Miranda: back hallway at passing period before lunch.

So it was on. Her heart felt like it was trying to punch its way free of her ribcage. She was going to make out with Christopher Riley. Today. Why was she so nervous? It was just Chris, the dumb hyperactive boy she’d known since kindergarten.

Jess’s ability to focus in Spanish was subpar on a good day, when nothing spectacular was happening in her life, so on a day like this, the chance of her conjugating her verbs correctly was next to nada. 

In algebra II, which she had with Miranda, Jessica’s focus was so lacking that she accidentally dropped a negative sign in her simplification, something she almost never did. The mistake exposed her nervousness to Miranda more than any words could, and her best friend asked her if she wanted to back out on the plan a handful of times before Jess finally convinced her it was fine. 

Miranda led Jess down toward the rendezvous point after algebra, and when Jess spotted Chris already there, his arms crossed as he leaned against the wall next to one of the small offices by the gym, Jess’s swallowed hard and tried to keep breathing.

This was so dumb. This could only end in humiliation. But once Chris nodded at her and then smiled, she thought, Oh what the hell. She’d humiliated herself in less awesome ways this week. Why not go for it?

“Coach Rex’s office is always empty at this time,” he informed her. “He likes to drink a beer in his truck before lunch.”

The three of them waited for a good opportunity while the crowd was at its peak and they were less likely to be noticed among the movement, then they slipped into Coach Rex’s office and shut the door behind him. “He really should lock the door,” Jess said. 

“True, but he lost the key like a month ago and doesn’t want to pay the rekeying fee, so he just leaves it open.”

“Okay,” Miranda said. “I’ve informed Chris why he’s here, and he offered his services willingly.”

“Hey-o!” Chris interjected.

“So …” Miranda took a step back and motioned for them to have at it. 

Chris stepped toward Jess, who held up a hand to stop him. “Wait.” His recent growth spurt resulted in him topping out at just over six feet, and she had to crane her neck to meet his eyes.

“Wait?” He crinkled his nose. “Why?”

Jess had to think of a fake answer rather than admit to the real one, which was, Because I’m too nervous. “How do I even know you’re an expert at this? What if you teach me bad habits?”

Chris cocked an eyebrows and pouted his lips. “Please. I’m such a pro.”

“Oh yeah?” Jess asked. “Who’ve you made out with?”

He scoffed. “Like, a ton of girls.”

“But who?”

He scoffed again. “Okay, I’ll start listing them for you. You don’t know all of them, though.” He held up his hands to count them on his fingers. “Sandra and Emma and Stephanie and Daphne and Jamie and Felicity and Sarah and Bella—”

“You’re just making it up now,” Jess said. “You’re just naming girl names.”

“No, I’m not!” Chris objected. “I told you you didn’t know all of them! The last few are friends at church.”

Miranda jumped in. “You’re making out with all the girls at church?”

He held out a hand toward her. “Uh, let’s cool it with the judgment, Miss Can-You-Please-Make-Out-With-Jessica.”

Miranda’s cheeks flushed pink, and Jess decided it was time to get on with this. “Fine. You’re a pro. Whatever. Let’s … do this.” 

“I should probably leave y’all to it,” Miranda said, turning toward the door. 

“No!” Jess said too loudly. Miranda’s presence kept this strictly business. If she left the two of them alone to practice making out, lines would most definitely be blurred.

“Oh. Um. Okay. It’s not gonna be weird?”

“Nope,” Jess insisted before looking at Chris. 

He shrugged and shook his head. “Nah. Why would it be weird?”

“Because I’ll just be watching y’all make out,” Miranda replied. 

“Please. You ever see people make out in movies? It’s just like that.”

Apparently he considered the matter settled, because he returned his attention to Jess, rolled his shoulders to loosen them, and then got in a solid power stance with his feet shoulder-length apart. “So the trick is to just follow my lead, okay?”

“Okay.”

He took a step closer.

“What do I do with my hands?” she asked. 

Chris grabbed her wrists and flopped one of her hands onto his chest and the other on his jaw. The side of his face was the perfect spot for her palm—flat, smooth. The chubby cheeks he had as a child had been replaced by contours and angles. She’d never noticed the splash of faint freckles that washed across the bridge of his nose and just under his eyes until now. He was pretty, that was for sure. He peered down at her from underneath his thick, dark eyelashes. “Are you sure you want to make out with Greg?”

Jess whirled around to Miranda. “You weren’t supposed to tell him who I was going to make out with!”

But before she could complain any further, Chris grabbed her head, turned it and pressed his lips down onto hers. The contact felt electric. It was better than her dream with Jameson, mostly because this was real and full of rich sensory detail. He started moving his lips, and she followed his movements. The contact increased as he pressed his chest against hers, one hand gripping her face, one moving down her body to wrap around her waist to pull her closer. Then, as she parted her lips to keep up with his, he slipped his tongue inside her mouth. At first the act seemed a little gross, but then some strange, previously unknown passion swarmed up inside her at the thought of how much Chris wanted her. 

Wait. No. He didn’t. This was practice. 

She pushed him off of her. “Wow. Okay. I think I get the hang of it.” She glanced over at Miranda, who was staring openmouthed at the spectacle. So maybe Miranda wasn’t completely over Chris like she thought she was. Eek. This could be tricky.

“That’s just step one, though,” Chris said. “Making out involves a lot more than just kissing.”

Did he want to help her practice blow jobs, too? No thanks.

“No, I think I’m good with step one. You know what, though? Miranda said she needs more kissing practice. I bet you could help her.”

Chris looked at Jess strangely for a moment, as if trying to translate her words into his own language. Then, “Yeah?” He looked over at Miranda, who clearly hadn’t expected this turn of events. “You down to practice?”

“Uh, I mean, yeah. I probably could use some practice.”

Chris walked over to her and look down into her eyes. “You got someone you’re practicing for, too?”

“Yep.” Her voice wavered. 

“Okay, so do what Jess did and put one hand on my chest, one on my cheek …”

That was Jess’s cue to leave them alone. “Don’t forget to show her steps two through, like, ten. I got to go get ready for my audition.”

She slipped out of the office just as Chris’s hand grabbed a fistful of Miranda’s butt. 

She’d leave them to it. Miranda’s birthday was still three months away, but she supposed this counted as a birthday present. 

Jess had only just gotten out her lunch spread and grabbed her script from her bag when she was startled by the sound of a tray being set down onto the table. She looked up to see Greg sitting across from her. 

“Oh. Hi.” She felt lightheaded having him this close. Her nerves began to get the best of her. Was she really going to make out with him? Maybe someday, but now that he was right here, it seemed like less of an immediate likelihood. Maybe she could convince him to help her practice making out, and then it would evolve into actually making out like it almost had with Chris. 

“Where are your friends?” he asked.

“Making out in Coach Rex’s office.”

Clearly that was not the response he was expecting. He opened his mouth, presumably to change the subject, but paused, snapped it shut again then asked, “Really?”

Jess nodded and shrugged. “Yeah.”

“Cool, I guess. Do you mind if I sit here?”

“Isn’t that going to piss off Sandra?” She didn’t mean to sound as bitter as she did. 

“Probably. But it doesn’t matter. I can sit with whomever I want.”

“But she’s your girlfriend. I mean, she is still your girlfriend, right?” Maybe this was the miracle she was looking for.

“Yeah.”

Damn. 

“We’ve just been fighting all day.”

“About what?”

Greg shook his head to show it was nothing big. “She’s upset that I gave you a ride home yesterday.”

“Why? Nothing happened.”

He leaned forward and smacked the table. “That’s what I told her! But she wouldn’t listen.”

“You want me to talk to her?”

Greg smiled sheepishly. “Would you?”

She sighed. “Yeah. Stay here, though.”

Jess got up and walked over to where Sandra sat with Emma, Drew, and a few others that Jess knew but had never actually spoken with. She couldn’t believe what she was about to do. This was the right thing to do, though, wasn’t it? It certainly wasn’t in her own best interest, but it was in Greg’s, so that meant she was being selfless, at least.

Why did being selfless leave her with such a dark pit in her stomach?

Sandra gave her a what-do-you-want look right off the bat, and she considered the merits of aggravating the situation between Greg and his girlfriend even further. It wouldn’t have been difficult to stoke the fire. Just one little insinuation that something had happened in the El Camino the night before, and things would likely blow up instantly. 

But she couldn’t. It wasn’t right, but mostly she knew it would end up coming back to haunt her eventually when the truth came out. “Hey, listen. Here’s what happened. I bombed at the debate tryouts yesterday and I felt like crap, so Greg offered to give me a ride home. Nothing happened, so you shouldn’t be mad at him. You should just be glad that you have a really nice boyfriend.”

For a moment, Sandra looked genuinely appreciative. But then she flipped her dark brown hair and said, “Please. I wasn’t worried about him wanting anything from you. I was mad because he was late picking me up from my house so we could go mess around.”

“Ah. Okay.” Jess turned on her heels and walked stiffly back to her table, immediately regretting her decision to do the right thing.

Greg looked up at her expectantly. 

“All better,” she grumbled.

“Thank you, Jess. I owe you.” He stood up with his tray to head back to his usual table but paused. “I’m sorry I had to drag you into it.”

“I forgive you,” she said out of spite.

A little whimper escaped his lips, and he squinted at her suspiciously, a half smile creeping onto his face. He waggled his finger at her. “Well played.” And then he walked back to his table, leaving her to finish her lunch alone. 
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Miranda caught up with Jess in the hallway after school. She still looked a bit stunned, which made sense.

She wasn’t the only one who seemed a bit shell-shocked by it, though. Chris had hardly looked at Jess in art that afternoon, and he’d kept his head down and busied himself in their 3D drawing project, even as his teammate Quentin Jones tried to talk football with him—a topic Chris was usually more than happy to indulge in, even if it meant his art classwork went unfinished. 

“So, how was it?” she asked Miranda, trying to cheer herself up vicariously.

“I don’t know,” she said dreamily. “It was good. Like, really good. His hands were places … my hands were places. And then I had to put a stop to it because the bell rang, and he just said, ‘Cool, see ya later.’ Does that mean he wasn’t into it? I don’t get it.”

“This is Chris we’re talking about. I promise you he doesn’t get it either.”

“Did he mention anything about it in art?”

“No.”

Miranda bit her lip. “What should I do?” 

“Just keep tutoring him and see what happens, I guess. He doesn’t have a girlfriend, right? Just go for it if you want to and don’t go for it if you don’t, I guess.”

Miranda frowned slightly. “Yeah. I mean, he’s still a doofus. And then there’s, um, this other—”

This sounded like a long story, one she didn’t have time for just then. “Hey. Pause on that for now? I really got to go. The audition.”

“Oh yeah!” Miranda’s face lit up again. “I can’t wait to hear all about it! See you tonight?”

Jess paused and cocked her head slightly to the side, trying to recall what plans they had that night.

“The last pre-season football game,” Miranda reminded.

“Oh right! That.” It was social suicide to miss the last pre-season game—even Jess knew that. “Yeah, I’ll see you then.”

For once, she felt prepared for the after-school activity as she headed toward the theater. Maybe she wouldn’t make a complete idiot of herself in front of Greg. Maybe it was finally time for Jessica to have some redemption. 

Right. And maybe Greg would suddenly realize how terrible Sandra Sucksalot was and break up with her for Jess. 

Well, it could be fun anyway. She did always like Shakespeare. And even if she blew it big time, it was Friday, so if it was absolutely necessary, she could skip the last pre-season football game and head straight home and hope it blew over before Monday. Miranda would understand.

Greg seemed in good spirits as he took the stage with her to jump in where the audition script began. Mr. Fairbanks had decided that Isabella and the Duke’s chemistry was paramount to the success of the show, so he would audition people for those two roles together. As he’d announced that to the students right before the auditions, Greg had turned toward Jess where she sat on his left and initiated their pairing with a slick head nod. Jess nodded back, and it was settled. 

So when it was time for Jess and Greg to act out the scene, Mr. Fairbanks read all the parts besides Isabella and the Duke, and thanks to Greg’s advice, Jess had practiced enough to go off book more than not. Once she finished her last plea to the Duke and their short audition was finished, she took three deep breaths to try to calm her racing heart and slightly shaking hands and she felt like finally, finally she hadn’t failed at something this week. 

Mr. Fairbanks smiled and applauded. “Well done, you two! Well done!”

Jess looked over to Greg and he was grinning back at her. She felt like she’d just sprinted a mile. Mr. Fairbanks sent them off with quiet reassuring words that heavily implied that he’d already decided to cast them, but it couldn’t be official until after the weekend. 

When they exited the auditorium, Jess wasn’t sure where the day could go from there. She knew better than to hope for more; small victories were still victories, and greediness tended to land her in a heaping pile of humiliation. Even still, she felt completely pumped up.

“Hey,” Greg said, “great job.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded. 

“You too,” she said. 

Unlike the evening before, there was still activity in the hallways at this hour as students milled around killing time before the game.

Greg glanced at a senior boy and junior girl who were making out against a locker before turning his focus back to Jess. “You going to the game tonight?”

“The football game?” If anyone else had asked her, she wouldn’t have doubted what game was being referenced, but Greg didn’t strike her as a football fan. 

“Of course the football game.”

“Oh right. I forgot Sandra is a cheerleader.”

“Psh.” Greg waved that off. “The cheer squad doesn’t start until the regular season. And I don’t care much for cheering anyway. But yeah, Sandra will be there. And so will Drew and Emma and everyone else.”

“Yeah, I told Miranda I would head over there later.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah … But it doesn’t start till eight, so we have a little time. Hey. You hungry?”

Was he asking her to get food with him? Outside of the cafeteria? 

Play it cool! Don’t screw this up! “Um, yeah, I guess so.”

“You want to go get some celebration tacos with me?”

She cocked her head to the side. “You think Sandra will be okay with that?”

He blew a raspberry. “I can’t keep running around worrying about what will and won’t be okay with her.” He nodded toward the front door. “Let’s go. You know you want tacos.” He grinned.

“Heck yeah, I want tacos. Who doesn’t want tacos?” 

They headed out to the parking lot, where other students were loitering, presumably up to no good. Jessica’s limited experience with being up to no good, though, kept her from having a more specific guess as to their actual activities. But it didn’t matter because, for the most part, none of them paid Jessica and Greg any mind, which played in her favor. 

They got their tacos to go and drove back to the school, where Greg parked the El Camino at the back of the lot. 

“Before you dig in, I want to ask you something,” he said over the radio playing low in the background. 

Oh God. This didn’t sound good. Whenever anyone prefaced asking a question with saying that they needed to ask her a question, it was usually something she didn’t want to be asked. She was too nervous to look him in the eyes. “Yeah?”

“Don’t judge me.”

“I won’t.” But the worst-case scenario had already found its way into her brain. Oh no, it’s going to be something about Sandra’s blow job. No, God, no. What did I do to deserve this?

“I have some weed …”

“Ha!” Relief swept through her at the mention of marijuana and not penis.

“What?”

“Oh nothing. Nothing. Go on.”

“Um, okay.” But he sounded more unsure now. “I’m all hopped up from that audition, and I thought it would be nice to smoke a joint to help take the edge off this week. Do you want to partake, or … ?”

She shrugged. “Sure.”

His eyebrows pinched together suspiciously. “Sure?”

“Yeah. Sure. What don’t you get?”

“I guess I just didn’t expect God’s daughter to be down to smoke.”

“Why not?”

“Because … I don’t know. It seems wrong. Have you smoked before?”

“No, but it’s just a plant. I mean, obviously there are plants that you wouldn’t want to smoke. Can you die from weed?”

“Uh, I don’t think so.”

She shrugged. “Then yeah, let’s do it.”

She’d never heard God mention anything about weed, and since it hadn’t explicitly made His “Thou Shalt Not” list, she figured, why not?

If you don’t want me to get high with Greg, give me a sign.

Nothing. Good. She considered her ass officially covered. If He got mad later on, she’d simply call Him out for being an absent Father. 

Finally, Greg seemed convinced. “Huh. Okay. Cool. Let’s get high.”

He pulled out a lighter and a joint from the glove box in front of her. “Just for the record,” he said, “I don’t do this a lot. I just keep one on hand for opportunities like this.”

“What do you mean?”

He lit the end and took a drag from it, held it for a moment before exhaling. “I mean perfect days. Can’t you feel it?” He handed her the joint, which she had zero idea how to use. “Today just feels perfect.”

“Even though you were fighting with Sandra?”

“Let’s not talk about her.”

That was all fine and dandy, but now all she had to focus on was smoking, which was one big mystery to her. The stared down at the little roll of paper pinched between her fingers, one end smoldering gently. 

“Just inhale and hold it in your lungs for a little then exhale,” instructed Greg.

She followed his directions, sucking in the smoke, holding it in her lungs for as long as she could before relaxing, letting it slip from her mouth in small wisps until the coughing set in. How much did she need to smoke before she felt something?

The answer to that was not much, but she didn’t realize that until ten minutes later, once she’d tried quite a bit. 

“God damn, these tacos are amazing.” She stuffed almost an entire crispy taco into her mouth. Greg looked at her and began laughing, and when she met his eyes, she started laughing too and gagged on a strip of shredded lettuce, which only caused her to laugh more. She couldn’t remember being so happy with someone else, so carefree. Not even with Miranda.

She stuffed the remaining taco mush into her cheek so she could speak. “Being high is awesome.”

“Right?” Greg shoved the last bite into his mouth. “I’ve only done it a handful of times, and each time I just feel so … good, even though I know I have to go back to feeling like shit later on. Hey! You know what my favorite thing to do is when I’m high?”

Jess shook her head. “What?”

“Stars.”

“You do stars?” Jess wasn’t sure which of them snorted first as they erupted into more giggling. 

“I mean, I like looking at the stars. It makes you think.”

“About what?”

“Well, for those of us who don’t believe we talk to God all the time,”—she was tempted to correct him on the “all the time” thing, but didn’t—“it can help with the big questions.” He crumpled up the taco wrapper. “Here. I’ll show you.” The cab light came on as he opened his door and jumped out of the truck. 

By the time she’d shoved the last bite into her mouth and shoved her trash back into the to-go bag, he was already waiting for her in the bed of the truck on a blanket that he’d grabbed from behind the driver’s seat. It was just past dusk, and while the sky wasn’t quite dark, the brightest stars were already visible in the navy blue creeping in from the east. As she climbed in with him, he laid down on his back and patted the bed next to him. “Here. Lie down.”

Lying down sounded really nice at that moment. Her body felt tingly. It reminded her only slightly of the feeling she experienced when she walked into White Light Church. That had made her hair stand up on her arms when it first set in; it was an alert sort of tingle. This, though … this was like sinking into a bubbly hot tub. “Alert” was among the last words she would use to describe it.

Why hadn’t she tried pot before? This was awesome. 

She looked up at the night sky as Greg gestured as the expanse. “Look at how bright the stars are.”

“Do you know the name of any of them?” She sure didn’t. Something about knowing God existed made her less prone to stargazing or caring any small bit about what was out there. With His commentary and her basic sixth-grade science knowledge of how they were formed, stars had stopped holding her interest a while ago. God created them, they were a hyper-complicated blend of physics and chemistry that required trillions of failed, explosive attempts before He decided some sort of grand unifying theory was in order, and then suddenly everything stopped blowing up instantaneously and He was able to move on to some of the planetary detail work. End of story. 

“Yeah. See those three right in a line?” Greg pointed toward them, but his pointing wasn’t much of a help. She did eventually spot them, though. “That’s Orion’s Belt. They’re easy to find, and then from there you can connect the rest of his body. See, those two are the shoulders, and then those two are the ends of his … I don’t know what it’s called. Like a skirt?”

“Kilt?” she suggested, and for some reason they both found that tremendously funny. 

Giggling felt so good. It was almost like she was a normal teenager. Just like everyone else. And as rough as the week had been, getting a taste of normalcy was better than anything she could’ve hoped for. And weed. Weed was awesome. 

Greg turned his head to look at her. “I never would have thought …”

She calmed herself and stared back at him, her hands folded on her stomach. “Thought what?”

“I don’t know. That you would be lying down with me in the back of Janice, high as a kite, relaxing, enjoying the stars.”

“Why didn’t you think that?”

“I guess I thought you had more important things to do, or at least you thought you did. I never figured I’d actually get a bit of your time outside of class.”

“I don’t understand why you thought that, but okay.”

“It’s nice. Sandra never wants to just relax. I think Courtney has convinced her that pot is evil or something. I could never do this with her.”

Jess felt her body tense at the mention of his girlfriend. She’d almost forgotten. “Why are you with her then?”

Greg broke eye contact and turned to gaze back up at the stars. “Because the person I really want to be with seems way out of my league, and Sandra is all right, I guess.”

She had a suspicion about where this was going, but she was hesitant to mentally set herself up for disappointment. “I don’t think anyone’s out of your league, Greg.” She stared at the side of his head, hoping he’d face her again. “You’re smart, funny, nice. If any girl doesn’t want to be with you, it’s her problem, not yours.” Would this work? She was just high enough to hope so.

He finally turned his head toward her again. “Does that include you?” While she tried desperately to think of a smooth response, he rolled over onto his side and propped his head up on his hand. 

This was happening. Heck yes, this was happening. “Yeah, that includes me. I would be crazy not to like you.”

He leaned in close, going for the kiss, and Jess closed her eyes, waiting for contact. But he paused before it happened. “I’m sorry it took me this long to kiss you,” he whispered. 

A small giggle of relief escaped her. “I forgive you,” she said. 

Greg groaned. “Damn you.” And then he pressed his lips against hers. 

Her mind briefly traveled back to her practice with Chris earlier in the day, but all of the lessons were useless because she hadn’t planned on lying down while she made out. The hand placement was impossible. Besides, this was a million times better than with Chris, whether because she knew Greg meant it or because she was high, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t care, either. 

Greg took charge, and she didn’t mind one bit. 

Then he broke the kiss, and she wondered if they were done before his warm lips found her neck right below the jaw. 

Whoa.

Suddenly so much about the sex scene in Cutthroat Times started to make sense. Not the actual sex part, but a lot of the other things leading up to the sex. This was amazing. She wanted to make out forever. 

Please don’t be a dream. She scanned their surroundings for Jesus, and when she didn’t immediately spot him, she was able to relax again. 

His hand started to roam up her torso, like Jameson’s had in her dream, only she didn’t wake up when it reached her chest. He grabbed a handful—if there was even that much—and began massaging it through her shirt. 

It was okay.

Not great. 

She’d expected it to be great. 

She managed to wiggle one arm free so she could wrap it around his shoulder and pull him closer. 

His hand let go of her breast and traveled down her body, over her stomach and lower to rest just above a body part she had no intention of bringing into this scenario, partially because she wasn’t ready, but mostly for fear of his safety. 

She cleared her throat and pushed him back just a bit. 

He got the hint and leaned away, looking down into her eyes. “Sorry. Too much?”

She nodded. “I mean, you have a girlfriend, and I just …” She didn’t know how to say what she was really worried about, which was that if Greg touched her there, something nearby might actually get struck by lightning, despite the clear sky. Also, she didn’t want to lead him to believe that she would do the things that Sandra did. But mostly lightning.

“No, I get it.” He scooted up into a sitting position with his back against the cab. “I want to break up with her,” he said. 

Jess pushed herself up as well to sit next to him in the bed. 

He folded his hands in his lap. “I know I can’t expect you to be okay with this until that happens. But once that’s over with, do you …” He looked at her. “Are you actually into me?”

She had to keep herself from shouting it. “Yeah.”

“And how long have I just been totally oblivious to it?”

She thought about it. “About three years.”

He leaned his head back against the window and laughed. “I’m such an asshole.”

“And how long have I just been completely oblivious to it?” she asked. 

He sighed. “About three years.”

Jess giggled. “Oh, wow.”

He shook his head and rubbed his mouth. “Yeah, sorry. I guess I just didn’t think it would ever happen. I should’ve said something sooner.”

“No, it’s all fine, don’t worry about it.”

He nodded somberly. “So when I break it off with Sandra, you’d want to be with me?”

“Yes. Definitely.”

He turned his head toward her. “Can I kiss you again?”

Her heart raced this time just as much as the first. “Absolutely.”

In a sitting position, even though they were facing the same direction, Jess was able to bust out the move Chris had shown her. She placed one hand on Greg’s jaw, the other on his chest, and this time the kiss was slower, less frenzied. She hoped he broke up with Sandra soon. 

“Burns! Buuuurns!”

Greg jerked away from her as soon as he heard the boy’s voice. “Shit.”

Their assumption that parking at the very back of the lot would provide privacy was clearly not a good one. Jess turned to look over her shoulder, where the voice had come from, and when she did, she saw Trent strutting over. He squinted through the darkness. “Wait, is that Jessica?”

“Go away, Wurst,” Greg said. 

“What the heck are you doing with her?”

“Nothing. Go away.”

Trent laughed. “Sandra’s gonna have your balls when she finds out.”

“She won’t find out if you don’t go be an asshole and tell her.”

Trent lifted up his hands defensively. “I’m not a snitch, but you aren’t exactly being careful. Not exactly having high standards, either.” He looked at Jess, who glared at him. “You know how her mom is. Fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“Fuck you!” Greg said, which was essentially what Jessica had wanted to say, but never in a million years would have actually said to Trent. “Get the fuck out of here!”

Trent opened his mouth to reply, then as his eyes fell on Jess, who was scowling as hard as she could, since that was the only thing she was brave enough to do at the time, it looked like a switch was flicked in the Wurst boy’s brain, and his smugness instantly warped into fear. He turned and power-walked away. It was strange, sure, but so was most of his erratic behavior. 

“Don’t listen to him,” Greg said. “He’s just being a jerk.”

“As much as I appreciate you standing up for me,” Jess began, feeling extremely uncomfortable and wishing she could find a nice place to hide, “you don’t have to. You always do it, and I probably don’t deserve it.”

“Stop.” Greg reached over and grabbed her hands, holding them in his. “I don’t know your mom, but I do know you, and no one who raised you could be even half as bad as Trent’s mother.”

That was true. “I mean, you might have a point. Mrs. Wurst has been cheating on his father with their reverend for years now.”

Greg eyed her suspiciously, his mouth hanging open. “And you know that how?”

“God told me.”

“Ah. Okay.” He obviously wasn’t convinced, though he looked like he wanted to believe. “Either way, I don’t think liking you means having low standards. I think you’re amazing, Jess.”

“Sure. Okay.” She paused. As much as she wished she could sit here and make out with Greg all night, she knew that the mood, at least for her, had pretty much been demolished as soon as she’d heard Trent’s whiny voice. “We should get going. I feel bad running late when I told Miranda I’d be there by the time it started.”

“Yeah, all right.”

They crawled out of the truck bed, and Greg walked around with her to the passenger’s side. “You can leave your backpack in here. I can give you a ride home after, if you want.” 

She leaned against the truck, gazing up at him. “Yeah, that works.”

He looked like he was about to take a step back so that they could head to the stadium, but then he paused. “Hey. You want to split another joint before we go?”

“Hell yes.”

He opened the door open for her and she jumped back inside.

Once that was done, it was well past the start of the game, and they trekked across the parking lot in calm silence.

As they crossed in front of the stands, surveying the crowd in search of good seats, Jess spotted Trent sitting between his sister and Stephanie Lee. She caught his gaze and sent him another warning look. The glimpse of fear she’d spotted earlier was gone, stuffed behind his cocky self-assurance, no doubt. He rolled his eyes, and she understood that in terms of Trent reactions, the mildness of a little eye roll was essentially a pinky swear that he wouldn’t mention anything about what he’d seen. He must, to some extent, still be scared of her. There was just no way he’d forgotten what Destinee had done to his mother last time he pushed his antagonizing too far, even if that was years ago. 

Jess spotted Miranda in the stands and waved to her. “This way,” she said to Greg, and he followed her up the next set of stairs as they made for the open seats. When Jess finally sat next to her best friend, with Greg on her other side, she leaned in close to Miranda’s ear. “Yes,” was all she said. 

The Mooremont Mexicans were trailing by seven at the start of the second quarter, which was only just starting when Jess and Greg took their seats, but Jess couldn’t have cared less about the score. She wished she felt passionately about football, since basically everyone else did, but she just didn’t have it in her. 

Greg leaned over. “This is boring. I wish we could get out of here and go do something a little more interesting.”

He meant making out. She was sure of it. 

She wanted that, too. “You want to go get something to drink?” 

He nodded, and she asked Miranda if she wanted anything from the concession stand. 

“Uh, sure. Maybe a coke?”

“What kind?”

“Dr. Pepper.”

“You got it.”

Miranda grinned like a fool, and Jess smiled coyly back, and then she and Greg headed down the stairs toward the concession stand by the far end zone. 

When they got to the edge of the rows of seats, Greg said, “Hey, follow me,” and he took Jess by the hand and led her away from the field, and back behind the stands. 

She looked around to see if anyone was watching. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

She’d never been behind the cement stadium seating—because why would she? The action was in front of them.

Until it wasn’t. 

Greg stopped and turned to face her, pulling her into his body. His mouth met hers immediately, and he backed her up a few steps until she was pressed against one of the cement pillars. 

Anyone could walk back there and spot them, which she realized made it somehow better, even though the consequences of that might not be fantastic, especially if it were a teacher or parent. 

But that didn’t matter. This was a little like a dream. Except no Jesus.

He pulled back away from her for a moment to let her catch her breath. “God, I just want to kiss you all night,” he said, “but we better get back to the game before anyone gets suspicious.”

“For sure.” 

He led her by the hand back around the stands, and then they let go once they were within view of the crowd. 

By the time they made it through the long, slow concessions line and returned to their seats, there were only five minutes left in the second quarter.

“’Bout time,” Miranda said, but she was clearly more impressed than annoyed. Jess handed her the coke, and when Miranda went for her wallet, Jess stopped her. “On me since it took so long.”

Miranda wiggled her eyebrows at her. “Well isn’t someone feeling generous.”

Jess’s giggle was cut short when Greg said, “Oh shit,” from next to her. Jess looked at him. “What is”—she followed his gaze and saw what he was looking at. “Oh.”

Sandra, Emma, and Drew were stumbling up with large Sonic drinks in their hands, despite the no-outside-drinks rule. Sandra must have played the Principal’s Daughter card. It wouldn’t have been the first time. 

She spotted Greg and smiled, then her eyes lit on Jess and Miranda, and that smile died a sudden death. She headed straight for them—well not exactly straight—with Emma and Drew following sloppily behind. 

“I’m too high for this right now,” Greg mumbled to Jess.

Miranda overhead it and leaned quickly into Jess’s ear. “Wait, are you high?” she whispered. 

Jess nodded. “Yes, it’s awesome. You have to try it.”

“God’s cool with that?” she asked. 

Jess shrugged. “Probably. Doesn’t matter. It’s awesome.”

“Okay, then.”

Sandra forced her way down the row toward where they were, not even waiting for the other spectators to get their feet out of her path. “Oh my God, Greg! I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Let me tell you about my day.” She spoke at a volume that indicated she thought people around her cared to hear. When she made it to where Greg sat, she forced herself between him and Jess, cutting Jess out of the conversation. Even for Sandra this seemed a bit overt. Miranda stared wide-eyed at the spectacle. 

Sandra leaned in for a kiss, and Greg moved away from her. “Jesus, Sandra, how drunk are you?”

“Please. I’m fine. I haven’t even been drinking.”

“So did you pour the booze in your drink between the last time I saw you drink out of it and now? Because I can smell it from here … and the lid is on.”

“Why didn’t you respond to my texts?” she asked, wrapping an arm around one of his.

“Well, for one, I was at the audition, which went well, thanks for asking.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that. How’d you do?”

Greg inhaled deeply and Jess could tell he was losing patience. Perfect.

“I just said it went well.” He looked over Sandra’s head and made eye contact with Jess, who raised her brows at him expectantly. 

“Sit down!” a student yelled at Drew and Emma, who were still standing on the other side of Greg, totally oblivious to everyone else who was trying to watch the game.

“Fuck off!” Drew yelled.

“You know what?” Greg said, pushing Sandra back from where she was leaning heavily on his arm, presumably because she couldn’t otherwise hold herself up. “We’re done.” He slipped his arm free of her grasp. 

“Done with what?”

“You and me,” Greg clarified. “It’s over. I’m breaking up with you.”

Sandra snorted. “Please. Like you would actually do that. You’re just saying that because you’re high. You always say stupid shit when you’re high.”

She went to grab his arm again, but he pushed her away. “Fine, you don’t have to believe me, but I mean it. You’re a mess. Leave me alone.”

Sandra sat up straight and glared defiantly at him before turning to eye Jess. The pieces seemed to be coming together for her. “Her? Are you serious?”

“It’s none of your business. The point is it’s not you.”

Sandra stood up quickly and struggled to get her balance. “You’re so going to regret this. I’m not taking you back whenever you realize you’ve ditched me for a complete prude.”

“Go,” Greg said sternly.

Sandra grinned wickedly. “Enjoy celibacy, asshole.” She waved bye and shoved Emma the opposite direction toward the stairs again. 

Jess watched the clique go, and while she was relieved that it was done, a few of Sandra’s words had lodged themselves into Jess’s mind. 

Prude? She’d never thought of herself that way. Wasn’t a prude someone who thought sex was bad? She didn’t think that; she just thought it was gross. Was there a separate word for someone like that? 

But mostly, she realized that Sandra had a point. Greg would eventually want something more than making out. She’d known it the whole time, but now that there was no Sandra standing between them, it was real. 

Greg stared determinedly at the game, despite the fact that he didn’t care at all about football (something no one ever actually admitted to publicly). Had Sandra’s words struck a chord with him, too?

She let him be for a while, not sure what she should even say. 

Chris threw a touchdown pass, and Miranda jumped up to cheer along with the rest of the home crowd. But Jess and Greg stayed seated. 

“Sorry,” she said over the noise of the crowd. She wasn’t sure what exactly she was sorry for, though.

“Nah, don’t worry about it.” He waved her off but didn’t look at her. 

“Do you forgive me?”

Now he looked at her. “For what? For being awesome? For being someone I really like? You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one who’s sorry for staying with Sandra past her expiration date.”

The crowd stayed standing, waiting for the extra point, as was school tradition, creating a fortress of bodies that made Jess feel like she was alone with Greg. 

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I forgive you.”

He grabbed her face on both sides and leaned down to plant a passionate kiss on her lips as the crowd moaned and cursed and a grown man behind her shouted, “Nothing short of a goddamn miracle if Rivera ever got it through the goddamn uprights!”
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The Mexicans came back to win the pre-season game 30-7, meaning it really wasn’t much of a game once Chris hit his rhythm. 

Between halftime and the final whistle, Greg’s mood had lightened significantly. Jess had even managed to push the words “prude” and “celibacy” from her mind enough to continue enjoying herself. 

The crowd seemed to be in no hurry to leave after the game, despite it being just past eleven. “Let’s head down there,” she said to Miranda. “You can go say hi to Chris.”

Miranda stared down at the field longingly. “Please … He has enough people to talk to him right now.”

“Well, he can have three more.” Jess grabbed her best friend’s hand and pulled her up, and the two of them followed Greg out of the stands and down to the sidelines.

Once the crowd started to clear, they were able to have a moment to talk with Chris. He grinned when he saw them. 

“Hey Miranda. What’s up, Jess.” Then his eyes landed on Greg and he nodded curtly. “Greg.”

“Hey, good game, man,” said Greg. 

Chris considered even that with suspicion. “Thanks.”

“Looks like you picked the right sport,” Jess said, and Chris grinned. 

“Yeah, I’m all right at it.” Then he turned to Greg. “You play any sports?”

Greg shook his head. “Nah. Used to play soccer, but I’m not that competitive.”

Chris looked him up and down then his face softened. “That’s cool. Our kicker used to play soccer, but a lot of good that did for him. Not a single made field goal or extra point in this whole game. I would say it’s unbelievable if he didn’t do it every freaking game. Says he’s in a slump. Psh. Some slump. You ever try place kicking?”

Miranda snuck glance at Jess that said something along the lines of, “Boys, amIright?” 

Jess grinned.

“I’ve never tried, but I’ve thought about it.”

Chris nodded, then turned to one of his teammates. “Williams!” He held up his hands, and Billy threw him the football he was holding. 

“Here. Let’s give it a go.”

Greg hesitated, and Jess didn’t have to guess why; she knew why. He was still too high. She knew because she was still too high. 

“Come on,” Chris urged. He pulled off his jersey and pads, leaving only his Underarmor. “I just played an entire football game. What’s your excuse?”

Greg looked at Jess, who shrugged and nodded. “Go ahead. Why not?”

“Fine.” A mischievous grin cracked his lips. “But you’re gonna try with me.” He grabbed her hand and dragged her behind him as he jogged after Chris. 

A few little kids were tossing around a Nerf football and running after each other in the end zone, but Chris cleared them out. “All right, Jess, you hold, Greg kicks, I catch.” He bent down and showed her how to hold the football, seemed to consider it, then suggested she just shut her eyes so that she didn’t take her finger off it too soon. 

Once Chris was set up behind the goal posts and Jess had the ball set on the fifteen yard line with her eyes shut tight, she said, “You better not kick my hand.”

Greg replied with, “Wouldn’t dream of it,” and then a moment later the ball disappeared from beneath her fingertips. She opened her eyes and saw it sail through the uprights. “Wow. Good job.”

Chris threw the ball back to Greg and waved them away. “Five more,” he hollered. 

Greg kicked off his Converse, leaving him in sock feet, and they moved back to the twenty. 

Each time Greg made it, they moved back five more yards, until the ball was on the thirty, and Greg hooked it left and missed. 

“Aww, good try,” Jess said. 

Chris jogged over with the ball. “Not bad, Burns. Especially considering you had no practice. You ever thought about playing football?”

Greg chuckled before realizing that was not the correct response. “Not really. It would be impossible to do football and theater, anyway.”

Chris looked at him like the words were spoken in a different language, and perhaps to change the subject, Greg looked at Jess. “Your turn.”

“For what?”

“Kicking. You said you would.”

“Did I?” She decided that being high around people other than Greg was not all that fun, because she had to pretend she wasn’t high, which took away from it considerably. 

“Sure,” said Chris. “Give it a shot, Jess. I’ll hold for you. Greg, you catch?”

Greg nodded and jogged to the back of the end zone.

“Don’t worry, we’ll start at the fifteen.” Chris led the way to the marker.

Jess tried to remember the last time she’d kicked anything. Was it really seventh grade PE? Surely she’d kicked something since that week of kickball—a week she’d rather forget due specifically to her inability to kick the ball between first and third base. “How about the ten?” she said, since there was no reason why she would be any good at this.

“Fifteen first.” He set the ball on the ground at the fifteen yard line and stood up. “Okay, so here’s an easy trick. You’re right footed, right?”

“No idea. I think both are bad at kicking.”

“What hand do you write with?”

“Right.”

“Okay, so you stand behind the ball, take two giant steps back and one step to the left. Then you take a few steps up, plant your left foot by the ball, body aimed toward the post, lean back and kick. Easy!”

“Repeat the last … no, all the steps again?”

He walked her through it slowly and then knelt to hold it. “Kick it like it insulted your mother,” Chris said. There was no way he could have known that meant she was imagining it was Trent’s head. 

She ran to it, kicked it as hard as she could, and watched it slice right down the middle of the goal posts, which, from her basic understanding, was what it was supposed to do.

Chris stood, looking impressed. “Damn, Jess.”

“Nice!” Greg shouted.

She was surprised herself. Her approach felt about as off-balance as it could be, but the contact with the ball had felt about as natural as walking. “Beginner’s luck.” Maybe the weed had somehow helped her coordination.

“Let’s see when this luck runs out, then.” He motioned for the ball, and Greg threw it to him somewhat sloppily—not the tight spiral Chris threw. 

They moved back to the twenty. “Ready?”

“Nope.” But she paced out the steps and then kicked again.

“You know, that’s actually like a twenty-five–yard field goal,” Chris said, once the ball had gone straight between the uprights. “That’s not easy.”

“Really?” It had felt easy. 

“Is this seriously your first time trying?”

“Yep.”

Chris nodded approvingly. “Nice. Then you must be a natur—”

The realization seemed to hit both of them at the same time, and they locked eyes, though their reactions couldn’t have been more different. 

“No …” she said, feeling hot dread creep up her spine like mercury in a thermometer. 

“Hell … yes,” he said, his eyes as wide as they would go, looking at her adoringly. 

“No,” she repeated. Then she pointed threateningly down at him at where he knelt. “Stop. Don’t say it. It’s not that.”

But that didn’t wipe the goofy grin off his face. “Okay, fine. I won’t say it.” He stood, motioned to Greg, then once he had the ball back in his hands, he added, “Let’s just scoot back five more and see what happens.”

She begrudgingly agreed, holding out hope that what she thought was happening wasn’t actually happening. 

Once she made it from the twenty-five, there was no need for discussion. Chris got the ball back and put it on the thirty, and Jess heaved a sigh and took two steps back and one to the left. Her eyes accidentally fell on Chris, and he was still grinning like a fool. 

I hate you, Dad.

Greg looked small at this distance, the goal posts towering over him, and she decided that making it from the distance where Greg missed would most definitely not be good for their budding relationship. It didn’t take a genius to figure out the best course of action here. She’d just kick the football wide, then this whole thing would be over with and she could go make out with Greg some more. 

She jogged up to the ball in a half-assed effort, trying to aim her body toward the stands to hit it wide right and only put enough force behind her kick that it would make it halfway to the end zone, if that. 

But that’s not what happened. 

Despite her best efforts at failure, the ball sailed through the uprights, perfectly centered. 

She watched it go, and couldn’t blink. “Holy …”

“Praise God!” Chris shouted.

Greg had to punt the ball for it to make it all the way back to Chris. He pulled it into his chest and then backpedaled five more yards. 

“I dunno,” she said, “I think my leg hurts.” 

“Just one more! I want to see you make it from the thirty-five! That’s already longer than Rivera’s alleged personal record.”

He knelt down with the ball and held it there, waiting for her. 

“Can we just be done? Please?” This felt like torture, being pulled farther and farther away from Greg with each perfectly executed field goal. 

Greg liked her. Not her God powers. This unfortunate discovery could only get in the way of that.

“Just one more,” Chris said. “I promise I’ll let you stop after this one. Come on! This is awesome!” 

“Fine. Just one more. Then I’m done. For real.” That’s when she noticed the small crowd of players and coaches gathering to watch. 

She looked at Miranda, who was leaning against the fence that surrounded the field, arms folded casually across her chest. At that distance away, Jessica couldn’t make out Miranda’s expression, but she hoped it wasn’t as excited as Chris’s. 

“You got this!” Chris said encouragingly. 

I know. That’s the problem.

She took her steps and kicked the ball from the thirty-five, and it went sailing end over end through the air for another field goal. 

Chris couldn’t get enough, and as he scooted back to the forty, pulling Jess with him despite their agreement that the last one would be the last one, she couldn’t help but lament how tiny Greg looked almost half a field away. Where was he to save her now? 

Only, she knew she couldn’t be saved from this, not really, not even by Greg. 

Once she made it from the forty, Chris moved the ball from one side of the hash marks to the other, and she made both of those angles, too. 

It’s a goddamn miracle.

She was saved from having to show off anymore when two of the coaches jogged over. 

Coach Rex she recognized. He was the head coach, maybe in his early forties and shaved his head to hide his hair loss, though he often went days without doing so and the male pattern baldness became obvious. He wasn’t overweight, but he also didn’t seem particularly in shape, as the minimal jog over left him slightly short of breath. She considered telling him that he should find a new way to lock his office door if he didn’t want kids making out in it, but that would’ve raised far too many questions that she didn’t want to answer with Greg nearby. 

It was strange, though. Looking at Chris now, their make-out practice had seemed so long ago, but it was only earlier that day. 

The other coach she recognized from passing in the hallway, but she didn’t know his name. He was young, tall and lean, with wild blue eyes that bulged slightly in their sockets. Was he perpetually like that, or did she only see him during moments of utter disbelief, like when he was monitoring student behavior in the cafeteria and when he’d just witnessed a random girl kicking fifty-yard field goals like it was nothing? 

The young coach was the one who spoke first. “Coach Patterson.”

He held out his hand and she shook it. “Jessica.”

“You practice that much, Jessica?”

Chris answered for her. “That was her first time. Can you believe it?”

Patterson pulled off his cap and scratched his head. “That was quite something, young lady.” He replaced his hat and stared down at her, his wide eyes making him appear almost as revved up as Chris. “You ever thought about playing football?”
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On the drive back to Jess’s house, whatever closeness and genuine connection she’d felt with Greg just hours before had dissolved into an invisible wall and measured speech. Maybe it was just the weed wearing off, but she thought it was more likely the poorly timed discovery of her miracle. 

“I should’ve told you this earlier,” she said, “but Jesus came to me in a dream and told me that I have to start finding my miracles. So—”

He took one hand off the steering wheel and held it up between them. “Stop. It’s fine.”

“You don’t believe me.” She should have known. Even with all the mounting evidence, he didn’t believe. 

“I … I don’t know what to believe.” He kept his eyes glued to the road as they waited at the stoplight. “Tell me this, though. Have you really never kicked field goals before?”

“No, I swear. That was the first time.”

Her answer seemed to cause him physical pain, and he scrunched up his face against it. “I just … I don’t understand. It’s not your fault.”

“I didn’t give Coach Rex a definite yes. I just said I’d come to one practice. We don’t even know if I got the part as Isabella, and rehearsals won’t start for another two weeks.”

“No, I get it. I think you should do whatever you want to do.” His forced tone made it clear that everything would be just fine, so long as what she wanted to do was theater and not football.  

“I’m just going to feel it out.”

Greg laughed dryly. “You know, if you did decide to go with football, I bet it would drive Sandra crazy, having to cheer for you once the squad is finalized and starts going to games.”

“That’s true.” But Jess wondered why his mind was back on Sandra. 

They pulled up into her driveway, and Greg put the truck into park. “Should I come in? Your mom might want to get a read on the guy who keeps driving her daughter home.”

Jess knew that, first, that wasn’t necessarily true, and second, with the downward turn this night had already taken, things were precarious enough without tossing the unknown of Destinee to the mix. 

“Maybe some other time. She opens at Walgreens in the mornings, so she’s probably already asleep.”

Greg looked out his window toward the doublewide. “Nope. There she is. Wide awake.”

Through the living room window, Jess could see her mother sitting on the couch yelling animatedly at the television. 

“Uh, well, she looks busy. Maybe some other time.” 

“Okay, whatever you say.” Greg turned to her and smiled. “Let’s see each other tomorrow.”

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Cool.” He leaned toward her and they kissed slowly. A spark lit inside her, and she thought it was hope. But it could be hormones. 

“I’ll text you,” he said as Jess grabbed her backpack and got out of the car. 

“Night.”

“Night.”

She shut the heavy door of his El Camino and went inside. 

The Bachelorette was blasting on the TV when she set down her bag. Destinee paused it and then looked at her daughter. “Damn, baby. Rough day?”

Jess sighed. “Long.”

Destinee patted the couch next to her, and Jess realized that all she wanted in this whole world was to flop down on the sofa and tell her mom about her day. So that’s what she did.

Once Destinee finally took no for an answer as to whether Jess knew where she could get “some good weed in this ass backwards town,” her mother moved on to more important topics. “So I guess we need to get you some football pads and condoms.” Destinee paused. “Shit. I never thought I’d be saying that to my daughter.”

“You can hold up on both of those, Mom. I don’t want to have sex with Greg, and I don’t know that I want to play football.”

Destinee scoffed. “Psh. Both of those things are inevitable. If Greg’s as hot as you say he is, and he’s what, sixteen?” Jess nodded. “Then, yeah, y’all will need condoms sooner than later.”

“But I don’t want to have sex with him!” Jess repeated. 

Destinee winked. “Yet. And you know what? Don’t have sex with him a minute sooner than you want, but once you want it, wrap that shit up and go to town.”

“Mom.”

“What? You said yourself that God doesn’t care. And from my own experience, I know that to be true. Trust me, baby. So if God doesn’t care, why should you, as long as you’re being safe?”

Clearly she wasn’t going to let it go. Jess rolled her eyes. “Okay. If you really want to buy me condoms, go for it. I can’t stop you. But the football pads are expensive.”

“First of all,” Destinee said, “condoms aren’t exactly cheap. Second of all, what kind of mother would I be if I didn’t buy you everything you need to perform the miracles God gave you?”

Jess sighed with exasperation. “No, you aren’t listening. I don’t know yet if I want to play football.”

Destinee nodded and was silent. Then, “So you know what I said about sex? Not a minute sooner than you want to?” Jess nodded. “That doesn’t apply to doing what you were put on this earth to do. You don’t get to wait till you’re ready. You got to start as soon as you know what it is.”

“Says who?”

Destinee jumped in her seat and turned to face Jess directly. “Me, baby! There’s no way for you to know this about me, but I used to be one hell of a science geek. Got the brain for it.” She pointed to her head as visual evidence. “But I kept telling myself I would start focusing on it next year, then the next year, and so on. In the meantime, I started focusing on boys. Then before I ever got to get great at science, you came along.”

The fact that her mother had any academic interests ever was news to Jess. “But that’s not quite the same. You got pregnant by God. I don’t know if there’s anything you could’ve done to prevent that.”

“Well, I didn’t have a fancy doctor in my sex ed class telling us about condoms and birth control pills, so I guess we’ll never know if there was anything I coulda done to prevent it, because I didn’t do a single thing to prevent it.”

“No, that’s not what I meant.” She allowed herself a moment to move past idea of her mother having unprotected sex with God. “I just mean this is God we’re talking about. Once he decided you were going to be the mother of his daughter, there probably wasn’t anything you could do to stop it, right?”

Destinee squinted at Jess, scrunching up her face. “Wait. You think God raped me?”

“No, I just—”

“Because let me tell you, Jess. I was beyond willing.”

“I didn’t want to know that.”

Destinee’s face relaxed and she stared dreamily over Jess’s shoulder. “He looked like Ross Hawthorn …”

“Who?”

Destinee snapped out of her reverie. “Ross Hawthorn. The singer.”

Jess had no clue. “But wait. He looked like him or he was him?” Did God possess people like demons did?

“Hell if I know,” Destinee said, dismissing the concern immediately with a flick of her wrist. “Who cares? The point is that he looked and sounded like Ross, which was enough for me. He even told me he was God, and once he started putting his hands on me, you bet I believed him.”

“Ew. Stop.”

Destinee shrugged. “Well, anyway. You never know when life will throw a wrench in your plans, baby girl, so you gotta start those plans as soon as you know what they are, not wait until you think you’re ready. That make sense?”

Jess nodded begrudgingly and stood up from the couch.

“Hittin’ the hay?” Destinee asked.

Sighing and feeling a wave of exhaustion roll over her, Jessica did find the idea of bed quite appealing. But it would have to wait a little while longer. “Not yet. Gonna go ahead and get started learning the rules of football.”
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Despite the space restrictions of the El Camino, Jess was able to sit on Greg’s lap, her knees bent, one leg on either side of his waist. He kissed her passionately on the mouth for a while, then peppered kisses down her neck to her collarbone. In one deft move, he turned her and laid her on her back across the bench seat with himself positioned above. All of yesterday’s worries about their future together were banished from her mind. Wherever this went, she would go with it. And with the way Greg’s hands were roaming farther down her torso, she knew what that might mean. And she was actually okay with it. 

He undid the top of her button-down shirt to give his mouth more space to explore, and she closed her eyes to enjoy it. 

Until a knocking sound pulled her from her bliss. 

Nope. She ignored it. 

Greg undid the next button on her shirt, and the knocking happened again, this time louder and more doggedly, coming from somewhere on the driver’s side. She leaned forward to peep over Greg’s head.

A tan face with thick, dark facial hair was staring back at her. 

“Oh shit! Greg! Get off!”

Then her mind placed the face and tried to calm herself with a sigh.

“Jesus.”

She motioned for him to walk around to the passenger’s side, and as he did, she shoved Greg off, rolled down the window and began buttoning up her shirt. 

“So do you only show up in sex dreams?” she asked, irritated, as he leaned down to peer in, bracing his forearms against the top of the cab. 

“It’s usually when minds are most relaxed, yes.”

“Who’s that?” Greg asked from next to her. 

“Jesus.”

“What?”

“Jesus Christ! Just … give me a second, Greg.” She turned to her half-brother. “What do you want?”

“First of all, I want to congratulate you on discovering your first miracle.”

“Yeah, thanks a lot for that,” she said resentfully. 

“But mostly I’m here to encourage you to keep going. You have to continue to discover and develop your miracles if you want to fulfill your destiny.”

She wished he’d hurry up with all the talking. Now that she knew this was a dream, she had some things to try out with Greg to see if they were really as gross as she imagined them. Fulfilling destiny could come later, once she woke up. “Okay fine.”

Jesus gave her the side eye. “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.”

“Of course I am. I just don’t know what you want me to do about it before I wake up. Meanwhile …” She nodded toward Greg. “Plus, I don’t even know what my destiny is supposed to be.”

“You could just ask me, genius.”

“Huh?” 

He arched his eyebrows furtively. 

She held her palm in front of him. “Wait. You would actually give me a hint on this? You’re not going to babble on about that self-discovery nonsense?”

He wiggled his thick, black eyebrows. “Nope.”

Suspicion flared inside her, but she tamped it down. “Okay, then … what’s my destiny?”

“You need to lead the country into a new age of peace.”

“God dammit.”

“No. God blessit.”

“To be clear, I just need to worry about the country. Not the whole world?”

Jesus laughed. “Oh Heavens, no. World peace is impossible. Have you been to the Middle East? Of course not. Well, I have, and let me tell you …” He chuckled again. “No, no. Just the United States. That’s a tall enough order.”

“So how do I do it?”

Jesus shrugged his shoulders and held up his hands defensively. “Oh, I have no clue. That’s not my destiny, so it’s not my problem. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” He nodded and then vanished, leaving a white, powdery man-shaped cloud swirling around where he had just stood.

Jess flopped back against the seat. 

“But seriously,” came Greg’s voice from beside her. “Who was that?”

“Nobody. A terrorist.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No, not really.”

“Want to keep making out?”

She thought about it. “Not really.” Learning her destiny had ruined the mood. 

A clap of thunder pulled her from her dream. She opened her eyes to her dark room but remained lying on her back until she heard six more loud thunderclaps right overhead, saw lightning illuminate the sky behind her curtains, and then noticed the warm, sticky moisture pooling just below her butt.

A new wave of annoyance rolled through her before she whipped the covers off of her, rolled out of bed, and headed to the bathroom to grab a pad. 
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The most challenging thing about football, it turned out, was seeing so many teenage boys’ genitals. They looked nothing like the cartoons she’d seen in sex ed. They were complicated, fickle, and intimidating. Jessica did her best to avoid seeing them, but because the team meetings were always in the boys’ locker room, she couldn’t avoid the occasional eyeful. And the worst part was that everyone seemed to assume she’d somehow hit the jackpot in this respect. 

Other girls, especially. And after facing one size inquiry after the next for the first two months of the regular season, Jess had stopped dodging the questions and resorted to a stock answer: “They’re all more or less the same.” It was the truth, or at least it felt like the truth after all the traumatic visuals started to warp together in her memory. She considered telling the White Light Church that what they really needed to do for abstinence sex ed was subject girls to boys’ locker rooms for a couple months, and then all sexual desire would be completely demolished.

All of this bothered Greg, of course, who only poked at the subject once and then stopped after Jess began explaining, with more than a little horror, the various penis puppets she’d been subjected to since late August and how sometimes when she closed her eyes, she could see the silhouettes of them seared into the back of her eyelids. 

In short, the exposure was not the best thing for her and Greg’s now official relationship. The fact that her football career had made her into somewhat of a local celebrity while Greg’s starring role in Measure for Measure had not granted him the same status was also putting a strain on things between them. 

“I’m not letting it go to my head!” she said. 

Greg looked over at her from the driver’s seat of Janice and took a sip from his fresh Sonic drink while eyeing her incredulously. 

“Don’t give me that look.” She stared out her window at the dessert menu. She was fairly certain that she burned more calories in a single practice than she did in all the days leading up to when she first started football combined. Who knew the kicker had to be in shape? It didn’t seem like it should actually matter as long as the ball continued going through the uprights, which it always did. 

“I’m just saying,” Greg began between tater tots, “this is the second interview you’ve had this week. You don’t have to take them.”

“First of all, I’d hardly call the Mooremont Mundo an interview. Rosa mostly just asked me about what it was like in the boys’ locker room, and I told her it was awful and could we move to her next question. I’m hardly ever asked any questions about me. I’m asked questions about dicks and what my dick-wielding teammates think about having a girl on the team. If I am ever asked about me, it’s asking me if it’s hard for me to get guys because I play football. I try to tell them I already have a guy, and they act like I just spoke in tongues.”

“So you’re getting more attention than any other person at Mooremont High, but you’re complaining because it’s not precisely the right kind of attention?”

She was relieved he was finally catching on. “Yes!” Then she realized he was actually taking a jab at her, and a sudden rush of blood pounded behind her eyes. “No, not like that.

“Then like what?” He chuckled dryly. “I don’t get it. What do you want them to ask you about, being the daughter of God?”

He still hadn’t come around to believing her on that topic, and each time he brought it up, she felt her shoulders tense. And lately he’d been bringing it up more and more frequently. Why couldn’t he just help her pretend it wasn’t a thing?

“Of course I don’t want to talk about that. I’m actually relieved everyone in this county is too freaked out by the subject to poke it with a ten-foot pole.”

Greg cackled. “It is pretty funny, actually. It’s like no one wants to have to decide where they stand in the savior or Antichrist debate, so they just play ignorant. Well, I guess most of them aren’t just playing.”

She sipped her Dr. Pepper. “I guess that’s better than everyone going ahead and firmly deciding I’m the Antichrist. But you know it’s just a matter of time before someone sacks up enough to ask those kinds of questions.”

Greg looked at her strangely. “Since when do you say ‘sacks up’?”

“Huh?”

He waved it away and his posture relaxed again. “Never mind. You’ve been spending too much time with jocks.”

That was one thing they agreed on, then.

Who knew being on the football team took up so much of a person’s life? Today was one of the rare times recently when she actually got to spend alone time with Greg. And Miranda? She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d seen her best friend outside of the classes they shared together. Between Jessica’s football practices and games and interviews (not to mention the mountain of homework from her AP classes) and Miranda’s softball schedule, it was like the two of them now lived in different worlds once school let out. 

“You want any ice cream?” Greg asked. 

She looked at the analog clock on the dash. “No, I gotta get home. I still have to finish that biology project before tomorrow.”

“Want any help?”

“No, no. I’m good. Just drop me off.”

“I’m going to have to meet your mom someday, Jess.”

She begged to differ. In fact, she had every intention of doing what she could so the two never met. “I know. I’m not worried about that. I just need to get going on stuff.”

When Greg pulled into her driveway, he put the truck in park and they made out before she slid off the seat and walked up to the front door. 

Destinee wasn’t home, which was always a relief when Jess was trying to sneak around. Her phone buzzed, and she looked at the message: B there n 5

She hurried into the bedroom to change out of Greg-time clothes and into a T-shirt and athletic shorts. Sneaking was the worst, and every time she did it, she wondered if it wouldn’t make life easier to simply be honest with Greg. But after the bitterness he’d just shown, she knew sneaking and omission would leave everyone happier. At least in the short term.

And then there was the fact that Greg was developing a growing dislike and mistrust for Christopher Riley, who was presently headed down her street in his massive navy blue F-350 with unnecessary lifts. She could hear its big diesel engine thrumming and growling as soon as it turned onto her street. She grabbed her athletic bag and headed out to the front patio as he pulled into the driveway.

“What up, Jess?” he shouted out his window.

She knew it was rhetorical and he wouldn’t have been able to hear her over the engine anyway, so she walked around to the passenger’s side, threw her bag in first, then climbed in.

Once his window was rolled up, it was quiet enough inside to have a conversation. “What have you been up to today?” he asked as he backed out of the driveway. 

“Just hanging with Greg.”

Chris stopped the truck, the back half hanging out into the road, and stared over at her. “I seriously don’t understand what you see in him. What do you guys even talk about? He’s not into football.” 

A car trying to get behind Chris honked, and he casually flipped off the driver then finished backing up. 

“There are things other than football to talk about, Chris.”

He scoffed. “What, theater?” 

“Yes, theater.”

“Then why don’t you do theater?”

“Because I can’t do both. I had to pick one, and I chose football.”

Chris nodded, like she’d just proved his point. “That’s because football is way better than theater.”

“No, it’s because my miracle is in football and not theater.”

“Because nobody gives a shit about football. God told you He’d give you a useful miracle, right? Notice that it was not in theater.”

She regretted having told him about that, because it was a good point. But she still felt like arguing the point. “But acting is more fun, and I’m good at it without God’s help.”

“Did you ever tell Greg?”

“Tell him what?”

“The truth about the play. That you got the part.”

Jess sighed. “No. He doesn’t need to know. He’d just be annoyed that I turned it down.”

Chris glanced meaningfully at him, and she chose to ignore the valid argument in his eyes. He was kind enough not to push it, and they drove toward the school in silence.

As much as conversation with Chris could be limited, he was easily her closest friend on the team, and the fact that he’d always been prudent about covering his dong in the locker room was perhaps his most endearing quality. It was chivalrous by comparison. And if she was honest with herself, it left her curious about what might be going on in those briefs of his … 

And she wasn’t the only one. He was almost always the first on girls’ penis inquiry checklists. “Is he big? I bet he’s big.” 

At first she was honest about her lack of knowledge, but when that continued failing to satisfy anyone, eventually she started replying with, “Massive,” because why not? He was nice to her, so she’d throw him a bone. 

They pulled up to the football field, where a few of their teammates were already tossing the ball around, suited up in their practice gear. The camera crew was already there, too, apparently filming some filler of the players doing very basic but football-specific things. 

When Jess finally emerged from the locker room in her practice pads, the reporter from Odessa, who’d requested the interview, was preoccupied on his phone, jabbing impatiently at the screen, his thick, bushy eyebrows furrowed. He had his back to his crew, which was currently shooting footage of Chris running some impromptu passing drills led by Coach Rex. 

The Sunday practice was entirely staged for the news piece, but no one on the Mexicans minded getting together for a mellow practice to end the weekend. An easy away victory the Friday before against the Elbow Eagles had everyone in high spirits.

Jess jogged out toward the field. When the reporter looked up, his eyes budged out of his head as he spotted her, and he shoved the phone into his back pocket, grabbed the microphone from where he’d stashed it under one armpit, motioned for his crew to follow, and headed toward Jess. 

THIS ASSWIPE.

Where have you been? I haven’t heard from you in months!

HAVE YOU WANTED TO?

Well, no, not really.

SO MAYBE I KNEW. I AM KNOWING AND ALL THAT.

You can’t just drop in whenever you want.

UH, YES. I ABSOLUTELY CAN. AND TRUST ME, YOU WANT ME HERE IF YOU HAVE AN INTERVIEW WITH EUGENE THORNTON. 

Why’s that?

I DID HIM WRONG YEARS AGO, AND HE HASN’T LET IT GO SINCE. YOU MAY BE IN OVER YOUR HEAD.

Can’t you just smite him? 

I’VE THOUGHT ABOUT IT, TRUST ME.

So what do I do?

BRACE YOURSELF. THIS GUY USED TO BE BIG LEAGUES UP IN LEXINGTON UNTIL HE COMPLETELY BOTCHED A MAJOR STORY. HE’S BEEN LOOKING FOR A BIG BREAK, AND I’D BET HE THINKS YOU’RE IT.

Should I cancel the interview?

AND GIVE HIM A BLANK SLATE TO MAKE UP A REASON FOR IT? NO WAY. YOU’LL GET THROUGH IT.

So what do I do?

God didn’t respond.

Eugene intercepted her before she could make it all the way onto the field.

“Good morning, Miss McCloud. Eugene Thornton, Channel Six News.”

His eyes were little brown beads underneath his thick, furry eyebrows as he squinted through the sunlight at her. 

After God’s warning (and complete lack of useful advice), Jessica figured she’d just have to do this the old-fashioned way and see if she couldn’t get the reporter to like her. “Hi Eugene! So nice to finally meet—”

“So here’s how this is going to work,” he said, acting like she hadn’t spoken. “We’ll do the interview first, so that you look fresh and pretty and likable, then we’ll film some footage of you kicking field goals.”

“Oh … um, okay.”

She followed him over to the stands to set up the shot. 

Chris jogged up. “Coach wanted me in on this. Said I’m the leader of the team, and I should get in the shot.”

Jess was surprised how much she liked that idea. If she couldn’t gain Eugene as an ally, at least Chris would have her back. 

“Is that okay?” she asked Eugene. 

The reporter looked at Chris, lifted a hefty brow, then looked back at Jess as a small smile slid across his face. “Yeah, that sounds good.”

Having only ever done small-time interviews for local or school publications, the high-tech camera and lighting equipment intimidated her more than she’d expected. 

You’re the daughter of God! You can’t be scared of cameras!

But it wasn’t just the camera. There were more people on the Channel Six crew than any of the others she’d encountered so far. Eugene, a cameraman, two guys who looked twenty—tops—and were in charge of holding big white panels that reflected the sunlight into her eyes, an audio tech, and a thin, tightlipped woman whose sole purpose seemed to be looking at her watch and shooting anxious glares at everyone on the crew. Sure, Jess had done a handful of interviews this season, but nothing so major as Odessa freaking Texas. This was the big league.

The interview, however, was like all the ones she’d done before … for the first thirty seconds—Jess and Chris settled in, the camera framed them up, Eugene went over his notes, and then he turned to them. And that was when the interview diverted into new and dangerous territory.

“Jessica, I want to come right out and say it. I’ve been contacted by an old friend of yours, a man of high social standing in Midland, Reverend Jimmy Dean.”

Jess’s heart sank. Perhaps there’d always been a cord of dread within her subconscious mind that knew the two things—football and Jimmy—would collide eventually. It’d been four years since the last time she’d seen Jimmy in person, and she still couldn’t shake herself of him or his crazy.

This was obviously not going to be an interview like the one for the Mooremont Mundo. She immediately lamented the lack of penis-related questions.

“Reverend Dean gave me an interesting backstory on you, and I want to give you the opportunity to address some of his claims. It seems only fair.”

Nothing about Jimmy Dean seemed very fair to Jess, but she let Eugene continue. 

“He says, and I quote, ‘Jessica McCloud is the Antichrist.’ Do you have a response to that?”

Wow. There was a goddamn sound bite. 

She felt like a hog in headlights. Did she have a response to that? Oh hell yes she did, but not one she wanted on the record. 

She could feel Chris staring at the side of her head. She had to say something. “Um. That’s not true.”

“Are you saying a reverend lied? Is that what you’re telling the people of west Texas?”

Heat grew in her chest. “No. Well, yes, but—” 

“Hmm. What exactly is your relationship with Reverend Dean?”

“I don’t really have one anymore. He showed up the night …” 

STOP. 

Jess snapped her mouth shut. “I, um, don’t know him very well. I went to his church once because he kept bugging me to go.”

	Eugene nodded but looked unconvinced as he glanced down at his notes. “So, just so we’re clear, you claim that you are not the Antichrist?”  

“Uh, yeah. That’s what I said.”

“Interesting. Okay, so how do you explain your perfect field goal record? You haven’t missed a single one this season, and, as far as my anonymous sources tell me, you’ve never even missed one in practice. What’s the secret here?” 

DON’T BITE. THOU SHALT NOT BITE.

What am I supposed to say?!

It didn’t matter though, because before she had a chance to say anything, Chris chimed in. “Reverend Dean has it backwards. Jess isn’t the Antichrist. She’s the Christ. She’s God’s daughter. So maybe you should show a little more respect.”

Jessica shut her eyes to brace herself against Chris’s obvious misstep. The topic that every interview thus far had tiptoed around was now being shoved to the forefront of conversation. 

Eugene’s eyebrows quivered with restrained excitement. “You’re telling me that you believe Jessica McCloud is the second coming of Jesus?”

Chris cocked his head to the side and looked at Eugene. “Uh, no. Jesus was a dude. Jess is not a dude. She’s just God’s daughter.”

Eugene looked to Jessica, who felt lightheaded and slightly detached from reality. She wished she’d left her hair down so she could’ve at least hid her red ears, which felt like they were on fire. 

“Do you agree with what Chris is saying? Are you the daughter of God?”

Now she was left with the decision of making Chris look like he was crazy or saying something that she hadn’t publicly proclaimed since the debacle in Midland.

YOU KNOW WHAT? JUST TELL THIS ASSHOLE THE TRUTH.

Because that went so well when I did it at White Light Church.

YOU HAVE A BETTER IDEA?

Yes, actually.

THEN BE MY GUEST.

And so she took a deep breath and then opened her mouth to calmly explain that she was not the daughter of God. “Of course I’m n—” Bile leapt up in her chest, and she had to shut her mouth to keep it from coming all the way up. She cleared her throat. “Excuse me.” Eugene stared impatiently, and she wondered if making him wait would actually cause him to stroke out and die. “The claim that I’m the daughter of God is cra—” There was that bile again.

Shit. Fine. You win.

She balled her hands into fists in her lap. “Yeah. I’m the daughter of God.”

The corners of Eugene’s mouth quivered and moisture gathered in his eyes like all his prayers had just been answered.

“Just so the viewers are clear, you’re not using that phrase in the generic sense of each of us being a child of God, you’re actually claiming that your mother became pregnant with you by Immaculate Conception.”

Jess clenched her jaw and nodded. 

IF HE’D SEEN THE BACKSEAT ONCE WE GOT THROUGH WITH IT, HE WOULDN’T BE USING THE WORD IMMACULATE.

I was conceived in a car?!

Eugene had asked another question, but Jessica had missed it because of God’s unwanted factoid. 

“Huh?” 

“Do you really expect viewers to believe that bit of narcissistic blasphemy?”

“I’d rather they didn’t, actually.”

That left Eugene speechless. It was about all the gratification she would get for the rest of the interview, which took a sudden left turn into more personal territory.

Was it hard being the daughter of a single mother? 

Did she get bullied at school? 

How was her dating life? 

Was she still a virgin? 

What kind of early childhood trauma did she suffer?

And as God commanded that she answer no comment to each one, she was more than happy to oblige. Why would anyone want to know about all that in her life anyway?

Finally Eugene turned to the camera and closed with, “Well, there you have it. Christ? Antichrist? That’s up to you to decide, and what a decision to make. It is, perhaps, the ultimate decision that could lead you up to the pearly gates or straight down into the fiery pit. Stay with News Six as we continue to cover this story of the alleged Mooretown Messiah.”

THAT’S CATCHY.

Seriously shut up.

“Okay, great interview,” Eugene said, smiling at Jess. Then he looked at Chris. “I’m really glad we were able to get you in on that.” He turned to face the field. “So now what I need you to do is go kick some field goals so we can get good B-roll of it. Chris, if you could hold for her, that would make a good shot.”

She could see Chris’s jaw clench quickly. “That’s second-string QB stuff. I don’t hold for the kicker.”

“Yeah, and I don’t really feel like kicking right now,” Jess said. The thought of giving Eugene a second more of usable footage made her stomach churn. All she wanted to do was smite him, but she was pretty sure Channel Six would find a way to use that against her.

But just in case …

Can I smite him?

BEST IF YOU DON’T.

Eugene wasn’t dissuaded. “You have to kick for me. You knew that was part of it when you agreed to this piece. It’s about you kicking. Viewers are going to expect to see it.”

“You heard her,” Chris said, walking around to stand in front of the reporter, only inches away. Chris dwarfed the stocky man. “Beat it.”

“Are you trying to intimidate me?” Eugene asked. 

Chris didn’t move. “Why, is it working?”

Eugene met Chris’s stare for a moment, then chuckled and stepped back. “This ass-backward state. I swear evolution skipped over this place …” Then he nodded to his cameraman and they headed back toward the Channel Six News van with the rest of the crew following behind. 

Coach Rex walked up to Chris and Jess when he saw the news team leave. “That was quick. Didn’t they want to see Jess kick?”

“Nah,” Chris said, watching them go. “They didn’t earn it. Real jerks.”

Coach Rex nodded. “Yeah, I got that feel from them. Well, good on you for sending them away.” He patted Chris on the back, and Jess smiled. 

“Might as well run some more drills while we’re out here,” added Coach Rex. And the three of them jogged back out onto the field, though Jess had no intention of kicking and no one asked her to.

The sun had already set completely by the time Chris’s truck chugged into Jess’s driveway. “Hey, thanks again for running off that Thornton guy.”

“You’re not mad at me for interfering?” 

“No, I wanted to … Well, I was thinking about the bad things I wished I could do to him, so I’m glad you stepped in.”

Chris paused, seeming to consider his next words carefully. “You wanted to smite him. Like that bird.”

It was the first time Chris had ever brought up the grackle incident, and while Jess was surprised that he went there, she was mostly impressed that he did. “Yeah, like the bird. Hey. I’m sorry about that. I know it was a while ago, but—”

Chris held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t even worry about it. I’m just glad you hit the bird and not me.” He grinned morosely. “Although, I probably deserved it. I was being a little shit.”

She laughed, surprised. “You didn’t deserve to be smote just because you were being a little shit.”

Chris laughed, too. “But you agree that I was being a little shit.”

“Well, yeah.”

He chewed his top lip and nodded as his grin faded. “You know, it sucks for you. You have the ability to smite, but most bad things in life aren’t that bad, so you just have to keep from smiting all the time. It must be hard knowing you have that ace up your sleeve but you can’t ever use it. 

“I mean, I get so sick of people lying and talking shit about you behind your back—”

“I didn’t know they were doing that …”

“—And I know that all you can do is stand there not smiting them, even though it would feel really good, I bet.”

“Can we go back to the part where people talk shit about me?”

“Don’t worry about it. I tell them to go fuck themselves whenever I hear it. What I don’t understand, though, is … Well, so you know how people around here feel about football, right?”

Jess nodded. If he’d asked her three months ago, she would’ve thought she knew, but now, being involved with it as she was, she actually knew. And it was more than a little nuts.

“It’s practically church to them. Honestly, it probably creates a stronger sense of fellowship than church does.” He paused for dramatic effect before continuing, leaning close like he was about to commit blasphemy. “I once saw a former Aggie football player kiss a former Longhorn softball player on the mouth at one of the Mooremont games when I was a kid. Pretty sure she was a lesbian, too. I’ll never forget it.” He leaned back again. “You don’t find that in church.”

Jess tried to imagine it, but the sole church experience she had to reference was White Light. “You sure don’t.”

“And the only, and I mean only thing that people in this town love more than football is Jesus. So what I don’t get is this: Why don’t you stop hiding from who you are, and that’s a beautiful football Jesus.”

Did Chris just call me beautiful?

“Jess, you could have this town bowing down to you, listening to your every word, respecting you rather than talking shit behind your back. Why wouldn’t you want that?”

“Sheesh, Chris. When you put it like that, I sound like a real asshole. But it’s not that simple.”

“Fine. What am I missing?”

It took her a few seconds of considering that before she was able to put her finger on it. “That’s just not how it works. Maybe it works that way for guys, but not girls. It’s not the better you are, the more people love you. It’s the better you are, the harder people try to ruin you. Plus, why can’t I just be ordinary? Ordinary people get to have friends. There’s nothing wrong with ordinary. Greg agrees with me.”

Chris gaped at her until she was finished. “First of all, there’s definitely something wrong with being ordinary if your dad is God. That’s a major duh. Second, you have friends. You have Miranda. You have me. And third, fuck Greg if he doesn’t want you to be who you’re meant to be. You should dump him.”

“Uh, you don’t get to give me relationship advice. Greg seems to be the only one around here who can see me and not just who my parents are.”

Chris backed off. “Okay, you don’t have to break up with him if you don’t want. But … just hear me out.” He paused and sighed as he wiped his hand over his face. Was he nervous? The thought of confident Chris being nervous was an unsettling one for sure. “Listen, and this is super selfish of me to even mention, but … I grew up knowing I wanted to play college ball. I’ve sacrificed a lot to be the best I can be. I’ve fallen behind in school, I haven’t dated, I haven’t learned any other useful skills outside of football, and I’ve always been okay with that if it got me a scholarship at somewhere like Tech or A&M or UT.

“But as long as you’re around, no matter what I do, how well I play, you’ll be the story for Mooremont football. You’ll probably draw recruiters, and maybe they’ll notice me, too, but maybe not. You can’t help but overshadow me, but still I would never in a million years ask you to stop kicking, because both of us know it’s a miracle. And the way I see it, if I can’t get noticed because someone else outshines me, that’s on me. All I ask is that you at least make it worth it. For me, it’s all about football. For you, not even football is really about football. Does that makes sense?”

The pleading in Chris’s voice made her want to flee the truck and forget she’d ever seen this side of him, because she simply wasn’t sure what to do with it. “Yeah.”

“I know I have no right to ask anything of you, but I’m going to anyway. Please stop half-assing this. You’re already in deep, so you might as well go for it.”

It occurred to her that she’d never heard him speak even half as many words before, and now that he had, she was left with a lot to think about. “Okay. I promise.” There was really no other way to go. 

He bit his lip and nodded, staring at his steering wheel. “I’m sorry I unloaded on you.”

“Hey,” she gently smacked his arm with the back of her hand to get him to look at her. She had seeing him like this, so vulnerable. But she knew there was one thing she could do to help cheer him up. “It’s okay. I forgive you.” 

Once the effect worked its way through Chris’s body, he stared at her strangely, and she wondered if she needed to explain. But then he nodded like he understood. “Thanks for that.”

“Um. You’re welcome?”

“Jess, I—” He shut his mouth again, and she was left to complete his sentence in her mind with a thousand different possibilities.

The urge to flee the truck finally won out, and she opened the door and climbed down. Reaching in to grab her bag from the floorboard, she added, “Thanks for the ride,” and then scurried inside.

 

* * *






As soon as Eugene Thornton’s story concluded on Channel 6 News’ Sunday feature, Football in Focus, Jess reached for her phone and frantically called Miranda.

“Hello?”

“Miranda! Did you just watch it?”

“Yep.”

“I’m so sorry! I promise all the stuff about me and Chris isn’t true! Eugene Thornton is just a jerk who’s pissed at God for something that happened in Kentucky and Chris had to stand up to him, and I guess it made him angry that I wouldn’t kick field goals for his camera crew.”

“Whoa, whoa. Slow down.”

It was hard for Jess to slow down when there was so much damage control that had to be done after the series of false claims and conjecture related to the nature of her relationship with Chris. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just didn’t ever expect him to go there. To say that it’s clear we’re young lovers? That’s so ridiculous!”

“Jess. Stop. I know nothing’s going on between you and Chris. And even if something was, it’s none of my business.”

“Uh, no, it’s all of your business. You’ve liked Chris since forever.”

“So … there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. I started to the other day, but you had the audition …”

Miranda’s tone yanked Jess off her previous trajectory. “Uh-huh?”

“When I made out with Chris in Coach Rex’s office, it was awesome and fun, but I was actually sort of practicing for someone else.”

Jess cackled. “Miranda!” 

Miranda giggled. 

“Who is it?”

“Lewis Walker.”

The name rang a bell, just like every name in Mooretown did, and she thought she knew who Miranda meant, but she wasn’t one hundred percent. 

Miranda must have guessed as much by Jess’s silence, and she went on to explain. “He plays baseball. And he’s a much better kisser than Chris.” 

“Wait, what?!”

Miranda cackled with giddy laughter. 

“Miranda! What … when did this happen?” She wasn’t sure what left her more excited, the fact that Miranda finally had a crush on someone who apparently liked her back, the discovery that her best friend wasn’t mad at her for the news story, or the opportunity to catch up and gossip after school with another female. She didn’t realize until Miranda had dived into the juicy details of her and Lewis’s first kiss just how much she’d missed her best friend. 

“You should call Greg,” said Miranda, after Mrs. Forte began nagging her to get off the phone and go to bed. 

“Yeah probably.” But then she thought about what that conversation would actually require, considering she’d failed to mention the interview to Greg at all, not to mention Greg’s dislike for Chris before the piece ever aired. “Actually, I’ll just talk to him in the morning.”

“You sure that’s a good idea?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. I’m exhausted. If he’s concerned, he can call me. But he probably didn’t even watch the story. He thinks local news is bigoted.”

Miranda laughed. “Whatever. He’s so weird. Hot, but weird.”

As Jessica shut her eyes in bed only a half-hour later, she instantly knew the questions surrounding Greg and Chris and Miranda and Eugene would keep her awake. She doubted talking to Greg would go well, but she knew it had to be done, so she imagined herself broaching the subject the next morning and visualized it going well. But her tired mind kept veering off topic, to the conversation she would need to have with the other person directly affected by Eugene Thornton’s bogus story, leaving her with a nagging question that she still hadn’t found an answer to by the time her mind finally slipped into sleep: Why do I keep thinking about Chris?
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Jessica dreaded everything about school that Monday morning. An early morning text from Miranda had provided a helpful heads up that the news clip was making the rounds on social media, meaning there was probably no way Greg hadn’t seen it by now. After a night of almost no sleep, Jess was ill prepared to talk to him about it. 

So the morning seemed about as awful as every other Monday morning.

The first person she recognized as she walked into Mooremont was Chris, whose locker was within spitting distance of the front entrance. He caught her eye, and she was spared having to worry about his reaction when he simply laughed and shook his head. 

“I was wrong,” he said once she made it over to him, “you definitely should’ve smote Eugene.”

The commiseration forced Jess to laugh, too. She hadn’t expected to laugh this morning, but this was nice. At least she had someone else in the line of fire with her, even if it was just Chris. 

“You’re not mad at me, right?” he asked. 

Jess shook her head. “Please. Not at all. Eugene’s the asswipe.”

Chris looked at her strangely. “Asswipe? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use that word before.”

“It’s actually God’s word for him, not mine.” 

It took a beat for that to settle on Chris, but then he bent at the waist and guffawed, and Jess couldn’t contain her own laughter, though she was only half sure what they were laughing about. 

The stress relief brought a tear to the corner of her eye, and as she wiped it away and looked down the hall past Chris, she spotted Greg, glaring daggers her way. 

Shoot. 

Her mirth screeched to an immediate halt. 

Chris noticed, and, still chuckling, turned to follow her gaze, but he quickly turned back around to face her. “Oh shit. Have you talked to him yet?”

“Nope.” She stalked past Chris, making a beeline for her boyfriend, who’d begun walking in the opposite direction. 

She grabbed his arm to get his attention. He turned to face her but didn’t say anything, which she took as her cue. “Hey. I should’ve called you last night. I’m sorry. I was exhausted. But listen, that story, the reporter made up every bit of it.”

Greg didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Okay.”

Jess moved to stand in front of him, so he’d look at her directly. Maybe that way he’d see she was being honest. But his eyes focused vaguely above her left shoulder. “Seriously,” she continued, “he was mad because I wouldn’t kick field goals for him after how rude he was in the interview, so he had to find some other angle to make it interesting. Nothing is happening between Chris and me, and we’re definitely not young lovers.” 

Greg chuckled dryly. “Don’t worry. I didn’t buy the lovers bit, especially considering we’ve been together for months and you get antsy if I try anything beyond making out.”

“Whoa, what?”

But he stepped past her and proceeded toward his first period class, leaving her standing there bewildered. Where did that bitterness come from? She thought he liked making out with her. He always said so. Sure, he’d tried to put his hand down her pants a half dozen times and tried in vain to move her hand down his a half dozen more before, but he’d always assured her it was perfectly okay that she wanted to go slow. Now he was going to play the guilt card on her? 

I have to go down on him.

Ew. No, I can’t. 

She’d think of something. She hurried to her first period class, not sure where things could go with Greg from here.

And as the week marched on, torturously slow with only brief glimmers of positivity during lunch or football practice, she still couldn’t come up with a solution. Greg was civil with her in their classes together, but not warm. Maybe it would just blow over. Maybe he would realize what a jerk he was for trying to pressure her into something she didn’t want to do.

But that didn’t happen, and by Wednesday she’d accepted the fact that there was really only one solution if she wanted to keep Greg, and that was forcing herself to be okay with having sex. 

No big deal. 

She was fifteen, and both her parents had made it abundantly clear that there was nothing wrong with teen sex. She heard new rumors daily about people she knew having sex with each other. It was the topic that occupied most of the rumor mill’s bandwidth. She should just try it. If everyone was doing it, it couldn’t be all that bad.

But her body had some getting used to before she could take the plunge. And that meant that after her homework for school was completed on Wednesday night, she locked her bedroom door and did her homework for sex. 

The Internet was an invaluable resource for finding sex to watch, but most of what she found was unequivocally terrifying and only left her more certain she was not ready for it. The videos she stumbled upon with only a few clicks of the mouse made the sex scene from Cutthroat Times look like a chaste handshake one might give the Dalai Lama. 

So after a few hours of trauma, she gave it up on the idea of actually enjoying sex and figured she should try out her body for herself, like one of the women in the videos seemed to enjoy doing. Except Jess wouldn’t be cruelly insulting the size of a man’s penis while she did it. 

She laid in bed and put her hands where she thought they should go. Immediately, she felt like an idiot, so she resigned herself to closing her eyes and pretending it was Jameson Fractal’s hands on her. That almost worked a couple times before it stopped working at all. How was she supposed to figure out how to orgasm if she’d never experienced one and didn’t have the slightest clue what she was looking for? 

This is impossible. 

But on Thursday night, when she tried again, she finally found success.

That’s what sex can feel like? Holy shit. 

She slept like a baby that night, and awoke the next morning feeling more refreshed than she could ever remember feeling, which was good, since they played their district rivals that evening. 

And as she sat down next to Greg in biology, she found herself looking at him through a new lens. The orgasm lens. 

Blow jobs still seemed horrible, and the porn had only validated her deep-seated fear that there could be a lot of gagging involved with them, but maybe she would be willing to brave one if it meant Greg would reciprocate somehow. Maybe that’s all sex was, in the end: doing horribly unpleasant favors for a man in exchange for having wonderfully pleasant things done back to you. 

“Hey,” she said, leaning close to him. 

He glanced at her sideways. “Yeah?”

“I’ve been thinking about what you said. You’re right. I’ve been kind of a prude, I guess.” That seemed to shock him, and his head hitched to the side. Good. She had his full attention. “I didn’t know it bothered you that much. I’m sorry.”

He seemed to understand the implications without her having to say it. He suppressed a smile. “Okay, cool.” He leaned forward and stole a quick kiss from her. “Oh hey. I’ve been meaning to ask … My parents are going out of town this weekend; you want to come over Saturday?”

This was it. Saturday would be the day she lost her virginity. 

Then it occurred to her that while she knew Sandra had done some things to him, she didn’t know if Greg was still actually a virgin.

“Jess?”

“Huh?”

“Saturday. I mean, if you don’t want to come over…”

“No! Of course I do. Yes. Yes, I’ll come over to your place.”

He nodded. And she plopped down on the stool next to him at their table. 

So they were good now. She should’ve felt relieved, right? Why didn’t she feel relieved? Instead, the kiss and the plans for Saturday felt like signing on the dotted line for a contract she still wasn’t sure about. Had she just jumped the gun completely? If she changed her mind now, could she still back out without it meaning the end of their relationship?
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One thing could be said for the news story: it’d drawn interest in Mooremont High football like never before. 

It was an hour and a half before the game, and already the stands were packed. Jess peeked out from the tunnel leading from the locker rooms out onto the open field and didn’t recognize any of the faces. Who were these people? She thought she knew or at least recognized everyone in Mooretown. The unfamiliar faces must have been out-of-towners. Maybe they were Carthage High fans, but she thought it more likely they were just folks from the surrounding area who came to see the freak kicker. 

There was one face she recognized right away, though. Eugene Thornton and his crew were camped in the front of the stands. He stood facing the camera, clutching the microphone, practicing or perhaps filming an intro. He sure was determined to get footage of her kicking. Well, he’d get it tonight. They’d had yet to play a full game without Jess having to kick in at least two field goals, but more often it was four or five. And then there were extra points, which weren’t exactly spectacular, but were more footage than she wanted to give the Channel 6 team. 

“Dammit.” She hated losing to someone like Eugene. Maybe she could just skip warm-ups. It wasn’t like she needed it anyway. 

Chris walked up behind her. “That asswipe, eh?”

She waved her hand over the expanse of the stadium. “All those asswipes. Do you even recognize any of them?”

Chris squinted out into the crowd. “No, I guess not. I usually never even bother looking out there. It only makes me nervous. Maybe you should try it, too.”

She nodded. 

He called over the second-string quarterback, Jack Dungee, who was already warming up on the field. 

“Hey, do us a favor and hold for Jess while she practices some field goals without the ball.”

Jack, a senior whose starting position had been usurped by Chris this year, narrowed his eyes. “What the fuck, Riley. Not only do I not take orders from you, but I don’t take retarded-ass orders from you.”

“God dammit! Just fucking do it, okay, Dungee?” Chris’s upper lip curled like he’d smelled something rotten.  

Jack looked like he wasn’t going to, but then he said, “Fine, but because I like Jess, not for you,” before jogging out to the field.

“God, I hate that guy,” Chris mumbled, clearly more to himself than Jess. He inhaled deeply and then let it out with a whoosh. “Anyway, some ball-less field goals should piss off Eugene.”

“Perfect,” Jess added. “Ball-less field goals are sorta my thing.”

She trotted off after Jack before the joke landed on Chris, and she grinned once she heard his surprised guffaw behind her. Joking around with Chris was good for her nerves.

But by the time the team retreated into the locker rooms, her anxiety was back, and even worse than before. She couldn’t pay attention to any of the coaches as they went over the game plan with their players. Coach Rex nudged Jess, who sat on the bench just to his left. “You listening?”

“Huh? Yeah.”

“What’d I just say?”

“Uh … I have no idea. I’m sorry.”

He leaned in close. “This a hormone thing?” While he seemed to think he was being considerate, the fact that the rest of the special teams could easily hear him made it impossible for Jess to feel grateful.

“No, it’s not a hormone thing, Coach.”

He nodded slightly, leaned back, and dove into his speech again. 

She tried to listen after that to avoid being called out again. But most of the information didn’t apply to her. She considered herself the specialist species of the team, while people like Quentin Jones were the generalists. You could put him anywhere on the field and he’d be able to make something happen. He could do it all. She was no generalist, though. If she wasn’t lining up for a kick, she was completely out of her element. She was the giraffe of the team, whereas folks like Quentin, Eddie, and Chris were the raccoons. Sometimes she wished she were a raccoon.

After the team meeting, when Jess was just about to head into the girls’ locker room to change into her uniform, Chris caught her. 

“Hey, so I’ve been thinking. You know what I said the other night about not wanting you to hold back, for you to stop hiding and show the world who you are?”

“Yeah.”

“That doesn’t include Eugene Thornton. I can’t stand that guy, and I don’t think you should give him a second of usable footage tonight.”

She tried to figure out where he was going. “Right, I agree, but I can’t miss. You know that. It’s literally impossible for me to miss.”

“I get that. But if you’re okay with it, I have a plan. One that might work out for both of us.”

“Yeah, sure. I’m up for whatever.”

“But you have to promise that the next game Eugene doesn’t show up to, you’ll go out there and embrace it, all right?”

She nodded. “Sure.”

“No more hiding … except for tonight, and only because of that dickwad.”

She grinned. “Yeah, okay.”

“Cool! Okay! See you on the sidelines.” He snapped and pointed at her before running over to grab the attention of Coach Rex in the corner, leaving her to wonder what the hell he could have up his sleeve.

 

* * *






The Carthage Crusaders received first and scored a quick touchdown. Coach Griffin lost it on the sidelines when the defensive line let the running back straight through for big yardage that landed him on the one, and he didn’t stop yelling until after the extra point had been made and special teams had taken the field to receive the kick off. 

Jess waited by Coach Patterson on the sidelines, hoping to her Father that she wouldn’t be needed on this drive. As the offense took the field, Jess and the other teammates doled out the traditional butt slaps to the players hustling by. Jess gave Chris a swat and he turned around and winked conspiratorially at her. She immediately realized that not a single person in the stands would interpret that wink the correct way, and so she quickly slipped on her helmet and tried her best to hide behind the bodies of the large defensive backs who stood next to her. 

Every person on the Crusaders’ defense looked like he’d been drinking protein shakes since the moment he left the womb, and they managed to stop all three of the Mexicans’ run attempts right out of the gate, leaving them facing a fourth and eleven. In a normal game, with all normal players, it would be an easy decision to punt. This this wasn’t a normal game, because Coach Rex and the Mexican had an ace up their sleeve in the form of Jessica McCloud, even if the ball was on the Mexicans’ own thirty-two. Their punter hadn’t gotten a shot all year because of that. So it looked like not only would she have to kick, but she’d have to make a field goal that was literally nothing short of a miracle (even though all of hers technically earned that distinction). 

She waited for Coach Rex to call the offense off the field, but he didn’t, and instead they lined up to go for it on fourth and eleven at their own thirty-yard line. 

“And the Mexicans are starting off aggressive!” came the voice of Solomon Simpson from the announcer’s booth, blaring out over the stadium speakers. 

Jess looked down the sidelines and tried to catch Coach Rex’s eyes, but he was too fixated on the play to notice. 

Chris dumped off a quick pass to Romeo, the running back, who easily got the first down and then a few more yards on top. 

It was lucky. Suspiciously so …

Was that You?

No answer. Then she remembered hearing about a horrific mudslide in Bangladesh that had occurred earlier that morning. He probably had His hands full. 

From there, the drive exploded with one huge play after another, until the Mexicans found themselves with a first down from the Crusaders’ two-yard line. 

No field goal needed, so long as they could make it into the end zone in four downs. 

Then she remembered. The extra point. 

There really didn’t seem to be a way to win in her tiff with Eugene, but at least there was nothing particularly newsworthy about managing to kick an extra point. She hated the idea of giving Eugene even that much footage, but there seemed to be no way around it. At least she didn’t have to kick an eighty yarder. 

Romeo somehow found a hole in the defensive line on second down and made it in. The stand erupted and the game was tied. Well, almost. Jess had to get the extra point, but since that was a given, in her mind the game was tied. 

She threw on her helmet and was about to jog onto the field when Coach Patterson grabbed her by the shoulder. “Whoa. Where you going, champ?”

She turned to look at him and motioned back over her shoulder at the field. “Extra point?”

He nodded over at Coach Rex, who was signaling that they line up for two. 

Jess pulled off her helmet to get a better look at what was going on. Sure enough, Chris had the offense lined up for what Solomon Simpson announced was, “a real head scratcher.”

But Jess understood now. 

Chris ran a play-action fake, dumped the ball off to Quentin, and easily got the two points, putting the Mexicans in the lead. 

Kick-off was no big deal, since she’d discovered the first week into practice that, while she couldn’t miss a field goal attempt even if she tried, the rules of her miracle changed along with her objective. So when it came time to kick off after points, rather than sending the ball sailing through the uprights, her kicks managed to hang in the air just long enough so that by the time they dropped down inside the five, the Mexicans’ special teams was already in place to squash the kick returner if he was dumb enough to not call for a fair catch. On the whole, her ability was remarkable, but not necessarily miraculous on face value. She supposed giving Eugene footage of that was a small price to pay, comparatively.

But as she grabbed her helmet off the bench once again to head out onto the field, Coach Patterson grabbed her arm to stop her before hollering down the sideline, “Rivera! Don’t screw this up!”

Dennis Rivera, who had apparently given up hope of stepping foot on the field in a game, now that Jessica was around, gaped at Coach Patterson and pointed to himself, mouthing, Me?

As a reply, Patterson waved exasperatedly for Rivera to get on with it, and Jess set her helmet back down on the bench. Dennis botched the kick, sending it out of bounds at midfield, and Coach Patterson cursed and shook his head.

“You can send me in next time,” Jessica said, feeling guilty. 

“Nope,” replied the special teams coach. “Ain’t gonna do it.”

Coach Rex stuck with this ballsy approach, and with the exception of one turnover on downs, it seemed to keep the Crusaders on their heels, confounding their coaches who couldn’t get a handle on the Mexicans’ unorthodox play calling.

By the fourth quarter, the Mexicans were up by seventeen points, but still they didn’t relent. Once Jess accepted that she wouldn’t be sent onto the field under any circumstance, she was even able to relax enough to enjoy the game. 

The final second ticked off the clock with the Mexicans besting the Crusaders 45-24, and she ran up to Chris, catching him before the throngs of supporters began to swarm. 

When she grabbed his arm, he turned to look at her and smiled. She leaned in so he could hear. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “Did you do something?” he shouted back. “I mean, did you, like, call in a favor with your Dad or something?” 

“Nah, that was all you, Chris. Good game.”

She had one more person to thank before she headed to the locker room, and she caught him right after he shook hands with the head coach of the Crusaders. 

“Coach!” 

He turned and nodded acknowledgement, but his face gave away nothing. 

“What’s up, McCloud?”

She waited till she was next to him to say, “Thanks. That was some stupid play calling, and I appreciate it.”

Coach Rex almost smiled. “Well, it paid off. My job is to do what’s best for the team, and that includes you, McCloud. I want being a part of this team to mean something for you, just like it does for the rest of ’em. We got your back.”

Oh crap, I’m gonna cry. The impulse struck suddenly. Football players aren’t supposed to cry!

She had to get out of there before she lost it.

The best part was that she could get out of there. She wasn’t the story tonight; Chris was. It was absolutely thrilling.

She headed into the locker room and changed before calling Greg to see where he’d ended up after the game. He usually waited for her outside of the gates, but with this big of a crowd, he might have found somewhere better and less chaotic. 

She dialed his number.

“Hey Jess.”

“Hey Greg. Just wanted to see where you were, if you wanted to go grab a burger. I’m starving.”

“I’m actually home already. Sorry. Headed out right afterward.”

“Oh. Okay. You don’t want to meet up?”

“I’m just a little exhausted, and I need to practice my lines like a million more times before opening night next week.”

“Okay, fair enough.” 

“We still on for tomorrow night?”

Oh right. She was scheduled to lose her virginity. “Yeah, of course.”

“Cool.”

“I’ll see you then. Sleep well.”

“You too,” he said. “And good job tonight. You were amazing as usual.”

It wasn’t until he hung up that the meaning of his words set in. 

Greg hadn’t been at the game. 

She left the locker room, her head swimming about why Greg would lie to her and what he could be doing if he wasn’t at the game, and almost bumped straight into Chris as he heading in the tunnel to change. He nodded to her. “Hey. Romeo, Quentin, and me are heading to Gordon’s for a burger after this. You want in?”

Jessica shook her head. “Not tonight. I’m crashing. I just want to get some sleep.”

Chris nodded. “A’right. Next time.” 

She adjusted her bags—a backpack and a heavy football duffle—and remembered that Greg was supposed to be her ride home. So much for that.

She texted Miranda: You at the game?

And quickly Miranda texted back: No. Softball in Andrews. On bus home. What’s up?

Jess almost called to vent but decided against it, instead responding: Nothing. Talk later. She considered finding someone else to ask for a ride, then decided it might be worth the effort of walking home to not have to talk to anyone tonight. Greg’s lie had taken a great night and soured it. So she began the mile walk home in the dark and tried not to think about her plans for the following evening.
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By the time her mother had dropped her off at Greg’s house on Saturday night, Jessica had decided two things. First, she was acting crazy because there was no indication that Greg was anything but loyal, despite having lied to her about being at the game; and second, she couldn’t blame him for skipping a game he had no interest in to watch her kick a guaranteed field goal here and there. She’d actually begun to feel bad for expecting him to be at the games. If she hadn’t asked him to be at all of them, he wouldn’t have had to lie. And really, he was probably just at home practicing lines. Greg was a nerd. He didn’t go to parties or anything like that, and she’d seen Sandra cheering for the duration of the game, so there was no chance of … Well, she decided not to think about it anymore.

She knocked on the door, and Greg answered. 

Jess had omitted the detail about Greg’s parents being out of town for the night when she’d asked her mother to drop her off, but she didn’t think Destinee would care, and mentioning it would’ve been the quickest way to launch another alarmingly graphic sex talk. And the last thing she needed right now was to imagine her mother’s sex life when she was trying to initiate her own. 

Greg answered the door, looking charming and manly in navy blue shorts and a plain white T-shirt. She was immediately glad she’d changed her mind last minute about wearing a dress. 

The setting sun just above the horizon cast deep shadows on his face, making the angles of his jawline even more defined. The sight of him made her heart skip a beat. Had he ever looked so handsome? “Hey, come on in.”

She’d only been to Greg’s house once, and that was just for a minute. And his parents had been home. But she’d pleasured herself the night before and thought briefly about Greg as she did it, so she felt like she could handle this scenario all right. 

This is fine. Everything’s fine. People do this every day. 

Greg’s family lived in the more affluent neighborhood of Mooretown—by no means as affluent as the Wursts’ street, but still nicer than where Jessica lived. It seemed more established than the Wursts’ neighborhood. The junipers had much thicker trunks.

She followed him through the entryway then living room and kitchen until they found themselves in a cozy entertainment room. The walls were painted midnight blue, and a long L-shaped couch was parked in the corner across from a big-screen TV. 

“Wow, this is awesome,” she said, and she meant it. She imagined watching nature shows on a TV that size, and immediately wished that she had the room to herself so that she could do so. 

“I figured we could watch a movie,” Greg said. 

“Yeah, for sure.”

“What do you like?”

She refrained from saying Jameson Fractal movies, though watching him work his magic might help her get in the mood, she supposed. Or it could just make Greg look ugly and boyish by comparison. “I’m not picky.”

He flopped back onto the overstuffed faux leather couch and grabbed the remote. “There’s some old Kenneth Branagh stuff on Netflix, if you’re up for it.”

She had no idea what that meant. “Yeah, sounds great.”

She made herself comfortable next to him, with his arm draped round her shoulders as he found the Kenneth Branagh and pressed play. Dang, this really was old. 

“Branagh was one of the real modern Shakespearean greats. The world got a little less cultured the day he died.”

“Ah, yeah … totally.” Jess so didn’t care. 

“Want to get high?” 

“For sure.”

He leaned to the side and pulled a joint and lighter from his pocket. “This is supposed to be really good stuff, so take it easy.”

When he lit it and passed it to her, she took a long drag and then another. Her mind was made up. She was going to have sex with Greg tonight. Being high would make everything a little bit easier, she hoped. 

It was right after Greg confidently announced the start of act two that Jess couldn’t wait any longer to get this started. Her nerves were about to get the best of her, even with the weed, and she knew if she didn’t start soon, she might not have the guts to go through with this after all. The first time was supposed to be the worst, right? She’d knock it out.

She moved to straddled Greg’s lap on the couch. That certainly got his attention. 

“What’s this?” he asked, smiling. 

She leaned down and kissed him, and things moved quickly from there. 

Her shirt was off, so was his, and he was hovering over her as she lay on her back on the couch. He kissed along her neck, then began undoing her pants. Panic rose up inside her. This was happening. Her immediate thought was that she didn’t want this to be happening, but she quickly squashed that stupid idea. Of course she wanted this to be happening. She wanted to keep Greg around, and it was unreasonable of her to expect him to stay if they weren’t having sex. 

She lifted her hips and let him pull off her pants. And it wasn’t until that moment that she considered, for the first time in her life, the pubic hair question. Sure, she’d noticed there was a general lack of it in pornography, but she’d never put two and two together and considered whether she should do away with it. Oh gosh, what if he was horrified? What if he told everyone? 

No, Greg wouldn’t do that. He was her defender. But still, what if he was horrified and didn’t mention it to her? That would somehow be worse. 

He positioned himself to kiss along her collarbone as one of his hands slipped into her panties. She was glad he couldn’t see her grimacing. 

It occurred to her that she was lying stiffly, not moving at all. I should be doing something. But what? She couldn’t stop grimacing. Greg didn’t seem to be bothered by her hair situation, and he was touching her like she’d imagined last night, but this was definitely not as awesome as she’d hoped. A phrase from Mrs. Thomas drifted into her mind. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. Did that apply here? It sure seemed like it. 

Greg popped his head up to look at her, and she was forced to morph the grimace into a pleased grin, despite the clumsy things his fingers were doing to her. 

“Please tell me you want to have sex.”

“Uhh …” Why wouldn’t the word yes come out of her mouth? “Yeah, see, I mean, I want to …”

Greg rolled off of her and stood up next to the couch. He grabbed his shirt and began putting it back on. 

“Jesus Christ, Jess. What more do you need for it to be the right time?” 

When she didn’t have an immediate response, he grabbed her purse off the coffee table and reached inside, pulling out a string of condoms and holding it up for her to see. “If you’re not having sex with me, why do you carry these around?”

She bolted upright on the couch. “What? How did you know about those?”

“Please, you carry them in your purse all the time. I can hear the wrappers crinkling when you reach in to grab something, and I saw them like three weeks ago. Now answer me. Why do you have these if we’re not having sex?”

Dang. This was not the way the night was supposed to go. She’d just have to be honest. “My mom gave those to me.”

“So your mom is okay with you having sex, but you aren’t? I have a hard time believing that, Jess.”

“If you met my mother, you wouldn’t.”

Greg threw the condoms back into her purse and tossed her purse onto the side table. “Then why don’t you ever let me meet her? No, that’s not the point. The point is that my girlfriend is carrying condoms around with her everywhere, and they’re not being used with me, so I have to wonder who they’re being used with.”

He stared, eyebrows raised, waiting for a response. It took Jess a moment to realize what he was implying. And then it clicked. “Wait, you think I’m having sex with someone else?”

He nodded slowly and exaggeratedly like she’d finally reached the most obvious conclusion in the world. “Chris, right?”

“What? No! I–I don’t even know what’s happening here. I’m not having sex with anyone!”

She was finally angry enough to stand up and start putting her clothes back on. “You know, I thought you would be understanding. But it turns out you’re just another jerk who wants me to be what you think I should be.” She zipped up her pants. “Maybe you screwed up when you dumped Sandra. I bet you could have put your dick anywhere you wanted with her.” Her mind flashed to some of the odd places she’d seen people put it in porn. Ugh. Yeah, Sandra would totally do that. 

She grabbed her condom-stuffed purse and walked past Greg, pausing in the game room doorway to get in one last jab. “Maybe you should just find yourself some slut you don’t have to respect. Maybe she’ll be able to sit through your shitty Netflix movies.” She didn’t actually think the movie was shitty, but she knew it would eat at Greg to hear someone insult any incarnation of Shakespeare. 

And she was right. His already self-righteous expression turned to one of blatant moral outrage, and she left him standing there, mouth gaping, as she walked out of the giant house. 

It wasn’t until she was a few blocks down the street that she began to wonder if they’d just broken up. Then she began to wonder if she should call Destinee for a ride, because it was a long way to walk at night. 

She couldn’t settle on an answer to the first question, but the second one was easy, and she dialed up her mom.

The old Nissan pulled up to the rendezvous point at the edge of Greg’s neighborhood fifteen minutes later. After the first five minutes of sitting there with nothing to do, Jess’s mind ached, so she busied herself with the condoms, first counting them (twenty-four), then opening one, rolling it onto one finger, rolling it onto two fingers, becoming curious, rolling it onto three fingers …

When Destinee pulled up, Jess hurriedly peeled the condom off her fist and tossed it into the grass, hoping to avoid that conversation with her mother. She stood, grabbed her bag, and walked over to the car. 

“Everything all right, baby?”

Jess set her bag on the floorboards and closed the passenger-side door. “Not really. I messed up everything with Greg.”

“What happened?”

Jess wanted to be mad at her mom for stuffing her purse full on condoms, but being mad at Destinee was always something Jess had a difficult time managing. It was about as satisfying as yelling at a puppy. And it wasn’t her mom’s fault that Greg was being a jerk. “I didn’t want to have sex with him, and he got mad.” There was no way Destinee would understand that bit about not wanting to have sex, so she tried to move on and quickly added, “He knew about the condoms in my purse and accused me of having sex with Chris.”

Centrifugal force from the car’s sudden U-turn slammed Jess against the door.

“Mom, no!”

“What? I’m just going to talk to him.”

Nope. “Just talking” wasn’t a thing Destinee McCloud did in situations like this. “Mom. Seriously. No.”

Destinee glanced over at Jess and sighed. “Yeah, I guess you’re old enough to fight your own battles now.” She pulled another U-turn and headed for home. “I’m proud of you, though.”

“Really?”

“Hell yeah, baby! You didn’t want to have sex with him, so you said no. That’s important. Listen, just because when I was your age I wanted to have sex with quite a few guys—and did—doesn’t mean that I lost my right to say no to the ones I didn’t like. Some of them would get mad as hell when I did and would accuse me of all kinds of things and call me all kinds of names.” She paused and seemed to consider her next words carefully. “Once I let a guy talk me into it. He knew all the buttons to push to make me feel guilty, and I figured, hey, I have sex with a lot of guys, so maybe if I just have sex with him once, it won’t be that bad and then it’ll be done and I can move on.

“That’s not how it ever works, Jess. Each time you have sex with someone when you don’t want to, you end up loving yourself a little bit less, and it takes ten times longer to get that love back than it took to lose it.”

“Is it weird that I don’t want to have sex with him yet?”

“Nah. I’m glad you don’t settle, baby. There are enough women doing that day in and day out. Let them take on the men who only want one thing.”

The temporary silence allowed for a buzzing of thoughts to begin rattling around in Jess’s mind. 

“Don’t be mad at me for asking,” Destinee said as they pulled onto their street, “but are you having sex with Chris?”

“What? Mom! No. I’m not.”

Destinee grinned furtively and smiled. “Okay, okay. I’m just saying. He’s a little hottie, and I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

Jess felt blood rush to her face, and she had to fight back an embarrassed grin that would have given Destinee the wrong impression. “Mom, stop. He looks at me that way because he believes I’m the daughter of God.”

Destinee pulled into the driveway. “Hm. Well, might be nice to be with someone who believes in you, that’s all I’m saying.”

“Mom.”

“All right, I’ll drop it.” She laughed and shut off the engine. “I won’t even say I told you so when y’all two end up together.”

As soon as Jessica laid down in bed that night, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. Too many thoughts swirled in her mind, plus she was still high, so she turned on the TV and watched some nightmarish deep-sea creatures mating. The ones identified as females seemed to be trying desperately to escape during the process, so Jessica could relate. And when the females turned around after intercourse and ate the males, Jess could strangely relate to that impulse, too. 

It was eleven o’clock when her phone vibrated, and she picked it up to find a text from Greg. She almost didn’t read it. But her curiosity got the best of her. 

She opened the message and read, I’m really sorry. I’m a jerk. I shouldn’t have pressured you. Let’s talk in the morning. 

Well, at least he realized it. That was enough to let her feel like things might go back into place in her life, and it wasn’t long before she finally fell asleep to the beautiful orchestral soundtrack of a squid ejecting live young that would never know their father. Because their mother had eaten him. 
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With Greg’s dress rehearsal and opening night that week, Jess was off the hook for making plans with him. She hoped that not having any realistic opportunities for sex meant that things could blow over and it wouldn’t be so awkward between them in their classes together. 

The first to biology on Monday, Jess took a seat at their usual table. When Greg walked in, he paused and looked around at the other seats before apparently resigning himself to sit next to her. 

He settled in without looking at her. “Why didn’t you answer my calls yesterday?” he asked.

“I didn’t have my phone on me. Sorry.”

“You still could’ve sent a text or anything rather than give me the silent treatment.”

She looked at him, was he really getting an attitude with her? After what he did? “Uh, it wasn’t the silent treatment. I just needed more time. I’m not mad anymore, though, if you aren’t.”

“Well, I’m a little mad.” He pulled out his textbook and smacked it down on the table. 

“What? Why do you get to be mad? I’m the one you”—she lowered her voice—“I’m the one you accused of cheating just because I didn’t want to have sex with you at that moment.”

He sliced the space between them with his palm and Jess had never wanted to smite him more than she did right then, when the back of his hand was an inch from her nose. “Yeah, that moment or any other moment.”

“I’m sorry if the charming personality I’m seeing right now doesn’t make me want to strip off all my clothes.” Jess gathered up her books and bag and moved over to sit by Gary, who never had anyone sit by him, mostly due to his hygiene, but also probably due to his obsession with drawing intricate cartoons of big-breasted feline women on every sheet of paper that found its way in front of him. 

He looked up at her with surprise and a little bit of fear, but she sat down on the seat next to him anyway. “I’m not going to bite you. Grow a pair.” She’d never been angrier in her life, but she managed to tamp down any thought of making Greg explode into a thousand bloody skin flaps, because that wasn’t what she wanted. What she wanted was for him to stop being stupid. They were supposed to have made up today, not gotten in another fight. 

Frankie Mondragon, the boy who played Antonio alongside Greg’s Duke, walked into class, noticed the empty seat, noticed Jess at another two-person table, and then immediately went up to take the empty chair next to Greg. 

So that was it. They were no longer table buddies. The thought made her sad, but mostly it made her angry. They’d still be table buddies if Greg would get his head out of his you-know-what. He was doing this, not her. 

She furiously texted Miranda underneath her table for the rest of class and made Gary do all their group work, chastising him each time he paused to start compulsively drawing a busty cat lady. 

Tuesday went on much the same, with Jess and Greg sitting on opposite sides of the classroom from each other whenever they had a class together. Jess was able to hold in the tears through morning classes just fine, since she didn’t have any of those with Greg and had third period with Miranda, who was wonderful about letting Jess vent whatever new realizations she discovered about her own innocence and Greg’s culpability. Lunch, though, was where things got tricky, as Greg had stopped sitting with Jess, Miranda, and Chris, instead opting to sit with the other Shakespeare’s Players. At least he wasn’t sitting with Sandra and the popular clique again, but that was little consolation, since Sandra had taken note of the table change almost immediately and took every opportunity she could to smile smugly at Jess, occasionally mouthing, “prude,” when the impulse took her.

At least she has to cheer for me every Friday. That would have to be enough.

But as bad as lunch could be, afternoon classes were worse, since she had both fourth and sixth period with Greg. The only small moment of relief in the afternoons came from fifth period art with Chris and Quentin, who now included her in their football conversations that proved to be a nice brain break from everything else. 

It wasn’t until she made it to afternoon practice, though, that she could finally breathe. And maybe it was that combined with the physical exertion that caused her resolve to completely vanish once she made it home, leaving her with no choice but to head straight to her room to cry through her favorite episodes of National Geographic.

When she woke up Wednesday morning, she’d had enough. She needed to set things right. That night was the opening of Measure for Measure, and she would simply show up, support Greg, and afterwards she’d apologize and bring him flowers for a performance well done. That had to work. That had to reset things back to how they were before she’d botched the sex thing and before he’d lied about her football game. She wondered if the flowers were appropriate, and then decided they were. Greg wouldn’t be put off by getting flowers from a girl. He was secure in his masculinity, or whatever it was he always said. 

By lunchtime, she was feeling confident about what she’d dubbed Operation: Duke as she walked across the cafeteria to slip Greg the note that she’d spent third period composing with Miranda. It read: I’m so sorry. I hate fighting with you. I’ve been a bitch. I hope you’ll forgive me. Break a leg tonight. I’ll see you there. There were a few hearts on it, too, which she’d spent a bit of time debating whether or not to include. On the one hand, it helped her case, but on the other, she didn’t quite want to go there yet with the being-in-love thing. Hopefully the hearts didn’t scare him off. 

As soon as she slipped him the note, she immediately regretted the hearts, but it was too late.

She walked straight back to the table where Miranda waited with Chris. She glanced over at Greg as he read the note, and once he’d finished it, he turned and looked at her and gave her a half-smile and a little nod. 

She smiled back and then turned to Miranda and Chris, who had also witnessed his reaction. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she hissed. 

Chris rolled his eyes. “That it’s time for you to find a guy who can sack up and make himself clear.” He sipped his Muscle Milk. 

“Hush, Chris. It just means that he’s thinking it over. Don’t let it intimidate you. Stick to your plan, and everything will be fine by tomorrow.”

“Plan?” Chris glanced up from his food, first at Miranda, then at Jess. “You had to come up with a plan to get him back? Damn, Jess. You shouldn’t need a plan.” He shook his head. Maybe she should stop talking about Greg around him. 

“I bet he either writes you back or just comes to talk to you next period,” Miranda assured. 

But that didn’t happen. Jess sat at their usual table in biology and when Greg made his way in, he found somewhere else to sit. The same in English. 

Is this his way of punishing me? she texted Miranda. 

Miranda replied with, Maybe. But maybe he just wants to wait until he has a better opportunity to talk to you in person.

She tried to let her friend’s words calm her, but it was getting more and more difficult with each time she heard Greg’s voice. 

By football practice, she was ready to stab, if not smite, somebody. But Maria Flores changed that when she arrived with her camerawoman. 

At first, Jess thought adding a reporter into the mix was the only way an already crap day could get worse, and it didn’t help that all her teammates and coaches couldn’t take their eyes off Maria with her thick, wavy black hair and intense hour-glass curves. 

But then Jessica noticed that Chris didn’t appear to be under the woman’s spell at all.

“Not your type?” she asked casually.

“Huh?”

“Maria Flores. Not your type?”

He threw a pass to Eddie—who was so busy trying to look relaxed and nonchalant for Maria that he took the ball to the gut as it slipped right through his hands—and then glanced over at the reporter and her camerawoman. “Ew, no. She’s friends with my mom. I see her all the time.”

“You don’t think she’s hot?” Jess asked.

“I mean, I guess if I think about it, but like … she’s my mom’s friend.”

“Is she cool?”

Maria bent over to set her microphone down on the bench, and action on the field ceased entirely. 

“Oh yeah. She’s definitely not gonna shaft us like Eugene Thornton. And she likes you.”

“She likes me?” Jess repeated back dumbly. “How can she like me when I haven’t met her?”

“I told her about you.”

“Oh.”

The idea of Chris talking about her while she wasn’t around was unsettling, but not necessarily in a bad way. She’d just always assumed that once she wasn’t in his presence anymore, he forgot about her completely until she appeared again. 

They finished their warm up and Coach Rex called them into a huddle at midfield.

Even Rex’s attention waned during his speech as Maria Flores approached from the sidelines. His voice faded out in the middle of a sentence and his jaw lolled open slightly when the reporter paused beside the huddle. 

“Do you mind if I speak with Jessica for a moment while you begin your practice?” She had the slightest Spanish accent that only served to draw attention to the rolling movement of her tongue as it formed the sounds. 

“Of course,” Coach Rex stammered. “Whatever you need, it’s yours.” 

Maria smiled and motioned for Jess to follow her out of earshot of the huddle. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. An honor, really,” said the woman once they were clear of where the rest of the team began running a passing drill. Jess hadn’t been expecting that. “Um, thanks. I’m glad you’re here. Chris said you’re a friend of his mom’s.”

Maria beamed warmly. “Yes. Sarah is a lovely person, as is her son.” She paused, seeming to consider her next words carefully. “I saw the piece that Eugene Thornton did, and I want you to know I’m not that kind of a reporter. What he did, to lie about you like that, it was terrible. People need to hear the truth.”

There was something about her—perhaps the tone or her eyes—that convinced Jessica almost immediate to trust her. “I agree.”

“And the truth is that you are the one and only daughter of God, and your purpose on this earth is much larger than football, and for that, you deserve all the respect in the world, not rumors of illicit lovers.”

Jess realized that her mouth was hanging open. “I’m sorry?”

Maria’s stare had become fiery and intense. “Do you deny that you’re the one and only daughter of God Himself?”

Jess looked at the camerawoman to see if she was recording, because this suddenly felt like a setup, even though Maria didn’t strike her as the type. “Well, I don’t know if I’m the one and only. I don’t know about any half-sisters, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist …”

Maria laughed and her demeanor softened. “I see. But you admit that you are at least God’s daughter?”

Still uncertain whether this was a trap, Jess opened her mouth to say no. She could always backtrack and say, “No, but.” Except she couldn’t. Oh right. 

“Yes, that’s me.” Jess needed to find her footing again. “Wait, so you believe me?”

“Of course I do. I’m trained to root out and verify stories and claims. I’m exceptionally good at it.”

“Huh.”

“Excuse me a moment while I set up for the interviews. I’ll call you over once we’re ready for you.” She walked over to converse with her camerawoman about shots, and Jessica jogged back out onto the field to join in on the drills.

The team had been in high spirits all week, due to the huge win over the Crusaders, but even so, spirits seemed unusually high that day. Even the coaches seemed giddy, which wasn’t like them on a Wednesday afternoon. Usually they did nothing but talk about how unready the team looked and how this was their chance to pull it together before they made a fool of themselves at Friday’s game. Jess wasn’t sure if the joviality was due to the fact that Friday was an away game against Andrews High School, who the Mexicans almost always creamed, or because Maria was around.

She would take it, anyway. It was a nice change from the drudgery her life had become since she’d refused to have sex with Greg. 

Jess’s optimism was such that she let Maria and her camerawoman get footage of her knocking the ball through the uprights from sixty yards, at which point Coach Patterson put a stop to it, saying that they needed to save her for the game the next day. Jess wasn’t sure why he would think she needed to be saved. Maybe he still wasn’t convinced of her divinity, or maybe it allowed him to look paternal in front of Maria.

As Maria pulled select players aside one-by-one, the rest of the team waited by the benches, hydrating and killing time after a solid practice. Jess watched as Romeo, with his stocky frame that was born to bulldoze through a defensive line, gave his usual animated performance for the camera. 

“Hey,” came a voice from beside her. Chris. 

She nodded acknowledgement. 

“Some of us are hitting Gordon’s again for burgers, if you want in.”

“Yeah, sounds awesome.” Then she remembered. “Oh shoot. I can’t. I have to go see Greg’s play.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that. How’s the plan coming?”

Jess shook her head. “Not great. He still hasn’t talked to me.”

Quentin inserted himself into the conversation, his tall, lanky frame hopping to stand between Chris and Jessica. “Sounds like you need to ditch that muthafucka and come get some burgers with us.”

Jess laughed. “Next time.”

Maria motioned for Jess. It was finally interview time.

“Here’s what I want from this,” Maria said, once Jess had jogged over. “I want people to get to know you as a person, sweat and all. From everything Chris has told me about you, I can tell you’re a likable young lady. You have to prove you can be likable before the average person will be willing to accept who you are.”

“Okay.”

“So what do you want from this interview?”

“Uh, what you said sounds pretty good.”

Maria nodded and pointed to the camerawoman. “Gabrielle? You ready?”

Gabrielle gave her the thumbs up and the camera’s red light blinked on.

“Ms. McCloud, I’m so glad you could join me today to sit down and have a real conversation. You’ve recently been forced to fight rumors that one reporter who won’t be named—”

“Eugene Thornton. It was Eugene Thornton.” Jess turned her head to grin at the camera.

Maria chuckled airily. “That’s the one. Mr. Thornton has begun disseminating rumors about you. I’d like to take this opportunity to sort out the fact from the fiction, if you don’t mind …”

For as effortless as it was to discuss things openly and honestly with Maria, it might as well have been Miranda standing across from her. It was the easiest interview Jess had given, because she knew if something she said didn’t come out right, her words wouldn’t be twisted in editing. It was like how she thought news should be. 

By the time Maria was done with her questions, the sun was starting to set, and Jess felt like maybe, just maybe, things could fall into place. She jogged over to the rest of the team, who were waiting anxiously for her. “How’d it go?” Chris asked. 

“Great, actually.”

He nodded. “Yeah, Maria isn’t like every other reporter.”

“You’re right,” Quentin said. “She’s way more fine than every other reporter.”

“Still no go on burgers?” Chris asked. “Last chance.”

Jess sighed. A burger sounded heavenly. But wait, there was a reason she couldn’t go, wasn’t there? Then she remembered. Greg’s play. “Shoot!” She looked up at Chris. “What time is it?”

He shook his head, and she jumped over to Coach Rex, grabbed his wrist and read his watch. The play started in three minutes. 

“Shoot, shoot, shoot!” She walked in circles around the bench, trying to gather all her things before she went to change. 

“Whoa there.” Romeo stepped in front of her and made her stop in her tracks. “Whatever it is, it ain’t worth having an aneurysm. We need you alive for tomorrow. Breathe, McCloud.”

“Sorry, it’s just Greg’s play starts in probably two minutes now, and I still need to shower off and change and go get flowers somewhere before I can get there.”

Romeo turned his head slightly, staring at her sideways. “He got you scared?”

“What? No. I just don’t want to disappoint him.”

Romeo nodded, then looked over her shoulder. “Chris! Come talk to ya girl. She’s acting crazy.”

Chris sauntered over and stood next to Romeo, facing Jess. “Come on, Jess. You can either hurry out of here, show up late, and Greg will probably be mad at you for that, and you won’t even get to have a nice juicy burger, or you can forget about his performance tonight, go see it tomorrow night, and come stuff your face with us at Gordon’s.”

Jess leaned her head back and groaned. “Ugh. When you put it like that …”

“Ah, so you’re finally seeing the light,” Romeo said. He flashed an exaggerated smile. 

She wanted to protest more, but she didn’t have it in her. Gordon’s burgers were just too delicious.

She sighed and laughed lightly. “Damn you.”

Romeo flinched like he’d just taken a hard fist to the rib cage, stumbled back a step, and grabbed his chest. “What the …”

“Oh gosh, are you okay?” She lunged forward, reaching for him to keep him from falling over.

His lips parted slightly and he looked her up and down through wide eyes. “Do me a favor and don’t say that ever again.”

“Sheesh. Sorry. Yeah, I didn’t know …”

He back away from her a few steps but didn’t stop clutching at his heart.

She glanced over at Chris who grimaced and shrugged his shoulders. 

Okay, add that to the list of ways I could accidentally kill someone. 

Probably a good thing to know, since she was fairly certain Greg would not be okay with her missing opening night. But she’d made up her mind, so she took a deep breath and accepted the fact that a burger tonight likely meant even more problems in her love life tomorrow …

But Gordon’s was just that delicious.

 

* * *






As soon as Jess bit into her double with extra cheese, she knew she’d made the right choice. She couldn’t help but tune out the conversation at the table while she devoured her meal and a mixture of grease and mayo dripped down her hands. 

The place was busy, which was no surprised, so the six of them had been forced to squeeze around a four-top booth. She was sandwiched between Chris and Quentin on one side, and on the other sat Romeo and the two best safeties on the team, Colton Brooks and Eddie Hernandez.

Jess finished her burger and began grazing on her fries as she slowly tuned back into the conversation. 

“That burger call your mama a name?” Eddie asked. Jess looked up at him and he laughed. “I’m not hating. I’m actually impressed. I can’t remember ever seeing a girl go to town on a burger like that before.”

“You probably haven’t ever seen a girl kick a sixty-yard field goal, either,” Jess said through a mouthful of French fries. “The list of things you haven’t seen a girl do could probably go on for a while.” 

Did I just trash talk? 

She couldn’t remember ever having done it before, but she was just on edge enough that it came naturally. And it felt amazing. 

The table was silent, each boy staring at her in various states of shock; then suddenly her teammates erupted with laughter. 

Eddie was the first to speak. “Aw, shit, girl. You gonna play it like that? Alright. Alright.” But he was laughing, too. 

“Can I be real with you for a second, Jess?” Romeo asked.

“Sure.”

“I been hearing things about you and this Greg guy. Why you letting him treat you like that?”

Weren’t guys supposed to talk about other things when they got together? Namely, sports. And more sports. And maybe food. 

“Um, first of all,” she said, “I don’t know what you heard. And second of all, I don’t know why you care.”

Romeo didn’t flinch. He leaned forward across the table. “I heard he’s pressuring you to do things you don’t want to do. And I heard he’s been giving you the silent treatment. That’s cold, Jess.”

“Wha— where did you hear all that?”

Romeo’s eyes flickered to Chris. She turned to him and smacked him on the arm. “You’re gossiping about me?”

Chris leaned away from her as much as he could in the small space. “Whoa. No, I just happened to mention that Greg was a dick when he passed us in the hallway, then Romeo asked me why. And then I told him.”

“That’s the last time I talk openly at lunch,” Jess said. 

“This guy does sound like a dick,” Quentin said from the other side of Jess.

“Wait,” Colton said, “is that the guy, kinda tall, curly hair, jaw bones he doesn’t know what to do with?” He gestured demonstratively with each descriptor. 

“That’s the one,” Chris said.

“Aw, dang, Jess. You’re dating him?” Colton shook his head disappointedly. “Does he know you’re the daughter of God?”

And there it was. The elephant in the dining room of Gordon’s. And in the locker room. And on the field. While the news had addressed it and their game plan was basically built around it, no one on the team, outside of Chris, had ever mentioned her demigod status aloud before. At least not to her face.

She scanned the others at her table, trying to read their expressions. “You guys … actually believe that?”

All of them nodded, and Quentin and Eddie said, “Yep.”

“It’s true, ain’t it?” Colton asked. 

“I mean, yeah. But it kind of sounds crazy.”

“Please,” said Quentin, “it doesn’t sound any crazier than a little white girl like you coming out of nowhere and kicking hundred yarders. I couldn’ta gotten a clearer sign from God Himself if I’d specially ordered it.”

“Yeah,” Eddie added. “When Chris vouched for you as God’s daughter, man, it all made a lot of sense. I mean, I’d heard weird rumors and stuff, but never thought much of them. Seems like everyone around here thinks they have special God powers. But it was kind of a relief to hear you actually did. Mis padres were asking me why I couldn’t kick like that. Now I don’t feel so bad about myself.”

Jess leaned back in her seat and folded her arms. “Huh. So you guys have known it was literally a miracle for a while?”

They nodded. 

“Why haven’t you gone and told … everyone?”

Colton shrugged nervously. “It feels a little like cheating, ya know?”

“Huh,” Jess said again. 

“Greg doesn’t believe she’s the daughter of God,” Chris added.

The table exploded with outrage. 

“He calls you a liar and still thinks he deserves a piece of that?” said Romeo.

Eddie said, “Dude’s going to Hell, man.”

Quentin said, “That’s cold, Jess. Cold.”

And then Colton finished with, “Sounds like he doesn’t respect you.”

It was the last bit that struck a chord with her. “No, it’s actually the opposite,” she explained, trying out her self-justification on others. “Because he doesn’t think I’m the daughter of God, he sees me for me, like, who I am as a person.”

She waited for a response, but there was none. Then finally Quentin jumped in. “Eh … nah. I’m not buying it. Who you are as a person is Jessica Christ, the amazing field goal kicker and who knows what else.”

“I dunno …” She hated how much sense he was making. How much sense they were all making. 

“It’s true,” said Colton. “Jesus did all kinds of miracles, and he didn’t get started Jesus-ing till he was thirty. You’re already way ahead of that.”

“Point is,” Eddie said, gesturing at her with a French fry, “you deserve someone who worships the ground you walk on.”

“All women do,” Romeo said, correcting Eddie. “But you especially, Jess.” 

The rest of the table nodded in agreement and Jess half expected to see Jesus walk through the front doors of Gordon’s, because surely this wasn’t real life. Guys didn’t actually talk like this. 

“I’ll take that into consideration. Thanks, y’all.”

She felt the booth vibrate underneath her and reached in her back pocket to pull out her phone. “Well, look who it is.”

“Greg?” Quentin asked. 

“Don’t answer it,” Chris said. “He’s just going to make you feel bad for missing the play.”

She waved them off. “It’ll be fine. He lied about being at the game Friday, so he can’t get mad at me for this.”

“He what?!” Romeo yelled just after Jess answered the call. 

“Hey, Greg.” She smiled at the guys as they sat silently, trying to pick up tidbits of the conversation. 

“Hey, so where the hell are you?”

“Whoa. Chill out. Is the play already over?” Had they really been chatting at Gordon’s that long?

“No, it’s just between my scenes. Why aren’t you here?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to keep a calm face with her teammates watching. “The interview ran long, and I thought I’d just come tomorrow and let everyone work out the kinks tonight.”

“Of course. The interview. Typical. When did you start being so selfish, Jess?”

Jessica made a scooting motion toward Quentin so he’d let her out of the booth. He arched his brows at her and shook his head, not budging an inch.

“I’m not being selfish, Greg. I couldn’t help that it ran over, and I didn’t want to come in late. I’m sorry.”

“Sometimes sorry doesn’t cut it, Jess.”

Something snapped, and Jess’s ability to apologize any further disappeared completely. “Oh, don’t you even start with me on that! I know you lied about coming to the game on Friday. I didn’t play a single second, and you’d have known that if you were there.”

“So I missed one stupid football game. Who cares?”

“And then you accused me of cheating on you with … with someone else and now you’re lecturing me on how sorry doesn’t cut it?” Her rage left her dizzy, and a streetlight exploded outside the diner. She glanced up at Chris, whose expression of frozen horror said it all. She needed to reel it in and quick. 

“Jesus Christ, Jess. Stop trying to turn this on me. Where are you right now?”

She took a deep breath and let it out. “Gordon’s.”

“You’re missing opening night to go eat burgers? Who are you with?”

“None of your damn business.”

“How is it none of my damn business who my girlfriend is going out with?”

“It’s none of your damn business because I’m done being your girlfriend, Greg.” Romeo cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled “Whaaat?!” into the phone. Jess had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. “We’re done, Greg.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m breaking up with you. We’re done.”

“Who are you with?”

Jess hung up the phone and exhaled, trying to let go of the tension balling up in her shoulders. Somehow she’d just gotten through her first breakup … and had a smile on her face. 

“Get it, Jess!” Romeo yelled, and held out his hand. She laughed and high-fived him. 

Chris wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her in. “Way to tell him what’s up.”

Then Quentin hollered, “Back on the prowl!” and grabbed her firmly, a hand on either side of the head, before planting a cartoonish kiss on her lips. The table erupted after that, and Jess laughed along with them.

“I can’t believe he accused you of cheating,” Colton said once the ruckus started to die down. “I mean, you didn’t cheat, right?”

Jess chuckled. “No.”

“Who’d he think you cheated with?” Quentin asked. “Was it Romeo? Is he scared a black guy’s gonna steal his woman?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time I did,” Romeo said. “I gotta get some practice in for those college girls. I gotta up my game.”

“No, not Romeo,” Jess said. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I bet it was ol’ Long Dick over there, wasn’t it?” said Eddie. 

Jess shook her head vaguely. “Long … Who?”

Eddie nodded at Chris, and Jess turned to look at him. He stared right back down at her and suppressed a smile as he nodded what’s-up. 

She looked away and could feel her face redden. “Oh gosh …”

“It was him, wasn’t it!” Eddie demanded. “Ha! Greg thought you were getting it with Chris!”

Chris chuckled but otherwise stayed silent and kept his arm slung over the back of the booth. 

Eddie couldn’t leave it alone. “You know there’s a reason why Chris never gets naked in front of other people.” 

“Yeah,” Colton added. “It’s ’cause he doesn’t want all of us to feel bad about ourselves when we see what he’s packing.”

Quentin nodded. “It’s true. Don’t no black guy want to be shown up by a white dude.”

“What do you have to say for yourself, Riley?” asked Eddie. 

Jess turned toward Chris and leaned back to see him better. 

He shrugged and grinned. “A lady never tells.”

The conversation moved on after that. It was still about penises, just not anyone’s in particular. And not long after, it was time for everyone to head home.

Gordon’s wasn’t far from the McCloud house, but Chris offered to give her a ride anyway, and she took him up on it to spare herself the trouble of lugging two heavy bags home for the second time in a week. 

They talked about football most of the way, and Chris let her in on some of the team gossip. 

“I guess it makes more sense now how Quentin is in AP chemistry,” she mused after Chris had outed him as a science geek. “I just assumed there was some sort of unfortunate scheduling mishap.”

“Nah, don’t let him fool you. You remember that game he missed toward the start of the season?”

Jess nodded. “Yeah, his grandpa died.”

“Nope. His grandpa died like nine years ago. He was up in Boston for a young leader’s forensics conference and he didn’t want to let anyone know. He only told Coach Rex, who let it slip to me.”

“Ha! Never would have thought. Next you’ll tell me Colton got a perfect score on the SAT.”

“If only,” Chris said. “Nah, Colton’s got a record. He was in and out of foster care for years before he was adopted. Almost beat one of the orphanage caretakers to death on his last day there, but he wouldn’t tell me what for.”

“Oh damn. That’s … sheesh.”

“For real.”

“I guess it’s always something, isn’t it?”

“It sure is, Jess. It sure is.” 

They pulled into her driveway and she felt like there was more to say, but whatever that was, she couldn’t think of it. She glanced over at Chris and he smiled warmly at her. It had been a fun night, despite the drama. How had that happened? It left her feeling uneasy, so she grabbed her bags, thanked him for the ride, and climbed out of his huge truck. 

One way or another, she knew tomorrow would be an eventful day, and she needed all the sleep she could get to keep from messing it up too terribly. 
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“Just when I think things are starting to turn around …” Jess said morosely, stuffing a dry French fry into her mouth. She stared across the cafeteria at where Greg sat with his back to her and his arm around Sandra’s shoulder. 

“Screw him,” Chris said. “It’s a breakup, things always suck in a breakup.”

Miranda, who stared judgmentally at the newly reconnected exes, snorted scornfully. “He sure wasted no time getting his hands on Sandra again …” She looked over at Jess, and backtracked. “I’m sure it’s just to make you mad. They’re probably not actually doing anything.”

“Yeah,” Chris added. He shoved a fistful of potatoes into his mouth, stuffed it into his cheek and spoke around it. “That happened to me once.”

That got Jess’s attention. She pulled her eyes away from Greg to study Chris. “When? I thought you never dated.”

“Psh,” Chris waved her off. “Please. I’ve dated plenty. I just don’t date seriously. I let myself indulge for a week or so before I end it, so the girl doesn’t get too attached.”

Miranda rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows junior high dating doesn’t count.”

Chris pointed at her. “Hush you.” He turned to Jess. “Anyway, I was dating Stephanie for a little bit—”

“Stephanie Lee?” Jess asked incredulously. 

Chris shut his eyes and shifted gears. “Yes, but before she was a total bitch. Listen. That’s not the point of my story. I’m trying to tell a story!”

“Fine, fine, keep going.” Jess poked her canned peaches with her spork. 

“So I broke up with Stephanie, because, come on, it’s Stephanie, and she went around telling everyone I had a small dick.”

Miranda laughed and looked at Jess. “Is that true?”

“Dude!” Chris exclaimed, exasperated. 

But Jess just shrugged. “I already told you, I’ve only ever heard rumors about what’s behind that mystery door.”

Chris waved his arm between the two girls to break up their side talk. “First of all, the guys weren’t kidding last night; my dick is huge. It’s almost unmanageable. Second of all, the point of my story is that she went around saying that because she was mad at me, not because she knew.” He shook his head, disappointed. “I can’t believe you think I’d actually show what I’m packing to Stephanie Lee …”

“Why did you date her if you weren’t all that into her?”

Chris sighed. “I can’t remember exactly. I think that was the spring her parents got that sweet-ass pool in their backyard.”

Jess looked at Miranda, who was squinting thoughtfully, clearly trying to do the math as well. 

“Wait,” said Miranda finally. “That was when we were, like, in fourth grade.”

Chris’s eyes darted from Miranda’s face to Jess’s and back. “Yeah? So?”

“So you have no actual idea what Jess is going through!” 

Miranda and Chris went back and forth like that as Jess’s mind tuned them out and she saw Greg’s hand slide down Sandra’s back to rest on her butt. The canned peaches on her lunch tray were unappetizing, but she was pretty sure they weren’t the reason her stomach was starting to churn. 

A light smack on her arm yanked her attention back to her table. “Hey I got an idea!” said Miranda. She leaned forward, so Jess and Chris leaned, too. Quietly she said, “What if you just do the same back? I’m sure someone on the football team wouldn’t mind pretending to be your boyfriend for a week or so to beat Greg at his own game. You know it would drive him crazy.”

Chris stayed quiet and Miranda looked questioningly at Jess. 

It made enough sense. “Okay. But who?”

Chris remained uncharacteristically quiet. 

“Well,” Miranda said slowly, then she lifted an eyebrow and nodded at Chris before she and Jess spoke at exactly the same time. 

Miranda said, “This guy’s single.”

Jess said, “I bet Quentin would.”

“Yeah,” said Chris hurriedly and a little louder than necessary. “I bet Quentin would be down.”

 

* * *






“Hell yeah, girl. I’ll be your fake boyfriend.” 

They were already suited up, having just finished their warmup run and stretch. Quentin hopped so his back was to her and wrapped his arms around himself, pretending he was making out with someone on the other side of him. He hopped back around to face her. “We can fake get it on all night, boo!”

She laughed and once they’d high-fived on it, it was a deal. 

“Hey, come here, though,” Quentin said, his tone turning serious as he grabbed Jess’s wrist, leading her toward where Coach Rex stood at midfield setting up cones for the first drill. “We gotta make sure it’s all cool.”

“Huh?” She wasn’t sure what he meant. 

“Coach!” Quentin hollered as they jogged up.

Coach Rex looked up and squinted against the afternoon sun behind them. “What’s up, Jones?”

They stopped a few paces in front of him, and Jess stared at Quentin, unable to anticipate what on earth he was about to say. 

“I just want full disclosure with you, Coach.” The seriousness with which he said it made Jess wonder if this was about something entirely different from their fake relationship, like maybe Quentin was going to divulge that he was actually in his thirties and only posing as a high school junior. 

Coach Rex appeared slightly concerned as well, which meant that the stoic man was probably deeply concerned that he was about to lose his best wide receiver for one reason or another. 

But then Quentin dove right into it. “Jess and I are going to be fake dating for a little bit, and you know how I do, so things might get fake nasty on the field.”

“God dammit, Jones,” growled Coach Rex as he relaxed his posture and rolled his eyes so hard his whole head went with it. “You know I don’t give a shit about that. Get the hell out of here.” He swatted at Quentin, who jumped out of the way with a loud “ha-HA!” before pulling Jessica back toward the bench behind him. She was laughing too hard to sip her water before their drills began. 

As she finally managed to take a swig before heading out onto the field for a little conditioning, she felt dread ball in her stomach when she saw that the cones were laid out in the telltale design that meant it was time for suicides, named that for a reason. She always finished at the back of the pack with the defensive line when they did these, and it always left her with a terrible side stitch. 

The team jogged out and lined up begrudgingly. At Coach Rex’s whistle, they took off, paused, touched the line even with the cone closest to them, ran back, touched the starting line, ran to the next cone out, touched the line, turned around, ran back to the starting line, and continued, sprinting to the next cone out each time. Suicides never failed to leave Jess reconsidering how important her miracle was.

The faster guys were already starting to get a full length ahead of her, passing her on their way back toward the starting line. As usual, Romeo, with his quick feet, led the pack. Quentin wasn’t far behind him, and when he caught Jess’s eyes, he sent an air smooch in her direction and it shattered through her winded misery and she laughed. Her eyes met Chris’s a split second later, and he looked at her with concern. Well, she supposed it was weird to be laughing during suicides. Seemed a bit maniacal out of context …

She kept sprinting, and each time Quentin passed her, he did something different. The first time he folded his arms across his chest and gave her a cool guy gaze and a quick little nod before sprinting the rest of the way to the line, and it pretty much snowballed in ridiculousness from there until, before she knew it, the suicides were over. The laughing, of course, left her more winded than usual, but she didn’t mind it. 

She was still giggling as she clasped her hands over her head to open up her lungs and Chris, doing the same, walked over. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” she wheezed. “Just Quentin.”

“What’s he doing?” 

But before Jessica could answer, Quentin hollered from down the line, “Chris! What you doing talking to my girl?”

Chris’s eyes went wide and he turned slowly, disbelievingly toward Quentin. “You better shut your mouth when you’re talking to me!” he barked back. 

But then he stopped asking questions, and the rest of practice carried on in that manner, with Quentin sending air kisses Jess’s way, talking trash to the other teammates who talked to her or tried in vain to block her kicks. 

It was easily the most fun Jess had ever had at practice, and by the end, she was pretty sure she even saw Coach Rex crack a smile at Quentin’s antics. 

When Jess left the locker room, both bags slung over her shoulders, Quentin and Chris were waiting for her and chatting. They didn’t notice her at first.

“For sure, man,” Quentin was saying, “she’s way hotter than Sandra. Dude’s crazy.”

“Hey, boo,” she said, trying the word on for size. Quentin turned her direction, narrowed his eyes, and each shook their head. 

“Nah,” he said.

“Yeah, it sounds stupid coming out of my mouth.”

“You just do you, Jess.” He draped an arm around her shoulder and the three of them walked out toward the parking lot. 

“So what’s this thing gonna look like?” Quentin asked. 

“I don’t know,” Jess said. “I honestly haven’t thought that far.”

Chris walked around to stand on Jess’s other side. “I mean, you probably don’t have to go all out to sell it.”

Quentin leaned forward to look past Jess to Chris. “I don’t know, Riley. With a girl like Jess? I might have to go pretty far. We might have to get fake freaky.”

“And she might have to fake like it,” Chris shot back, “but that’s probably nothing new for you, is it, Jones?”

Jess laughed but wondered why Chris was getting so protective about all this. He knew this was just a ploy to get back at Greg. 

“But seriously, Jess,” Quentin said, as they stopped by Chris’s towering truck. He pulled his arm from her shoulder and moved in front of her. “What do I gotta do to make this Greg creep crawl in his skin?”

Chris threw his bag into the back of his truck, then grabbed Jess’s from her and did the same. 

“Hmm … I’ll have to think about that. Do I have your number? I’ll text you later.”

Quentin pulled out his cell from his backpack. “Give me your number, and I’ll text you so you have mine.”

“Guys,” Chris said. “I think you’re taking this a little too seriously …”

Jess gave Quentin her number.

“Sent,” he said. Then he stuck his phone in his pocket and looked up at her. “Making out? Is making out too much?” He wiggled his eyebrows.

“Fake making out is fine, I guess.”

“Girl, there ain’t nothing fake about the way I make out.”

“Seriously,” Chris said, stepping between Quentin and Jess. “It’s just pretend, dude. Ease up.”

“What,” Jess said, trying to hold back a smile. “We can’t fake make out? You of all people have a lot of nerve to tell me who I can’t make out with.”

That stopped Chris in his tracks. His mouth hung open, and when she glanced at Quentin, his mouth was agape too and he motioned from one to the other. “Wait. Y’all made out?”

Chris continued staring at her disbelievingly and didn’t answer.

“It was nothing,” she said. 

Quentin frowned and shook his head. “Yeah, Chris, if you’ve already got to make out with Jess, you sure as hell ain’t telling me I can’t.”

“We gotta go,” Chris said, and he opened the passenger door for her. 

Quentin laughed and then flashed Jess a grin. “See you tomorrow, girl.”

She waved and climbed into Chris’s truck.

Once he’d started up the engine, he said, “Maybe you should pick another fake boyfriend. Quentin is kind of a womanizer.”

“You buy that act of his? Wasn’t it you who told me he’s actually a closeted science geek? Besides, it’s kind of fun. And what better way to get the word out to Greg than to fake date the biggest loudmouth on the team?”

Chris sighed. “As long as you remember it’s just fake dating.”

Jess wasn’t sure what he was implying, but before she could ask, he leaned forward and cranked up one of the local country stations, and they drove back to Jess’s house without talking any further about it. 

Whatever. She had more important things to think about, like sweet revenge. Already a master plan was forming in her mind. Who knew this came so easily to her? Now all she needed was to text Quentin once she got home and fill him in on her scheme …

 

* * *






Only two minutes until first period, which meant it was rush hour on the steps outside Mooremont High School. Despite the time crunch, though no one appeared to be in a real hurry to get to class. 

It was usually Jess’s least favorite time to day to find herself heading into school because the larger the group of peers around her, the more likely one of them would be someone who thought she was the Antichrist. If anyone outside of her teammates and Miranda believed she was God’s daughter, she certainly never heard that mentioned in crowds. Nope. Just random, generally anonymous shouts of “Antichrist!” and “go back to Hell where you belong!” Things of that nature. And the cat calls had become more frequent in the last week or so, causing her to wonder if it was Eugene or Jimmy who was spurring them on. 

It didn’t matter this morning, though. Bring on the crowd. More people to bear witness to her plan. 

Already it was off to a rough start, though, as she’d had a difficult time dragging herself out of bed after a mostly sleepless night. As much as she hated to admit it, she missed Greg, and every time she thought about missing him, she thought about him writhing naked with Sandra, a worst-case scenario that was most likely happening. 

“Jess!” She heard her name over the crowd, and for a moment she couldn’t figure out who was calling it, then she saw Quentin pushing his way against traffic until she met him on the top step. She knew what was about to happen because they’d orchestrated it once Chris had dropped her off the night before. 

“Hey, boo,” he said loudly. A small group of softball girls stutter-stepped when they heard those words come from Quentin’s mouth, and they looked around for who on earth he could be talking to. When Jess was the only possible candidate, they appeared thoroughly confused, and that expression remained until they were passively carried onward by the tide of the crowd. 

“You seen him this morning?” she asked quietly. 

“Nope. Been here since early, and haven’t see him yet. We should be good.” He paused and narrowed his eyes at her. “Did you … ? I mean, you sounded pretty pissed last night, and Chris mentioned this thing you can do.”

She shook her head quickly. “No, I don’t think I can smite over distances.”

“Okay. My bad.”

“I forgive you,” she said, biting back a smile as she watched the shiver run down Quentin’s body and out his arms and legs as his eyes rolled back in his head for a fraction of a second. Then he stared at her wide-eyed. 

“That I can do,” she said. 

It was like he’d never truly seen her before. “Damn, Jess.” He stared down at her, unsure of himself, then he said, “Do it again,” and closed his eyes to savor it.

“I forgive you.”

“Mmm …” Once he opened his eyes again, he said, “Oh shit. There he is.” 

Quentin didn’t waste any time placing his hand on her cheek and leaning down until his lips locked with hers. She tried to sell it, but the chemistry she’d felt with Greg, and even Chris, wasn’t there. He was an experienced kisser, though; that much she could tell. 

He placed a hand on her waist and turned her so that her back was against the wall. That way, when she came up for air, she could see Greg’s expression. And what an expression it turned out to be. She wished she could get a picture, but a mental one would have to do.

Greg stood in place only a few yards behind Quentin with his arm slung around Sandra’s shoulder and his mouth hanging open. Even Sandra’s mouth was lolling. 

“Him?” Greg said. The crowd had thinned significantly.

Jess looked at him innocently. “You have a lot of room to judge, running back to your ex.” She nodded at Sandra. 

Greg opened his mouth to reply, but Quentin turned fully toward him. “You got something else to say to my girl, or you gonna get on gettin’ on?”

Jess had to swallow down a cackle when fear flashed onto Greg’s face. She would’ve felt bad for him, if Sandra weren’t looking so smug. 

“Come on, babe,” Sandra said. “It’s not like everyone didn’t already know she was only playing football for the attention.”

Quentin turned his back on them and leaned down for the kiss again, and Jess went along with it until she felt certain that Greg and Sandra were gone. 

He pulled back again and when she opened her eyes, she saw another aghast face standing just a few feet away.

Chris shut his mouth and stalked over. “Uh, fake boyfriend, Jones.”

Quentin looked amusedly down at Chris as he climbed the steps. “You jealous, Riley?”

“Psh.”

She turned to Quentin. “Thanks. I think it worked. I owe you.”

“Say it again and we’re even.”

“Say what— Oh. I forgive you.”

Quentin let it wiggle down his body, then he held up his palm, and Jess high-fived him before he headed inside to class with the last of the stragglers. 

Chris watched him go, then turned back to Jess. “So now you’re just handing out that forgiveness stuff to everyone?”

She couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous Chris was being. “Yeah, you got a problem with that?”

“I— No, I don’t. But I don’t think you understand Quentin like you think you do. He’s—”

“—A good friend?” Jess supplied. “A good kisser? Because he is.”

Chris pressed his lips together until the skin around them turned white. “I didn’t need to know that.”

“You’re being kind of weird, Chris. I don’t get it.” She hoisted her backpack onto her shoulder. “But don’t worry. I forgive you.” Before the tremor had even reached his shoulders, she stepped around him and headed to class. 
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The first time Jess attended a Mooremont versus Compton football game, she was only eight and hadn’t yet heard a pride of lions tear a human to shreds. 

How times changed. 

And now she was actually a part of the fierce rivalry, and something about that seemed unreal, more so, even, than the idea that she would somehow have to confront the Devil, whoever that asshole turned out to be. Didn’t matter. It wasn’t that important. Or rather, it wasn’t immediately important.

What was immediately important was that the whole of Mooretown showed up for this match each year, and her nerves were getting the best of her this time around, regardless of the fact that she couldn’t miss a field goal even if she tried. But there were plenty of other things to worry about when everyone she knew was in one place. 

She looked around the stadium and the various news cameras were already set up, pointed at the field or a reporter, shooting live pre-game coverage for the six o’clock news. She’d been so caught up faking her relationship with Quentin all week—which included lots more openmouthed kissing and lots more openmouthed stares from people who never saw that coming, and rightly so, since it was fake—that she hadn’t spared much of a thought for the likes of Eugene Thornton, who was chomping at the bit to snag some footage he could undoubtedly use against her later. She wondered if they could pull off another field-goal-less match like the one before, but she bet not. Not against a team like Compton. She would never ask that of her team, anyway. Once was enough. Eugene had already caused the damage he’d intended, anyway.

Focusing in the sideline huddle was usually tricky, with the stench of pads that had been sweat in, dried, and sweat in some more encroaching on her from all sides. But on a night like this, with the extra pressure of a packed crowd, a rivalry older than her, and the presence of Eugene Thornton, focusing was damn near impossible. It didn’t matter, anyway. All she had to do was go out onto the field, kick a sure-fire field goal, and hope the line held so she didn’t end up squashed beneath an over-juiced, wheat-fed, nineteen-year-old man who was only still eligible to play because his parents decided to start him in kindergarten at age seven. 

At least that was the (fairly substantiated) rumor circulating about the predicted state champs over at Compton. It’d never been confirmed. But it didn’t stop her mind from playing out scenarios where grown-ass men came hurling toward her through the air.

ONE OF THEM IS ACTUALLY TWENTY.

Not helping.

YOU THINK I’D LET SOME MEATHEAD INJURE MY ONLY BEGOTTEN DAUGHTER? 

I could see it happening, yeah.

WHA— WELL I WOULDN’T. 

I’ll believe it when I see it.

THAT’S KIND OF NOT THE POINT.

The point of what?

FAITH.

Why do I need faith when I have you?

THERE’S MORE TO FAITH THAN JUST BELIEVING IN ME.

Like what?

LIKE BELIEVING IN YOURSELF. TAKING THAT LEAP AND TRUSTING THAT THE NET WILL APPEAR. BUT ONLY BECAUSE YOU BUILT THE DAMNED NET BEFORE YOU TOOK A LEAP AND BASED UPON A BATTERY OF TESTS AND OBSERVABLE PATTERNS, THE ODDS HEAVILY FAVOR THAT THE NET WILL NOT DISAPPEAR. 

Wait … explain that again?

IT’S CALLED PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY.

And why’s that important?

IT’S PART OF GROWING UP. 

Oh okay. Believing in yourself is growing up. 

“So as long as we stick to our game plan and rush their QB like he just slapped your grandma, we got this.” Coach Rex nodded slowly and continually as he spoke, and a few of the players nodded along with him. “Now, I’m not going to tell you this will be easy, but I will tell you that bravery will get you far. It’s time to sac up”—he looked at Jess—“figuratively. Tonight’s the night you prove your worth as a man”—he nodded her direction again—“or woman, I guess … I don’t know how that works.”

She shrugged it off and looked up from the huddle and over at the cameras. Her eyes found Maria Flores, and the woman glanced her way and waved. Jess nodded back and smiled. Well, at least she knew someone had her back. The story Maria had broadcast on the local station was exactly as she’d promised—positive, straightforward, honest without flourish. Which, as it turned out, meant hardly anyone watched it all the way through, and those who did tended to be those who already agreed with the story. But that was to be expected and it didn’t matter to Jessica. At least she now knew that Maria was who she claimed to be, and that was another possible ally in Jessica’s crusade to make herself more likable and eventually less killable.

And then Jess’s eyes landed on another familiar face, which looked completely out of place at a football game … 

Once they broke the huddle, Jess jogged to the fence that separated the field from the stands. “Mom!” 

Destinee was just making her way up the stands when she paused and turned to look. She waved and headed back down. 

Jess climbed the chainlink so she didn’t have to crane her neck so far. “Hey, I thought you had to work again tonight,” she said.

Destinee shook her head. “I asked off. I can’t miss seeing you kick Compton’s ass.” She smiled. “How you feeling?”

Jess shrugged. “Good for the most part. Wish Eugene Thornton wasn’t here.”

Destinee’s eyes went wide and she turned her head from side to side, scanning for him. “Where’s he at? His face has a hot date with my fist.”

“No,” Jess said. “Please don’t. It’s not worth it. I’m just not sure I want to give him the footage he wants.”

Destinee waved her off. “Nah. Fuck that guy. Just do your thing. You can’t let one asswipe ruin your day.”

“That’s probably true.” Jess’s eyes scanned the crowd and then her spirits sank again. “But what about two asswipes?” 

Destinee turned to follow Jess’s gaze. “Greg? Which one is he? Doesn’t matter. I’ll ask Miranda.”

“Mom, no! He’s just a boy. Don’t … It’s fine.”

It was clear her mother didn’t feel that way. “For the record, I’m not going to talk to him, even though I really want to.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Thanks, I guess. Oh, and by the way, if you see me kiss one of the wide receivers, it’s just a fake relationship to make Greg jealous, so don’t get all excited.”

Had her mother ever looked at her that way? Her eyebrows shot up toward her hairline, and she tucked her chin in and then laughed. “Damn! That’s calculated, Jess … I’m proud of you.” She chuckled again and said, mostly to herself, “My daughter’s got a spite boyfriend. Nice.” Then she shifted gears. “Hey, speaking of spite boyfriends, you talk to your Father lately?”

Jess shook her head. “Only briefly. I think there’s a war going on somewhere.”

Destinee pressed her lips together. “There’s always a war going on. That’s hardly an excuse for an omnipotent being. Well, if you hear from him anytime soon, tell him my car insurance payment is due and I’m a little short, so if he could throw a good scratch-off my way, it would be the godly thing to do.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll let him know.”

Destinee pointed at her. “Promise?”

“Yes, I promise.” She turned and looked back at the field, where the refs were conducting the coin toss in the center. “I gotta run. I think Miranda said her mom was coming, if you want to keep an eye out for her.”

“Sounds good. Good luck, baby!” 

Destinee turned and began up the stairs again, and Jess ran to grab her helmet for kickoff. 

On her way onto the field, she felt a hand come down hard on her butt. She whirled around and saw Quentin grinning at her. He nodded a what’s-up and she smiled back at him. 

But she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. On the one hand, the guys smacked each other’s butt all the time and it was no big deal. She even smacked an occasional ass when the timing felt ripe. But none of them had ever done it to her, and the fact that it was the one she was fake-dating did complicate—

“McCloud!”

She looked in the direction of the voice and saw Colton staring at her. Oh right. It was time to kick the ball. How long had they been waiting on her? She ran forward and kicked the ball, placing it on the two-yard line. The player from Compton was smart enough to call a fair catch.

“Head in the game, McCloud,” Coach Rex barked as she trotted off the field. 

It wasn’t like she’d botched the kick or anything. But he was right. Getting her head in the game might be a nice break from everything else anyway. 

The rest of the first half was brutal. Each team suffered multiple player injuries and it was clear more were on the way if things kept up. Chris charged onto the sidelines just a minute before half, having been shut down on a third and one and claiming the ref missed an obvious face mask that should’ve given them a first down. He was still shouting about it as Jessica jogged onto the field to kick the thirty-yard field goal that put them down by three when it was finally time to head into the locker room to regroup. 

As they took a seat on the benches around the lockers, Chris found Jess and held out his hand. She fived him. 

“Good kick.” Why did he always say that? It was a miracle kick. She didn’t deserve the praise. 

He plopped down next to her on the bench, red-faced and breathing heavy, and Coach Rex motioned for everyone to settle down and listen up. When they didn’t, he said, “All right. Settle down and listen up.” That worked. 

He dove into a new game plan for the offense so that Chris wouldn’t end up getting sacked so much by the juicers from Compton, and once that was done, he told them to “just play your game,” and then waxed philosophical about perseverance and hard-working Texan values. 

“Now let’s get out there and win this game! We don’t want to have to rely on Jess to drag our asses out of the mud three-points at a time.”

“I don’t know, Coach,” Eddie said, “that sounds like something I could get on board with. I mean, we know she’s good for the points.”

“Dammit, Hernandez! No! We want to win this thing as a team!”

Jess snuck a sideways glance at Chris, who was holding back a smile. 

“All right, guys, bring it in.” Coach Rex held out his hand and everyone else piled theirs on top. 

“Mexicans on tres!” Romeo shouted, and then he took them out of halftime with a yell. 

 

* * *






The ball sailed end over end as it passed between the uprights, behind which the clock on the scoreboard ticked down to zero seconds. Immediately, Jess knew this wouldn’t be good. For a girl to kick a winning field goal in a big rivalry game was already enough to get some heavy statewide media attention—maybe even national. The fact that it was a fifty-three–yard field goal meant that things might just get out of hand soon. It wasn’t the first field goal she’d kicked that game, but it was a noteworthy one, and while she knew it was nothing compared to what she could do, it was still incredible when compared with any other high school kicker. 

She’d helped her team win the game, but she’d lost her standoff with Eugene. 

She could hear the crowd roaring to her left, and all she thought was, Well, shit. 

AND IT WAS GOOD!

Not you. Not right now.

I’M PROUD. 

Of what? I just threw myself in front of a bus.

IT’S CALLED SACRIFICE.

Then sacrifice sucks. Oh, and by the way, Mom wanted you to toss her a good scratch-off this month. 

She didn’t hear a reply, so hopefully He’d split. 

And just in time. Quentin caught up to her, yanked off her helmet, and planted a big kiss on her mouth. 

Oh yeah. People are cheering. I guess we did just beat Compton.

She threw her arms around his shoulders and kissed him back out of habit and for a moment thought, Take that, Greg! before she realized that Greg wasn’t the only person who could see her. Everyone in the whole town and maybe a few other towns, was at the game, and now they all thought she was dating Quentin.

Well, there were worse things people could assume about her than the fact that she had a boyfriend. There were worse things people did assume about her.

He set her back down just before she was swallowed up by a tidal wave of teammates. She never truly knew how pungent a swarm of football players could be until they were all circled around her with their arms raised toward the sky. Eventually she was able to cough her way free of it, and she made it over to the bench to get some water before heading to the boys’ locker room for a speech and more high-fives, and then the girls’ locker room for a much-needed shower to remove the lingering funk of myriad armpits. Once she was dressed, she walked out and was greeted by more reporters than she knew the region even had. Why were there so many news stations if they all covered the same thing?

“Jess, who was the boy you were kissing? Does Chris know?” It was Eugene. She glared at him, puffed out her lips and arched a brow before shouldering her way past him. 

Maria Flores caught her eye next and asked, “Jess, what do you attribute your abilities to?” 

The woman was all right, so Jess shrugged and replied begrudgingly, “God, actually. Maybe Jesus? I guess it was a team effort.”

Once she was on the other side of the throng, she spotted Chris, who looked hassled and concerned. He leaned in close. “You didn’t say anything to them, did you?”

“Nothing important,” Jess said, but immediately she regretting speaking to Maria. Surely other reporters caught the sound bite, too, and who knew how they’d twist it. Dammit. 

It only took a moment before the reporters encircled both Jess and Chris with cameras in all directions. 

“Come on, guys,” Chris said, trying to gently move a camera out of his face. 

Above the crowd, Eugene hollered, “Chris! How do you feel about Jessica’s kiss with the other boy?”

“Don’t answer,” Jess hissed. “Don’t give him anything.”

“Don’t worry,” Chris mumbled. 

Suddenly two reporters flew sideways away from each other, and in their place stood Romeo and Colton. “Looks like it’s time to get going,” said Colton. 

Behind him stood the offensive line, and they managed to hold back the reporters while Chris and Jess scurried ahead toward the stadium exit, where only a massive crowd stood between them and freedom. 

Jess spotted Destinee standing in close proximity to Coach Rex, chatting animatedly with the man until both of them laughed, Destinee more wildly, Coach Rex only chuckling and looking shyly at the ground. Did they know each other? Coach looked maybe ten years her mother’s senior, but maybe they went to school together. She wondered if Rex was from Mooretown or not. 

“Mom!” she hollered.

Destinee looked up and waved to Jess, before turning back toward Coach Rex. “Mom!” Jess shouted again. When Destinee glanced back over, she seemed impatient, so Jess motioned that she’d call her later, pointed at Chris, and then mimed eating her hand. Destinee nodded, apparently getting the message, before returning to her conversation with the coach. 

Quentin was waiting for them just shy of where the crowd gathered around the gates and he nodded at Chris, then reached out for Jess. She grabbed his hand and he cleared the way ahead of her while she tried her best to soak up the congratulations and ignore the scattered accusations of witchcraft that had become part of her Friday night routine. A denser crowd meant a higher volume of haters, but the accusations lacked their usual luster, and she assumed that was because her supposed voodoo had benefitted the home team. So that was some small comfort, she supposed. Before she made it out of the fray, though, she spotted a tight group of folks dressed head to toe in white and standing silently, all their eyes turned judgmentally upon her except for one set, which she couldn’t see, due to the man having his back to her. Who in her Father’s name were these …

Then the man turned around and it started to make sense. Jimmy. He nodded at her like an old friend and as a reflex she nodded back before he hollered, “Sumus omnes porcos,” and the rest of the group responded with, “Sed Deus est Aper!”

She should have expected as much. She shook her head faintly and let Quentin continue to pull her through the throng with Chris bringing up the rear.

When the three of them finally made it to Quentin’s car, he opened the passenger door for her. 

“Nah, dude, I can take her,” Chris said. 

“Don’t be an idiot,” Quentin replied. “It makes no sense for you to take her when her fake boyfriend could instead.” 

Chris looked at Jess, like he expected her to back him up, but Quentin had a point, so she shrugged. “He’s right. I’ll see you there.” She gazed back at the crowd that was heading their way. “We better get a move on.”

Chris scoffed but headed off to his truck at the back of the parking lot. 

“Damn,” said Quentin as he watched Chris disappear. 

“What?” 

He walked around to the driver’s side and opened his door, but didn’t get in right away. “What do you mean, what? Poor guy’s carrying a serious torch for you.” He ducked down and climbed inside his Prius, and, stunned, Jess wondered if carrying a torch for someone meant something different than what she thought it meant. 

She jumped into the car and closed the door. “How do you mean?”

Quentin started the car, adjusted the AC vents, and then looked at her. “I figured you knew.”

“Why would I know?”

Quentin chuckled and checked his rearview mirror before he backed out. “Because everyone knows. Damn, Jess, even Eugene Thornton knows.”

“Oh please. Now you listen to Eugene Thornton? People just think they know because Eugene started those rumors. No one knows.”

“Uh, I do. I know. He told me.”

“What?” She smacked Quentin on the arm. 

He laughed. “Yeah, he told me. The morning after you and I started fake dating. He asked me if I was actually into you, and I said nah, and he said I better not push it, and when I asked him why, he made it pretty clear he had his eye on you.”

“Ulck,” Jess said, sticking out her tongue.

Quentin looked over at her. “What? What’s ulck? Chris ain’t so bad.”

“No, it’s not Chris. Just that phrase, having his eye on me. I don’t know, it makes me feel dirty, like he’s stalking me.”

He waved her off, “No, that was just my phrase. Chris knows you’re out of his league anyway.”

That was even worse than him having his eye on her. “Why do guys keep saying that?”

“Uh, because you’re the daughter of God. G-O-D. The one and only—”

AY-OH!

“You’re out of everyone’s league, really. The only person who might be in your league is Jesus, and that would be some weird half-sibling shit that I don’t think anyone would be down with.”

“And he’s kind of a dream stalker,” Jess added, staring out the window. 

“Come again?”

“Jesus. He … appears in my sex dreams.”

She wasn’t entirely sure why she mentioned it to Quentin, other than perhaps to gauge the reaction of someone who wasn’t used to all the weird God stuff, like Miranda and Chris were. She held her breath and studied his face, waiting for him to say something. At first he seemed confused, and laughed lightly. Then he glanced at her, saw she was serious, and his eyes shot open, “Wait, you see Jesus in your sex dreams?”

Jess cackled and nodded. “Yeah.”

“But you’re not … He’s not …”

“Ew. No. He just crashes them.”

“Ha!” Quentin slapped the steering wheel. “Damn, Jess, your life is a trip.” He shook his head then peered at her from the corner of his eye. “So you having Jesus dreams about me?”

“Oh shut up,” she said. “Eyes on the road.”

“That’s not a no!” He pumped his fist. “Yes!”

 

* * *






Because they’d at least managed to lose the reporters on their way to Gordon’s, Jess didn’t mind the interruptions when townsfolk stopped by her table to offer congratulations on the big win. Despite the nagging knowledge that it wasn’t actually her talent that was making the ball go through the goalposts every single time, she let herself enjoy the positive attention for a while. The negative attention would be back before long, she was sure of that. 

She sat on the edge of the booth next to Quentin, who was squished between her and Romeo. On the other side sat Eddie, Chris, and Colton. The majority of the indoor seating was taken up with other teammates who occasionally erupted into group shouting about this or that. 

Though normally taciturn, Chris seemed downright preoccupied, lost in thought. He definitely wasn’t as hyped up as the rest of the team. It was strange sitting here across from him with the new knowledge that he had a thing for her. People had guessed at it for a while and it’d never bothered her, so why did knowing for sure make things feel… different?

He caught her staring at him, and she looked away. 

“So my parents are out of town till Sunday night,” said Colton, “and part of me thinks they would be disappointed if I didn’t throw a party in their absence.”

“For sure,” Romeo chimed in. “What kind of monster would squander such a golden opportunity to enjoy himself?”

Jess dipped a fry in ketchup and tossed it back. How had she managed to make it to her sophomore year before the prospect of a real party came up? 

Oh right. She didn’t have many friends. 

Sure, she had Miranda, and she supposed Chris had been her friend for a while now, too. Actually, he was one of her oldest friends, once she thought about it. And one of her most loyal …

“You in?” Quentin asked. 

Jess perked up. “Huh?”

“You”—he gently poked her in the arm—“me”—he poked himself in the chest—“party?” He motioned drinking a bottle of something. 

Jess suspected that something was alcohol. “Oh, uh … when? Tonight?”

He nodded. “Maybe one thing leads to another and we take this fake relationship to the next fake level.”

“I don’t know. I mean, it sounds fun.” She glanced at Chris and he said nothing, his calm expression impossible to read. “Are you going?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “No, I’m beat. I can give you a ride home if you want.”

Eddie moved his hand to block Chris’s face. “Please. Don’t let this guy ruin your fun, Jess. Come on. You don’t even have to drink if that’s against your … whatever. Just come chill with us by a bonfire!”

“Yeah,” seconded Colton.

“Yeah, girl,” Romeo added. “Don’t act like you never let loose. We know you get high, McCloud.”

“What?!” said Jessica.

“What?!” said Chris, even louder, breaking his silence. 

She could feel his eyes on her, but she didn’t look at him. Instead, she kept her gaze focused on Romeo. “Where did you hear that?”

He looked at her like she might be a little slow. “Uh, where do you think? Since you broke it off with that pendejo ex, he’s been running around telling everyone about how the daughter of God used to get high with him.”

Greg. What a thorn in my crown. Wait, was that the expression? It sounded right, but maybe not.

“It’s no one’s business what I do,” she mumbled. 

Romeo held up his hands defensively. “Hey, no judgement here. I don’t care what you do. If God’s down with weed, I might actually start going to church again.”

Jess sighed. Guess everything I do is public now. That wasn’t a comforting thought, but there was something peaceful in the realization of it. Like how there’s peace in death.

“We just want to chill with you,” Eddie said. “Nothing weird.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Quentin before pointing down at the scraps of her meal. “You done?” 

“Yeah.”

He grabbed a leftover fry and tossed it back. “Cool. Let’s get out of here.”

They all slid out of the booth and headed outside toward the parking lot. 

Just as they exited into the warm night air, Jess felt a hand around her wrist and turned to find Chris looking down at her. “Hey,” he mumbled, “just let me take you home. You don’t want to party with these guys, trust me.”

“Riley, you trying to make a move on my girl?” Quentin said, lifting his fists into the air like he was ready to fight. 

“I promised her mom I’d get her home on time,” he said. 

“You did?” Jess asked. That didn’t sound like something her mom would make anyone promise.

“Yeah.”

She studied him, trying to figure out if he was being honest. 

Well, she supposed she was pretty tired, and she would probably be in over her head at a big party, anyway. “Yeah, okay.” She turned to Quentin. “Next time.”

He looked from her to Chris and then back again and smiled furtively. “Yeah, all right. Next time.” Then he pointed at Chris. “You keep your real hands off my fake girlfriend, Riley.” 

Chris loosened his grip on her wrist. 

“I gotta grab my stuff from his car,” she said, “then we can get out of here.”

Chris nodded and she jogged after Quentin. 

Once they were loaded into Chris’s truck and pulling out of Gordon’s, he said casually, “You know, I think you’ve made your point to Greg. You can probably stop pretending with Quentin.”

That was jealousy if she’d ever heard it. “Maybe it’s not pretend anymore.”

Chris’s head jerked over toward her, and he veered in his lane before righting the truck again. “You’re just saying that,” he replied. 

She sighed. “Yeah, I am. But what if I weren’t? Quentin isn’t a bad guy.”

Chris hedged. “Ehh …”

“What? What is that sound?”

“It’s just … you’re out of his league.”

“Are you kidding me?” Another person who was out of her league? “Then who’s in my league?”

“I don’t know. Nobody, I guess.”

“Then what the hell am I supposed to do!” She could feel the blood rush to her face, and she wished there were a football in front of her so she had something to kick. 

“I don’t know! Sorry.”

“Ugh! I mean, if everyone’s out of my league, then I guess I have to date out of my league.”

Chris narrowed his eyes at the road as they pulled up to a red light. He turned and looked at her. “Yeah, I guess you do. Or—”

“Don’t even say it.”

“Say what?”

“Date Jesus.”

Chris shook his head slightly to clear it. “That doesn’t even make sense. No, I was going to say maybe you’re like, you know, not supposed to have a husband.”

She opened her mouth to respond but then realized he may have a point. 

Damn. 

Maybe she wasn’t supposed to have a husband. Jesus didn’t have a wife, as far as she knew. She’d have to ask him next time he showed up.

The light turned green.

“So would that mean I’m not supposed to date anyone?”

He sounded tired or resigned; Jess couldn’t tell which. “I don’t know. Maybe not.”

“Well, sheesh. That would blow.”

“Yep.” 

Jess stared out the window and thought about never making out with anyone ever again. Suddenly she had the urge to make out with Chris. 

What? Where did that come from? She supposed it was just that thing where you only want things when you can’t have them. 

She glanced over at him. He was hot, and nice. And he was a good kisser. And he was popular. And he was really, really hot, especially in that plain white V-neck tee, his hair mussed and still damp from his shower after the game…

Before she knew it, her heart was racing and she looked away from him and back out the window as they pulled up to her house and into the driveway. “You want to come in?” she asked. “I’m sure my mom would like to say hi.”

He waved her off. “No, I’m beat. I just want to crawl into bed.”

The image of her crawling into bed next to him began forming in her mind before she mentally swatted it away.

“Okay.” As she climbed out of the truck, an impulse struck her that felt more like instinct, and before she could wimp out, she added, “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re out of my league. You might be the only guy I know who’s actually in my league.”

By the look on Chris’s face, someone might have thought she’d just told him that two plus two equaled seventeen. Worried she might be asked to explain further, which she definitely wasn’t prepared to do, considering she’d only just happened upon this conclusion herself moments ago, she grabbed her bags from the back seat, slammed the door shut, and hurried inside.

Destinee was sitting on the couch, a beer in her hand, watching her late night show. She looked up at Jessica curiously. “You’re home early.”

Jessica set her stuff down by the door and cocked her head to the side. “I thought you wanted me home at a decent hour.”

Destinee squinted suspiciously at her daughter. “That doesn’t sound like me.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so either, but Chris said—” Then it came together. “Ah … okay.”

Destinee craned her body around to peek out the window facing onto the street. “Chris dropped you off? Not your new guy?”

Jessica walked across the room and plopped down on the couch next to Destinee. “I think Chris likes me.”

“Duh.” Destinee turned away from her and leaned over the arm of the couch, and the sound of ice rustling around followed. When her mom sat back up, she was holding a cold bottle of Shiner that still dripped small ice chips from the cooler. “Here.” She used her shirt to twist off the top, then handed Jess the bottle. “You’re practically sixteen. If you’re not going out to party on a Friday night, you might as well enjoy your time at home.”

Jess stared at the bottle. She’d never had the desire to try beer of any kind before. But it seemed wrong to refuse. When it came down to it, Destinee usually knew what was best for her anyway. 

Jess sipped the beer. It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant, either. There was a sort of punishment about the taste that helped cleanse Jess’s mind of mental clutter. 

“You obviously should do what you want,” Destinee said, staring at the TV, “but I think you should date him. Can’t think of anyone better for you.”

Jess sighed. “Yeah, me neither.”
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As Jess approached the front steps of Mooremont on Monday morning, the first face she locked onto was Quentin’s. Good. She’d made up her mind that weekend that she needed to fake break up with Quentin if she was going to really make out with Chris again.

He power walked over to her like a man on a mission, his face uncharacteristically serious, and she wondered if he was about to fake break up with her before she got the chance. 

No! You don’t get to fake dump me!

But all he said once reached her and grabbed her arms to hold her steady was, “Jess, I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would become this big of a thing. I guess I didn’t realize how racist people still are.”

“Huh?” At least he wasn’t beating her to the punch, but at the same time, what in the hell was he talking about? “Who’s racist? I don’t understand. What did you do?”

She saw another tall person—that’s all her mind could make sense of at the moment with Quentin saying incoherent things and it still being early—heading toward her, but eventually it pinged on her radar as the one whose face she wanted to make out with. 

Chris pushed against the flow of traffic and came to stand next to Quentin, who looked up at him remorsefully and took a step back from Jess as he said, “Hey, man, I swear I didn’t mean to add on to all this shit.”

“I know, I know,” Chris said. “It’s totally and completely not your fault.” But he sounded all business when he said, “We’re leaving, Jess. Come on.”

“We’re leaving? But … school.”

“You’re taking a sick day.” He extended his arms to herd her away from the building. 

“But I don’t get sick.”

Chris rolled his eyes impatiently. “Well then you’re skipping school with me. Let’s go.”

Totally unable to decide whether this boded well for her chances of making out with Chris, she allowed him to place his hand gently on the small of her back and steer her away from the school and back toward the parking lot. 

“I think I need more explanation,” she said, “otherwise this feels a lot like kidnapping. What’s going on?”

“You didn’t watch the news last night.” 

“How do you know that?” She looked up into his face, where his jaw was set and his brows pinched together as if he were in pain. 

“Because if you’d watched the news, you’d know why Quentin was apologizing and why I’m saving you from the undo punishment of my peers.”

“Our peers,” she corrected without thinking.

He grabbed her backpack from her, tossed it on the rear seat of the cab, and then opened his truck door for her to climb in. 

Once he was in on the other side, she asked, “Where are we going?” 

“We’re just getting the fuck out of here, and then you’re going to watch the clip that everyone’s sharing.”

“Sharing where?”

“Social media. You should really get a Facebook or Twitter or Snapchat or something.”

“Eh …”

He nodded as he jammed the key into the ignition. “Yeah, you’re right. Never mind.”

As soon as he started the truck, the radio exploded with bass, and he hurriedly turned it down all the way so that they rode in silence together as he pulled out of the parking lot and headed away from town on one of the back country roads. 

 

* * *






Jessica paced back and forth in front of the truck as she struggled to find the right words to express herself. At least it made sense now why Quentin had apologized. And it wasn’t his fault, of course. It was no one’s fault but Eugene’s. 

“That fucker!” Jess yelled as she continued to pace. She wanted to punch someone, but Chris was the only one out here for miles. He probably would’ve let her land a few blows to his toned chest—a part of her was actually surprised he hadn’t offered it yet—but she didn’t know how to throw a punch. Destinee had taught her a few of her useful skills—the side-eye, how to drink a beer, the art of hard boiling eggs—but fighting was not among them.

Anyway, how did she want to punch Chris and make out with him at the same time? This was crazy. 

She continued her pacing, and her hot face was only slightly soothed by the cool fall breeze blowing in with a front. 

The spot where he’d eventually pulled his F-350 off to the side of the dirt road was somewhere Jess had never been before. She wasn’t sure how Chris knew about it, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was murdering Eugene. 

She remembered what Quentin had asked about the Friday before, and she glanced over at Chris, where he stood with his arms crossed, leaning back against the deer guard of his truck. “Do you think I could long-distance smite him?”

Chris cocked his head slightly to the side. “Are you being serious?”

She planted her feet and nodded. “Absolutely. You know I can smite.”

“Have you ever smote a human before?” He sounded concerned, but he didn’t need to be. 

“No. But Eugene seems as good a place to start as any.”

Chris’s forced smile was sympathetic but also uneasy. “I don’t know, Jess. I mean, once you go down that road, there are a lot of people whose presence on this earth would only be improved if you simply exploded them.” He grimaced and she could tell he was thinking about the grackle. 

So she gave up on that idea. Chris had a point; the number of people she’d met in Mooretown alone who could use a good smiting would keep her busy through her senior year if she let it. There might not even be enough people around to clean up all the human remains once she was done. 

She spotted a gray bird squawking in the tree nearby and considered venting, but she didn’t have the heart to. The bird wasn’t the one who created a smear video, broadcasted it to most of West Texas, then posted it online for everyone to share around until the end of time. It didn’t deserve her wrath. 

So she sighed and walked over to the front of the truck and leaned against it next to Chris, folding her arms like he was. “What should I do?”

He glanced down at her, one eyebrow raised in a question. “I mean… why are you asking me? Shouldn’t you ask your Dad?”

She blew a raspberry. “I guess I can try. I haven’t heard from him much lately. He basically just drops in whenever he wants and then leaves.”

Chris nodded. “Sounds like my dad, actually.”  

She’d never asked him about his dad before, and he’d never mentioned it—all she knew was that his dad wasn’t around. The reminder that she wasn’t the only one with an inconsistent dad helped, though. It somehow made her own trouble seem less unfair.

“I guess I can try to call him,” she said, closing her eyes. 

God! God! Where are you?! Get your powerful butt over here and give me some advice!

She waited, but there was no reply, so she opened her eyes again and exhaled heavily. “Nothing.” She met Chris’s eyes and frowned. “I didn’t mean to shove anything down people’s throats with Quentin. I honestly didn’t even think about the fact that he’s black.”

Chris nodded. “I know,” he said softly. “That’s one of the things I like about you.”

His tight grimace softened and her eyes traveled to his lips as she became vaguely aware of him unfolding his arms and turning toward her. And she unfolded her arms, too, without even thinking about it. 

What was happening?

Oh shit! We’re having a moment!

She focused all her attention on the present, letting all her worries fade to the back of her mind …

FOR WHAT IT’S WORTH, I DON’T CARE ABOUT RACE, EITHER.

No! No, no, no! Go away!

Chris’s palm traveled up to her face and rested gently just underneath her jaw. 

RACE IS JUST A HUMAN CONSTRUCT. 

God, please shut up. Please, please shut up and leave me alone.

Chris’s other arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her in. His big blue eyes were staring down at her with a soft, passionate glow …

WHY DID YOU CALL ME HERE?

It was a mistake. Please leave. I’m not playing. If you love me, you will leave me alone to make out with Chris.

FINE. HE LIKES HIS HEAD SCRATCHED, SO RUN YOUR FINGERS THROUGH HIS HAIR A LITTLE BIT.

Uh.

HIS MOM SCRATCHED HIS HEAD BEFORE BED EACH NIGHT, SO THAT’S WHY—

No. Just no.

Chris opened his mouth and began to speak. “Jess, I—”

“Stop! Everyone just stop talking.”

“Huh?”

She raised up onto her tiptoes and pressed her lips against his, and he quickly took the lead, pulling her into his body and kissing her back passionately. The hand on her jaw moved around to the nape of her neck to brace her against the pressure of his lips. While the moves were similar to the ones he’d taught her in Coach Rex’s office, the similarities ended there. Whatever spark she’d felt before was nothing compared to what she felt now. 

Her whole body tingled, and once God remained quiet for long enough and she was convinced He wouldn’t interrupt again, Jessica relaxed against Chris’s body and began to truly enjoy herself. 

She felt a magnetic pull to him, and it just felt right. His arms held her close and she decided screw it and wove her fingers through his hair, scratching his head lightly as she did so. To her chagrin, God’s tip worked, and Chris moaned then grabbed her and picked her up, carried her around to the back of the truck, breaking the kiss just long enough to undo the tailgate and set her down in the bed. 

Did all boys like to make out in truck beds? It really wasn’t the most comfortable place …

He climbed in after her and wasted no time guiding her down onto her back and positioning himself on his elbows above her. When she looked into his eyes again, he broke out in a goofy grin and laughed. “I’ve been waiting for this for so long, Jess.”

His head blocked out the morning sun, which created a halo of light around him, Jess couldn’t hold back her own smile. “Me, too,” she lied, because she probably couldn’t say, “Cool. I used to have a crush on you, but then I got over it until about two days ago, when I realized you actually were the right one for me,” and still get to make out with him. 

He lowered his head and their lips clashed again. This was infinitely better than their kiss in Coach Rex’s room, which seemed ages ago now. It was also better than her kisses with Greg. Those felt weighty, but these, while intense, felt lighter. 

What didn’t feel light was the thing threatening to pop the buttons of Chris’s jeans as he pressed his body down against her. 

Oh dear God.

YES?

No! Figure of speech! Leave!

So there was a reason Chris never let it all hang out in the locker room. Holy crap. 

Inevitably, he would want to do sex to her with that thing, too. Would that literally kill her? Did she even want to have sex with him? Making out was great, but sex was another beast entirely. Anxiety fizzed in her brain and suddenly making out wasn’t as fun anymore, which was fine, she supposed, because she could feel God’s airy presence appear full force inside her skull.

YOUR MOTHER. YOU NEED TO GO CHECK ON HER.

Now?

ARE YOU QUESTIONING ME?

No. Please, God, don’t make me—

THOU SHALT GO CHECK ON YOUR MOTHER.

Dammit! Damn you, God!

STICKS AND STONES, JESS. STICKS AND STONES. NOW KNOCK IT OFF WITH LOVER BOY AND GO CHECK ON DESTINEE.

She pulled back from Chris and pushed him gently away from her. 

His concerned look made her wish she could have ignored God’s commandment and kept with the kissing, but she knew God would make something terrible happen to force her hand if she didn’t listen. And, if she was totally honest, making out had ceased to be as fun once Chris’s alarmingly large crotch budge entered the picture. “My mom. I should go check on her. I don’t know if she’s seen the news and—”

“Ah, right.” He rolled off her and sat up. “Sorry. I should have thought about that.”

She sat up, too. “It’s okay. I didn’t think of it right away, either.”

He gazed vaguely out at the pasture across the road from the truck, and she could almost see the doubt that was forming in his mind.

“Hey,” she said, placing her hand on his check and slowly turned his head toward her. “I’m not just making an excuse to end this. I—I wanted this to happen, just maybe without it having to take racists calling me the Antichrist, threatening to picket our games and the entire region thinking my mom is a raging slut.”

“She never should’ve approached Eugene after the game.”

Jess nodded. “I agree.” And then she leaned forward and kissed him again. “She doesn’t go into work until after lunch today, so we can probably catch her and warn her if we leave soon.”

“Okay.” His energy seemed to return to him now that he had a clear mission. “Let’s get going.”

As they pulled out onto the farm to market road, he chuckled. “You know, what kills me is how Eugene was able to get one five-second shot of your mom talking to Coach Rex and spin it into a scandal … that people actually believed.”

“People will believe whatever suits them, clearly. But my mom hasn’t even gone on a date since she had me. At least not that I know of. And I think I would know, because she doesn’t exactly hold back about that sort of thing.” Her mind involuntarily conjured an image of Destinee and God in the backseat of a car, making a miracle happen. 

A shiver ran through her body. “Ulck.”

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

As they pulled onto Jess’s street, she saw a black Dodge Ram parked on the curb outside her house. She recognized it, but couldn’t pinpoint whose it was. 

“Shit,” said Chris, slowing his truck to a crawl. 

“What? Whose is that?”

“He must’ve heard we skipped school.”

“Who must have?”

“Coach Rex. Fuck! We’re in deep shit. Like, for real. He doesn’t tolerate skipping school.”

“Then why did you pull me out!? Oh crap. He’s going to think we were—”

“Making out?” Chris looked at her and grinned morosely.

“I was going to say having sex, but sure.” 

“Should I keep driving?”

Jess was tempted to say yes, but she remembered that God had commanded she check on her mom. Did driving by the house count? Probably not. She needed to give Destinee a heads up. “No. Maybe Coach is just waiting for us to show up to make sure we’re okay. Surely this is a special situation, right? He should understand why we skipped.”

“Maybe,” Chris said uncertainly as he pulled into the driveway behind Destinee’s Nissan and put the F350 into park. “You want me to come inside with you?”

She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Please? Less chance he would suspend both the kicker and the starting quarterback.”

Jess unlocked the front door and peeked her head inside, expecting to see Coach Rex and Destinee sitting on the couch, hands folded in their laps, waiting patiently with stern faces for Jess to show up. She wasn’t sure why she expected this, especially from her mother, but she did.

But no one was on the couch. So she stepped inside and Chris followed, shutting the door behind him. Probably Destinee had made Coach some coffee while they waited for Jessica to show up, meaning they were in the kitchen. Jess walked around the corner and into the kitchen, but no Rex and Destinee. 

Then it occurred to her what must have happened. She turned to Chris to run the idea by him. “Do you think they went looking for us?”

It only took a moment for him to think it over and dispel that idea. “Both their cars are out front, though.”

“Maybe your mom came by and picked them—” She fell silent when she heard a knocking sound. Except it continued in a steady rhythm. “Do you hear that?” 

Chris had frozen in place, too, his eyes darting around. “Yeah, what is that?” he whispered.

Guided by her curiosity, Jess followed the sound of the noise out of the kitchen and down the hall. She passed the bathroom and her room, eventually arriving at her mom’s bedroom. The knocking was definitely coming from in there. It sounded like someone hitting the wall with a wooden bat. Or hammering a nail into a stud. Her mind couldn’t make sense of it.

And now that they were closer, there were new sounds. The delay between when her brain registered that those sounds were voices and when it processed what those voices actually indicated was a longer delay than the time between when Jess pushed open the door and her eyes fell upon the source of the knocking: Destinee’s bedpost hitting the wall over and over again. But that wasn’t the image that would sear its way into Jess’s brain for the rest of her life. 

Chris was the first to react. “Oh dear holy Jesus!”

His shout caused a chain reaction that included Destinee screaming for them to get lost and Coach Rex jumping up off the bed, buck naked, trying to cover his sensitive bits with the embroidered pillow from Jess’s grandmother that read, As for me and my house, we will serve the lord. -Joshua 24:15. 

WOO! LOOK AT HIM JUMP!

This is why you sent me here?!

SOMEONE HAD TO STOP THIS.

You’re God! Why couldn’t it be you?

“Shit. Oh shit …” Chris groaned, his face scrunching up like he’d just tasted something bitter. He backed away with his hands up, trying to shield his eyes from the horror that Jess couldn’t look away from. 

“Come on now, Jess! Give us a second,” Destinee hollered, sitting up shamelessly, her breasts on full display.

“Uck … uck!” Jess finally ripped her eyes away from the grotesque scene and turned to follow Chris, who was stumbling out of the McCloud home as quickly as he could, whimpering and gagging the whole way. 

“Don’t leave me!” she hollered after him. “Don’t you dare leave me!”

The F-350 was already humming loudly when Jess leaped into the passenger’s seat and Chris quickly backed out of the driveway and hauled ass down the street and away from the horror. Neither spoke another word until they were safely parked at the Sonic a mile away, each with a Slush in hand, and even then the only thing that could be said was what spilled from Chris, full of trauma and remorse. 

“I can never unsee that.”
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With the state championship only hours away, Jess knew that she should save her energy for the game. More importantly, Chris should save his. 

But who was she to tell him how to live his life?

They’d been out of class, enjoying the small indulgence of a hardcore makeout sesh long enough for her back to have warmed up the cold metal of the lockers that she leaned against. How much longer could they risk before teachers would become suspicious about their frequent bathroom breaks?

What had started as a sweet, secret romance had, over the course of a month, blossomed into a hungry, secret romance. But whether because Chris was afraid to ask the daughter of God to have sex with him or for some other unfathomable reason, they hadn’t yet moved past simply making out. Jess knew better than to expect that to last long, though. It was unfortunate, because making out with Chris still left her just as tingly and lightheaded as it had the first dozen or so times they’d snuck off during class to get at it. 

“Someone’s going to wonder where we are if we don’t go soon,” she said, searching the hallway for signs of any movement that might indicate peeping eyes. Their new relationship was a story worthy of Eugene Thornton, had he not already broke it long before it actually existed. Jess tried not to think about that, though. It almost gave that stupid reporter more credit than he deserved. His had just been a lucky guess, anyway. 

“Let them wonder,” he countered as he continued pinning her against the end of the lockers so that she could feel his huge man bulge pressing against her hip. While she understood that she should probably feel grateful for the size of Chris’s asset, it instead still left her anxious and at times terrified when it burst forth from the recesses of her subconscious. So it was like everything else in her life.

She pushed him away, and it didn’t take much effort. She suspected that Chris harbored a certain level of trepidation every time he made out with her, fearing that she might accidentally smite him, so that whenever she gave him the slightest physical indication that it was time to stop, he jumped off in a hurry. 

“You don’t mean that,” she said. “You know it would become a ‘thing’ if people found out about us. I don’t know how, but it would. And it wouldn’t be great for the team.”

“But you’re still fake dating Quentin, and nobody on the team cares.”

Jessica pursed her lips. “Uh, really? You’re serious? Nobody cares because everyone knows it’s fake.”

“Then why don’t you just break up with him already?”

“Because”—she nodded, hoping that the meaningful look said it all so she didn’t have to. But he stared at her confrontationally, challenging her to go on. She sighed. “I need people to know God doesn’t disapprove.”

“So what,” Chris said impatiently, “are you going to fake marry him to make a point?”

“Come on. Of course not. I’ll have to real marry him.”

Chris’s jaw dropped open before he realized she wasn’t serious and snapped it shut. “I’m just saying.”

“I’m just saying we need to get back to class. Coach isn’t going to be happy if he finds out we were skipping class when we’re already getting out of school early for the game.”

He whimpered as masculinely as was possible and took a resigned step back from her. “Not like Coach Rex can really call us out after … well, you know.”

“Stop. I can almost shut my eyes at night without seeing that projected onto my eyelids. I don’t need to be reminded.”

She walked past him and turned back over her shoulder to add, “You need to get your head in the game, anyway. Hillcrest isn’t going to beat itself tonight.”

As she walked back to class, she could feel Chris’s eyes on her, so she swayed her hips just a little more than usual before she turned the corner and walked back down to AP Biology. 

Pausing just outside the door, she ran her fingers through her hair to straighten it and adjusted her shirt, which Chris had clumsily disheveled in his hurry to get his hand up it. Then she opened the door. The first face she saw was Greg’s, but he quickly looked away once he’d processed who’d come in, leaving Jess with a residual pang in her stomach that she would never admit aloud, not even to Miranda.

She sat at a table with Sarah, a quiet artist type who’d become Jess’s new permanent lab partner since Gary and his busty cat ladies had become too creepy to stomach immediately after lunch. Not only was Sarah a huge step up from Gary, but she could commiserate easily with Jess, since Greg had ditched Sandra and taken up with Sarah’s ex-girlfriend, Jane. At least Jane wasn’t Sandra, but the fact that Jess had never seen Jane not high meant that she and Greg might actually be a good match for each other, and that was somehow worse. Seeing him with Sandra had felt like a knife to the sternum, but seeing him with Jane, who he must genuinely like, left her with a dull ache that filled her entire ribcage each time something Jane said or did made him smile. 

Once Jess found her seat, she nodded at Sarah, who pointed to where they were in the textbook. Her eyes followed along, but her mind was a jumble. The precise reason wasn’t clear, though; it could have been one or all of the confusing situations in her life that left her unable to focus on mitochondria—Chris, the championship, Greg, Quentin or the pathetic state of race relations in general.  

When Ms. Kensington gave them time to work with their partner on a short answer, Sarah slid her phone over toward Jess underneath the table. A group chat was live on the screen, and responses started popping up one after another. 

Jess looked up at Sarah, and the girl frowned sympathetically before pushing the phone at Jess more adamantly. “You have a right to know, I think. I’d want to.”

A knot formed in Jess’s stomach. This couldn’t be good. 

She took the phone from Sarah, keeping it under the table and away from view, and scrolled up to read the messages from before. Greg, Jane, Emma, Drew, and Sarah were all in it. She stopped when she saw a large chunk of text from Greg.




Greg says: Such an attention whore. It’s so obvious she’s just with Quentin to prove a point. She’s wanted to bone Chris for months and he can have her pious ass for all I care.

Emma says: No way. She’s w/quentin 4 that big black D. Prudes r always the real sluts

Jane says: Lol

Greg says: You have no idea. All she ever wanted to do was blow me. We hardly ever got to fuck because she was too busy trying to suck me off.

Drew says: pls ur so full of shit greg

Sarah says: How come she’s a slut but u aren’t? U were both doing it

Drew says: Dudes can’t be sluts they just dudes girls job 2 say no

Greg says: Jess is failing big time at her job. She’s probably taking it from Quentin AND Chris. 

Emma says: I heard Chris has a huge D




A loud crinkle and pop followed by, “Shit!” pulled her attention away from the phone. She looked toward the source of the noise and saw Greg sitting frozen in shock, water soaking the front of both him and Jane from head to toe. In one hand was his phone, which he’d raised into the air to save it from certain wet death, and still clutched in his other fist was what small shred of a plastic water bottle remained after the rest had exploded. 

As he slowly became unfrozen, his head turned and his eyes found Jessica. She smiled and nodded slowly. Once the chaos passed and he had more time to think about it, there would be no way he’d believe Jess had been the reason why the water bottle popped. But for the moment, in his shocked mental state, he did seem frightened. 

Good. That’s what he deserved, even if the smiting was entirely unintentional.

She handed the phone back to Sarah, who mouthed “Sorry,” and Jess could tell she meant it. Jess was sorry, too. Her stomach roiled and she wondered if she would throw up. 

How had she managed to get branded as a slut by not having sex with anyone? Did Emma and Drew and Jane actually believe what Greg was saying? How could he just lie like that?

So Sandra told everyone that Jess was a prude, and Greg told everyone Jess was a slut. It seemed that no matter what Jess actually did, she couldn’t win.

Her mind recalled a phrase she’d heard once, which, at the time, she’d immediate dismissed as not relating to herself in any possible way, shape, or form. She still didn’t believe it literally applied, but she at least understood the sentiment behind it now:

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.


[image: Image]









The atmosphere on the bus out to Midland felt jittery and electric in the short hours leading up to the state championship. After all that had happened in the preceding months with football, the media, the racist protestors, her messy breakup, her lack of downtime with Miranda, and the post-season build, bus rides had become her favorite way to pass the time. It was no small comfort knowing that her teammates and coaches had her back no matter what.

The only problem with the bus rides to away games was keeping her hands to herself when Chris was sitting next to her. While everyone on the team seemed to be aware that something was going on between the starting quarterback and the kicker, neither she nor Chris was in a hurry to come right out and say they were together. Maybe it was for the sake of the team, but probably it was because sneaking around was exciting. 

Her self-restraint was spared too much strain against the temptation of sliding her hands over Chris’s muscled chest, or maybe brushing a few suggestive fingertips over his thigh, by the Almighty Interrupter.

THE FATE OF THE GAME IS ENTIRELY UP TO YOU.

No pressure, though.

UH, NO. ABSOLUTE PRESSURE. DID YOU NOT HEAR WHAT I SAID? THE FATE OF THE GAME IS—

I was being sarcastic.

OH. UM. WELL, OKAY. BUT THE BOTTOM LINE IS, IF YOU WANT TO WIN, IT WILL BE SO. 

Stop spoiling the ending! 

I JUST WANT YOU TO ENJOY IT AND NOT WORRY.

Yeah, but a little tension can be fun.

I DISAGREE. SPOILING THE ENDING IS FUN. ONCE THE SECOND EDITION COMES OUT, I COMMAND YOU READ THE BIBLE. I SPOIL THE ENDING BIG TIME IN THAT. AND IT IS THE GREATEST SPOILER EVER WRITTEN.

Stop. I don’t want to know.

DON’T WORRY. YOU WILL BE LONG DEAD BY THE TIME IT COMES TO PASS.

Stop. Stop talking. I need to focus on the game.

NO, YOU DON’T. THAT’S WHAT I’M SAYING. ALL YOU NEED TO DO IS DECIDE YOU WANT TO WIN. AND THEN YOUR TEAM WILL WIN.

What happens if I decide I want to lose?

THEN THE TEAM WILL LOSE. BUT WHY IN MY NAME WOULDN’T YOU WANT TO WIN STATE?

I’m just asking. Sheesh.

“Jess?” Chris’s voice tugged her gently from her metaphysical conversation. 

“Huh?” She refocused on him. 

“We’re here.”

She glanced around to find the bus empty except for her and Chris. She sighed and looked out the window. The game wasn’t for another couple hours, but already the media were setting up—and some were already set up—waiting for the teams to arrive for pre-game coverage. 

“This is crazy,” she said, more to herself than to Chris. 

He stood in the aisle and nodded. “It really is. Texas football, huh?”

She shrugged. “Is it not this big other places?”

He thought about that, biting his lip for concentration. “I don’t know. I’ve never been other places.”

She sighed and grabbed her bag from underneath the seat in front of hers. “Yeah, me neither. Let’s get this over with.”

“Hey.” He held out his arm to stop her as she tried to follow him out into the aisle. For a moment she was worried he was about to kiss her in clear view of cameras. But instead he said, “What’s up? That’s not the attitude we need going into the championship.”

Oh. He was being the quarterback, not her boyfriend. “Sorry. It’s just …” No, she couldn’t tell him what she’d just learned. She wouldn’t ruin the fun for him like God had for her. “I guess I just get a little sour when I see Eugene.”

Chris’s sternness softened. “Yeah, I totally get that. But fuck him. Let’s just go play, enjoy the last game of this season, and then afterward we can … you know, have a little time to ourselves.”

She stifled a smile. “Yeah, okay. I think that could work.”

There was that telltale squint of his eyes that she usually only saw right before he kissed her, but this time he resisted, nodded, and then walked up toward the doors of the bus. Jess followed and wondered if them winning the championship meant Christ would expect to get victory laid. 

If everyone already thinks I’m a slut, I guess there’s no point in holding back anymore. Might as well try …

Nope. That rationale didn’t quite land for her. The reason she didn’t want to have sex had nothing to do with her reputation and everything to do with how terrifying sex seemed. 

Period. 

Using Chris’s body as a shield, she almost managed to slip past the busy reporters all the way to the front gates of the colossal stadium before she heard Eugene shouting after her. “Ms. McCloud! Some claim your interracial relationship is direct proof that you are, in fact, the Antichrist as Reverend Dean has claimed more than once. Your response?” 

Prude, slut, Antichrist—any other labels people wanted to brand her with?

Her patience snapped. She hadn’t expected it to, but it did, just like the flick of a switch. She whirled around and met Eugene Thornton’s eyes. “Is there a single thing I could say to change people’s mind about that?” 

She felt Chris’s hand on her arm, trying to get her to turn back around and walk away, but she shook him off. 

Whether Eugene was speechless because he hadn’t expected her to respond or because a strange and sudden change of weather was occurring above their heads, with clouds appearing out of the clear blue to block the afternoon sun, Jess would never be sure. At the time, however, she was only vaguely aware of the rapidly darkening sky as she focused all her pent-up wrath through her gaze, squarely at Eugene. 

THOU SHALT NOT SMITE!

I’ll do my best.

NOT REASSURING.

Don’t care.

“Well,” Eugene croaked, “I guess you could say that you’re not the Antichrist.”

Jess chuckled dryly. “Fine, I’m not the Antichrist!” She narrowed her eyes as she added, “But isn’t that exactly what the Antichrist would say?”

It was a knee-jerk reaction born from a simmering rage that had been building all week, the same rage that had boiled over and resulted in the obliteration of Greg’s water bottle earlier that afternoon. And sure, it obviously wasn’t the best choice of words, but someone would have raised that point before long anyway.

Because as she’d learned during her single visit to White Light Church, no matter what, people would believe what they wanted to believe, even if it didn’t make any goddamn sense at all.

A sudden ache in her lower abdomen yanked her from her nihilism just before Eugene’s follow up question was drowned out by the deafening crack of thunder originating from the dark clouds converging above the stadium. But while the cramping suddenly helped make sense of the abrupt appearance of bad weather, it did nothing to mitigate her burning desire to watch Eugene Thornton inflate and then pop in an explosion of guts, cheap tweed, and eyebrows.

And then, as she caught sight of Maria Flores a few yards behind him and registered the woman’s grimace, she was forced to admit that, firstly, she’d just made one monster of a PR blunder with her response to Eugene. Secondly—and this had nothing to do with Maria and everything to do with the menacing thunder—she needed to hurry to the locker room and hope to her Father that she had a spare tampon somewhere in her equipment bag.

She felt Chris’s hand on her arm again and this time turned to look up at him. Wow. He even looked pretty when he was frantic. “What are you doing?” he hissed urgently, pulling her after him and away from the media. She let him lead her for a few steps before she shook her arm free and followed him through the gate into the stadium. 

By the time they’d crossed in front of the long rows of seats to the locker rooms on the other end, the clouds had almost completely vanished, taking the thunder and lightning with them. In the meantime, Chris didn’t say anything to her, and she was able to head into the woman’s locker room without having to broach the subject of menstruation. 

She dug through her bag and found two tampons in a side pocket. 

Thank you, God!

WASN’T ME. YOU KNOW I DON’T DEAL IN LADY STUFF.

Then thank me, I guess. 

Once she was dressed, she allowed herself a few more minutes of solitude in the girls’ locker room, partly because some deep breathing might help with the jitters and anxiety of unnamed things crawling the walls of her mind, but mostly because it might allow her teammates plenty of time to put on their pants before she went in, hopefully sparing her an eyeful of the usual unsavory penis buffet.

But no amount of waiting was long enough to save her from that, it seemed, and Jess sighed and felt that familiar shiver run down her back when she was greeted by the unspectacular sight of her teammates’ flaccid genitals. 

“Come on, Colton, really?” she scolded, as he stared down at his cell phone, casually texting while his junk swung free.

He looked up from his phone. “Oh, my bad, Jess. One sec.” As he finished composing his message, Jess walked over to the benches at the center of the lockers, where the coaches huddled together to finish discussing their strategy. When Coach Patterson, the special teams coach, spotted her, he perked up. “Oh hey. Um, so that change of weather … Should we expect a rain delay or cancelation?”

She set her jaw and felt her shoulders sag at the reminder. That really was unfortunate timing to start her period. No doubt the video of her comment with dark clouds forming overhead would be used against her in the Antichrist debate. “No,” she said. “It passed. Game should be on, and we’ll win.”

Coach Patterson nodded firmly. “That’s the right attitude there! Hell yes we’re going to win!”

Then he went back into his closed conversation with the other coaches. 

She kept her eyes focused on the floor to avoid seeing any other surprise penises until she felt the bench shake under the weight of someone sitting next to her. She looked up and saw Chris. He appeared to be somewhere in between game focus and boyfriend focus, leaving him staring at her intensely in a way that made her wonder if he even realized who she was. “Don’t talk to the reporters anymore,” he said. 

“What about Maria?”

He paused but showed no other outward signs of thinking. “Yeah, I guess she’s okay. But Jess, that cloud thing …”

“I know. Just bad timing.”

“Why’d that happen?”

She opened her mouth to be honest, then she remembered who she was talking to. Chris didn’t want to know what happened every time she had her period. No guy did. “I don’t know. I guess I just got angry?”

The corner of his mouth turned down in the slightest sign of concern. “Does that happen a lot?” 

“No. This is the first time.”

He nodded, sighed, and gazed over her shoulder at something behind her. “Well, I guess that makes sense. No one wants to be called the Antichrist.”

“No shit,” she said.

That yanked him entirely into boyfriend brain. “Are you mad at me?”

“No. Can we not talk about it anymore, though?”

“Yeah, yeah. Good idea. Head in the game.”

Coach Rex’s speech quickly breezed through any hint of actual strategy and homed in on legacy. 

Will my legacy be that I was the Antichrist? 

Jess wasn’t sure how she was expected to focus on football when all Rex talked about was the way people are remembered once they’re gone. She looked around the room at her teammates and, while she spotted a few whose lives were probably peaking as of the start of this championship game, most of them would obviously go on to do more important things. Would those things be remembered? If she quit football, would anything she did after high school be viewed favorably? Was her ability to kick field goals the last cord that kept anyone loyal to her?

“… And sure, part of your legacy might be making an honest woman out of someone, even if she already has a kid and maybe she doesn’t want to ever get married, or maybe she has a jealous ex,” he paused pensively, and the horrifying recognition of what might really be at the root of this speech hit Jess just before he continued. “But no matter where life takes you, this is where your legacy starts.”

From behind her, Jess heard someone mumble, “Jesus fucking Christ,” and when she turned to see who it was, she saw Eddie standing just behind her, looking petrified. He caught her eye and blanched. “Oh, sorry.”

“No, I get it. Believe me,” she whispered back.

By the time they left the locker room for the pregame warmup, the stands were already starting to fill in with spectators. She didn’t recognize the vast majority, but she supposed since Hillcrest was closer to Midland, these could be mostly their fans. Her suspicions were confirmed when a handful of spectators spotted her jogging out onto the field and started hollering and holding up their signs: 




Hillcrest doesn’t need a miracle to win

Football is a MAN’S game

Kick the kicker’s ass




That seemed unnecessary. What had she done to them? Nothing yet. But if the Mexicans won, what then? She’d unleash a shitstorm on herself, most likely. 

And there it was. A seed that had been hiding deep inside her this whole time. Had God known when He’d given her the spoiler? He might be knowing and all that, but He wasn’t all knowing, so was He still able to see this dark speck in her soul, this kernel of desire to actually lose the state championship so maybe she could catch a break from the madness? 

As she stared out into the crowd, she let her mind play with the possibility, imagined the events unfolding. If the Mooremont Mexicans won, it would draw national media attention, which would, of course, be focused squarely on her, the female phenom, who claimed she was God’s only begotten daughter. She couldn’t imagine that would make her already tricky existence any easier. 

But on the other hand, if they lost … sure, the people most loyal to her would be severely disappointed. Maybe some would even lose faith in her. But then she could just be a normal girl. She’d hoped for it when she was younger, but had given up on it somewhere along the way. Maybe it was still possible. God even said that part of growing up was believing in yourself. What if she believed in her ability to simply live a normal life? Maybe she could get married, settle down, convince Mrs. Mathers that she really was Jessica’s grandmother, and then spend a quiet life working at Mrs. Mathers’ bakery, indulging in yeast rolls and warm croissants.

When she weighed the two outcomes together, the latter was definitely the most enticing. But it still didn’t seem like the right choice. 

What would Jesus do? 

He’d die on the cross after allowing himself to be beaten all the way to Death’s doorstep. No thanks. 

A voice from right behind her said, “Aww shit, that’s brutal,” and she looked back to see Romeo reading the signs in the crowd and shaking his head disapprovingly. He slapped her between her shoulder blades. “Looks like you got ’em scared, McCloud. Good. They should be. They damn well should be.”

 

* * *






As they waited inside the tunnel leading out onto the field, Jess wondered if her heart might explode. She didn’t so much hear the announcer introduce the Mooremont Mexicans as she heard the crowd lose its mind cheering and then felt her teammates behind her start to shove her forward through the tunnel and out toward the massive white sign held taut by the cheerleading squad. Oh no, what if she tripped in front of everyone? What if the sign didn’t tear and they were all injured?

None of that happened, and she was able to sprint onto the field and over to the bench, where she put her back to the crowd as soon as possible but not before seeing Greg eyeing her menacingly from the stands. How had her eyes found him out of the thousands of people there? 

“Hey, boo.”

She turned away from the crowd toward the familiar voice. “Forget about them,” Quentin added. Then he leaned in, and out of habit, she followed her cue and kissed him quickly. She was surprised to find that the act actually did help her nerves and focus, despite the camera flashes that blinded her peripheral vision.

“It’s been fun,” he said as he pulled back slightly.

“Yeah, it actually has.” She felt a small tug inside her chest as he took a single step away.  

The corners of his mouth turned down in a sad smile. “Wish you all the best with Chris.”

“Thanks—”

“But if y’all ever break up, and you need to bang it out with a rebound—”

“God dammit, Quentin.” She rolled her eyes and Quentin stole one more kiss from her before he burst out laughing and dodged out of her arm’s reach.

“Jess,” Chris hollered at her. 

She turned to look at him and mouthed, “Sorry.” Though he’d never admit it, she knew he hated her charade with Quentin. 

He blinked and shook his head slightly. “No, I don’t— Coin toss.” 

“Oh right.”

He waved for her to follow him, and the two of them jogged out toward midfield as co-captains. 

“Head in the game, Jess,” he said from the corner of his mouth as they ran side by side. 

“You’re just jealous,” she teased, trying to break some of the tension she could feel pulsing from him. 

He glanced over at her. “Jealous?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I see the way you look at Quentin. You want him bad.”

A grin broke through for only a second before he stuffed it away again.

The Hillcrest captains were already waiting at midfield, and Jess wondered if they’d been juicing consistently for years or if they’d just hit it heavy in the weeks leading up to this game. 

The two of them glared at Jess scornfully. Why? She hadn’t done anything to them. Were they mad that she existed? They sure looked mad that she existed. 

She wondered, not for the first time, if she’d done something to upset Coach Rex and that’s why he’d decided to make her co-captain for this game or if he actually considered this anything other than a subtle but potent form of punishment. 

Hillcrest won the coin toss and decided to receive, which meant Jess would be the first person to touch the ball to start off. There was no mystery in what would happen when she did, but she still felt adrenaline surge through her extremities as she jogged onto the field with the rest of the special teams.

Meanwhile, Hillcrest seemed in no hurry to take its position on the other side of the field, which meant Jess was left with too much time on her hands to resist glancing into the crowd again. She couldn’t help it; her eyes fell on more homemade signs. Except these weren’t horrible. 




Loud crowd for McCloud!

Kick ass like a girl!

The Mexicans Can!




Everyone she knew was counting on her. The smell of fresh-baked yeast rolls surfaced in her brain, and she had to push it aside. That life wasn’t in the cards for her. But it didn’t stop her from wanting it.

And just as she thought that, she spotted, toward the front of the stands, a sign with a big #7—her jersey number—and underneath it, “It’s good!” But more importantly, below the sign grinned a face Jess could’ve recognized from a mile away. Miranda. Her best friend hated football so much, but here she was. 

A blend of gratitude and guilt clouded Jessica’s vision. Miranda would understand if Jessica just wanted a normal life, right? They could buy houses next door to each other and raise their kids together without anyone bothering them. Jessica’s life would never again accidentally overshadow her best friend’s, and they would finally have time for each other. 

The ref blew the whistle. 

Jess sighed and tried to push that desire from her mind. 

It was game time.
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“We can do this,” shouted Coach Rex at halftime, though it was clear even he was having a difficult time believing it. “Teams have come back from bigger deficits than thirty points down at half.”

“It would take a miracle,” grumbled Colton. 

Then slowly heads began to turn Jess’s way. 

Shit. “What?”

Though no one seemed eager to say it, she knew what they wanted from her. It was something she could give them, too, if only she could convince herself she wanted it. 

Sacrifice is the worst.

DUH. IF IT WAS FUN, IT WOULDN’T BE SACRIFICE. 

Everyone was still looking at her. Damn. The impulse to pass along the divine spoiler was immediately stomped upon by the fear that maybe she wouldn’t be able to change her own mind about what she wanted. Maybe they would end up losing. And it would be all her fault. “I can kick as many field goals as you need,” she said lamely. It was the one thing not even her own unfortunate reluctance could manage to derail. 

Quentin’s wide-eyed expression made it clear that what he was about to say might cross a line. “But can you … you know.” He glanced up toward the ceiling. 

She felt her face grow hot under all the attention, and she was about to respond—with what, she hadn’t decided yet—but Chris saved her the trouble. 

“Guys, we can’t just rely on Jess. We’re a team. If we’re really going to ask Jess to call in a favor for our game, we don’t deserve to win.”

A few of the players looked away from her, down toward the floor, properly shamed. Chris had a point. But at the same time …

Shit. Maybe it’s time to grow up. Leap and the net will appear, but only because I put it there and have no reason to believe it will suddenly disappear. Did she have a net? Well, there was Chris, her mom, Miranda and Mrs. Thomas …

She looked around the locker room. 

Quentin would be there for her too. And most likely Colton, Romeo, and Eddie, even after they headed off to college. 

Probably not Jack Dungee. He was kind of a dick.

But Coach Rex and Coach Patterson and Coach Griffin would have her back as usual. All of that was clear enough.

So even if they won the game and the world erupted into a frenzy of chaos and animosity around her, she had no reason to believe that her net would suddenly disappear.

What am I thinking? The world is already in a frenzy of chaos and animosity around me. 

She inhaled deeply and decided to leap and hope that she could pull it together in time to change the outcome in the second half. There were just too many people she didn’t want to let down. 

“We’re going to win.” She said it plainly, without any flair or gusto, but she could immediately feel the mood shift in the circle of musty bodies. “I–I know we’re going to win.” Then she added dryly, “Oh, uh, spoiler alert.”

“All right,” Quentin said slowly, his eyes still glued to Jess. Then, more enthusiastically, “All right!” He clapped his hands together and that seemed to break the spell. Others began to slap their hands together and grunt excitedly, too. 

YOU SHOULD NOT HAVE TOLD THEM.

What?!

THEY’RE GETTING COCKY. YOU SHOULD NOT HAVE TOLD THEM.

But … does this change things?

OH YEAH.

No! But why? Can’t you make it happen anyway?

DUH. BUT COCKINESS DOTH NOT PLEASETH ME. 

What can I do?

GO BACK IN TIME AND UNDO SAYING IT.

Wait. Can I do that?

OF COURSE NOT.

He was being His unhelpful Self again. But she needed to fix this, and fast. So she blurted, “Actually, we might not win.”

The conversation had shifted back to strategy during the span of her conversation with God, and her announcement took a moment to land. 

Chris was the first to respond. “Huh?”

“I just, um, got Word that we might not win.” 

Chris was confused, and understandably so. “You got word … when?”

“Just now. He said don’t get cocky.”

Eddie tilted his head to the side. “He … ?”

“Dammit. God. God just told me that he doesn’t like it when people get cocky and you guys seemed to get cocky when I told you we’d win.”

“Shit, is He going to smite us all?” asked Romeo, ducking down and shielding the top of his head with his arms.

Jess closed her eyes and held out her hands to calm the room. “No, he’s not going to smite anyone. Just, um, just go out there and play your best and maybe we’ll win.”

“I’m so confused,” Eddie whimpered. 

“So let me get this straight,” said Quentin, “we should just do what we were going to do in the first place?”

“Exactly!” Finally someone got it.

“O-kay,” said Coach Rex slowly. “Well, on that note, we better get back on the field.”

The crowd cheered deafeningly as the Mexicans headed out again after halftime, and Jessica was surprised by how much the support actually buoyed her dampened spirits. She had to find a way to make herself want to win. Was such a thing possible, consciously changing what you wanted? 

Her eyes found Greg again in the crowd. He looked satisfied, no doubt because of the atrocious score. A Mooremont loss would only validate his own beliefs, or lack thereof. 

It might actually be worth throwing the rest of my life into chaos if I can wipe that smug grin off his face, she thought.

She jogged over to the Mooremont bench, which was closest to the parking lot, and that’s when she noticed the small group of adults gathered outside the gate behind the end zone, wearing white and holding up signs as they chanted words that Jessica couldn’t make out from this distance through the crowd noise. 

Jimmy, with his slender frame and distinctive swagger, was easy enough to pick out among the white blob. Even from this distance, he was handsome for his age and radiated charisma that left her wishing she could still like him, that he hadn’t gone so far out of his way to leave her no choice but to be his enemy.

The parking lot’s automatic lights switched on above them as the sun finally dipped far enough below the horizon to trigger it, and Jess groaned as Jimmy paused in his pacing to extend his arms up to the heavens and declare who-knew-what. Jimmy was an opportunist, if nothing else, and the dramatic lighting punctuated his statement, whatever it was. Jess hoped it was something in Latin, so that only his followers might understand it.  

If she convinced the world she was just a normal girl with a talent at kicking field goals, wouldn’t that completely ruin Jimmy’s claim to piety? Maybe not entirely, but she suspected it would cause him real problems, which was definitely a con for winning. 

Chris stepped between her and the protestors, blocking out not only the sight of Jimmy and his posse, but also the light under which they all stood. Her eyes rapidly adjusted as she looked up at him, his face in shadows, silhouette backlit to create a fuzzy aura around him. “Fuck ’em,” he said. 

“Yeah. Okay.”

He put his arm around her shoulder, and she didn’t even mind that it might raise questions. It felt amazing to be so near to him. 

Fuck ’em.

Romeo was able to run the kick-off back to the thirty, which gave them decent field position to start the second half. 

“Go get it,” she said to Chris as he pulled on his helmet and jogged out onto the field. 

Please, God, don’t let this be an interception.

SINCE YOU ASKED NICELY.

Perhaps Jess’s halftime talk had done more than simply confuse everyone. Coach Rex, at least, seemed to feel confident enough in his play calling, because first down was a Hail Mary toward the end zone. The ball left Chris’s hand in a perfect spiral, and Jess could feel the air sucked from the stadium as the crowd held its breath.

Quentin caught the ball on the Hillcrest two, and his momentum carried him in for a touchdown.

The crowd exploded with shock and jubilation. 

Jess wanted to celebrate, but she felt dirty. 

You didn’t have to do that.

OBVIOUSLY. 

But Chris can do it by himself. He doesn’t need your intervention. 

AGREE TO DISAGREE.

Jess plastered a smile on her face so that no one would guess what she was actually feeling, which fell somewhere between crushing guilt and exhilaration.

Don’t you have better things to do?

SURPRISINGLY, NO.

Jess sighed and jogged over to Coach Rex just as the offense came off the field to make way for the kicking unit. 

“Go for two,” she shouted to him above the roar of the crowd, holding up two fingers.

He looked at her like she’d just spoken in tongues. Then he nodded. “If you say so.”

He held up two fingers to Chris who appeared stunned but turned around and barked orders at the offense to line up. 

Fine. Chris needs your help. I’m humbled by Your glory. Whatever. Please let this work.

IT ALMOST SEEMS LIKE YOU WANT TO WIN.

It almost feels that way, too.

When the ball was hiked to Chris, he handed it off to Romeo who easily ran it in for two. 

Rex turned to Jessica and gave her a big thumbs up. She smiled back at him. 

Yep, this felt like cheating.

Chris jogged off the field and headed straight to Jess. 

“That was you.” Not a question. But not an accusation either, so that was good.

“What was me?” she asked, then she jogged onto the field to kick off before he had a chance to respond.

When she came back, Chris picked up the conversation where it’d left off. “It felt different. I was aiming for Jordan on that first pass, not Quentin. The ball came out of my hand the wrong way.”

She risked a glance up at him. “Are you mad?”

“What? Hell no. That was awesome.”

“Oh. Okay.” She returned her gaze to the field before turning back toward him. “Do you think I should keep asking for help?”

“Uh, we’re down twenty-two points. Yeah, you should keep asking for help.”

“It’s not … I don’t know, cheating?” 

He opened his mouth, then shut it again before speaking. 

Hillcrest ran the ball for twelve on their first down. 

“No,” he said, “definitely not cheating. God makes the rules, so there’s no way He can break them, right?”

I LIKE THE WAY HE THINKS.

Hillcrest ran the ball again, but this time Marcus Mason, the biggest defensive lineman on the Mexicans, flattened the poor running back when he hit the line of scrimmage. 

“Oh shit!” Quentin hollered from nearby. 

Oh shit indeed. 

The clock stopped as the ref blew the whistle and motioned for the trainers to come onto the field. 

“He’s fine, right?” Chris asked hesitantly.

HE’LL SURVIVE.

“He’ll survive,” Jess replied.

Chris grimaced. “That’s not especially reassuring.”

“Nope. Not at all.”

Once the player was carted off the field, the Hillcrest Hilltoppers lined up for second down. 

Jess was almost afraid to ask for more help. 

But she didn’t need to, or rather, it likely wouldn’t have made a difference what she asked for, because He seemed to get it in His head that Hillcrest was going down. 

When the Hilltopper quarterback released the ball for a long pass on second down, the football lurched forward two feet before dropping straight down to the ground like it’d hit an invisible brick wall. 

Please, could you be a little less obvious? They’re going to think I’m doing this with my Antichrist powers.

DO YOU WANT TO WIN OR NOT?

Yes?

I AM NOT CONVINCED.

Once the refs were able to peel off the layers of defensive linemen from the Hillcrest running back on third down and the punt took a sharp left turn and shot out of bounds, the Mooremont defense and special teams pushed through their confusion to celebrate a good stop. Chris took one last look at Jessica, mumbled, “Here goes,” and headed out onto the field. 

Jess made the mistake of looking over toward where the protestors were gathered and saw that they’d grown in numbers.

By the two-minute warning at the end of the fourth, through a series of ham-fisted divine interventions, the Mooremont Mexicans only trailed the Hillcrest Hilltoppers by two. The Mexicans had the ball with a first and ten from their own eight, only one timeout left, and Jess had a sinking feeling about where God was going with this …

Please help Chris throw for fifty-plus yards.

EH … I DON’T LIKE THAT AS MUCH.

I know what you’re trying to do.

AND THAT IS?

Test me. And test everyone else. 

YOU GOT IT.

Why, though?

SORT OF MY THING. 

Jess couldn’t win this argument. She never won these arguments. And she knew that would never change.

Could you just do this without injuring anyone else?

OF COURSE I CAN. I AM GOD.

Right. But will you?

He didn’t answer, and so she returned her attention to the field, where Chris shouted the count. The center, Jeremy Montgomery, hiked the ball and Chris shuffled back into the pocket, looking downfield. He released it in a single fluid movement, and it sailed beautifully downfield toward Quentin, whose route was perfectly timed. Quentin with his sure hands and laser focus …

The ball dropped right into his palms … just as he tripped over his own laces, lurching, the jolt launching the football right back out of his grasp and out of bounds before he could take a single step with it under his control.

The crowd groaned. 

Jess supposed she should just be grateful that the failure looked natural, although no one would likely accuse her of sabotaging her own team. 

Romeo’s run was stopped cold at the line of scrimmage on second down, and the clock continued to run as the Mexicans hurried to reset for third to avoid using their final timeout. But everyone seemed confused, and by the time they’d reset and the ball was snapped, the clock had run down to ten seconds. 

Third down was at least a quick affair. Chris took three steps back and was immediately sacked on the seven.

Coach Rex managed to call a timeout with five seconds left on the clock. His arms were folded across his chest, and one hand gripped the clipboard while the other he pinched the bridge of his nose. He rotated his head slowly to look over at Jess with a desperation in his eyes that she knew was both an apology and a plea. 

It wasn’t his fault she was put in this position, so she couldn’t be mad at him. He headed over to her and stopped only a couple feet in front, looking at her. “You don’t have to,” he said. 

She sighed. “I know.” She paused as Coach Rex held his breath. Finally, she knew what she wanted, because it was what she wanted to want. She’d make sense of all of it later.

“I want Chris to hold for me.”

“Chris? But we never have the starting QB—”

Jessica groaned quickly as she held up a hand to stop him. “We’re about to win state. I want Chris on the field for it.”

It was clear from the way Rex narrowed his eyes at her that he worried she might be bullshitting him. But then he chuckled, uncrossed his arms, and his shoulders relaxed. “Goddamn.” He took a deep breath and his energy seemed to return. “Goddamn! Okay! Let’s do this!” He started waving his arms wildly as he gave directions for the field goal unit to take the field and for Chris to take Jack’s place holding for Jess. 

The Hilltoppers, some of whom were already beginning their celebrations, didn’t seem sure what to make of the play call. And perhaps rightfully so, considering the Mexicans were lining up for a 111-yard field goal attempt. 

While waiting for the defense to take the field, Chris turned to Jess. His face was red from exertion, his hands were in fists and braced on his hips, and he looked completely exhausted. “You really gonna do this?” he asked.

“Yeah. It’s gonna suck, but I want to win.”

He nodded. “Shit’ll get crazy when this goes through.”

Jess’s laugh came out as a high-pitched squawk. “Have you looked around this place? People I don’t even know sat in their homes and made mean signs about me to bring out here. I have reporters trying to ruin my life and an entire church dedicated to holding me up as an example of how people are no better than pigs. I’d argue that shit is already crazy, Chris.” Maybe it was the adrenaline, but it felt like things were finally coming together… the way two cars traveling in opposite directions came together on a highway when one of them veered over the double yellow line. 

Chris cracked his knuckles nervously.  “You got a point, I guess. So are you ready for it?” 

She laughed, and it felt good in her chest. “Of course I’m not ready.” She thought back to her mother’s advice when they’d first discussed this unfortunate miracle: Wrap that shit up and go to town.

No, not that. The part after that. Jess tried to remember Destinee’s exact words. You don’t get to wait till you’re ready.

“You know,” she added, “besides a few quirks that aren’t much more than party tricks, a direct line to a Father who thinks He’s the center of the universe, and a literally miraculous ability to kick field goals, basically all I get from being who I am is grief. Maybe I could change that later on down the road if I tried, and maybe not. I don’t have control over what everyone else does.

“But I can actually win us a championship right now. That’s something I can control. Maybe it would make all this madness worth it. And maybe not. It doesn’t matter. I don’t think any of this is about me and my life, anyway. So yeah, I’m going to kick the shit out of this ball, watch it sail through the uprights, and let this little world we live in collapse in its own insane bullshit. So the question is, are you ready for it?”

When Chris stared at her blankly, she wondered if she’d finally scared him off by presenting him with perspective on her life. 

“Well shit,” he said. His face was impossible to read, but then he added, “You bet your ass I’m ready for it,” and went down on one knee in front of her, positioning himself for the snap.

The Hilltoppers charged onto the field again, and she took two steps back, one to the side, and waited. 

Then the ball appeared underneath his finger. 

For the record, I’m still mad at You for this test. 

She hit the ball just right—though obviously her form was simply an added bonus—and it shot out from underneath Chris’s finger so quickly that her foot felt sucked forward by the air currents. 

The clock ticked down to zero before the ball finally found its way between the posts and the crowd turned into a mob. A completely frenzied mob.

Jess pulled off her helmet and sighed as Chris stepped in front of her, his helmet already removed as he stared down into her eyes. “Bring on the shitstorm,” he said, and when she smiled, he lowered his lips toward hers, and she met him halfway, wrapping her arms around his neck and closing her eyes against the camera flashes. She’d concede this incriminating picture, which would no doubt appear above headlines about how she was dating two boys—maybe they’d even call her a slut or say something about acorns not falling far from their tree. Those were all later problems. 

She wished she could’ve made out with Chris on the field all night, but they were only allowed a few seconds of solitary bliss before the ground beneath her shook like an earthquake and a tsunami of teammates enveloped them and began tossing her in every direction. 

And as Chris beamed down at her and her teammates chanted McCloud! McCloud!; and as she looked over and saw Destinee, her arms waving wildly as she led the jubilant rush of spectators onto the field; and as she spotted Mooremont students she knew only by face rather than name taunting Jimmy Dean and the other protestors from the White Light Church; one clear idea began to take root in Jessica’s mind:

Life can only get shittier from here.
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It's a Miracle!
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Midway through dragging the straightening iron down a chunk of her ash-brown hair, Jessica McCloud paused to focus on the voice coming through the television in the living room. She recognized the speaker instinctively, despite how long it’d been since she’d last spoken with him in person. Maybe her recognition had to do with the voice belonging to one of the first faces she ever saw. Maybe that was why it was lodged in the recesses of her mind like a piece of spinach between unbrushed teeth. 

A rancid burning smell reminded her of what she was doing. “Shit!” She pulled the iron the rest of the way down the strand and then dodged out of the bathroom and into the dim living room.

The first thing her eyes landed upon was Destinee and Coach Rex on the couch, his arm slung over the back and around her mother’s shoulders, their eyes glued to the television, their after-dinner Dos Equises still nearly full, sweating and forgotten on the TV tray in front of them.

“What’s he doing on the news?” asked Jessica, positioning herself next to the couch to get a better look. 

Destinee shushed her. “Just watch.”

Jimmy’s face grinned from the TV. His teeth looked whiter since the last time she’d seen him, and she suspected that was from no lack of effort on his part. With the money he was now pulling in from his religious enterprise, he could afford the best teeth whitening Midland had to offer, she was sure. His hair, though, looked just the same, slicked back into a perfectly gelled swoop that never moved but somehow also looked natural and like it’d been style by the hand of God Himself. Of course Jessica knew with certainty that wasn’t the case. 

“… And so it seemed there was really only one thing that I, a humble servant of the Lord, could do to put God back in government,” Jimmy said.

“Put God back in government?” Jessica echoed. 

YEAH. NO THANKS.

“Shh!” Destinee hissed. “Listen.”

“So on this glorious Texas day in May, before all of you, many of whom have been loyal members of the White Light congregation for years, I’m officially announcing my candidacy for Mayor of Midland, the godliest city in the godliest state in the greatest country of the world. Thank you.” And just like that, Jessica was nauseated. 

Jimmy was making a play—there was no doubt in her mind about that—but she had absolutely no idea what the play was working toward. 

I should have spent more time learning chess. 

“So is this bad?” Coach Rex asked hesitantly. 

THIS GUY. WHAT AN IDIOT.

Hush!

“Yeah,” Destinee said, “it’s bad.”

Rex nodded slowly like he understood, then said, “So it’s bad because …”

Destinee sighed. “God only knows.” Then it seemed to occur to her what she’d said and she turned to Jessica. “Does he know?”

Do you know why this is bad?

OF COURSE.

Why is it bad?

BECAUSE JIMMY IS THE WORST. 

Could you be more specific? 

SURE YOU WANT ME TO SPOIL THE ENDING FOR YOU?

She thought about the last divine spoiler he’d given her, how it’d left her stomach churning and her heart racing for the duration of the state championship, how she’d developed severe acid reflux in the days following the victory—though perhaps that was more from the fallout of kicking a hundred-yard field goal and kissing two different boys in the course of one evening on what turned out to be a national stage than it was from God’s spoiler. 

Six in one hand, half a dozen in the other, really. 

No. Please don’t. Just let me know if the shit’s about to hit the fan. 

She returned her attention to her mother, who was waiting patiently. Rex seemed concerned. He was still having difficulty adjusting to Jessica’s regular mental lapses while she spoke to her Father. “He said it’s bad because Jimmy is the worst.”

“Amen,” Destinee said. “At least he’s got that right.”

KINDLY REMIND HER OF THE MANY THINGS I GOT RIGHT THE NIGHT WE MET.

Nope. Go away.

TELL HER.

Isn’t one of your commandments about jealousy?

COVETING. AND SHE’S NOT HIS WIFE, THANK ME. BESIDES, THAT DOESN’T APPLY BECAUSE I AM GOD. 

So you keep saying. 

SO YOU KEEP FORGETTING.

I wish. 

Jessica returned to the bathroom to finish her hair and put on a touch of mascara before she left for the night. There were a million ways Jimmy could use politics against her (and she had no doubt that was part of whatever dangerous web he was spinning), but there really wasn’t a point in worrying about it yet, especially when she had more immediate things occupying her mind …

To say she was nervous about attending her first kegger would be a gross understatement akin to saying Jesus had an okay pain tolerance or Moses had a poor sense of direction. Junior year had been such a whirlwind of football, media (mis)management, AP classes, and, whenever she had time, trying to maintain relationships, that parties never quite made it onto her radar. The busyness had served her well, though, when it came to avoiding drama. Sandra and Courtney and even Greg had tried to start it multiple times, prodding her with rumors and admittedly creative accusations to get a rise, but she’d been too preoccupied to ever address the nonsense, so nothing had stuck. Finally her antagonizers gave up on using her as a source of sadistic entertainment and simply began ignoring her, which Jessica much preferred.

A knock on the front door pulled her from her anxious preening, and she heard her mother exchange casual greetings with Chris.

Best not to leave him alone with Destinee and Rex too long, though, so she hurriedly brushed her teeth, grabbed her shoes, and ran out into the living room to meet him. 

“Hey.” He looked her up and down and grinned. “You look… pretty.”

Pretty? She wanted to look hot. But maybe that’s what he meant.  

“Now remember,” Destinee said in a lecturing tone that sounded one-hundred-percent synthetic, “no drunk driving.”

Rex added, “Or tipsy driving.”

Destinee’s head hitched slightly to the side. “Well … Yeah, probably that too. But you don’t want to be a square at the party.”

“Pretty sure God’s got me covered,” Jess said, itching to get out the door so she could, firstly, not have to worry about something embarrassing coming from her mother’s mouth, and secondly, make out with Chris, who she hadn’t seen in a good twenty-four hours since school let out for summer the day before. 

“Be that as it may,” Destinee said, “you can still wind up in a heap of trouble getting caught, even if you don’t hurt nobody.”

“I understand,” Chris said. “You don’t have to worry about it.” 

Destinee nodded, pacified, and Jess took that as her opportunity to herd Chris out the door. 

“Oh wait!” Destinee said before they could even take two steps. “Wait here.” She hurried into the kitchen and then came back out with a twelve-pack of Dos Equis cans. “You don’t want to be the asswipes who show up empty-handed.”

Jess shut her eyes, although, on the scale of embarrassing things Destinee could say or do, encouraging teen drinking was incredibly mild. She sighed and looked at Chris. He didn’t seem embarrassed at all. “Thanks, Mrs. McCloud!” He stepped up and grabbed the case from her, grinning dumbly. 

“Uh,” spoke Rex from the couch, “I hate to be the one to say this…”

Destinee turned toward him. “Then don’t.”

“But the football team has a strict no-alcohol policy.”

She threw her fists onto her hips. “Is it football season?”

“Uh, no. But I mean.”

She waved him off and then turned back to Jessica and Chris. “Go have fun. Tell Colton I said congrats, too.”

“Will do,” Chris said, but Jessica knew it probably wouldn’t happen. From what she’d heard of Colton’s graduation party, everyone from Mooremont and their cousins would be there. Chris and Jessica would be lucky if they even got a word in with Colton the whole night. 

Chris opened the door and headed out toward his truck, and Jess paused when Destinee whispered her name. She turned back to look at her mother, wondering what it could be now. 

“You got your …” Destinee made a ring with the thumb and pointer finger of her right hand and then poked the pointer finger of her left hand through it. 

It took a second, but once Jess realized that her mother was pantomiming rolling a condom on a penis, her eyes darted over to Coach Rex. He squinted, still puzzling over the gesture. Jess shot her mom a harsh look and waved for her to put her hands down. “Yes. You put them in my purse this morning.”

Destinee nodded. “Oh, that’s right. Almost forgot.”

Jess hadn’t forgotten. Not that she would need condoms with Chris. Not yet, at least. Though she didn’t know how much longer the center would hold on that.

She’d hardly set her purse down on the floorboards of the F-350 before Chris grabbed her and pulled her head toward his for a kiss. After almost a year and a half, simply making out with him was still good enough for her. She was about seventy percent sure it was still good enough for him, too. 

When he finally disengaged, he breathed in deeply and said, “I’ve missed you. I almost wish we didn’t have to go to this party so I could have you all to myself.”

Jess laughed. “We better get going. Miranda’s gonna be pissed if we pick her up late again.”

Chris frowned slightly, his brows pinching together as he shook his head. “No, we’re not picking her up.”

“I thought we were.”

“No. I texted her to ask, but she already had a ride. Figured you knew.”

“Oh. With who?”

“Quentin.”

“Quentin Jones.”

“Yep.”

Jessica leaned back in her seat, staring vaguely ahead. “Huh.”

“That’s what I said, too.”

So maybe she hadn’t kept up with Miranda the past few weeks like she should have. She’d have to ask her once they arrived at the party. And speaking of which …

“You ever been to one of Colton’s famous bonfires?” she asked. 

Chris shook his head. “Nope.”

“I don’t know why,” she said hesitantly, “but I’m kind of nervous.”

She’d expected his reply to be the usual confident chuckle, followed by an assurance that he wouldn’t let anything happen, maybe even a demonstrative flex of his biceps. 

But instead, he said, “Yeah, me too.”




CLICK HERE to get the rest of It’s A Miracle! (Jessica Christ, Book 3) from Amazon.com
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