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18 A.G.C.




Jessica had hoped that in graduating high school and moving out on her own, she’d also graduate from plastic-covered furniture. But as she plopped down on her extra-long twin mattress for the first time and felt the stiff crackle of fresh polyurethane underneath her, she knew it was one of the necessary evils of dorm life. Brand-new sheets would come later, but for now she was still surrounded by bags of unpacked Walmart essentials and Destinee and Rex were still lingering around in the tiny space—Destinee worrying her lip as she ran her hand over various surfaces, inspecting who knew what quality and continually finding it wanting and Rex gazing reverently around at the stock furnishings, misty-eyed. 

“Best days of my life,” he said, like Jessica was supposed to understand. But then he pulled back from his reverie and looked directly at her. “Now remember what I told you, Jess. It could be the best four years of your life or the best one year of your life. All depends on the decisions you make.”

During down months between her final day at Mooremont High and move-in day at Texas State University, Rex had spent so much time at the McCloud home, eating almost every meal there and staying over every single night, that Jessica wasn’t sure if he technically lived there or not. At some point during those long, long, long days, Rex had apparently decided to step into the father roll (whether she liked it or not). But as far as Jess was concerned, there wasn’t much point to developing new habits this close to moving away, other than one: learning how to ignore Rex’s fatherly advice.

“You’re here to learn,” he continued, leaning back against the rickety dresser. “You forget that, your grades slip, you party too hard, get …”

Jess spared him saying the word. “Get pregnant?”

Rex nodded. 

Destinee wrapped up her inspection of the body-length mirror and smacked Rex on the arm with the back of her hand. “Please. You think I’d raise a child who didn’t know how to use a damn condom?”

Jessica sighed, wishing she had occasion to ever use a condom, mostly for Chris’s sake. They’d decided immediately and unanimously that no one else needed to know about their little sex problem, and when Jessica had returned home the morning after prom looking freshly manhandled, Destinee had practically thrown a party in her honor, assuming what any good parent would. 

“I mean,” Rex said cautiously, “there are other ways to get pregnant than sex.” He raised his brows significantly. 

Both Destinee and Jess narrowed their eyes at him. What exactly was he implying?

“You mean immaculate conception?” Jess asked. 

Rex shrugged minutely, “It’s happened before, is all I’m saying …” 

Jess gagged. “You know he’s my dad, right? I mean you realize this, right? He’s not going to get me pregnant.”

“And we already been over this,” Destinee added. “It wasn’t rape. I was beyond willing.”

“You know,” Jess said, jumping in, “I really need to unpack and get settled in and check in with Chris.”

“Right,” Destinee said, staying planted where she stood. “You know when the roommate is coming back? I’d like to meet her.”

Jess shrugged. Half of the room had already been set up, the bed made, the walls decorated in a celebrity crush collage that Jess might have appreciated, could her gaze have done anything but home in on the stunning grin and hazel eyes of Jameson Fractal staring back at her from the center of the hodgepodge. The girl’s comforter had big yellow and pink flowers that felt like a congenial assault on Jessica’s retinas. In short, it seemed like her roommate was what everyone thought freshman girls should be. 

“You can meet her next time you visit,” Jess said. It would be a while till Destinee made the drive down to San Marcos again, but the suggestion that she would at some point in the future would suffice to get her moving out the door. 

Jessica rode the elevator back up after a quick good-bye to Destinee and a few more words of wisdom from Rex. (“Trashcan punch may sound like a good time, but it’s roofie central, got that?” Coincidentally, Jessica’s imagination couldn’t concoct a scenario where “trashcan” in the description of anything would make her want to put it in her mouth.)

A strange feeling came over her as she ascended. It was unlike any she’d ever experienced. She tried to name it, and it wasn’t until the elevator doors opened and she stepped into the empty hallway that she realized what it was. She was unattached. Untethered. Separate. An individual. She held out her arms and looked at them. She was a separate entity from everything else. She could spend the day wandering through the woods and no one would be affected, no one would have to know. Her time was unaccounted for. She stood in the hallway, blinking for a solid thirty seconds before a vibration in her back pocket rattled her ass cheek and snapped her out of her revelation. 

It was Chris. She read the text. “Training running long. Won’t make it to lunch. Love you.”

She headed toward her room as she texted him back not to worry and didn’t notice that another human being was occupying the space, sitting quietly with her hands folded in her lap, until Jessica had already made it back to her bed and flopped onto it with a crackle-swish.

“Oh hi,” Jess said, smiling at her new roommate. 

“Jessica McCloud,” the girl breathed, her big round eyes open wide above a small turned up nose. “I’m Leslie. I’m your new roommate.” She jumped up and held out her hand. 

Shaking seemed a little formal for someone Jessica was sure to see naked and hear poop in the near future, but she didn’t want to be rude, so she shook. 

When Leslie returned to sitting on her bed, pulling her feet up underneath her butt, there was no sound of fresh plastic. “I just have to say, when I got the email about who my new roommate would be, and I saw your name, I almost didn’t believe it. I mean, I’d heard you were coming to Texas State, but I thought maybe I’d bump into you on campus once or twice and you wouldn’t know who I was. But now we’re roommates! And you already know my name.”

Jess tried to remember Leslie’s last name from the email she’d received about her over the summer but couldn’t. Bucky? No, that wasn’t a last name. Why did she keep thinking it was Bucky, though? Maybe it was Bucky. Leslie Bucky? No one in their right mind would give a child that name. 

“Do you want to go get lunch?” Leslie continued, grinning. Then she froze as if she’d just remembered. “Oh, you probably already have plans.”

Jessica had never been one to care much about hairstyles, but she had a sudden urge to braid Leslie’s hair. It wasn’t an urge born out of friendship or really anything positive. It was rooted in the fact that Leslie’s hair was the dullest shade of dark brown Jessica had ever seen (not that her own ash brown hair provided much to write home about) and was such a frizz ball, despite somehow also being thin, that it made Jess both uncomfortable and agitated to look at. Really? Your first day on campus and you don’t even bother to manage your hair? 

What was she asking? Oh right. “Yeah, I’m meeting up with my boyfriend for lunch in a bit,” she lied. 

Leslie grinned and nodded slowly. “Right. He’s here too. I bet y’all are happy you get to stay together.”

“Yeah.”

“You think you’ll get married?”

“What?”

Leslie gasped. “I’m so sorry! I’m prying! Oh my God I—” She gasped again and covered her mouth with a flap palm. 

Who the hell is this girl?

“What is it?”

“I’m sorry,” Leslie said, and it sounded like she meant it. 

“For what?”

“For saying the … the G word.”

Jess tried to think of a dirty word that started with G, but couldn’t come up with anything. Gook? That was supposed to be bad. But she was pretty sure Leslie hadn’t said gook. She shook her head vaguely. 

“G-O-D,” Leslie whispered. 

“Oh. God. That’s not a bad word, Leslie. He doesn’t care if you use his name.”

Leslie shifted so her knees were pulled up to her chest. “So it’s true. He’s really … you’re His …”

“Yep.” Jessica knew this would be a thing. She’d done her best to mentally prepare for it, too. A new city with all new people had its strong appeal, but it also meant conversations like this by the boatful. Leslie could prove good practice for those who weren’t as eager to hear what she had to say. 

“Wow. So you can speak to Him?”

“Yep.”

Leslie ducked her head down as she whispered, “Is He here right now?”

“Yes and no,” Jess replied at full volume. “But there’s also no point in whispering.”

“Ah, okay.” Leslie smiled placidly and nodded, though an unfocused look in her eyes hinted that she might not completely understand. “So you can really do all those miracles? The field goals and the resurrections—”

“Yeah, but I don’t do either of those anymore.”

“Right, right. I saw your tweets about it. But I mean”—she leaned forward—“do you still bring people back to life sometimes? You know, privately?”

“No,” Jess said plainly. “I don’t do it publicly or privately. I thought that was pretty clear.”

The girl shrugged. “Well sure, but you never know. I just thought I’d ask.”

You and everyone else.

She tried not to think about all tweets along the lines of: 

.@therealmccloud if u dont wanna tell every1 just DM me the truth 

.@therealmccloud: we all know u brought back jamaal lewis after that car accident quit playin 

.@therealmccloud: I DM u sumthin u gon like ;-) all 9in of it B=====D 

“Yep. Definitely gave up those miracles completely.”

“Well, I guess you did go out with a bang. I mean, if you’re going to stop, you might as well make the last one count.”

What was she …? Oh right. Jimmy’s faked resurrection in White Light Church. People thought she’d done that. And people thought she liked him. And people liked him. 

It was the last bit that boggled her mind the most. She understood people wanting to like Jimmy. Hell, she still wanted to like him. But wanting to like someone and actually being able to stomach a person weren’t always the same thing. 

“Are you sure you can’t get lunch?” 

Jess smiled apologetically. “I really can’t. I need to get some of this stuff in order before I meet up with Chris.”

Leslie jumped up. “Can I help at all?” 

One task jumped to mind immediately, like it’d been spring loaded in Jessica’s subconscious waiting for the perfect moment to launch forward. “Yes. Could you do me a favor and just take down that photo of Jameson Fractal?”

It was clearly not what the girl had been expecting, and the deviation caused her pause before a light went on behind her dulled eyes. “Oh. Oh! Yes. Yes, I’m so sorry. I’m an idiot. I should have known …”

“No, no,” Jess assured her half-heartedly. “It’s fine.”

Leslie hastily ripped his face off of her collage before turning back toward Jess. “Anyone else? Gavin? Garth? Paul? Liam?”

Jessica scanned the collage more closely. She spotted another unwelcome face that wasn’t quite as carved into her psyche as Jameson’s but had to go for what she felt was an equally valid reason. “Is that Ross Hawthorn?” She only recognized him from the old, faded T-shirt Destinee still wore to bed on occasion with the singer’s likeness plastered across the front. Seeing her mother casually sport the face of the man who God had impersonated to knock her up left Jessica deeply disconcerted without fail. Avoiding those unwelcome encounters with that T-shirt had been one of the things she’d looked forward to when she moved away, actually. And now here he was again, grinning back at her, hot as ever, which Jessica found as uncomfortable as ever.

Leslie scrunched up her nose. “Yeah. Is he not allowed either?”

Jess shook her head. “No, he’s definitely not allowed.”

Leslie reached up and grabbed the cutout of his face. “Can I ask why?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

She ripped Ross off the wall. “Okay, anything else?”

“No, that’s all. Thanks Leslie. Let me know how the dining hall food is.” Giving the girl a job seemed like a good idea. Jessica knew it to be the best way to calm the nerves of domesticated dogs, and Leslie seemed closer to that than to a functioning human being. 

“Will do!” She grabbed her wallet, with her student ID proudly displayed behind a soft plastic window, and her key fob, with more keys and dangling keychains than any eighteen-year-old should need. 

Jess fell backward onto her undressed bed as soon as she was alone again and held her phone up above her face, pulling up her ongoing message with her best friend. 

She texted: Just met the new roommate. Call me when you can. You won’t believe it.

She waited for a response, and after two minutes figured she could probably find a better use of her time than staring at the wall where the previous tenant had used a tack to poke holes in the shape of a stubby penis. The dick pointed diagonally up toward a smoke detector that hung out of its dock in the ceiling and beeped red, presumably to alert those who might see it that everything was just A-OK! 

 It was too silent to set up her room. She was sure the quiet wouldn’t last long; she’d been told she was one of the only freshmen in her dorm, so once the sophomores and juniors moved in a couple dates later, she might miss the silence. But for now, it just took the amazing feeling of being on her own and put a sour spin on it. 

She pulled her remote from the clear plastic tub where she’d packed it away and plugged in the TV. The first channel was fuzz, so she scanned until she found the local stations. Without cable, there’d be no Animal Planet, but maybe that was for the best. She could avoid the temptation of staying in her room all day. A blurb for the evening news came on. It might not be a bad idea to get a feel for what happened in Central Texas. It couldn’t be any more boring than what happened in West Texas. 

“The governor’s race heats up as Texas Attorney General Grant investigates both candidates on charges of bribery, libel, and misappropriation of funds. More sunshine in the forecast this week, and beginning tonight, our six-part special: you trust the water you drink, clean your food with, and bathe your children in to be safe, but do you really know what you’re pouring over your skin and putting in your body? New shocking details about what’s in our water supply may have you considering alternatives to tap-water bathing. And lastly, we check in with our affiliate out of Odessa for a shocking update about Texas’s most well-known reverend.”

A picture of Jimmy was only on the screen for half a second before Jess shut off the TV. She remained staring at the black set, though, letting this new information set in. Not the aquaphobia, but the more important bit: She was four hours from home, and it still wasn’t far enough away to forget about Jimmy. Reverend Dean mania wasn’t a localized sickness. That was unfortunate. Maybe she’d brought it with her to central Texas. Who was she kidding? Of course she did. She was patient zero in that regard. A Jimmy-shaped cloud hovered over her wherever she went, now that he’d so firmly established himself in the public eye as her caretaker and she his divine ward. 

A peach pit of loneliness that had been waiting dormant in her chest began to dissolve into her blood stream and spread throughout the rest of her. She supposed people made friends when they were lonely, but she’d never learned how to do that. All her relationships—both good and bad—had been forged as a result of the pressure-cooker of a tiny town she’d grown up in. Force two people to be in close proximity long enough and they bond in one way or another. But that wasn’t the set-up at a school with tens of thousands of students. The only person in close proximity would be Leslie, and Jessica hoped to avoid too much on the bonding front with that one. 

God? You there?

Nothing. 

Well shit, she really was alone. 

She pulled out the old Dell laptop Destinee and Coach Rex had given to her the week before and started it up. She needed someone to talk to, and she already knew who it would be, who would listen to her woes, provide reassurance, and not overreact to Jessica’s complaints. 

She pulled up her email and began typing in the address dthomas@

Her computer did the rest, and she moved to the subject line: Made it!

She rolled her shoulders to release the tension, and then let herself be honest. Her former teacher would understand.
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It had been one of the longest evenings and nights of Jessica’s life, but she’d made it through, because what else was there to do? 

The next morning, Chris was already waiting by the front entrance of the dormitory when she and Leslie walked out. “Couldn’t get in,” he said.

“No worries.” Jessica leaned forward and kissed him out of habit. He placed a large hand on the small of her back and pulled her close—she’d never get used to that; it’d probably always give her butterflies. When she pulled back, she realized they had a rapt audience. “Oh, this is Leslie. Leslie, this is Chris.”

Chris flashed the girl the same smile he used to give to college recruiters he’d just met—confident yet friendly. He added in a little head nod just for good measure, and Jessica saw Leslie’s nostrils flare. No mistaking that signal. 

Well, she couldn’t blame the girl for wanting to bang Chris. And because she wasn’t all that worried about Chris going for someone like Leslie, she let the attraction slide right out of her brain as she grabbed Chris’s hand and he led her down the hill to Commons Dining Hall. 

Figuring out the new process of getting food drained much of Jessica’s energy aquifer that she’d hoped to save for orientation. A hearty breakfast of pancakes, Lucky Charms and Powerade put her back on her feet, though, and by the time they headed over to the student center, Jessica felt like she might actually be excited. 

Whether it was because everyone in the sunny sea of people was wide-eyed and wading through a haze of social survival adrenaline or simply because all of Jessica’s wildest dreams were coming true and she’d finally found a place where no one knew who she was, she couldn’t be certain. But she was able to pass through the crowd, her hand clutching Chris’s so they didn’t get separated, completely unharassed. 

The crowd inside the student center was even more jam-packed than the one outside. Chris, Leslie, and Jessica followed along with the flow of freshmen as they made their way toward the main auditorium for check-in. 

Before long, the only two people Jessica knew became lost in the fray, with Chris heading over to check in at the R-Z table and Leslie lining up for the A-H sign-in, leaving Jessica in a long line for the I-Q last names. 

When she finally made it to the front of the line, a thoroughly makeuped brunette in a pink shirt adorned with glittery Greek letters awaited Jess at the registration table. “Hi! Last name?” the girl said without looking up. 

“McCloud.” 

“Mc…Cloud,” the girl repeated back to herself as she flipped through the roster. When her mechanical pencil hitched above the paper for a split second, Jessica knew she was outed. 

The girl looked up at her and grinned. “Hm,” she remarked, and then crossed off McCloud, Jessica from the roster. She reached beneath the table, grabbed a maroon bag with a gold bobcat head on the side, and offered it.

But when Jessica grabbed the handle, the girl didn’t immediately let go. “You ever thought about going Greek?”

“Uh, no, I hadn’t thought about it.”

It was a lie, of course. Over the summer, going Greek was most of what she overheard her fellow graduates talking about at Gordon’s. From her understanding, going Greek involved a social approval process that she was not likely to get through. It also involved physical violence? That part was still a bit unclear. 

The brunette at the table chuckled. “Well, you’d be a shoo-in if you decided to pledge. Obviously the zetas are the best.” The girl pointed down to her shirt as definitive proof, and when Jess let her eyes follow the girl’s gesture, she noted ZTA stretched tightly across a large, round, high set of knockers. 

“Zetas?” Jessica echoed back.

“Yep! Just like the cartel.” She giggled, like it was something to be proud of, but Jessica’s mind flashed an image of the bullet-riddled body flailing around on the cracked cement of the McCloud driveway. She pushed the garbled memory of Spanish pleas from her brain and did the normal thing: she grinned widely at the girl and said, “Oh, okay.”

“A lot less drugs, though. Ha!”

“Heh.”

“I’m the pledge mistress, so if you decide to go Greek, I’ll totally vouch for you. Name’s Danielle.” She finally let go of the bag once Jessica smiled and put a sufficient amount of energy—which she’d been hoping to save for other more important interactions—into convincingly assuring Danielle that, yes, desperately begging to be part of a prissy cartel sounded like great fun. 

“You’re in Dr. Bell’s seminar group,” Danielle concluded. “I think she’s over there. She’s holding up the sign that says Bell.”

“That makes sense. Thanks.”

“See ya soon, Jessy!”

Jessica quickly turned her back to Danielle so she wouldn’t glimpse Jessica’s irritation at the gross liberty Danielle had taken with her name.

She headed into the crowd and couldn’t put eyes on Chris between when she left the table and when she found the sign with Bell in bold letters. Holding the sign up above the crowd was an incredibly muscular woman who wore a green cardigan like she’d just hunted it and skinned it that morning. 

“Ms. McCloud,” the woman said, still holding the sign in the air. “You’re in my group today. I’m Dr. Bell.”

“Jessica,” she replied before realizing that it was unnecessary. 

“Just waiting for one more person in our small group, then we can break off.”

Jessica clutched her reusable Bobcat bag to her chest and tried to stay out of the way, which was pointless, since everywhere in the crowd was in the way. 

While she was trying not to stare at Dr. Bell’s incredibly muscular forearm that jutted out from her rolled up sleeve, a voice startled her by speaking very close to her ear. “Hi.”

She whirled around to find a round-faced girl staring back at her. “Whoa. Uh, hi.”

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. I just didn’t know if you’d hear me in all this noise.”

“You’re fine,” Jessica assured her. “Are you in this group?”

The girl nodded. “Yeah. You?”

“Yep. Jessica.” She shifted her bag and extended her hand. 

The girl’s smile was apologetic, almost embarrassed. “I know.” They shook. “Judith.”

Small talk. It was something Jessica hadn’t had occasion to practice very often, since most of the people she’d encountered in her life fell into one of two categories: life-long acquaintance or media. The former often didn’t say anything to Jessica when they were in close proximity, because what was there to say? And the latter cut right to the chase. If there was one positive thing about reporters hounding her, it was that at least she never had to think of a conversation starter. 

“So, uh, where are you from?” Jessica asked, hoping that wasn’t prying and feeling for some reason guilty for her lack of knowledge about Judith’s life.

“Utopia.”

“Oh cool.”

Judith pulled her long, black hair around and in front of one of her shoulders, examining the ends quickly before dropping it. “You ever been?”

“Uh. No.”

Judith laughed. “Of course you haven’t. It’s boring as shit. No one wants to go there.” 

Jessica laughed too, though more because she hadn’t expected the honesty. “Sounds like Mooretown,” she replied. 

“San Marcos is already more interesting. For one, it has a movie theater.”

“Really?” Jessica asked earnestly. She hadn’t seen one anywhere yet, but damn it would be nice to live in a town with one. 

Judith was laughing again, and it took a second before Jessica understood why. Then she laughed at herself, too. 

But the chuckles dried up in her throat when her eyes landed on a familiar face and her survival instincts shot a few flares from her chest to her head and then her head shot one right back down into her gut, where it simmered in her stomach acid. 

Courtney Wurst didn’t look away. Clearly she hadn’t left her loathing for Jessica behind in Mooretown. Even from this distance across the auditorium, Jessica was acutely aware of the snarl that turned the corner of Courtney’s lip. She wondered if, at the very same moment, somewhere up in Abilene, Trent was snarling without knowing why. 

Texas State was a big school, though. Not even Courtney could turn the whole student body against Jessica, no matter how much she might try. 

“Alright.” Dr. Bell’s voice cut through Jessica’s silent brooding. “All those with me, let’s go.”

Jessica caught one last look at Courtney, smiled amicably at the girl—because why the hell not?—and followed Dr. Bell out of the auditorium. 
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Jessica stared down in horror at the graded paper as she made her way across campus to the dorm. It was like the adjunct professor’s red pen had ruptured an artery all over her personal essay. Half of the comments made no sense anyway, starting most prominently with the bold lettering across the top, which Professor Stewart had traced over multiple times with his pen, that said, Personal essays should be non-fiction!

She’d have to redo it and beg for her sixty-four to be raised. Maybe partial credit?

One more thing to add to her ever-mounting to-do list. And it was only the second week of classes. 

STAND BY YOUR STORY, DAUGHTER.

And fail the class? Uh, no thanks.

FINE. SEE IF YOU CAN DENY YOUR TRUE STORY. 

She sighed, rolled her eyes, and crammed the essay back in her messenger bag. 

Obviously I can’t. But I can write about things that don’t involve me being your daughter.

OH YES. HOW VERY INTERESTING. I’M SURE YOUR PROFESSOR WILL LOVE THE STORY OF WHEN YOU MISTOOK A STAFF INFECTION FOR BREAST CANCER.

How did you—ugh! Stay out of my inner monologue! 

STOP MAKING YOUR INNER MONOLOGUE SO ENTERTAINING. 

Don’t you have a polar ice cap to melt or something?

NOPE. THOSE PRETTY MUCH MELT ALL ON THEIR OWN NOW.

For being knowing and all that, you sure don’t take a hint. 

I TAKE IT. I JUST CARE NOT.

The AC felt like an ice bath after the stale late-August heat as Jessica entered her dormitory and headed toward the elevator. But she paused, changed directions, and headed for the stairs instead. No one took the stairs, and with the dorms now at capacity with students, the prospect of being sardined in an awkward elevator ride, which for some reason necessitated small talk, was about more than she could handle after the first full five-day week of classes.

Leslie wasn’t around when Jessica walked into their room and flopped onto the lower bunk. She really didn’t have time to flop, considering how much she needed to do, but it was a Friday afternoon, so she allowed herself a moment to indulge. 

Spanish, world literature, government, calculus, cultural anthropology. And then there was University Seminar with Dr. Bell. But luckily that was more group counseling than academics. It totaled to sixteen hours. Was that really all? Sixteen hours of anything a week should be a breeze. She’d spent more time in class each week at Mooremont, but she’d never felt so overwhelmed. 

Before her conscious brain even caught on, her fingertips glided over her phone until Miranda’s number popped up. 

Jessica hadn’t spoken to her friend in almost two weeks outside of a few texts with hours in between each response. She wasn’t necessarily expecting Miranda to answer the phone, but she did.

“Hey! I was just about to call you!”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, I”—someone shouted in the background—“Quentin says hi.”

“Quentin? Quentin Jones?”

“Yep. We’re in the same dorm. I ran into him on campus yest—”Another holler. “No, I’m not asking her that.”

“Asking me what?” said Jessica. 

Miranda laughed. “Nothing.”

“What?” Jess persisted, laughing along without knowing why.

“He asked if you had any Jesus dreams about him lately.”

“Oh god.” But she couldn’t keep from giggling. 

“Got plans tonight?”

Jessica spelled out her name in cursive on the top bunk with the tip of her finger. “No, just a little homework.”

Miranda guffawed, then, “Oh. No. Nooo … Jess. You are not doing homework on a Friday night.”

“I have to. I don’t know when else I’ll get it done if I don’t start tonight.”

Miranda wouldn’t be deterred. “Then don’t get it done.”

“But—“

“Come on, Jess. You really think professors expect freshman to be on top of everything their first month in college?”

“Yes?” Professor Stewart had seemed serious enough with his red pen. “Are you going out?”

“Of course. Quentin heard of a good party he can get into since he’s, you know, Mr. Goldfinger or whatever.”

“Mr. Magic Hands!” he corrected loudly enough for Jessica to hear. 

“Whatever,” Miranda continued. “You know, for some reason I thought people might stop caring about football outside of high school. But nope.”

“Definitely not.” Jessica wasn’t feeling compelled to mention that the Texas State head coach had already tracked her down on campus and practically begged her to come to a practice. 

“Are you at least going to some parties? Meeting new people?” 

Miranda was starting to sound like Destinee now.

“Of course. I’m meeting all kinds of new people.” 

“Signing autographs doesn’t count,” Miranda teased. 

“You know I wouldn’t sign an autograph even if God himself commanded it.”

“Yeah. I could see Him doing that, too.” More chatter in the background, this time a female voice. “Hey, we’re gonna go grab dinner. I’ll call you tomorrow and you better have gone and had some fun!”

Jessica drew her name again on the top bunk, this time with a flourish after the a. “Fine, fine. Be safe. Watch out for guys. So on and so forth.”

“You kidding me? Quentin’s the biggest cock block in the world. He won’t let another guy within twenty feet of me… yes you are, asshole. Make Chris take you to a party tonight. I mean, what’s the use of having a sexy boyfriend if you don’t enjoy it?”

“Good point.” No use telling Miranda that Chris had been acting especially weird and distracted lately and was less likely to want to party than she was. 

They said their goodbyes, and Jess sighed as she set the phone down on the bed next to her. She should at least text Chris and see what he was up to. 

Jessica: Hey, what’s the plan tonight?

Chris: Team meeting. 

Jessica: On a Friday night?

Chris: Yeah, sorry. I can come by after. Will you be at your dorm?

Jessica sighed then responded with, Of course.

Who even knew when “after” would be, though. Ten? Eleven? She’d be asleep by then for sure. 

The door opened and Leslie trotted in, setting her backpack on the desk chair and commencing her already annoying routine of unpacking everything from it and putting it neatly away at the end of each day. Who did that? Why did Leslie have to flaunt her mental energy?

“How was your day?” Leslie asked. 

“Fine. Long.”

“Same. I learned so many cool things today, though. Got any fun plans tonight?”

Jessica felt what little reserve of energy she had left drain from her. “Nope.”

“Oh great!” Leslie said, turning and walking over to lean on the end of the bunk beds. “Me neither. Wanna do dinner?”

Great. Everyone’s going out to party and I get to have dinner with Leslie. 

“Maybe … but I have a lot of homework to do.”

“Psh,” Leslie waved her off then went back to organizing her pens by color. “Only lame-o’s do homework on a Friday.”

Jessica rolled over onto her stomach, pressing her face into the pillow so she couldn’t respond and wondering how long she could stay this way before she passed out. 
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Jessica wasn’t sure which was worse, the nervous glances crawling all over her from the other students in her cultural anthropology class, who undoubtedly wondered if the discussion of polytheistic cultures would cause her to go postal, or the Almighty Peanut Gallery in her skull, who was—surprise surprise—not amused with the professor’s and textbook’s take on the concept. 

IT IS NO FAULT OF MINE THAT HUMANS WERE NOT ABLE TO UNDERSTAND THE CONCEPT OF SUBCONTRACTING. 

Couldn’t you foresee that the angels and demons you contracted out to would be misinterpreted as gods?

YE OF LITTLE FAITH. OF COURSE I COULD. BUT YOU FORGET ABOUT ORIGINAL MISTAKE. IT’S A CONSTANT WILD CARD. IT’S MY ACHILLES HEAL, AS IT WERE. SPEAKING OF ACHILLES THAT ANGEL JERK PROMISED ME HE’D STOP THE WAR, NOT USE IT AS A RESUME PADDER TO HELP HIM LAY WITH WOMEN.

“Jess,” Chris whispered from beside her. 

She snapped out of her conversation with her father and looked at her boyfriend. 

“Can’t you ask Him to let you focus?” Chris whispered. 

“Sure. I can ask him anything. He doesn’t care, though.”

“He does care!” Chris insisted, just above a whisper. 

Her jaw fell open and she didn’t bother shutting it.

Chris shook his head minutely and breathed deeply. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I guess I’m a little stressed.”

From the front of the small classroom, Dr. Garcia paused and her eyes drifted to the back of the classroom where Jessica and Chris sat. “Did you have something to add, Miss… Christ?”

I’m going to kill Jimmy.

“McCloud,” she corrected, not for the first time since she’d been on campus. “And um, yes. I was wondering about the connection between the Egypt’s polytheism and the animism of earlier cultures. How exactly did one evolve”—she ignored the audible gasps from a spattering of students—“into the other? What precipitated it?”

Dr. Garcia’s arched eyebrows gave away her shock that Jessica actually did have something to contribute. 

Yeah, screw you, Professor. Screw all of you for assuming I’m unintelligent.

Jessica beamed politely.

I ALREADY TOLD YOU. ANIMISM WAS MERE STUPIDITY, ANTHROPOMORPHIC POLYTHEISM WAS SUBCONTRACTING.

Nobody asked you.

But as Dr. Garcia began answering the question, Jessica found that she just couldn’t bring herself to pay attention. She was sure whatever answer Dr. Garcia gave was well thought out and a damn good academic guess, but unfortunately, it would be wrong. No cultural anthropologist would ever land on the real answer, and that was a bummer. Jess wasn’t sure if it was a bummer because she would have liked people who spent their whole lives studying one thing to actually get the answer right or because she wished the right answer had more to do with psychology and survival and less to do with God trying to outsource some of His work for a few millennia. 

As they filed out of the classroom, down the cramped hall and into the sunshine, Chris leaned down and kissed Jess. “Team meeting. Gotta head down to Jowers.”

“I can’t even imagine what y’all have left to talk about after so many team meetings.”

Chris shrugged. “You know. It’s football. There’s always something to talk about. Especially with the season opener this weekend.” He made to take a step back and then paused. “I mean, if you’re really curious, you know you can just come with me. Coach Brown would throw a party if I brought you. He might even let me start a game this season.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not gonna happen. Not you starting, but me joining.”

He held his hands up defensively and backed a step away. “Okay, just had to offer.” He lunged forward, stole another kiss, shouted, “Love you!” and headed off to his meeting. 

With two hours until her calculus class, Jess headed back toward her dorm and did the polite thing of pulling out her phone so she didn’t accidentally make eye contact with anyone else. A moment of panic when she saw that she had three missed calls was immediately assuaged when she saw who those calls were from: Jimmy Dean. 

She deleted the voicemails from him without even listening. 

“Repent!” shouted a voice up ahead. The imperative pulled her eyes from her screen as she assumed the shout was intended for her, because they usually were.

But instead, she saw a crowd gathering around the stallion statues in the Quad, blocking the most direct route to her dorm. 

“Repent of your homo sins and He will cleanse you!” the voice shouted again.

This sounded like a whole lot of something Jess wanted nothing to do with.

“Hail Satan!” shouted someone from the crowd. 

Nope. Time to go.

Jessica could sense religious hostility from a mile away … when she didn’t have her head in her phone. She turned to take the alternate route back to Tower and spotted Judith from orientation sitting on a bench not far off. 

Judith smiled and waved and Jess headed over to say hello.

“This your scene?” Judith asked, holding back a smile as she nodded toward the stallions. 

If they hadn’t had Dr. Bell’s freshman seminar together once a week, Jessica might not have realized Judith was being entirely flippant.

“Sheesh. No way. What the hell’s going on over there?”

“Apparently this is pretty typical in the free speech area.”

“Wait.”

Judith nodded understandingly. “Yeah, I know.”

“So where does the free speech area end?” If that was what happened inside it, she wanted to make sure to stay out of it always.

Judith shrugged. “Somewhere between that statue and the entrance to every classroom, I assume.” She leaned back and pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket. “You mind?”

“Nope.”

“Want one?”

Jessica considered it then took another look at the simmering dogmatic hostility at the statue and her mind was made up quickly. “No thanks. Maybe later.”

“Probably a good call.” She scooted over on the bench to make room and Jessica sat. 

“So who are those people on the stallions?”

“Mennonites? Amish? Performance artists? Who knows?”

“They hate gays?”

Judith took a long drag from her cigarette before responding. “They probably love gays too much, if you get my drift. Nothing sets off bigots quite like being the thing they hate.”

Grinning, Jessica wondered if Judith and Mr. Foster would ever get to meet someday. They might become best friends. Or lovers? There might be a suicide pact involved in there somewhere, too. 

“You finish your personal essay for seminar?” Judith asked, changing the subject. 

“No. I did one for writing, though.”

“Of course you did. I’ve already had a personal essay assigned in three different classes. Just turn in the one you’ve already done.”

“It wasn’t any good.”

Judith shrugged. “It’s freshman seminar, though. You think Dr. Bell gives a shit? I guarantee you she does not. She strikes me as someone who understands what actually matters in life and what doesn’t. Plus, she’s teaching something like four classes in the business school this semester. Between that and what I can only assume is like three hours in the gym every day, she probably doesn’t even have time to read our personal essays.

“Besides,” she added, “they’re personal essays. Meaning you can’t get it wrong. Because it’s personal.”

“Professor Stewart might disagree.”

“Oh gross, you have him too? Of course he disagrees. He’s an English professor. They all have sticks up their ass because they couldn’t make it as writers.”

Jessica chuckled. “Maybe so.” She stood. “I’m gonna get out of here before someone over there sees me and wants an opinion.”

“Good thinking. See ya in class.”

Jessica headed back to Tower Hall, and as soon as she made it up the dormitory stairs and into her room, she received an email on her phone and checked to find that it was from Mrs. Thomas. She grabbed a Dr. Pepper from the mini fridge, popped it open, and sat down at her desk to read the email on her laptop. 




Hi Jess!




Great to hear from you. You know, you can call me Dolores now and no one will get mad at you ;-)

I admit I expected you to be too busy studying to email anyone. Hopefully you’re also finding time to make new friends and branch out a bit. Mooretown isn’t exactly a font of opportunity, but San Marcos is a wonderful town. 

I’m sorry to hear about the way Professor Stewart responded to your personal essay. Playing the devil’s advocate a bit, I can see why he might consider it fiction, if he’s an atheist. That doesn’t excuse the rudeness, though, and it definitely doesn’t make you feel less like crap, I’m sure. College campuses are like that, though. Lots of people claiming they’re open-minded so that they don’t actually have to be. The best thing a person can do, I think, is simply to work toward being genuinely open-minded. That’s really why any of us are the way we are, when you think about it. We’re nice because we want to believe others are nice. We’re selfless because we secretly hope others will be more selfless around us (and maybe help us out a little bit as a result). 

You asked for my advice, and while I usually like to let people make their own mistakes, I’ve never been very good about that when it comes to you, so here’s my two cents: branch out a bit. You’ve lived in a small town your whole life. You’ve more or less been forced to subscribe to the same beliefs your whole life. Tinker with other beliefs, dabble with new possibilities, talk with people you would normally avoid. It requires courage to do all those things, but considering you’re one of the most courageous people I’ve ever met, it shouldn’t be too much of a stretch. College is a time for growth and change, and yes, that can even hold true for you-know-who’s only daughter. Don’t feel like you have to be the same person and hold the same beliefs forever just to avoid admitting you might have been wrong before.

And if you get a little courageous momentum, just go talk with Professor Stewart during his office hours. Professors love that, and he’ll be much more likely to listen to your story and possibly bump your grade. 

On this end, everything’s going well. Sandra’s enjoying Tech, I suppose, because I don’t really hear from her, which is more or less what I expected. I wrote Mr. Foster a strong letter of recommendation and now he’s working in Austin, where I suspect he’s a much better fit for school culture. I haven’t spoken to him, but a few of the other teachers have and say he’s quite happy where he is. Or as happy as Mr. Foster can be. 

I have to say, Mooremont isn’t the same without you. And I mean that. I know you didn’t exactly graduate full of love for this place, but I hope someday you’ll realize that your being here improved the school as a whole tremendously. 




All my best,

Dolores




P. S. Let me know how it goes with Prof. Stewart!




The emotion of hearing from Mrs. Thomas—er, Dolores—came as somewhat of a surprise to Jessica, as she felt said emotion acutely just below the sternum in for form of very strong finger jabbing her. Did she miss home? Surely not. Not Mooretown. 

More like Boretown.

She was immediately embarrassed for even thinking that and decided never to say it aloud.

But some of Dolo—screw it, she would always be Mrs. Thomas. Some of Mrs. Thomas’s advice had cut through the nostalgia and reached Jessica’s brain. She supposed she never had explored views other than her own, but that seemed more due to the fact that there was no point in believing anything that fell outside of 1) God exists and 2) He was her Father. Maybe she could tinker with it a bit. If nothing else, it might prove a fun mental exercise to keep her mind off of not having friends. 

God does not exist. She was relieved to know that, while she could never manage to say those words, she still had the ability to think them. How had she not realized that before? 

Well, because she’d never tried it. 

Okay, so maybe Mrs. Thomas was onto something. 

So she shut her eyes and tried it again, this time imagining a world where everything was ruled by happenstance in an eons-long progression from a spontaneous BANG at the center of the universe. 

The thought wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Strange, yes, but not unpleasant.

In a world with no God, things just happened. There was no intrinsic value to them. They were whatever they were. 

And then in the not-so-distant past, humans came along and thought they were real hot shit, assigning meaning to everything and complicating existence tremendously. But before that, everything just lived then died—no sweat! No questioning the purpose of one’s own existence. No pressure to save the United States. No pressure to do anything but drink and eat and screw. And before life, even those things were unnecessary. Everything just floated around, a super chill passenger through time. 

I’M GOING TO STOP YOU THERE. THINGS WERE DEFINITELY NOT CHILL BEFORE I CREATED LIFE. THE UNIVERSE WAS NOTHING BUT VIOLENCE. IT IS STILL MOSTLY VIOLENCE. YOU SHOULD SEE THIS ONE GALAXY THAT’S BEEN LITERALLY SPINNING OUT OF CONTROL. THREE HUNDRED BILLION OUTLYING GALAXIES EATEN UP SO FAR. I MEAN, SHEESH! TALK ABOUT A CLUSTER.

Okay, you win. You’re real. 

Jessica opened her eyes, breathed deep, and stood up from her desk. 

Real annoying.
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I can do this. I’m courageous. Professor Stewart will see things from my point of view. He will believe me.

Jessica had read about affirmations earlier that morning in preparation for a confrontation that she had dreaded for the past forty-eight hours. But she had to have it. She couldn’t let down Mrs. Thomas, who, for whatever reason, was under the delusion that Jessica was courageous. 

But no matter how many times she repeated the affirmations to herself while staring at her reflection in the women’s room mirror of the English building, Jessica didn’t feel any braver or more prepared to handle herself. 

IT’S BECAUSE YOU DON’T BELIEVE IT.

Stop. You and your existence is the reason I’m in this situation to begin with. 

I AGREE … BECAUSE I CREATED YOU. BUT BY ALL MEANS, NEVER THANK ME FOR THAT.

Stop playing the martyr. Besides, I thought we were clear about you never dropping by my brain while I’m in the restroom.

YOU ARE WASHING YOUR HANDS. ARE YOU EMBARRASSED ABOUT THAT?

Now I’m washing my hands, but I could have been on the crapper. 

EXCEPT I KNEW YOU WERE WASHING YOUR HANDS BECAUSE I WAS WATCHING YOU ON THE TOILET AND WAITED UNTIL YOU WERE FINISHED BEFORE MAKING MY PRESENCE KNOWN.

O-kay. You clearly don’t get my rationale behind the bathroom thing. Whatever, we can talk about this later. I have more important things to deal with right now.

She dried her hands and headed for Professor Stewart’s office. 

When she peeked her head through the open door, she half expected to see Mr. Foster sitting there, headphones pumping out soothing nature sounds, maybe a Styrofoam cup of ramen at the edge of his desk with two chopsticks poking up from it like old television antennae. The irrational hope buoyed her spirits for only a moment before Professor Stewart’s stupid plump face and stupid round body tore through the memory. He looked up at her. 

“Can I help you?”

“Hi, Professor. I, uh, I’m in your creative writing class, and I just wanted to talk to you about my personal essay.”

He narrowed his squinty blue eyes at her and cocked his head slightly to the side. “Do you by any chance have it with you? I have four hundred students this semester, so I’m afraid I’m unable to memorize each student’s work.”

“Uh, yeah.” She pulled it hurriedly from her backpack, catching the edge on the zipper and tearing an inch-long rip from the side. She grimaced but tried not to curse, then flattened the paper out and handed it to the adjunct. 

He didn’t look particularly old—perhaps midforties—but he held the paper out at arm’s length to view it before pulling reading glasses from his pocket and slipping those on. Then he was silent as he looked it over. 

And he continued to be silent.

He sure was taking his time. 

Jessica wasn’t sure what she should do. Should she take a seat at the chair opposite him? It seemed like the natural thing, but it also could be something that pushed the professor’s buttons. 

He was still silent. 

She reached for the chair to pull it out and he cleared his throat and looked up at her, so she let her arm drop again to her side. 

“See,” he said, removing his glasses from his face. “This is the problem. And I don’t blame you for this, trust me. Texas public schools aren’t what they used to be. Or ever should have been, really. Meaning they’re shit. And for that reason, I don’t blame you for misunderstanding the assignment, because you were likely not taught what a personal essay actually consists of. I thought I’d made it clear by my comments, but I guess not. A personal essay should be fact. What you’ve presented me with in this essay is fiction.”

He pressed his lips together and she wasn’t sure if it was a smile, a frown, or a grimace. What was she supposed to say?

“Still confused?” he asked after a long silence. “Okay,” he set his glasses back on his nose. “Let’s start here.” He scanned the essay. “So football. That’s what this essay is about, right?”

Jessica nodded. 

“Did you really play high school football?”

“Yes.”

“Okay!” he said encouragingly. “There we go. That part is fact. Now …” He looked back at the paper again. “Did you really win state three years in a row?”

Had this guy lived under a rock? Who in Texas didn’t know about the Mooremont Mexicans’ threepeat?

“Yes …” she said cautiously. 

“Again, great! Congrats, by the way. I understand that’s a big deal down here.”

She didn’t like the way he said down here but mentioning it wouldn’t be in the best interest of her case. 

“You know, when I first moved here, I wouldn’t have accepted a personal essay on sacrifice to include anything about football, but I’ve since adapted my standards—lowered them, some might say. But one thing that’s just never going to fly in a personal essay is miracles. For one, Deus ex machina is just lazy storytelling, but it also completely ignores things like personal responsibility and luck, instead assuming that you’re each ‘blessed’ in one way or another; implying, of course that you’re more favorable to your imagined God than those who enter this world knee-deep in poverty and can never tug free of its grip, dying alone, cold and hungry, on the front steps of a church.”

“I don’t think I’m blessed.” If only Professor Stewart knew the extent of it, he’d realized she was closer to cursed. 

He did a poor, dramatic job of suppressing a smile, tilting his head slightly left. “Of course you don’t. You just think you’re the daughter of God.”

“I took a risk and put myself out there in the essay like you said we—”

“No, you didn’t.” His tone cut. “You’re not even close to putting yourself out there while you hide behind religion, shielding yourself from the apathetic tragedy of the world. And you’ll never understand it until you decide to strip yourself of your emotional crutches and fantasies and privileges and then see if you can hop out of bed in the morning, a smile on your face as you blissfully straighten your hair and wonder what beauty the day will hold just for you.”

She gasped without meaning to and had to resist the urge to stomp her foot, opting instead to ball her hands into fists by her side. “I don’t wake up like that! I don’t think that!” If only he knew how hard she’d struggled to pull herself from her lumpy, jabby mattress each morning and slog over to the dining hall to sit by herself in the darkest corner she could find. How dare he assume she didn’t understand hardship. Sure, she could afford to eat, but so could he, obviously. Who was he to judge her?

“Okay, so that’s not the direction you take it? Fine. Maybe you wake up, think about all the sad, poor children in distant lands and wonder which charity for those poor, spiritually bereft heathens to throw your daddy’s money at.”

Crack!

The glass lamp on his desk exploded and Jessica didn’t even flinch. Professor Stewart sure did, though, before quickly regaining his composure and turning his eyes away from the sound and back onto Jessica. He inspected her for a moment, his puffy lower eyelids crowding upward as his nostrils flared almost imperceptibly.

Jessica spoke slowly so she could control the words coming from her mouth. “I don’t wake up like that either.”

Professor Stewart chuckled softly and humorlessly. “Nice party trick. Not sure how you did it, but it’s well done. Unfortunately only the inarticulate resort to violence, so.” He raised his eyebrows at her to let her fill in the rest. “You can leave now.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice. She spun around, not bothering to snatch the paper back from him, and stormed out of the office, feeling violently misunderstood and hoping he didn’t ask her at some later date to reimburse him for the lamp.

How did this world house so many insufferable people? He was like what Greg would be if left alone to ferment. How did someone as bitter and unlovable as Professor Stewart get to be in a position of power?

He’d called her smiting a party trick. 

A party trick! Idiot must go to some stupid-ass parties if they’re blowing up lamps. I bet no one invites him to parties. He probably has no idea what parties are. 

Then it occurred to her that she never went to parties either. 

Doesn’t matter. I could go to a party if I wanted to. But maybe I will go to a party, and then I’ll be able to tell him that people don’t blow up lamps at parties. What an asswipe. I should have smote him. That’d show him. 

Only it wouldn’t, obviously, because he would have been too smote to be shown much of anything. But it still felt good to think about smiting. Maybe one day she’d actually have cause to do it. Although technically it was murder. Murder so thorough she was pretty sure not even a miracle would be able to bring anyone back from it. 

She stomped across campus, wanting nothing more than to flop onto her bed, pop in her headphones, and listen to David Attenborough’s voice crooning on about apex predators until she fell asleep.

HE’S CHEATING ON HIS WIFE.

Of course he is. He’s a piece of shit. Is that supposed to make me feel better?

I HAD HOPED SO, YES. 

Maybe it would, if everyone wasn’t cheating on everyone else. 

IT GOES WITHOUT SAYING THAT—

Then don’t say it.

LOOK WHO IS SNIPPY TODAY.

I’m sorry. College isn’t panning out to be what I thought it would.

I FORGIVE YOU.

Jessica stopped in her tracks. A small whimper squeaked out from between her lips. 

Was that what I’ve been doing to everyone?

YES.

I feel so dirty now. 

YOU ARE ACTUALLY THE OPPOSITE. YOU HAVE JUST BEEN SCRUBBED CLEAN.

Ew. Please don’t say that again. How have I never experienced that before now?

YOU’VE NEVER APOLOGIZED TO ME BEFORE. 

Really?

ARE YOU QUESTIONING MY MEMORY?

No. Does everyone feel that when you forgive them?

ONLY IF I SCRUB ‘EM REAL GOOD.

Ew. You have to think of a better term for that. Or let’s just drop it.

She did a double take as she walked past a table set up in the quad and the word Christ caught her eye. A clean-cut boy and a well-groomed girl, both around Jessica’s age, stood behind the table, smiling at students as they passed. 

Mrs. Thomas’s email surfaced in her mind. This probably wasn’t what the woman had meant when she said to surround herself with new types of people, but maybe it would work all the same. And it wasn’t like she’d ever spent much time with traditional Christians anyway. And these two looked unbelievably congenial. Clearly more so than Professor Shithead. Though who wasn’t? 

Something inside her resisted the idea of approaching the table, but she figured it was simply her own shyness. Meeting new people took courage. And sure, meeting new people rarely worked out for her, but courage wasn’t all that impressive unless it was in the face of bitter odds. Right? That seemed right. She set her mind and went for it.

But as soon as she stepped up to the table and made eye contact with the brunette girl, whose long hair fell in two loose braids over her shoulders, Jessica discovered an important lesson about being careful where one expends one’s courage. 

The girl’s eyes locked onto Jessica’s face, and there was a moment of clear recognition, like an old friend had appeared from the past, before the warm smile wilted on the girl’s lips. 

The young man next to her finished his conversation with another male student, shook the guy’s hand, saying he’d see him Wednesday, and then turned to jump into the interaction taking place with Jessica. 

Except when he saw her, a squelching noise rose up from deep in his throat, and he swallowed hard before pitching a new smile on his face again like a real champion of the Lord. 

“Well, hello there,” he said, sparing Jessica further awkward silence with Braids. 

“Hi,” Jessica said, already looking for an opportunity to bail on the conversation.

“Is it, uh, are you, um, can we help you?” he finished, grinning determinedly through the stammering. 

Jessica’s chest felt restricted, like it’d petrified at some point in the last thirty seconds and her lungs were just gonna have to learn to deal with it because this was life now. “I was curious what y’all were doing over here.”

“Nothing,” said the girl, her eyes wide like she’d been caught red handed.

The boy chuckled. “Nothing but spreading the word of the Lord, she means.”

There was a small give in her chest, and her lungs managed to expand the slightest bit. She could do this. She could connect with these people. On the fundamental truth of God’s existence, they saw eye-to-eye. She could make it work. “Nice! Sounds like y’all are doing good work.”

At her approval, the girl sniffed abruptly, and some movement seemed to return to her spine. “Yes. Yes, we’re trying.”

“Yeah, that’s great. This whole place is so …” Jess tried to think of the word, but couldn’t. So the boy supplied one for her. 

“Godless?”

“Sure. Um. Except, you know, he pops in and out every so often.”

They thought it was a joke, clearly, so she laughed along with them. 

She was actually making headway. This was a first. She was growing on people. She’d heard stories about some folks growing on other folks, but she’d never experienced the miracle herself. 

“We sure don’t make it easy for Him to stick around,” the boy said. “Josh.” He held out his hand. 

“Jessica.” 

“Yep.”

Jessica’s rib cage gave another inch and she shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Jessica.”

“Sadie,” the girl said, her facade starting to thaw. Jess shook with Sadie, too. 

“So what are you guys doing again?”

“Sign-ups.” Sadie pushed a clipboard across the table toward Jess. “For the CSC. The Christian Student Center.”

Josh added, “You’d be surprised how many people on this campus don’t know it exists.”

Jessica looked down at the sheet. From what she could tell, multiple pages had already been filled out with students’ names, birthdays, phone numbers, emails, dorms, and denominations. Nowhere in the last column did she see White Light or Sumus Omnes Porcos or whatever the hell Jimmy’s congregation called themselves, so maybe these Christians were all right. 

“So I just sign up and you call me, or …?”

When her question was met with silence, she glanced up at Josh and Sadie, who both seemed confused. 

“You want to sign up?” Sadie asked.

“I mean, is that okay?” 

It finally seemed to click for Josh, and he handed Jess a pen. “Of course! We’d love to have you. I mean … yeah! That would be great. Just sign up and we’ll let you know about all our fun social events for students of all denominations to come worship together.”

“Cool.” Jessica began filling out the form, paused at the birthday column, then thought, Screw it, and filled it in. The denomination column presented a problem, though. What denomination was she? No sooner had she asked herself the question than she realized how dumb all this was. 

She wasn’t a Christian, as far as she knew. She didn’t worship her half-brother. That would be weird. And hell, she didn’t actually approve of him lying down and taking a beating like he had, even if it was intended for the souls of all mankind. 

But on the other hand, friends might be nice. 

So she copied down an answer from a Pippa McIntyre a few rows up and wrote, non-denominational. It didn’t seem like that should count, but if other people could get away with it, Jess would give it a go. 

She slid the clipboard back toward Sadie and guessed the girl would pore over the answers the moment Jessica was out of sight. “Great. Thanks,” she said, her eyes staring fixedly into Jess’s eyes like all her attention wasn’t being drawn toward the clipboard. 

“Got any events coming up?” Jessica asked. 

“Oh yeah. We have a prayer meeting and protest next Wednesday.”

That was certainly an intriguing combination. “Oh yeah? What are you protesting?”

“An abortion clinic,” Sadie said, speaking with new conviction.

Jessica was only somewhat sure she even knew what abortion was, and was nowhere near feeling like she had any room to protest it. “Oh. Okay.”

“They’re killing babies,” Josh said gravely. 

“Who’s killing babies?”

“Women. With their abortions.”

“Whoa, really?” That definitely wasn’t what she thought abortion was. “Like a human sacri—” She stopped herself when she realized that that was likely not what it was. “Why would they do that?”

Sadie and Josh glanced at each other with a shared sadness and judgment. “Because,” Sadie said, “they want to sleep around with whomever they choose and have no consequences. They don’t even want to be bothered by using contraceptives—”

“Which are a sin,” Josh added. 

A twitch between Sadie’s eyebrows indicated that she and Josh might not be on the same page about that one. “Well, yes, some say that.” 

Meanwhile, Jessica was struggling to follow along. “Wait, the women can’t use condoms, so they just pop out babies and then kill them?” People were pretty awful, but even still, that seemed a bit much. 

Sadie opened her mouth to respond but paused and looked to Josh for backup. Now they were clearly confused, which meant the jig was up for Jessica; they were about to realize she had no idea what she was talking about. 

“Hey, great talking with y’all. I don’t think I’ll be able to make the prayer protest, but good luck with it!” She turned and snaked through the growing crowd of the Quad, making a quick mental note to google “abortion.” 




* * *






Dead babies and atheists. They were two things she didn’t expect to take up so much mental space in college. The walk uphill to Tower hadn’t accomplished much more than to get her sweaty and angry. There were two types of anger flooding her blood stream, pumping through her heart. The first was vague and had something to do with dead babies and protests and loneliness and contraceptives, but it remained nebulous in her mind. The second was acute and aimed squarely at Professor Stewart. Being the more defined of the two sources, she focused on that one, sharpening her arguments against him to a fine point. 

She flung open the door to her room and the startled expression of Leslie stared back at her, wide-eyed, lips parted, presumably for expedience in case she needed to blow the rape whistle that hung on the wall next above her desk. But once there had been a moment for her brain to downgrade the threat level, she asked, “Everything okay?”

Jessica’s rage surged at such a stupid question, but it wasn’t Leslie’s fault Professor Stewart was a prick. 

“No. I’m just so pissed off I could … I could …” Smite, obviously. But she didn’t want to go there with her roomie. Despite Leslie probably having read about Jessica’s ability to obliterate objects instantaneously, that first-hand mention of her most unfortunate talent would likely only make the girl even more spineless and adoring, and Jessica couldn’t handle that. Not right now. The clear signs of startled prey behavior Leslie exhibited every time Jess so much as swore were indicator enough that if Jessica were to mention smiting, even offhandedly, Leslie might never speak another word. Or she might find a small dark place to hide and never come out again. As tempting as that was during moments when Jessica just wished to be left alone, living with a terrified mute surely had its own disadvantages. Jessica couldn’t think of any off the top of her head, but she was sure some existed. 

“What happened?”

Once Jessica was finished rehashing it—omitting the part about the exploding lamp and the Stepford Christians—Leslie’s expression wasn’t one of annoying adoration but compassion. “That sucks, Jessica.”

For some reason, she hadn’t expected that. “Yeah. Yeah, it does suck.” She allowed herself a deep breath and flopped onto her bed next to the desk chair where Leslie sat. 

Leslie stared down at her from her seat at the desk. “Some people are so scared to be wrong.”

Is she talking about me? 

But then she understood. Leslie meant Professor Stewart. That felt better. “You think that’s his problem?”

Leslie shrugged. “That’s most professors’ problem. They’re paid to know a bunch of stuff and some of them think they’re paid to know everything. But there are some that are cool.”

Jessica thought of Professor Bell. “Yeah, I guess so.” After a moment of silence, she added, “Hey, I had a weird realization today.”

“What’s that?”

“There aren’t any adults in this dorm.”

“Well, technically we’re all adults now.”

“Oh shit.”

Leslie flinched, but powered through. “I get what you’re saying, though.”

“It just seems weird that I’m living with a bunch of people my age, no older adults around, and this place hasn’t, I don’t know, burned to the ground.”

Leslie giggled. “Isn’t it nutso?”

Before she could answer, her phone buzzed in her back pocket and she rolled to the side to pull it out and look at it. She didn’t recognize the number, but it had an Austin area code, so she figured it might be Miranda calling from a different number. 

DON’T ANSWER—

“Hello?”

The voice on the other end was immediately recognizable and definitely not Miranda’s. “I have a favor to ask, but I also have an amazing offer for—”

“God dammit, Jimmy. Lose my number already.”

She pulled the phone from her ear and was about to hang up when Jimmy’s voice, tinny through the speaker, yelled, “Wait! Wait! You won’t regret it!”

I guess it couldn’t hurt to hear him out.

IT ABSOLUTELY CAN. 

But her curiosity was too strong. 

“Fine. Make it quick.”

“Bless you, child. Listen, has Eugene Thornton been a problem for you lately?”

Her initial impulse was a duh, but then she couldn’t think of anything in the recent months that the terrible asswipe had actually done to make her life worse. “Um, I mean, not recently.”

“Eh?” Jimmy said, like she should understand. 

“Get to the point, Jimmy.”

“The point is that you have me to thank for keeping him away from you.”

Uh-oh. Could that be true? God was right. She should have just hung up. This was a trap. 

“You’re welcome,” Jimmy added. “Now I could really use a favor if you want that to continue.”

Of course. “How do I even know it’s you keeping him off my scent?”

“Oh come on, Jess-i-ca,” he said, slipping out of his Church Jimmy voice and into a more abrupt one she hadn’t heard before. “You’re a smart-ish girl. You know Eugene and I have been working together for months now. He scratches my back, I scratch his.”

“Ew. Not an image I needed. But fine. Say you are holding him off. What do you want from me? And if it involves setting foot in that Windex-sponsored church of yours, forget it.”

“Okay, so it’s really not that bad of a place—”

Jessica scoffed. “Ha! Guessed it first try. You need me to visit White Light for some reason. You know I would have to be out of my goddamn mind to go back there after the shit you pulled with that fake resurrection.”

“You sound more and more like your mother every day.” 

She didn’t appreciate the humor. 

IT’S TRUE, THOUGH. 

Not helping. 

“No. The answer is no, Jimmy.”

“But Jessica, I’m so close! I’m almost in a position to allow your message to be heard by the masses!”

“Hear this, Jimmy!” She raised her middle finger toward the phone, then realized her anger was getting the best of her and that gesture wouldn’t be passed along. So she recovered with, “Fuck you,” and hung up. 

There was no point in looking at Leslie right away, because the girl would undoubtedly have her mouth rounded into an annoying O of fear and awe. So Jessica shut her eyes tight, trying to mentally blast away the small ball of hot pain glowing in her skull right between her eyes. 

SAYING NO WAS THE RIGHT THING TO DO.

I know. 

OUTSIDE OF LISTENING TO ME IN THE FIRST PLACE. THAT WOULD HAVE BEEN THE BETTER THING TO DO.

Then how about you use your God powers to help me travel back in time and give it another shot?

I ALREADY DID. THIS WAS YOUR SECOND SHOT. YOU DID THE SAME THING.

Wait. Are you kidding?

THOU SHALT NEVER KNOW.

Jessica sighed and opened her eyes, hoping the visual distraction would help lower the volume of God’s voice in her mind. 

Leslie stared at her, her mouth in an annoying O of fear and awe. 

“Sorry about that,” Jessica said.

“Was that … Jimmy Dean?” She said his name with reverence, too. 

Holy hell! You don’t get to revere everyone, Leslie.

“The one and only. Thank god.”

“Does he call often?”

“He goes in spurts. He gets these big schemes going and then hounds me.”

Leslie nodded like she understood. “Have you ever gone along with one of the schemes?”

“Uh yeah.”

“And they didn’t work out well?”

Jessica chuckled sardonically. “No. They worked out great. For Jimmy. Not so much for me.”

“And what did he want this time?”

Jess shook her head and tried to release some of the tension knotting in her jaw. “I dunno. Something involving going to White Light Church, which he knows I won’t do.”

“If he knew you wouldn’t do it, then why did he ask?”

Jessica felt a shiver travel up her spine, and not the fun forgiveness kind. “I don’t know. I guess he thought he had leverage with Eugene.” She spoke more to herself than to Leslie as she tried to think a few steps ahead in Jimmy’s plan. Why had he asked her if he knew she wouldn’t say yes? Maybe he wasn’t bluffing about sending Eugene after her. Maybe she shouldn’t have told him to screw off. 

“Eugene Thornton?” Leslie asked hesitantly. 

The name pulled Jess out of her own head. “Yeah. Wait, you’ve heard of Eugene Thornton?”

“Yeah. He’s the one that’s been covering all your stories, right?”

Ah, of course. Another asshole Jessica had helped rise to notoriety. “Making them up, but yes.” Then she went for it, filling in the missing pieces of the phone call for Leslie. 

Her roommate listened silently, and once Jess was done, Leslie sighed. “Wow. That’s crazy. But, you know, maybe Jimmy does actually want to help you. Sometimes people are just really bad at showing that they care and—”

“I’m gonna save you the trouble,” Jessica said, holding up a hand. “I know you’re trying to help, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. Jimmy is the worst. I’m pretty sure he’s not the Devil, but it’s entirely possible he’s a demon at this point. Either way, nothing Jimmy does or says is for the advancement of anyone but Jimmy. Period.”

Leslie’s thin lips pressed together in two tight lines and her eyes squinted in a way that made Jessica wonder if she was actually angry. Had she just pissed off her roommate with her honesty?

Well, good. It was about time Leslie understood even a fraction of one percent of the frustration Jessica dealt with on a daily basis, and if she couldn’t handle honesty, that wasn’t Jessica’s problem to fix. 

She rolled onto her side and pulled out her phone to text Chris, who was the only person in the world she wanted to see right then.

“Well, I just think maybe you should cut Jimmy some slack,” Leslie spat after a prolonged silence. “Maybe consider that you could be wrong every once in a while.”

“Huh?” Genuinely confused, having already switched her attention to her phone, Jessica looked back over her shoulder just in time to see Leslie grab the rape whistle off the hook and drape it around her neck, sling her backpack over her shoulder, and march out of the dorm room. 

Maybe she’s never been mad before. She kinda sucks at it.

But she still couldn’t stop thinking about the question Leslie had asked: “If he knew you wouldn’t do it, why did he ask?”

She hoped for her sake, Jimmy had been lying about holding off Eugene, but she didn’t hold much hope of that. She’d probably just managed to make her already hard life even harder, but what else was she supposed to do, go back to White Light and let Jimmy humiliate and crush her for a third time?

Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. Fool me thrice … umm …

FOOL ME THRICE, THOU ART A GOOD MANIPULATOR.

Then I guess Jimmy isn’t a good manipulator.

MY DEAR, SLOW CHILD, HE IS A BETTER MANIPULATOR THAN YOU CAN EVER IMAGINE.

She groaned. So many people found comfort in God. Must be nice.


[image: Image]









“I’m telling you, Jess,” Chris said before shoving another handful of Froot Loops into his mouth, “we’re unstoppable this season. With Harker throwing and Moon, and Staples at wide receiver, there’s just no stopping us.” He swigged from his glass of blue Powerade and swished the liquid around with the cereal before swallowing. “And then Harker leaves at the end of this season, and he’s okay, but once I start playing next year, man. Moon and Staples are gonna set some damn season records, let me tell you.”

Jess nodded along, not bored, but not particularly engaged, since this wasn’t the first time Chris had announced Moon and Staples’ presumptive Nobel Sports Prize. “Sounds like a fun season.”

“I mean, as soon as we break this six-game losing streak, yeah, we’ll be golden.”  

She let her eyes wander over the students wandering in and out of the dining hall. After two months on campus, she was starting to recognize some of the faces, even. 

Following closely behind Dude Who Sits in the Front Row of Cultural Anthropology and Shamelessly Plays on His Phone was a girl whose real name Jessica actually knew. 

“Oh hey, there’s Judith.”

Chris turned in his seat to gawk. “Where?”

As Judith scanned the tables, Jess caught her attention with an arm wave. 

“Oh, the thick Latina?” he asked, turning back around in his chair. “Yeah, I think I have a math class with her, actually.”

When Judith made her way over a few minutes later, full tray in hand, Chris pulled out a chair for her and she sat on the opposite side of the rectangular table from Jessica, next to Chris. 

“’Sup,” Chris offered by way of introduction. “Chris.”

“Judith.”

“We have a math class together.”

Judith grinned. “Oh do we?”

“Yeah. College algebra.”

“Oh cool.”

Chris shoved another handful of Froot Loops into his mouth. “Yep. Super cool.”

He choked on an inhale and covered his mouth as he attempted to hack up the offending morsel. He sucked down more Powerade, and that seemed to help. 

“Are you okay?” Jessica asked her red-faced boyfriend, but she didn’t bother hiding her laughter. 

He nodded adamantly as his face returned to its usual golden tan. 

Judith was grinning subtly, which indicated that the girl was highly amused. “So how many dicks have y’all seen in your dorm so far?”

Chris’s chewing slowed. His eyebrows lifted up toward his hairline as he looked to Jessica. “Is that a thing? Are you seeing a bunch of dicks?”

Jessica laughed. “First of all, I haven’t gone a single year without seeing a bunch of dicks since I started football, so why are you suddenly so worried about it? And second, no. No dicks this semester.”

“Except mine,” Chris assured Judith. “Obviously.”

Judith chuffed. “Obviously.”

“You?” Jessica asked, remembering her manners. “You seen many dicks?”

Judith sipped her orange juice as she nodded. “Yeah. Our dorm is co-ed and has communal showers. I got stuck on the guy’s floor because they had too many women enroll—as usual—and you’d think after their fiftieth shower these dudes would remember to start bringing a towel with them to the bathroom, but no. It’s like living with a bunch of streakers except the novelty has worn off.”

Jessica nodded. “I never could decide which was worse: seeing a dick just sitting still or seeing it limply flopping around.”

Chris jumped in. “Just sitting there is way worse. It just looks sad. And it usually is.”

Judith laughed outright at that. 

Chris nodded at Jess. “She kinda reminds me of Miranda, you know?”

“I guess …” She hadn’t really seen it before. Maybe it was because they were physical opposites with Judith being more stout and sturdy with long, dark hair. 

But once Jessica thought about it, she could definitely see the similarities. 

The conversation moved on to topics not involving genitals, and afterward, once they’d cleaned and ditched their trays and parted ways with Judith, Chris slung his arm lazily around Jessica’s shoulders and they headed in the direction of the cultural anthropology class they had together. 

“Judith is pretty cool,” Chris said. 

“Yeah?” Jess asked casually. 

She could feel his arm muscles clench slightly around her shoulder before he said, “Yeah, I mean, she’s definitely not my type or anything, but she’s cool.”

Jess looked up at him. “Not your type? Who said anything about—”

“I’m just saying, you’re my type. It’s a very specific type.”

“Messiah?”

“Yeah. I mean. No. Like, your body type.”

God love him (literally), but one of Jessica’s favorite things was to watch Chris dig himself out of a hole no one asked him to dig in the first place. “What’s my body type?”

He swallowed hard and focused on her torso. “You know. Lean, average height, not too curvy, but a nice ass.”

“Chris,” she said, trying to keep a poker face, “you just described ninety percent of the student body. Not just the females, either. The entire student body.”

When he didn’t have a response, she finally wrapped an arm around his waist and laughed, and she could feel him relax next to her. “Don’t worry. I know you just want me for my smiting.”

“I mean, as long as it’s not directed at me, yeah, it’s pretty hot.”

“I really like Judith, too,” she added. 

His voice raised slightly as he asked, “Like a lesbo thing?”

“Nope. Not now, not ever.”

“Damn.”

“Demon slut!” shouted a voice from a small crowd of students that they passed. 

Chris’s head jerked toward the crowd and his middle finger shot up in that direction.

“Nah, just let it go,” Jess said. 

“Sorry. Reflex.” He pulled her closer to him as they passed by the free-speech area that was surprisingly vacant. “When was the last time you talked with Miranda?”

Jessica thought about it. Had it really been almost a month? How did time go by so quickly? “I guess a few weeks.”

“I was chatting with her the other day because some Texas State softball girl had heard about her and—doesn’t matter. Anyway, I had hit her up, and she didn’t respond right away because she was in some interview for an award or a scholarship or something for her major.”

“Wait, what?”

“Yeah.” Chris let go of Jess’s shoulder to hold open the door of the social sciences building for her. 

The cool AC felt like ice water poured on her face. “She picked a major?”

Chris threw his arm around her waist. “Yeah. Psychology.”

Her energy seemed to drain out through her feet and she pulled away from Chris and leaned back against the wall, sandwiching her backpack. “I’m such a bad friend.”

Chris chuckled and leaned a shoulder against the wall next to her. “What?”

“Chris, I’m a terrible friend.”

“What the shit are you talking about, Jess?”

It was a suspicion that had long been looming in her mind, and for some reason the fact that she didn’t even know her professed best friend’s major seemed fairly damning evidence. “Did you know she was popular in high school?”

Chris’s brows pinched together, an expression Jess knew meant his brain was recalculating what he thought the conversation was about. “I wouldn’t say she was popular.”

“She was prom queen!”

“Okay, so people liked her, sure.”

“But did you know that before she joined you onstage?”

“Onstage?”

“At prom!”

“Oh.” He turned to lean his full back against the wall. “Yeah, I guess so. I mean, we always sat with a bunch of people in math who seemed to like her. And they’d make plans for the weekend and stuff.”

So that was news to her. “Plans?”

“Yeah, like they’d go out and party and, um …” Jessica almost felt bad asking Chris to strain his memory this hard right before class. “I mean, once I think they went mudding?”

“Mudding?!” She wasn’t sure why the thought of missing out on a bunch of dumb-asses doing donuts in a used up pasture caused her to feel such betrayal. 

Chris clearly didn’t understand either. “Jess. Mudding is stupid. Why are you so upset?”

That line. The “why are you so upset” one. Miranda had explicitly taught Chris to ask it when he didn’t understand. Jess had applauded her best friend at the time for giving Chris such a useful emotional tool, but now the words stung like a knife. 

“Because you knew and I didn’t! How was I the only one who didn’t know Miranda was popular?”

“What, was she supposed to tell you? Was I supposed to tell you?”

“Yes!”

Chris’s eyelids drooped and his lips pressed together in disbelief. “Yeah? And what was I supposed to say? ‘Hey Jess, did you know your best friend doesn’t have people accusing her of being the Antichrist? Isn’t that awesome for her?’”

He let that sink in, and Jessica sighed, feeling her words tangle in her chest until she was finally able to find a loose thread. “I’m a terrible friend. Maybe the worst.”

Chris chuckled. “Whatever. That’s so not true.”

A small group of students walked by and one coughed out, “Satan whore.” 

Chris shut his eyes to keep his focus and Jess simply let it go. “It is true. Miranda’s literally my only friend—”

“Uh, what am I?”

“You’re my boyfriend. Not the same.”

Chris sighed, pushed off the wall, and held up a hand. “Just stop. Whether you are or aren’t a good friend doesn’t matter. You’re God’s daughter. Your job isn’t to win the World’s Best Friend award. It’s the job of those around you to be good friends to you. Anyone who doesn’t realize that has their head up their ass.”

There was just no way that was correct. “That doesn’t even make sense. I’m supposed to be perfect, right? Part of being perfect is being a good friend.”

But she could tell she’d lost Chris halfway through. “Perfect?” he asked incredulously. “Jessica McCloud. You know that’s bullshit. You’re not perfect, and I don’t think you’re supposed to be. And no offense, but I don’t think you’ll ever be.”

She shrugged because she knew he was right, at least about the reality of her imperfection. But she’d be damned if she admitted it aloud. Self-loathing felt like the apt thing to do at the moment. 

“Besides,” he added. “You think Jesus was a great friend to anyone?”

“I … I hadn’t thought about that, I guess.”

“Well I have,” Chris said, surprising her. “He was a lousy friend. You think he remembered Peter’s birthday? You think he made sure to check in with all his disciples and just see how life was treating them? You think he knew all their majors?”

“I don’t think they had—”

“No. He didn’t. He was too busy getting shit done to be a ‘good friend’ or whatever.”

Jess sighed. “And how did that work out for him?”

Chris’s certainty dropped out from under him. “Well, I mean, for the most part—”

Jess moved away from the wall. “We’ve been over this. I’m trying to avoid crucifixion.”

Chris rolled his eyes and followed her as she began down the hallway again. “You know I’d never let that happen to you.”

“I know,” she said. There was never a question in her mind about Chris’s loyalty. 

But Chris wasn’t the one who made decisions about this sort of thing. Her Father was, and he’d been conspicuously silent for the past week.

And as nice as it was to be the only one occupying her cranial cavity, she knew that, in theory, it wasn’t good to have an absent father. And when your father also happened to be in charge of all of creation—or at least claimed to be—the absence could become downright ominous. 

“If it really bothers you, you can just call Miranda and talk to her,” Chris said. “Wouldn’t that fix this problem?”

“Of course not,” she said, pausing outside the classroom. “It’s not that simple.”

Chris scrunched up his nose. “It’s not?”

“No. But it’s fine. Thanksgiving’s only a few weeks away. I’ll see her then and figure it out.”

“Fine. As long as you got a plan, I guess.”

A plan. Ha! When had a plan ever worked out for Jessica McCloud?
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“I’ll start off,” said Coach Rex from the head of the kitchen table. 

Jessica hoped he kept it quick because she didn’t know how much longer she could resist the smell of turkey, gravy, and green bean casserole. 

“I’m thankful to have so many impressive women in my life.” He grinned at each of them—Destinee, Cheyenne, Miranda, and then Jessica—who’d somehow managed to huddle around the small McCloud table that was jam-packed with dishes. 

Destinee took Rex’s hand and smiled at him.

IF THAT ISN’T PANDERING …

I have to agree with you, actually. 

“And I’m also thankful for football,” he added. “And the Cowboys’ win over the Giants last week. Man, that was huge.”

Was that you?

OBVIOUSLY. WHAT CAN I SAY? I LOVE A GOOD HAIL MARY.

When it was clear that Rex had nothing else he was thankful for outside of women and football, Destinee took over. “I’m thankful for everyone being able to come together today.”

The rest of the table nodded, including Jessica, who couldn’t help but wonder who Destinee—or anyone at this table, for that matter—was actually thankful to. Was it God? 

“And I’m thankful for HEB and their ready-made turkeys,” Destinee added. “And ready-made everything, really.”

“Amen!” seconded Cheyenne Forte. 

ONE OF MY BETTER IDEAS.

No. You are not taking credit for HEB’s products. 

AND WHY SHOULDN’T I? I DID CREATE HEB.

Oh yeah? Was that day twenty-nine, or …?

“I got a lot to be thankful for this year,” Cheyenne said, glancing down at her daughter. “I’m thankful for a daughter who can earn her way through college and stay in college. I’m thankful for her softball coaches who support her and Professor McArthur who nominated her for the psychology award.” She leaned forward to get a straight line of sight on Jessica. “And for friends who help keep my daughter on track.”

Jessica felt her cheeks heat and she couldn’t meet Cheyenne’s eyes. She didn’t deserve any of the credit for Miranda’s many successes. Many, many successes. So many successes. 

“You know,” Cheyenne went on, now mostly addressing Destinee, “when I got knocked up, I never thought things would get easier from there. But they have. Getting knocked up turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

As Destinee nodded emphatically through watery eyes, Jess glanced at her best friend. Miranda wore an expression of horror that matched what Jessica was feeling. 

“Oh!” Cheyenne exclaimed. “I almost forgot to say I’m thankful for Miranda’s grades—”

“Okay, Mom. I think we’re good on all that,” Miranda said awkwardly. “Um, my turn.” She fidgeted with the napkin in her lap and Jessica’s eyes crossed a little bit when she got a whiff of the sweet potatoes that were growing colder by the second. What a tragedy.

“I’m thankful for my friends, obviously. And I’m thankful to have a supportive boyfriend …”

That was news to Jess. But if she had been an attentive friend it wouldn’t have been, she was sure. So she hid her shock to mask her shame. She could figure out how to address this with Miranda later.

Only, Destinee didn’t see the same need for subtlety. “You got a boyfriend? Jess didn’t tell me about that. What’s his name?”

Miranda looked down at her empty plate and cleared her throat gently. “Um. It’s Quentin.”

Jessica snapped her mouth shut as quickly as it’d fallen open. It made enough sense, but how had she not known?

Destinee reeled back dramatically, but in her defense, she was already on beer number four. “Quentin? You mean Jess’s fake ex-boyfriend?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. I almost forgot about that,” Miranda said.

“Jones!?” Rex roared like it was an outrage. “You’re dating Quentin Jones?”

Miranda nodded. “Yeah. He’s at UT and we—”

“Did you know about this?” Rex asked Jessica. It sounded like an indictment, like Jessica had perjured herself by knowing and not immediately calling up Rex to notify him.  

She opened her mouth to force out a response that wasn’t a lie but didn’t make her look like the world’s worst friend. But before any sounds could cross the threshold of her lips, Miranda intervened. 

“We haven’t really been telling people. It doesn’t matter. I’m also thankful for my new friends in Austin and my old friends who stick around.” She looked at Jessica and it was a moment before it set in that she was the one Miranda meant. 

“Your turn, baby,” Destinee said. 

“Oh, uh …” She should have spent the time thinking of something good rather than obsessing over everyone else’s. “I’m thankful to Chris for being a good boyfriend. And I’m thankful to, um, Miranda for being a good friend. And I’m thankful to my friends at school.” And then, because she figured no one would believe she had friends at school, she decided to drop in some specifics. “Like Judith, who has helped keep me sane this semester when Chris isn’t around.”

Take that, Miranda! I can make friends, too.

Then immediately:

I’m such a bitch. What’s wrong with me?

She avoided eye contact with everyone else at the table, focusing her eyes on the sweet potatoes instead. “Can we eat now?”

“Good thinking,” Rex said, placing a napkin on his lap. “Don’t want to miss kickoff, so we better get this show on the road.”

The plates began rotating, and Jessica added that to her mental list of things she was grateful for. But she’d hardly gotten a mouthful of turkey and canned cranberry sauce shoveled in her mouth before Cheyenne asked, “So how’d you meet Judith?”

And there was another thing Jessica was grateful for: the time it took to chew through tough turkey skin. She collected herself and had somewhat of an answer by the time she was able to speak again, though she didn’t really understand why Cheyenne cared about Judith. 

Because she cares about you, idiot.

“We met at orientation, actually. And then we have university seminar together every week. She’s really cool. She kind of reminds me of Mr. Foster. But a younger girl version.”

She mentally cringed when she realized she’d compared Judith to Mr. Foster in virtually the same words people used to describe her in relation to her half-brother. 

“Brian Foster?” Rex asked. “God help her if she’s like that guy.”

“Speaking of Mr. Foster,” Jessica said, “I heard he’s in Austin now, Miranda.”

Miranda sipped down some water. “Oh yeah? How’d you find that out?”

“Mrs. Thomas told me.” But as soon as she’d said it, she knew this was not a topic to bring up if she hoped to calmly digest her meal. 

Destinee bristled, as expected. “God damn, baby. You still talk to her?”

“I mean, we email every now and then.”

Cheyenne shared a knowing look with Destinee before saying, “You’d think maybe she’d spend a little more energy on her own daughter, considering.”

“Or that nightmare of a son,” Destinee added. 

Jess almost couldn’t believe it. Well, she could believe Destinee would talk shit about Mrs. Thomas, because it’d always been that way. She’d never known, though, that Cheyenne Forte had such strong feelings. 

She looked at Miranda for backup, but Miranda was focused in on her plate, more so than was required to simply shovel food into a mouth. 

“I mean, it’s not her fault Sandra and Fischer are awful,” Jessica said.

Destinee scoffed. “Whose fault is it then, baby?”

Jessica took that as a challenge. “So if I went and did something dumb in college, that would be your fault?”

Destinee shook her head. “’Course not. Everyone does dumb shit in college from what I understand. But if you’d spent your whole childhood being a little cunt to everyone, that’d for sure be my fault.”

A strip of dark meat fell out of Rex’s open mouth at the word cunt, but it didn’t slow Jessica down. “It’s totally not her fault! She’s given me great advice, and I’m sure she’s given Sandra the same, but Sandra’s just too much of a bitch to listen.”

Destinee didn’t seem deterred. “What advice is she giving you?”

Jessica almost didn’t want to say. But the urgent desire to prove her mother wrong about Mrs. Thomas spurred her on. “She said I’m one of the bravest people she knows and I just need to use that courage to make friends and try new things in college.”

Destinee glanced sideways at Cheyenne, who shrugged minutely. “Yeah, alright,” Destinee said. “I guess that’s solid. At least she recognizes bravery when she sees it.”

“So,” Cheyenne added. “What kinds of new things are you trying?”

It didn’t even cross Jessica’s mind to say, talking to people I don’t know and standing up for myself and ignoring people who shout rude things at me as I pass; all that seemed lame as hell. But outside of those basic things, she hadn’t really followed her former teacher’s advice. 

“Sex, drugs, and rock and roll, obviously,” Miranda said, breaking the tension. 

The adults chuckled, and Jessica let herself chuckle to fit in. 

“Truly her father’s daughter,” Destinee said, standing from the table and heading to the fridge. 

NOT TRUE. POPULAR MUSIC DOES NOT PLEASETH ME.

More a fan of the oldies?

INDEED. MUSIC STOPPED BEING GOOD IN THE NINETIES.

Well, that wasn’t so long a—

THE FIVE HUNDRED AND NINETIES.

Oh.  

YOU SHOULD HAVE HEARD FATHER LUCIAN. THE MAN COULD COMPLETE A FOUR-MINUTE GREGORIAN CHANT WITHOUT PAUSING FOR BREATH.

“Who wants a beer?” Destinee asked, opening the fridge. 

Each person shot a hand into the air. 

“No way I can go into this game sober,” said Rex. “Not a snowball’s chance in hell the Cowboys will pull off a win against the Eagles this season.” He snuck Jess the side-eye and she nodded minutely. 

Just one more week?

FINE. BUT ONLY BECAUSE IT’S THE EAGLES.

She nodded at Rex to look below the table, where she gave him a thumbs up. He shut his eyes and mouthed “Thank you.”

She didn’t bother telling him God did it despite Rex’s desires rather than because of them. 

“You think you’ll ever go back to football?” Cheyenne asked.

What relaxation had settled in at the mention of beer vanished out at the mention of Jessica’s ignored miracle. Apparently no one had informed Miranda’s mom that the topic was taboo. 

“Um. Maybe,” Jessica said, dishing herself another helping of stuffing that she was already too full to eat. 

“Well, for what it’s worth. I think you should. I don’t understand why you gave it up, to be honest.”

“Mom,” Miranda said cautiously. 

“What? It was a miracle! Your purpose in life doesn’t come much clearer than that.”

“I guess I was just tired of the attention,” Jessica said. “Wanted to try something new.”

Miranda jumped in again. “That makes sense to—”

“How’s that working for you?” Cheyenne asked. It didn’t seem accusatory; she genuinely seemed curious. “You staying under the radar there?”

“Yeah,” Jessica said, ignoring the mental montage of religious slurs she heard on a daily basis. “For the most part,” she amended. 

Cheyenne conceded with a shrug of her shoulder. “Well, as long as you’re happy …”

Well, happy wasn’t the word she’d use.

“I bet the pre-game coverage has already started,” Miranda said, folding her napkin and looking at Rex to take the lead.

He did. “Damn! You’re right!” He turned to his live-in girlfriend for permission and Destinee nodded.

“Yeah, might as well get drunk and watch some football.”

But while it got her away from the conversation, Jessica found that she was no longer in the mood to watch football. That chapter of her life was closed, wasn’t it? 

“Hey.” Miranda set a hand on Jessica’s shoulder. “Want to get some air?”

“Definitely.” 

They took their beers and headed out to the back porch, sitting in the same old canvas chairs that had been there for as long as Jessica could remember. They stared out into the neighbor’s backyard, which was just as packed with miscellaneous junk as ever. Nothing changed in Mooretown. But everything seemed to change outside of it. 

“Sorry I didn’t tell you about Quentin,” Miranda said. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want you to know, I just figured I’d see you before long and wanted to tell you in person, I guess.”

“It’s fine. Sorry I’ve been such a shit friend.”

Miranda sat up straight. “What? No you haven’t! I’ve been a shit friend! I go whole weeks without texting you.”

“Uh, I go whole weeks without texting you,” Jessica countered. 

“Hm.” Miranda relaxed back into her chair. “You’re still my best friend, though.”

Jessica swallowed and relaxed back into her chair again. “Same.”

“Even if we don’t talk as much.” Jessica nodded, and Miranda added, “And even if you make new friends.”

When Jessica didn’t respond, Miranda turned toward her. “I know you don’t have many friends at Texas State, Jess. Chris told me.”

“What?” 

Miranda shrugged a shoulder in a sorry-not-sorry way. “I want you to make more friends. It’s important. I won’t be jealous.”

“Don’t you think I want to make more friends, too?” She scoffed and swigged her beer. 

Miranda held up her hands defensively. “I’m just saying. I’ve made new friends at school and it doesn’t make me like you any less. It just makes me a little happier.” She paused. “Chris says Judith is cool.”

“She is.”

“He also wanted me to tell you that he is in no way attracted to her. But he wanted me to leave out the part about him telling me to mention it.”

Jessica grinned. “Right.”

“How’s he doing?”

Jess shrugged. “He’s good. I almost never get to see him during football season. When he’s not at practice, he’s in a team meeting.”

“I know I shouldn’t say this since I’m dating Quentin now, but some of those dudes he was out with last Thursday night were seriously hot.”

Jessica shook her head. “What dudes?”

“The ones in the photos.”

She shook her head slowly again.

Miranda continued cautiously. “On Facebook …? You don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“You know I try to stay off social media when I can.”

“Ah.” Miranda blinked and inhaled deeply. “It was nothing. Just a bunch of dumb college students out at a bar. A shitty one, obviously, if it was eighteen and up.”

Chris hadn’t mentioned anything about a bar, had he? Surely she would have remembered if he’d mentioned going out to a bar. Why didn’t he invite her? What the hell? 

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through the messages from the previous Thursday. 




You say: Want to get dinner in a few?

Chris says: Got plans. Late breakfast tomorrow?

You say: Class at 9:30. 

Chris says: Damn. 

You say: Lunch?

Chris says: Class at 12 and 1:30

Chris says: Gotta go. Love you.




She’d assumed his plans had been football related, but why hadn’t he specified? Why didn’t he want her to go out with him? Could Chris be …? 

Great. Now she had to decide: did she risk being the fool or did she act the part of suspicious girlfriend? 

Finishing off her beer, she realized it was a decision she could make. Fool it was, then. That, at least, was something she knew she was good at.

Push it back! Push it back! Waaaaay back!
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The stadium air was electric. The familiar scent of moist grass and greasy food tickled at memories and sensations Jess had no word for except one that was ogre-like in its simplicity: football. 

Swarms of gnats created shimmering clouds around each giant light, and the cool fall air set the hair on Jessica’s arms on end. 

She wished she hadn’t come. Immediately she knew it was a mistake when her heart’s Pavlovian response left a knot of pre-game excitement in her chest and she thought, Maybe college football wouldn’t be so bad. 

“How about we don’t sit in the student section,” Judith suggested. “Something about being surrounded on all sides by drunks calling for necks to be snapped seems counterintuitive to all survival instinct.”

“Sure. Lead the way.”

It wasn’t difficult to find a seat near the fifty-yard line. Outside of the packed, undulating student section, the stands were practically empty. Jessica supposed most people didn’t bother with early December games when the Bobcats were out of playoff position and the starting quarterback was on a two-game suspension for having sex with an unconscious girl. 

“What’s Chris’s number?” Judith asked, staring down at the field where the home team was warming up. 

“Eight.” Jess pointed. “And you can tell because he’s the one throwing the ball.”

She pressed her lips together, holding back a smile as Judith looked at her, arched a brow then nodded. “Yeah, I deserve that. I swear I understand football …”

“I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

As the teams huddled on the sidelines, Judith said, “I have a confession.”

“Oh no. What?”

But Judith was grinning lopsidedly. “I followed along a little bit with your football career while you were in high school.”

Jessica tried not to let her confusion show. “Huh? Why the hell would you do that?”

Judith shrugged. “I’d heard rumors about you being God’s daughter, and a bunch of the dudes I went to school with made jokes about it—and I did, too, actually—but when it came out that you could kick the everliving piss out of a football, the shit talking pretty much came to a screeching halt, and so I was like, ‘This is amazing.’ Because seeing a girl achieve an athletic feat that no guy could do was, like, it, you know? It was the ultimate way to shut up the critics. Maybe even convert a few people.”

Jessica chuckled dryly. “Yeah, that’s actually why I can do it, I think.”

“I mean, it’s pretty badass. I don’t even like football, but it was almost a relief to see you make those kicks and watch the jaws of so many dumb jocks drop to the floor. And this part might sound crazy, but once they saw you do that, they gave me and a lot of other girls a little more credit, like maybe, just maybe, any one of us could have gone and done something amazing that they considered impossible. Seeing you do something they couldn’t really rattled them, I could tell. It was like they started wondering what other secret abilities females might be hiding.”

“So it gave ’em a good scare,” Jessica said. 

Judith laughed. “Yeah. Seeing it shook them up. It dislodged a piece of plaque from their brain, which I think allowed a little more movement of ideas.”

Jessica was pretty sure that was a good thing. “Huh. Okay.”

The Bobcats were receiving the kickoff and took the field opposite the Stephen F. Austin Lumberjacks. 

“And then some of the girls started to wonder if they couldn’t do a little more than they already were,” Judith added just before the ball became airborne and the shouts of the crowd made it impossible to continue conversation. 

Chris’s first pass was bobbled and dropped by some dummy wide receiver that Jessica learned from the announcers was Brock Houston. The same Brock Houston that Chris had ranted about after each game for the entire season so far. 

“They can’t all be Quentin Jones,” she’d reminded him one late-Sunday-morning breakfast after Brock had bobbled the game-winning pass in the end zone with no one around him. 

“Man, if coach would just let me start and I had Quentin as my wide receiver … That guy just got me. He just read my mind. I didn’t even have to stick to the play call.”

But Quentin was too busy starting at UT and secretly dating Miranda to transfer to Texas State. 

Jess turned to Judith. “Are you dating anyone?”

“Why? Are you asking me out?”

“No, I’m just wondering. I haven’t asked you, and apparently if I don’t ask, people don’t tell me.”

“No, I’m not dating anyone. No point.”

“What do you mean?”

The Bobcats punted the ball on third and nine, and the crowd noise forced the conversation to press pause. 

“Break his fucking neck!” shouted a male student in a neon green sleeveless shirt a few rows down, whose bulky arm muscles were apparently all the warmth he needed. Well, those and probably quarts of alcohol.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Judith said, staring at the shouter. She snuck a guilty side glance at Jessica, who mouthed that it was fine. Judith nodded subtly.

“Listen,” Judith added once the noise subsided, “I don’t mean that there’s no point for you to date Chris. Y’all seem good for one another. I’m just saying there’d be no point for me to date anyone. I hardly even know who I am yet. The odds of me finding the right person for me now and then both of us growing in the same direction over the course of, I dunno, even a year would be miraculous. And when it comes to miracles, I tend to get skipped over.”

“I guess I hadn’t really thought about it like that.”

The thing Jessica had always liked about Chris was that he didn’t really change over time. He was still the same Chris she knew growing up. Granted, he’d outgrown his kindergarten bully stage, but she never held that against him, considering his father had just walked out on the family the summer before.

She briefly imagined her Father walking out on her. 

Man, wouldn’t that be nice?

Totally different situation, though. 

So what if she wanted to grow and change? What if she wanted to experiment with different ideas and meet new people like Mrs. Thomas had suggested? Would Chris change with her, or would be become a cinderblock tied to her ankles? 

By the time the Bobcats got the ball back, Jessica’s mind had settled into the rhythm of the game and Judith was buried deep in her phone. But to her credit, she wasn’t complaining about being there. 

The announcers began discussing the freshman backup quarterback, and Jessica listened intently as they read off some of Chris’s high school stats, including three state championships. And the best part? Jessica wasn’t given an ounce of credit for it. 

Good, Chris deserves this.

One row down from her, two thin, orange girls with board-straight black hair stared up at the picture of Chris on the jumbotron. 

“Uh, yeah, I’d totally do him,” said one in a long-sleeved neon pink shirt. 

“Really?” asked the other, who wore an oversized sweatshirt with tiny jean shorts and generally looked like she was freezing to death. 

“Well, I’d probably wait until he wasn’t the backup anymore, but then, yeah. He wouldn’t stand a chance against me.”

Jessica smacked Judith on the arm to get her attention. “Do you hear this?” she asked, pointing down at the girls. 

“No, what?” Judith whispered, leaning close, eager for the gossip. 

“They’re talking about Chris.”

Jessica tuned in again. 

“Nah girl,” said the one in neon. “Heather said she already did bang him.”

A wave of dizziness rolled through Jessica, scalding the back of her eyes. 

“Uh, I call bullshit on that. Heather couldn’t get laid if she walked naked into a frat house with a gun to her head.”

“I dunno about that. Apparently some dudes dig smart girls. Besides, she’s not the only Delta who says she’s fucked Riley.”

“Oh, I mean, no doubt he’s probably fucking his way around campus. He’s a freshman, after all.” 

The pulse of blood in Jessica’s ears made up her mind for her, and she lifted her right foot to hurdle the row of benches and strangle the girl in the neon pink. 

But a hand grabbed her arm before she could push off, and she whirled around to see Judith staring at her wide-eyed. 

“Let go of me,” Jessica hissed. 

“What are you about to do? Are you about to fight them?”

“No. It won’t be a fight because they won’t get a single hit in.”

“Jess.” Judith’s grip tightened on her bicep. “Come on. They’re just a couple of worthless bimbos.”

“They don’t get to talk about Chris like that! They’re lying!” 

Right? They’re probably lying. Chris wouldn’t do that.

She remembered her conversation with Miranda. Chris was going out to bars without her. Who knew how those unaccounted for nights had unfolded. Had it been a mistake to push that from her mind? Should she have stepped into the role of jealous girlfriend and confronted him about it? It sure felt like it at the moment, especially when she had the budding suspicion her risk of playing the fool had not paid off. 

“So? They get to lie if they want.” Judith shook her head, blinking slowly as her grip on Jessica’s arm remained firm. “You think starting a fight is a great way to stay low profile on campus? Do you know how many journalism majors are lurking around, waiting for a good story to validate their terrible choice of major? Maybe you could fight whoever you wanted in Mooretown, but San Marcos is different. So you gotta be different.”

Jessica inhaled deeply through her nostrils and shut her eyes to regain composure. 

Miranda wouldn’t have stopped me. She would have taken sweatshirt girl all on her own.

“Fine,” Jess conceded, and once she relaxed, Judith waited a few seconds more before releasing her hold. “I won’t kick their ass. But I can’t spend a second more around them if I don’t get to throw at least one punch.”

Judith nodded compassionately. “That’s understandable. Let’s get out of here.”

Jessica led the way out toward the stairs, but not before she heard neon girl add, “Sarah says he has an enormous cock. Wouldn’t mind finding out for myself.”

“Fucking bitch,” Jessica roared. Both girls whipped around to see who’d just shouted, but only the girl in the sweatshirt showed any signs of recognition, and her lips parted in an obvious admission of guilt. 

“Ignore it,” Judith mumbled in Jessica’s ear as she gently pushed her forward.

“Yeah, I heard you, bitch,” Jessica yelled at the girls.

“Ohmagaaah,” said the girl in neon, “are you his sister or something?”

Her smug, amused expression was too much for Jessica to bear. She felt the energy gather in her. Aw hell yes. 

Focusing her eyes on the iPhone in neon girl’s hand, Jessica wrangled the energy and then set it free. She was already grinning when the phone shattered with a plastic crunch, and Jessica didn’t even let the small jet of blood from the girl’s hand dampen her satisfying sense of self-righteousness. 

“What the fuuu …” Judith couldn’t even finish the word as she shoved Jess forward and away from the girls.

As they scrambled out of the stands and toward the ramps leading to the parking lot, Jessica realized how reckless she’d just been. What if she’d missed the phone? She didn’t have any practice with aiming. She could have actually smote the girl. Shitballs. I got lucky. Well, really, neon girl had gotten lucky. 

Midway down the ramps, Jessica’s satisfaction and victory dissolved completely. 

What if that girl wasn’t lying?

Jess gripped the hand railing for balance. 

Would Chris really cheat on her? 

She supposed she couldn’t blame him too much if he did. They’d tried out the sex thing a handful of times since the first failed attempt—always during a major international shitstorm, on the off chance that God would be too preoccupied to notice and intervene. Most recently was when a cyclone ravaged the pacific islands. Chris had rushed over to Jessica’s dorm with a wild look on his face, and thanks to his heads-up text, Jessica had already shooed Leslie from the dorm and was waiting on the bed, naked, when he arrived. 

But it hadn’t worked. 

And then there was the large-scale terrorist attack in Europe only a month before when surely God would have His hands full and not have a spare thought for Jessica getting properly laid. But whether it was because God was onto their schemes or because both Jessica and Chris didn’t feel entirely right about exploiting the tragedy—so much carnage—Chris hadn’t been able to perform that time, either, though both decided that was probably for the best. Who wanted to lose their virginity on a day that would probably become an official international day of mourning a couple years down the road?

There simply wasn’t anything about Chris’s personality that would lead her to believe he would cheat. Except that one thing, the thing that set the two of them apart, the thing that neither of them ever mentioned: he was only human.

The Chris she knew wouldn’t do that to her, though, human or not. Then a thought started to creep into her mind. Maybe she was the one who hadn’t changed. Maybe she was the cinderblock and Chris was the one dragging her around. He had been acting strange, tightly wound, since they’d left Mooretown. What if he’d changed and she just hadn’t realized it because she was still seeing the old him?

The crowd roared excitedly just as she crossed through the gates into the parking lot. She glanced back at the stadium. Things were finally coming into focus for her. 

When exactly had her path diverged from Chris’s? And how the hell hadn’t she seen it sooner?
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In the short span of two games, Chris had made a name for himself on campus, meaning he was being driven harder in practice than ever in addition to it being finals week. Well, almost finals week. 

From Jessica’s understanding, the “dead day” leading into finals had been preserved under the pretense of it being a good opportunity for students to cram a little extra studying into their busy schedules. But when she’d been woken up at seven o’clock that morning from the sound of a body slamming against her dorm room door and had peeked into what used to be the hall but was now a makeshift slip and slide, she understood the real reason it was called dead day. 

It was the day students were most likely to do something insane and get themselves killed. 

So it was no surprise that Chris didn’t have a hard afternoon of studying at Alkek Library scheduled when she’d called him a few hours later to see if he wanted to meet up.

One six-pack of Lone Star later, she was feeling much less concerned about life, and so was Chris apparently, as he dry humped her in the backseat of his truck. Even with a few beers in her, the dry humping could become a little off putting over a long enough span of time, but she couldn’t fault the poor guy. 

At least she knew he was still into her.

Even if he is banging other girls.

No. Chris wouldn’t do that. But maybe …

Her mind was split. She’d hoped the alcohol would put a stop to that, at least for a little while, but it hadn’t done much more than lubricate her imagination, turning her synapses into micro slip and slides upon which images of him dry humping other girls whizzed around freely. 

She had to do something to keep him interested, and luckily she knew just the trick.

She slid her hand between them and beneath the waist of his jeans and he groaned. It wouldn’t take long; Chris had a real hair-trigger, from what she could tell. Of course, she didn’t know if other guys lasted more than thirty seconds past the first skin-to-skin contact, so it was difficult to know with certainty. 

Was his ability to finish quickly a sign of cheating?

Shit. She’d never considered it before.

“Stop,” he said suddenly, grabbing her forearm where it poked out of his pants. 

“What? Why?”

He set his jaw, removed her hand, adjusted his hips, then shifted to give himself some space by the window. 

“Is everything okay?” she asked when he didn’t immediately respond. 

He nodded sharply and hurriedly, swallowing hard. “Yeah, everything’s fine. It’s nothing.”

“No, it’s something.” She reeled in her accusatory tone. The last thing that would coax the truth out of Chris was fear. He’d never been great at hiding the fact that he still wasn’t one-hundred percent sure God wouldn’t smite him for messing around with His daughter. “Chris, you can tell me. You know I’m not going to judge.”

He couldn’t meet her eyes, opting instead to fiddle with the stitching of the seat in front of him. “I know. I just … I’m sure you’ve noticed I’ve been acting strange lately.”

“Uh-huh …” she said patiently as her mind raced through a worst-possible-scenario montage. 

“I’ve wanted to tell to you about it, but I just don’t know what to say.”

Her stomach began boiling over like a vat of scalding acid. “Tell me about what?” Her patience was starting to run thin. She needed reassurance that his hesitancy had nothing to do with her, but the longer he put it off, the more likely it seemed that it was entirely about her. And why not? She was the cause for all his sexual constipation. 

“Lately, it’s just … and I feel so weird telling you this, which is, I dunno, dumb, considering.” He glanced down at her hand that just been crammed into his jeans. “But like, the past few times I’ve, um, you know, I finished, the weirdest things have been happening in my … in my mind. Like strange flashes of—”

“Wait. When did this start?”

“Huh?”

“Since when has this been a problem?”

The interruption of his confession tripped him, but he finally managed, “I guess I noticed it like a week and a half ago. Maybe two weeks.”

Her worst fears were coming true. Chris didn’t even realize what he’d just admitted to. “Oh, well that’s interesting,” she began, trying not to let her anger swell so quickly that she couldn’t carry on this conversation that unfortunately needed to happen, “considering we haven’t messed around in almost two and a half weeks.”

She arched her eyebrows and pressed her lips together, waiting for his excuse, waiting for him to try to cover his tracks. 

But he just stared at her. “Yeah? So?”

“So who the hell have you been finishing with, Chris?”

“What?” It was starting to sink in, if the blood draining from his face was any indication. “No! Wait! I thought you said it wasn’t a sin!”

“Cheating?! How would cheating not be a sin?”

His shoulders relaxed and his wide eyes narrowed into two confused slits. “Wait. What the fuck? You think I’ve been cheating on you?”

Jess was forced to shut her eyes to regroup. “Well you just said …”

“I didn’t say I cheated! Because I didn’t!”

“But you—”

He threw his arms into the air and shouted, “Jerking off, Jess! It’s called jerking off! And you promised me it wasn’t a sin!”

“So you haven’t been—”

“Is jerking off a sin?!” He grabbed her shoulders and scanned her expression for any sign of an answer. 

“Shit, Chris.” She swatted his arms off of her. “No, I think it’s fine.”

He leaned back again, exhausted. “Good. Because when we don’t get to hang out for long stretches, I feel like I’m going to die inside if I don’t give myself some relief. Like, my lower stomach’s just going to bloat up and my balls are—”

“No, it’s fine. I get it.”

He nodded and broke the silence a few moments later with, “Did you really think I would cheat on you?”

“No,” she said quickly. Then, “But I heard some girls at your game talking about, well, they said their friend had slept with you.”

He shook his head confidently, already looking more like the Chris she was comfortable with. “Not true.”

“And they said they knew a lot of girls who had slept with you.”

He shook his head again. “Also not true. Who were these bitches anyway?”

Jessica laughed. “I don’t know. I smote one of their phones, though.” The notion that Chris might have changed, that maybe he’d changed and grown without her even noticing, leaving her in his dust, had kept her from mentioning the little smiting incident before. 

“God damn. No shit?”

“No shit.”

He lunged at her, pinning her down to the seat. “That’s so hot, Jess. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I forgot,” she lied. 

“Man, if I weren’t legit terrified of gizzing, I’d do all kinds of things to you.” He planted a kiss on her neck and then sat back up again. “But I should probably get some studying done.” 

Oh right. The orgasm thing. She should probably inquire into that, since it affected their relationship. 

But when she opened her mouth to ask him to tell her more about it, she realized the window of opportunity for that conversation had already passed them by.

And maybe she didn’t really want to know. 
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It was by no means a white Christmas, but it was about as close to one as Jessica ever hoped for in Mooretown, Texas. It was cold, maybe even below fifty degrees, but the cabin of Chris’s truck was nice and toasty. 

Toasty enough to undress in, hopefully. 

It was a clear day fading into a crisp night, and Jessica snuggled her head into Chris’s warm jacket as they watched the sun go down over the foothills of the Rockies, way off in the distance. 

“Jessica McCloud,” he said, his mouth only an inch above the top of her head so that she could feel his warm breath, “if we can never have sex but can still spend days and evenings like this together for all our years, I’d die a happy dude.”

He kissed the top of her head, and she felt a familiar revving up between her legs. And maybe something in her heart. But mostly her crotch. 

“That being said”—he shifted so that she could stare up into his face—“there are a thousand things I want to do to you tonight.”

That hungry stare. It set her body on fire.  

He started slipping off his bulky down jacket. “Having to spend all day around you and your mom and Coach Rex, not being able to put my hands on you, I thought I was going to explode.”

She tried to think back on the day, but there was a white fog over it. They must have opened presents, right? It was Christmas, so of course they did. What did she get?

Didn’t matter. Chris was losing more bulk by the second, and it would be rude not to keep up. 

“I know we didn’t get to spend a lot of time together during finals,” he continued as he fumbled with his belt, “so I want to make it up to you.”

Finals. Shit. She didn’t even remember taking finals. 

Oh shit! Did I miss all my finals? Holy crap! How did I miss my finals?

Chris was completely unclothed and reached behind her, flicking the clasp of her bra open with deft fingers. 

Something in her mind went, Ahh, okay, while failing to share with the rest of her brain what it had just discovered. But as Chris tasked himself with covering her neck in wet kisses, a knock on the passenger’s side window nudged the rest of her mind into line, and, feeling relieved that she at least didn’t miss all her finals, she grabbed Chris’s coat off the floorboard, shoved her naked boyfriend off of her, and covered up her private bits before rolling down the automatic window. 

“Fancy seeing you here,” she said dryly to her half-brother. “Oh please, don’t give me that look. It’s not my fault you crash naughty dreams. Save your judgment.”

Jesus shrugged. “You don’t know that I was judging.” He leaned to the side to get a peek at Chris. 

Jessica glanced over her shoulder where Chris scrambled to cover himself with his balled up T-shirt before swallowing hard. “Sorry, sir.”

Jesus returned his attention to his little sister. “Fun time’s over in college, Jessica.”

“Uh, maybe you haven’t been following along, but fun time hasn’t even started for me in college.”

“I’m unsurprised. College is full of meanies.”

Jess nodded. “Not arguing with you there. Is that why you’re here? To tell me things I already know?”

“No. Oh, well, actually, yes. But not about meanies. About your purpose in this world.”

Always so serious, that one. It seemed wrong not to do what she could to fluster him. “My purpose? What was that again?”

He stared at her sternly. “To bring peace to the United States.”

“I’ll help,” said Chris from behind her. “I’ll help, Jesus, sir.”

Jesus nodded mercifully. “That’s nice of you. Now Jessica—”

“Yes?”

“You need to get to work. There are plans in motion that could completely devastate the United States if they come to pass.”

“Like what?”

“That is for you to figure out.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I swear to— I don’t even know what I need to fix, but I’m somehow supposed to get to work fixing it?”

“Yes. There is time for you to discover more miracles that will help you on your path, but you need to, you know, actually give a damn. Well, not literally. Although, maybe literally here and there.”

“Oh … my …” Chris’s voice broke in. “I just realized.”

Jessica turned toward him. “Realized what?” 

But he was staring past her, straight at Jesus. “It’s your birthday.”

Jesus shifted uncomfortably. “Well, technically, no—”

Chris was undeterred. “Should I sing ‘Happy Birthday’? Or maybe ‘Away in the Manger’? Or—”

“Nope, no need. We’ll talk later. Bye, Chris.” Jesus snapped his fingers and Chris disappeared in a puff of powdery white, which hovered over the driver’s seat before eventually settling on the T-shirt that had covered Chris’s dong. 

Jesus returned his attention to Jessica. “I hate people singing to me.”

“Even ‘Happy Birthday’?”

“Especially ‘Happy Birthday.’”

Jess nodded. “Same. But now that people actually know when my birthday is, I’d take a ‘Happy Birthday’ over the crap people on YouTube came up with last year.”

Jesus frowned knowingly. “Trust me. It doesn’t get any better for a while. But eventually they’ll completely forget what they’re supposed to be celebrating, and you’ll be forgotten and can be left alone again.”

“How long does that take?”

He shrugged. “A thousand years if you’re lucky.”

“A thousand …! I’ll be dead by then.”

He chuckled. “We should hope so. But listen, it could be a lot sooner before they stop even worrying about your real birthday and start celebrating it whenever suits their vacation time.” He leaned an elbow on the window and lowered his voice, which Jessica didn’t understand, given the circumstance. “You want to know a secret?”

“Um …” She gave the question serious thought, because Jesus secrets seemed a big deal. “No.”

“My birthday isn’t in December.”

“Okay.”

“You want to know when it is?”

“Nope.”

“The first day in April.”

“April first?”

He nodded and cocked an eyebrow at her. “Pisces.”

“Then why does everyone celebrate it in December?”

He straightened up. “A million different reasons, but I think the pagans had a role to play. They always did throw the best parties. Bless those poor suckers.

“The point is that you’ll eventually get to celebrate your birthday in peace.”

“But I’ll probably be dead by then, right?”

He chuckled. “Oh yeah.”

“So how did you deal with it each year?”

He gazed up at the space above her head as his eyes glazed over with memory. Then finally he said, “Nobody really cared about it.” He refocused on her. “Until the end, that is. Then they kept pestering me about it, you know, when it was clear I was doomed and they figured they should pull together some of the stories. But by that time, we all kind of knew the score, and they weren’t happy when I told them it was the day after I was gonna be, well, you know … crucified.”

“Oof, yeah. That’s awkward.”

“Tell me about it. They felt pretty bad, so Peter threw me a nice birthday dinner ahead of time. Great bunch of guys. I tell ya. You should find yourself a group like that.”

“Followers?”

He nodded. 

“I already have five hundred thousand on Twitter.”

He stared at her blankly and blinked. “That’s probably too many.”

She shrugged, making sure to keep Chris’s coat in place.

“Maybe narrow it down a little bit but then get to work. The United States isn’t going to fix itself, that’s for sure.”

And with a snap of his fingers, Jessica woke up in a dark room to the sound of Destinee’s bedpost tapping rhythmically against the wall. 

She looked at the clock and, sure enough, it was Christmas morning.

Whatever that actually meant.
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The girl in the seat next to Jessica typed away on her tablet, seemingly oblivious to anything else going on in the auditorium. She’d paused from her technoabsorption just long enough to smile smugly at Jess as she’d taken her seat next to the girl at the very back of the Intro to Philosophy class, and knowing only those two facts about her, Jess felt okay about hating the bleach-blonde bitch. 

Twenty rows down, standing by the lectern at the front of the class was Ms. Gershwin. Not doctor, not professor, but miss. As Ms. Gershwin had explained right off the bat, either as a disclaimer or a stern warning, she wasn’t a professor; she was a graduate assistant who had to teach this class if she wanted to become an associate professor eventually. Nothing about any of this seemed to thrill her, and Jessica had half a mind to chat with her after class about a career change, but that seemed like more effort than it would be worth. 

The girl next to Jessica scoffed, and when Jess looked down at the tablet, she peeped into the messaging conversation the girl was having with someone named Jill. 




Jill says: So y’all banged?

You say: If he’s so small you can’t feel him enter you, does it count?




Jess grimaced and looked away but supposed the question might actually have enough philosophical undertones to count as staying on topic. 

Except the topic wasn’t yet anything philosophical. They were going over the syllabus. At 8am. On the first day of classes. It seemed unfair, and she struggled to keep her eyes open as Ms. Gershwin danced through class expectations, attendance policy, and the grading scale, which Jess didn’t much bother listening to, since it was presumably on the piece of paper in front of her. If only she could get her eyes to focus on the piece of paper to confirm. 

“Okay, so we’ll jump right into things next week with the philosophy of religion, beginning with Thomas Aquinas.”

LOVE THAT GUY.

Jessica pinched the bridge of her nose. Nope. Too early. 

OH COME ON. THIS IS THE GOOD STUFF. 

“Good” would be if you didn’t shout inside my skull when I’m tired, have allergies, and it’s eight fifteen. 

“We’ll also examine arguments for and against the existence of God, beginning with—”

“Atheist!” a male voice from the crowd shouted as an indictment.

Jess startled to alertness, scanning the room, trying to follow the direction of everyone’s eyes until she could locate the shouter. 

A corn-fed boy in a blue and black letterman jacket finally stood and faced the teacher. Jess felt a fight or flight response surge through her body, but she wasn’t sure why, only that it was there and more often than not, she ended up needing it. 

Ms. Gershwin set her copy of the syllabus down on a desk and folded her arms across her chest, unshaken. 

Jessica was impressed. 

“What’s your name?” Ms. Gershwin asked the irate manboy.

“Lucas.”

“Well, Lucas, I’m not an atheist. If anything, I’m agnostic.”

Jessica couldn’t see his face from where he stood a dozen rows below her, but she could hear the shock in his voice as he said, “A devil worshipper?”

“What?” Ms. Gershwin asked, her face screwing up with confusion. “No, not a devil worshipper. But you know what? My beliefs aren’t important in this setting. We’re discussing the views of others, and that doesn’t mean you have to adopt those beliefs as—”

“I feel persecuted,” said another voice, this time a girl’s, and she stood up next to Lucas in the crowd. “I will not stand here and let my and my fellow Christian’s beliefs be subject to ridicule.”

Does she know more than just Christians believe in you?

ANNABEL? NO. SHE DOESN’T KNOW A LOT OF THINGS.

Gershwin shut her eyes and inhaled deeply. “I’m not denying the existence of God. We’ll simply be talking about—”

“Blasphemy,” Annabel said. “You’re talking about blaspheming and trying to drag all of us through the mud with you.” 

At the mention, a suspicion bloomed in Jessica’s mind, but God nipped it in the bud.

NOT ALL OBNOXIOUS PEOPLE GO TO WHITE LIGHT.

You mean there are people as bad as those at White Light all over the state?

TRY WORLD. AND YES. MANY EVEN WORSE. 

Well, that was officially the bleakest news Jessica had received in a month, Jesus dream included. 

Is it wrong to debate the existence of you?

OH ME, NO. I ENJOY THE SHOW. IT IS ONE OF THE RARE OCCASIONS WHEN THE HUMAN BRAIN DOES NOT UTTERLY DISAPPOINT ME. 

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Ms. Gershwin said patiently. “I don’t want anyone to—”

“Are you kidding me?” a boy’s voice from only a row in front of Jessica shouted. She looked down at him in his faded flannel button-down left open either for comfort or to reveal his Flaming Lips shirt, Jessica wasn’t sure. “You’re going to let closed-minded Christians bully this entire class?” This boy remained seated, presumably because he thought he was too cool to bother standing up. Something about his smugness reminded her of Greg, and she wanted to tell him to shut the hell up. 

But she was no idiot. This was not a fight she wanted any part of. So she commanded her spine relax enough that she could melt lower in her chair and hope this shitstorm passed soon. Except it only seemed to be warming up. 

“Please,” Lucas shouted back. “There’s a difference between bullying and standing up for what’s right. Bullying is what happens to Christians on this campus every single day.”

Ms. Gershwin tried to step in. “Please, everyone just—”

“Are you kidding me?” demanded the cool boy. “When are you persecuted? The university has a student center just for Christians. A public university! Tax-payer money went into building that place just for Christians so y’all could sit around, sing your uninspired songs, and talk about how persecuted you are!”

“Stop it!” Gershwin demanded, raising her voice, and for the moment, it worked. “There will be plenty of time to discuss—notice I said discuss, not argue—these things later. Sorry to be the one to break it to you, but you’re all out of high school now. You don’t get to live in a bubble. You have to hear other people’s opinions, and you don’t get to shout at random times. If you have a question, you can raise your hand.”

The persecuted pair sat down and Gershwin held her rigid posture as she grabbed the syllabus again, held it in front of her face for a few silent moments and then sighed. “Okay. Next section.” 

A hand went up toward the front of the audience, and Gershwin looked up, saw it, sighed again, and said, “Yes?”

Though Jessica could only see the back of the girl’s head, she recognized the voice instantly. It was sweet like antifreeze and smooth like the flat of a knife blade. “What about Jessica?” Courtney Wurst asked. 

“Who?” Gershwin asked. 

“Jessica McCloud. You know, the one who thinks she’s the daughter of God. Shouldn’t we have some rules about her?”

Jessica’s heart sank in her chest. Why did she even bother? She’d made it to class early, hurried to the back of the empty auditorium, and buried her head in a book to avoid notice. 

Heads started to rotate left to right, looking for where the famed Jessica McCloud could be sitting. Even Gershwin seemed interested, and Courtney did her the favor of turning in her chair and pointing directly at Jessica. 

She felt the heat of a three hundred gazes homing in on her. 

“Trust me,” Courtney continued, “I went to high school with her. She’s an oppressive force. If you say anything she doesn’t like, she makes you pay.”

So no smiting her now, I guess.

I WOULD HATE TO SEE YOU PROVE HER RIGHT.

Might be worth it.

I HAVE CLEANED UP BIGGER MISTAKES. EARTHQUAKES ARE GREAT FOR THAT, ACTUALLY. AND WE ARE ON A FAULT LINE …

Please no.

Everyone was staring at her and God was talking about earthquakes. Had her heart ever beat so quickly? She needed to say something. Her mouth hung open. “I promise not to do that. I mean, I wouldn’t want to do that anyway. I just—”

“I don’t feel safe!” a brand new voice shouted, contributing nothing positive to the conversation. 

“I’m not doing anything!” Jessica demanded. She turned her gaze to Gershwin. “Seriously, I’m not going to say anything. I promise I won’t ever speak.”

“My parents aren’t paying thousands of dollars for me to take classes under an oppressive religious regime,” cool guy said, standing, grabbing his backpack and heading through a gauntlet of legs until he reached the aisle and headed for the door. 

Gershwin stared at him incredulously until he was through the double doors of the auditorium, at which point she shot Jessica an accusatory glare. 

“If my parents knew I was enrolled in a godless class like this with the Antichrist herself …” Lucas said, neglecting to actually state what his parents might do if they knew. Maybe it was unfathomable. Jess hoped it was something involving a spanking or beating. 

He stood, grabbed his things, and also left the classroom with Annabel only a step behind him. 

As Jessica watching them go, not sorry to be rid of them, but knowing it was only the first rumbles of an avalanche, she caught sight of the girl next to her from the corner of her eye and turned her full attention toward the sex philosopher. The girl cradled her tablet to her chest like it was her baby. 

“I’m not gonna bite,” Jess spat quietly. 

The girl stood up, grabbed her oversized purse and left the classroom. 

“You’ll be hearing from my parents,” shouted a skinny brunette girl as she packed up and walked out, holding her chin high as the lower half-moons of her ass peeked from the bottom of her shorts. 

Jessica didn’t have a clue whether the girl was offended because she was religious or because she wasn’t religious. Maybe it didn’t matter. 

Students were grumbling and packing up their things by the dozens before long, and when a giant student in the row in front of her made to leave, mumbling about stupid white people, she had half a mind to see if she couldn’t sneak out behind him without anyone noticing. 

Except she knew at least one person would notice: Courtney. The girl hadn’t moved from her spot or taken her eyes off of Jessica during the exodus, even as Gershwin plopped down in the chair at her desk and braced her head in her hands. 

When no more than a few dozen students remained—a number that seemed staggeringly high to Jessica and might have restored her faith in humanity a shade, except, oh wait, hundreds of students had just left class to protest her existence—Gershwin looked up again, presumably notified by the lack of footsteps that it was safe to proceed. Her eyes traveled over the scarcity of students, and she sighed. “Screw it. Class dismissed. Get out of here. Please.”

There was no recovering her dignity or saving face; Jess knew how to read the writing on the wall by this point. But she also knew what she had to do. 

She waited until the classroom was empty. Courtney had taken her sweet time gathering up her things and smugly sauntering out of the classroom. But once she was gone, Jessica made her way down to where Gershwin had her head down on her desk. 

“Ms. Gershwin?”

The graduate student looked up. Poor thing looked new to failure. 

“I’m really sorry. I didn’t want any of that to happen. I tried to stay quiet and keep to myself. If Courtney—”

“Just go.”

“Huh?” The teacher’s words felt like a sharp jab to Jessica’s windpipe. 

“Please, Jessica. Just go.”

Jess turned and headed out of the classroom.

If someone issues an apology but no one’s around to care, does it count?




* * *






“Trust me,” Chris said, handing Jessica his phone with the number already queued up. “Wendy will know what to do to smooth over the philosophy thing. Just call her.”

Jess took the phone and set it on her bed beside where she sat with Chris. 

Leslie watched from her desk chair, quietly taking in the melodrama. 

“I already know what Wendy’s going to say,” Jessica whined. “She’s going to tell me to hold a damn press conference. That’s what she always says.”

“You don’t know that,” Chris said, though it was clear from his tone that even he didn’t believe his words. “They don’t really do press conferences on college campuses,” he said. “Or maybe they do. Wait, is that what the Free Speech area is for?”

Jess shook her head. “No. That’s where you go when you don’t want anyone to listen to you, not when you want to actually be heard.” She groaned. “I hate Courtney. How did she even get ahold of Eugene Thornton anyway?”

“First of all,” Chris said, standing, heading over to the mini fridge, and pulling out a Dr. Pepper for himself, “you don’t know it was Courtney.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Of course it was Courtney. It’s always Courtney.”

“Well, fine. It was probably Courtney. And I’m sure it’s not hard to get ahold of Eugene. He’s friends with Jimmy, right? And Courtney knows him.” He nodded his head to let her fill in the rest. 

“Or Eugene could have an alert set for your name on the Internet,” Leslie added. 

Jess perked up. “Wait, what?”

“Yeah,” Leslie said casually. “If anyone tweeted about it or recorded it on their phone, which probably happened, and they mentioned your name, he could get an alert.”

Jess shot eye daggers are her roommate. “Why would you tell me that? That’s horrifying.”

Leslie held up her hands defensively. “I’m just saying, maybe no one tipped him off. Maybe he just found out. That’s all I’m saying. I mean, this is what Jimmy said would happen, right?”

Jessica grimaced and avoided eye contact with Chris, who hadn’t yet been informed of Jimmy’s threats. 

When Jessica looked up at her boyfriend, he was leaning against the armoire, brows arched as he waited patiently for her to kindly fill him in on what the fuck. 

Jess sighed. “Jimmy wanted me to speak at White Light and I told him no, so he said if I didn’t, he would set Eugene on me. But I still said no.”

Chris’s expression softened and he pouted his lips and nodded. “Yeah, that was definitely a good call. Screw Jimmy.”

“But look what’s happened!” Leslie countered. “Eugene’s made this story about the walk-out go wide. Jessica is even more hated now than she was before!”

Chris held up a hand to stop her. “Whoa, easy there. Hate’s a strong word.”

As much as she appreciated his lame attempt to protect her feelings, Jess knew Leslie was right. “I guess I should call Wendy. I’m out of ideas.”

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She had a few ideas, but they were along the lines of visiting Courtney’s dorm room, laying a good smite on the girl, withdrawing from all her classes, and taking off to the remotest island she could find that had healthy biodiversity and no internet access. 

Jess picked up Chris’s cell phone and called. 

It was immediately clear from Wendy’s pleasant tone that she hadn’t yet heard about Jessica’s latest situation. Jess considered not spoiling the woman’s day with it, but knew deep down that Wendy actually enjoyed a good crisis. Why else would she take on a pro bono client like Jessica?

“Hi Wendy. Uh, so I have bad news.”

Wendy listened patiently as Jessica filled her in on how the walk-out had developed, and when it was all over, her first question was, “Unnamed sources? Any ideas?”

“Courtney, obviously.”

“Hmm … It seems like Courtney would have gladly given her name. Doesn’t matter. Here’s what you need to do.”

As Wendy paused, Jessica shut her eyes to brace against whatever awful task was about to be assigned. 

Then Wendy said, “You need to do nothing.”

“Nothing?” Jess echoed dumbly. 

“Yes, nothing. This is your new strategy. When something horrible happens, do nothing.”

“Not even explain my side of things?”

“Nope.”

“Not apologize?”

“Especially not that. Never that.”

This didn’t make sense. “No press conference? I thought you loved those.”

“I did,” Wendy stated matter-of-factly. “But they’re no longer what works. Tactics change, Jessica, and the best thing anyone can do nowadays when unflattering things come to light is do nothing.”

She immediately made up her mind to never mention this strategy to Destinee, who would undoubtedly have strong words for the PR rep about “being a pussy.” 

“What if people ask me about it? Do I pretend I don’t hear them, or what?”

Wendy chuckled dryly. “No, don’t do that. If they ask you about it, you need to own it.”

“Own what?”

“Whatever it is they say you’ve done.”

“But what if one person says I’ve done one thing and another says I’ve done something else?! People will read both sources and think I’m a liar. And they’d be right!”

Jessica’s head swam and her heart raced, but Wendy remained calm. “Don’t worry. No one will read both sources. That’s the beauty of it.”

Jessica’s lungs deflated. “That doesn’t sound beautiful at all.”

“Well, eye of the beholder and all that, but trust me, Jessica, okay? This is the right way to approach it. All the big names are doing it. There’s nothing the public hates more right now than a repentant sinner. Shameless brazenness is in. For now, at least.”

“Fine.”

“Repeat the plan back to me, Jessica. Do nothing …”

“Do nothing.”

“And accept everything.”

“And accept everything,” she finished through gritted teeth. 

Push it back, push it back, waaaay back!

“Great. Oh, and Jameson sends his best and says the invitation still stands if you ever—”

Jess gagged. It was an unfortunate tic she’d developed only in the last month every time someone mentioned Jameson Fractal in her presence. She wondered if everyone’s PTSD manifested this way and in such a delayed manner or if she was unique. 

“Tell him thanks and I’ll think about it.”

“Mm-hmm,” Wendy replied skeptically. “I’ll let him know.”

Once she was off the phone, she chewed her lip and thought over the advice. Do nothing, own everything. It seemed completely counterintuitive. Yet she couldn’t think of a time when her social crisis intuition had ever been particularly helpful, so it was worth a try to simply do the opposite. 
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While there was a part of Jessica that was genuinely relieved Wendy’s new strategy of do-nothing-own-everything was working, mostly it left her miserable. It was only three weeks into spring semester of her freshman year, and Jessica was ready to graduate and get the hell off campus. 

Philosophy class hadn’t particularly improved, but it hadn’t gotten worse, either. When she had returned the following class after the walk-out, Ms. Gershwin appeared furious. Many of the other students looked shocked, some even looked impressed. She supposed any normal person would have taken the hint and dropped the class, but she wouldn’t. She was owning it. 

And it felt like someone had filled her stomach with Diet Coke and popped a few Mentos down there for the hell of it. 

“You gonna eat all that?” Chris asked, interrupting her thousand-pound worries. 

“Huh?” The sounds of Commons Dining Hall seeped back into her mind.

He pointed to the last two pieces of bacon. “You gonna eat that?”

“Oh, no. It’s all yours.” She tried to make sense of the two realities—the one in her mind where she was fairly certain she was going crazy, and the one in front of her eyes where Chris was sharking her bacon even though they were at an all-you-can-fit-in-your-gullet dining hall. 

He stuffed both pieces into his mouth quickly and said, “You seem extra distracted today.”

“Yeah, sorry.”

“What’s on your mind? Someone say something to you?” His voice carried a warning that she appreciated but didn’t need. 

“No, no one said anything to me, per se. Just thinking about something we were talking about in psychology yesterday.”

Chris rolled his eyes. “Okay, I want to hear about it, but first can I just remind you what I said when you mentioned you were taking philosophy and psychology in the same semester?”

“Sure, go ahead.” She didn’t actually remember what he’d said. 

“I said you were going to overthink things too much if you did them both at the same time. I had a cousin who took two philosophy classes, two psychology classes, and a logic class all in one semester, and she was in the state hospital for like five years after that.”

Jess grimaced. “From the classes?”

“Yeah. Well, and I think she was kidnapped for a little bit there.”

Jess choked on the orange juice she was trying to get down. “Kidnapped for a little bit?”

“Yeah, by an ex or something.”

“What’s a little bit?”

He shrugged. “I don’t remember. I was super young at the time. Two years?”

“Two years?! She was kidnapped and missing for two years?”

He sighed impatiently. “Yes. But my point is that she wasn’t able to bounce back after it because she’d just taken a bunch of overthinking classes at Oklahoma State and her mind was on shaky ground.”

Maybe Chris had a point, but she decided to take it with a grain of salt, considering. “Well, hopefully I don’t get kidnapped, then.”

“So is that what’s got you worried? Those classes? Am I right?”

She nodded. “Not so much worried as … well, yeah, worried, I guess.”

“Knew it. So what are you worried about?”

She hesitated, knowing he would fight her on whatever she said. Part of her didn’t want to tell him, for that reason and because it felt too personal and she was still sorting it out on her own. But there were a few new key pieces of information that she’d learned that had left her with what she considered to be pretty legitimate concerns over her own mental health. Among the chief philosophical concerns: 

Why doesn’t God show Himself to everyone if He exists?

Why does God let innocent people suffer and die?

And an oldie but goodie that she had yet to get a straight answer about: Could God create a rock that even He couldn’t lift?

She hadn’t bothered asking God these questions, because she already knew what he’d say. He couldn’t show himself to everyone, because most people would find a way to believe it was something else besides God. He didn’t let innocent people suffer, Original Mistake did that and He’d been cleaning up the mess ever since it started. And while she wasn’t sure what he would say for the last question, she assumed it had something to do with being powerful and all that. 

But those answers were feeling hollow lately. 

And then there was psychology. Her chief concern from that class was straightforward: schizophrenia. She was pretty sure she had it. Her life so far had felt like a puzzle missing a crucial piece, and a schizophrenia-shaped one wasn’t an exact fit, but it was pretty damn close. Where it didn’t make complete sense, her brain was able to easily fill in a reasonable explanation. Or at least one that made more sense than “God’s daughter.” How had she allowed herself to indulge that cop-out answer for so long?

For example, the smiting. She’d thought long and hard about this over the past week and had determined that it could have easily been all in her head. Nothing long-lasting had ever resulted from it, outside of Chris’s trauma from the bird. So maybe someone had fed that grackle rice previous to it perching on the playground, and then it had simply exploded at a particularly inopportune moment, and from that point on, her mind had assumed that she had control over things exploding. Maybe it was a mix of reality and fantasy. Maybe some things had exploded at strange times, but maybe that happened to everyone. She hadn’t learned much in chemistry, but she had learned that sometimes things explode for strange reasons other than God-power. That seemed an important takeaway. 

As to how she knew personal things about the folks in her town? Most of it could have been made up by her crazy mind, since she never bothered to confirm it. And it didn’t take a genius to see Mrs. Wurst and Mr. Wurst and know there was no love there. 

Her mind continued to dredge up more and more memories of her so-called powers, and each one that came through the line for inspection was fairly easily explained away, at least so far. 

And then there was Occam’s razor to contend with. Whichever possibility required the fewest assumptions was probably the truth. So did it require fewer assumptions to say she was God’s only daughter or to say she was one of millions of people who suffer from schizophrenia? 

She inhaled deeply and let it out. There was no point in hiding it from Chris. She’d have to tell him eventually. “I think I’m crazy.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Like how?”

“I can’t be sure without a medical diagnosis, but schizophrenia, I think.”

“Schizo,” he said dryly. “You think you’re a schizo.”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“You think God would let His only daughter be a schizo.”

So he wasn’t quite getting it. “No, I don’t. I think I might be a schizo and not God’s dau—” She couldn’t finish saying it, as usual. But that could easily be a crazy brain thing, so she didn’t let it derail her. 

The sudden redness on Chris’s face did, however, derail her. He leaned close to her, grabbing her upper arm, and hissed, “Seriously?” He glanced up, his eyes darting around before returning to meet her stare. “You’re going to pull that shit on me now, McCloud?” He sounded desperate, perhaps only a few seconds away from hysteria. 

She tried to move away, but she couldn’t shake his grasp on her arm. “What? I—”

“Whatever happened to owning it? This is the opposite of that. Do you realize how much I’ve had to— No, that doesn’t matter. But seriously, Jess?”

His anger blindsided her, and she stopped trying to struggle free of his grip. But she didn’t have to, because he let go of her with a small shove, like he couldn’t stand to touch her anymore. His eyes were watery and red, and she couldn’t make heads or tails of any of it. 

“Chris, what … I’m sorry. I just—”

He stood up and tossed his trash onto his tray. “You need to get your head on straight, Jess. We can’t keep on if you don’t even believe in yourself. All this shit will be for nothing. I can’t give them that.” He wasn’t looking at her. 

“We can’t keep on? What do you mean?” She felt like she’d swallowed a sandbag. 

Finally he looked down at her. “I mean you need to stop this denier shit and get your head in the game, McCloud. Too many people have stuck their neck out for you to just give up and give in now.” He paused, staring forward and shaking his head. “God dammit, Jess. God dammit.” Then he grabbed his tray and headed off to the trash cans, leaving her alone to wonder what in her Father’s name just happened. 




* * *






When Jessica arrived at the Student Health Center, a women’s wellness exam hadn’t been her intention, but here she was, sitting in a flimsy hospital gown, the cold air like glacier water drizzling down between her exposed butt cheeks. 

On the advice of her psychology professor, she’d started the day with a single mission: get a doctor to refer her to the university psychologist so that she didn’t have to pay for the sessions she knew she needed. But the female student working the front desk had been a startlingly good salesperson, considering what she was selling was to have a stranger look deep into Jessica’s vagina and possibly stick a few things in there. And Jess was disturbed by how easily she’d consented to it. The brochures were really the clincher, as they triggered off a few memories from her seventh grade sex ed slideshow that she’d hoped would stay hidden in her mind for a few decades more, at least. Sure, she wasn’t having sex, but better safe than chlamydia.

Dr. Sophie Page was kind enough to knock before she entered the exam room, but that was about where the boundaries ended with the energetic young doctor. 

She introduced herself to Jessica and took a seat on a stool by the examination bed where Jess waited nervously. If she’d known she was going to get her cooch examined today, she might have given it a little more attention this morning. Was it impolite to come without it clean shaven? She hoped not. Not that it mattered, since she wasn’t sure there was enough money in the world to entice her to put up with the itchy regrowth of labia hair.

“When was your last wellness exam?” Dr. Page asked, grinning from ear to ear like she was minutes away from a cake tasting rather than peering into a feminine abyss. 

“This is my first.”

“Oh.” That seemed to throw her off of her celebrations. “So, are you sexually active?”

What did that even mean. Orgasm? Check. Fingering? Check. Brief attempt by Chris to use his mouth on her before she felt too much sympathy for him and made him brush his teeth so they could make out more? Check. 

But penetration by Chris’s terrifyingly big dong? Not so much.

“Um, no?”

Dr. Page narrowed her eyes. “No? Nothing?”

“I mean, no sex.”

Dr. Page narrowed her eyes further. “Listen, if you tell me, I won’t tell anyone. I realize you have a reputation you want to preserve, and I respect that. But this is your health.”

Oh christ.

It was always disappointing when Jessica thought she’d met someone who didn’t know about her unfortunate reputation only to find out the person was just playing it cool. She’d hoped Dr. Page might have been too busy the last eighteen years of her life to have heard that there was a supposed messiah on the loose in Texas, but it turned out that was too much to hope for. 

“I mean, I’ve never had, um, vaginal sex.”

Dr. Page shrugged but her smile returned. “Okay, sure. Let’s just get you set up and take a peek anyway. Plenty of other ways to catch a disease!” Her hopeful tone was not appreciated. “So I’m just going to take a look-see and get a swab of it, and we can test you for any infections or diseases. Anything in particular you’re worried about?”

Jess refrained from saying, “That God doesn’t exist and I’m incurably insane.” Instead she went with, “Nope.”

Dr. Page nodded. “Okay. But how about we just run the gauntlet anyway?”

“The gauntlet?”

“Yeah, it’s no biggie. We just take a couple swabs, then you go get your blood drawn and from that we can test you for everything.”

“Everything?” Did schizophrenia show up on blood tests? She was pretty sure not.

“Yep!” Dr. Page said cheerily. “Gonorrhea, chlamydia, HPV, HIV, and a few others, like syphilis.” Her eyes widened excitedly. “It’s rare to find that one, but it’s always a treat! Whoops! Syphilis!” She laughed and Jessica tried to laugh, too, but she was confused. Wasn’t syphilis a horrible disease? The way Dr. Page was talking about it made her wonder if it wasn’t some sort of laughing illness. Or maybe it caused a person to hallucinate that everything horrible was actually great, in which case Jessica hoped she had syphilis. 

 “Sure, the gauntlet sounds fine.”

She leaned back and put her ankles in the stirrups as instructed, shivering against the air meeting her nether parts. 

Dr. Page dove under the blanket and poked at Jessica with a gloved finger. It wasn’t terrible. She tried to relax and breathe, and at the exact moment she thought she’d accomplished that small victory, something cold and unforgiving entered her and she sucked in air. 

“Just relax,” Dr. Page instructed. “This thing just holds you open so I can get the swab in there.”

A second later, Jessica felt like someone was rubbing steel wool just behind her mound. Her eyes crossed involuntarily and she clenched by accident, causing the cold metal to stretch her uncomfortably, holding her open. 

“All right!” Dr. Page removed the spacer and popped up from underneath the sheet. “Looking great down there!”

“Thanks,” Jess mumbled weakly. 

Once Jess was able to sit up again, Dr. Page pulled off her gloves, tossed them in a hazardous waste bin, and sat back on the stool again. “Any questions before I send you to get your blood drawn? Birth control, anything?”

Not wanting to explain that birth control was entirely unnecessary, Jess hurriedly said, “Nope.”

But a moment before Dr. Page left the room, she remembered. “Oh wait. Yeah, I actually came here because I want to see a psychologist.”

Dr. Page turned to face Jess, inspecting her closely. “Ah. I guess it is the end of January, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Jess said, wondering if January was especially bad for insanity. 

Dr. Page nodded. “Well, for what it’s worth, only about five percent of people taking Intro to Psychology ever actually self-diagnose correctly. Or at least that’s the rate I’ve found.” She headed over to her computer, typed in a few notes and then asked, “Symptoms?”

“I … um.” Where did she even start? It felt weird to talk about it with a stranger, but if ever there was one who she should feel comfortable with, it was the one who’d just inspected her vagina. “I talk to God.”

Dr. Page guffawed, then muffled it quickly, her back still to Jessica as she faced the computer screen. “You mean like everyone does?”

“Huh?”

Now Dr. Page turned toward her. “You mean you talk to God like everyone on this campus claims to do?”

“Um. Yeah. I guess so.”

Dr. Page softened. “Listen, you have quite a reputation, and I don’t pretend to know what your life is like, but college takes a lot of adjusting, and everyone thinks they’re losing their mind when they’re in week three of the intro to psychology coursework.”

“He talks back, though.”

“Come again?”

“God talks back to me. Not in signs or in feelings, but in actual words. A lot of words. Too many words.”

“Oh. Okay.” Dr. Page whirled around in her chair and started typing furiously. “Yeah, that’s crazy. We’ll get you all set up with Dr. Lincoln for that.” A few more clicks of the mouse and she turned back to Jessica, her happy grin back in place. “All set up. Good luck with the counseling! You can get dressed now and follow the signs toward the testing center.”

And with that she left Jessica alone to put her clothes back on and get her blood drawn. 




* * *






Dr. Lincoln’s office reminded Jessica of Mrs. Thomas’s office in Mooremont High, except it smelled less like lavender and more like Pine-Sol. There was no papasan chair either, but rather a black fake-leather sofa that Jessica assumed was ordered in bulk with the sofas she’d seen in the student lounge of the honors building. No daybed for her to lie down on, like in the movies and television, just an unyielding, unstainable couch. 

Dr. Lincoln was petite, perhaps in her midthirties with a few grays in her brunette hair catching the lamplight whenever she tilted her head from one side to the other, going through all the motions of listening to the psychological foreplay that Jessica spewed in an attempt to get a read on the doctor before she unleashed all her deepest, heavenly secrets. 

She was just getting started on a rough character sketch of Destinee when Dr. Lincoln stopped her gently with a raised hand. “So, are we here to discuss your mother today?”

“Um, no. I just thought that’s where y’all always started.”

The doctor nodded understandingly. “Yes, sometimes we start there, but we don’t have to. I want you to tell me about what’s bothering you, not what you think I want to hear.” 

Jessica shifted uncomfortably on the cushion. “Okay. Then, I guess I’m here to talk about my brain?”

“Specifically?”

“Whether it’s fucked up or not.”

“And why do you think it’s … fucked up?”

Just go for it.

“Because I can hear God’s voice talking to me.”

Dr. Lincoln nodded calmly like this wasn’t a huge damned bombshell. “Is God talking to you right now?”

“No. I think he’s in the Middle East. He spends a lot of time there lately.”

A slight flare of her nostrils gave away Dr. Lincoln’s struggle to keep a straight face. “Why do you think that is?”

Jessica shrugged. This seemed so beside the point. “Because people are constantly blowing each other up over there. It’s basically the epicenter of Original Mistake on Earth.”

Dr. Lincoln cleared her throat. “I’m not familiar with that term, Original Mistake.”

Jessica waved her off. “It’s complicated. Basically God was bored before the big bang, so he created imperfection and it all went downhill from there.”

“So you believe in the big bang then.”

Well, at least Dr. Lincoln was actively trying to get a read on Jessica’s beliefs. Maybe this wasn’t a waste of time after all. “Yeah, of course.”

“It’s just that some people believe that the earth was created in a different way. By God’s hand in seven days. You don’t believe that?”

Jessica chuckled. “Uh, no. I mean, there was a process, but it took a hell of a long time, apparently. He had trouble with stars and then he created some physics rules and then the stars stopped exploding and he moved onto things like planets and then I think boomerangs were in there somewhere—” She noticed what she’d said and paused. “I am crazy, right?”

Dr. Lincoln remained calm. “I would say you strike me as remarkably sane, actually. But that doesn’t rule out other possibilities that might be at play here. Just relax. We’ll figure it out together, okay?”

Jessica nodded, sighed deeply, and let herself slouch back onto the stiff couch. 

“So tell me more about how this voice of God plays into your everyday life. Is it disruptive?”

“OH, yeah. I mean, not always, but he—or whatever it is—pops in at inopportune times pretty regularly.”

Dr. Lincoln wrote a note on her clipboard. “And what does he say when he drops in?”

“He usually talks about who’s boning whom.”

“Mm-hmm, mm-hmm,” Dr. Lincoln said quickly. “So this voice usually talk about sex, or does it mention other things?”

Jess thought about it. “Usually sex. But sometimes other things.”

The doctor checked a box on her sheet then looked up. She appeared confident now. Perhaps she’d already arrived at a diagnosis but wasn’t yet showing her cards. “And when the voice talk about sex, is there judgment associated with it?”

“I guess. Sometimes. He tends to be pretty hypocritical about it, though.” 

Dr. Lincoln nodded compassionately. “And how does it make you feel to have an authoritative male voice saying judgmental and hypocritical things about sex?”

Jessica hesitated before answering, as she couldn’t shake the growing suspicion that whatever path they were going down was in the completely wrong direction. “It’s pretty annoying.”

Dr. Lincoln shifted in her seat. “Do you mind if I ask you a personal question, Jessica?”

More personal than talking about the voice in my head? 

“Uh, no, that’s fine.”

“Does this perceived patriarchal presence affect your sex life in any way?”

Jess cackled, causing Dr. Lincoln to blink and jerk her head back. “What sex life?”

Once the doctor recovered from the startle, she nodded and jotted down another note. “Tell me more about that.”

Talking to a stranger about her problems with Chris was somehow even more embarrassing than admitting she was probably hearing voices. She fought back the impulse to ask if Dr. Lincoln wanted to take a peep at her vagina first, since that had done a good job of breaking the ice with Dr. Page. 

“There’s not much to talk about. I’ve been dating the same guy since tenth grade, we’ve messed around, but we’ve never been able to have sex.”

That caught the doctor’s attention. “Been able?”

“Yeah. We have, um, performance issues.”

“Okay. That can happen. But you both want to engage in intercourse?”

“Desperately.”

“And what’s your boyfriend’s name?”

“Chris.”

“Does Chris also hear God’s voice?”

“No, thankfully.” What a nightmare that would be. Speaking of nightmares, though … “But he does have Jesus dreams like I do.”

Dr. Lincoln pouted out her lips thoughtfully, then said, “And did Chris grow up in the church?”

Jessica nodded. “For a while. I think he stopped going in high school.”

“And what denomination was he?”

There was that word again. When she hesitated, Dr. Lincoln hazarded a guess. “Baptist?”

That didn’t sound familiar. “No. Maybe United something?”

“United Methodist?”

“Yes. That.”

“Hm.” Seemed she’d expected something different. “I wouldn’t worry too much about the Jesus dreams, for you or for Chris. You might be surprised by how many students I talk to who suffer similar dreams.”

“You mean people who have the same dream?”

“Roughly the same, yes.”

“No,” Jess said firmly. “Exactly the same. Chris and I have had the exact same Jesus dream before, word for word.”

Dr. Lincoln stared unblinkingly at Jessica. “And what happened in this dream?”

Jessica thought back to it, and when she did, it felt more like a memory than a dream. “Chris and I were making out in his truck, about to have sex, and then Jesus appeared.”

Dr. Lincoln held up a hand. “I don’t want you to get too worked up about this dream phenomenon. Dreams can be a useful peek into a person’s psyche, but that’s about it. Oftentimes two people will believe they’ve had the same dream when really they’re drawing upon shared experiences or trauma. As one recounts the dream, the other’s memory can alter to adopt the new details. Memory is a fascinating thing, but it can sometimes betray us.”

“No. You don’t understand,” Jess said. Was Dr. Lincoln even listening to her? She’d opened up about the dream—something she hadn’t even told Miranda—and the response was to say it didn’t happen? 

Sure, she was here because she thought she was crazy, but now that she was essentially being told she was crazy, she didn’t so much want the diagnosis. Maybe deep down she’d simply wanted to come here to be told she was sane, that God really was speaking to her and to hell (maybe literally) with anyone who didn’t believe her. But clearly she’d come to the wrong place for that. 

“We had the same dream. The exact same dream.”

“Okay, we’ll let that be for now. Tell me, though, have you and Chris ever experienced trauma together? Any events that could have imprinted strongly on you both?”

Where to start? “We were involved in a traffic fatality last year.”

“Before the shared dream?”

“Well, yeah.”

“I imagine that was a lot for both of you to deal with.”

“Not really,” Jess said, feeling the opposition to the doctor grow inside her. “We didn’t like the woman who died. And then I brought her back to life anyway.”

Dr. Lincoln blinked three times before the meaning of Jessica’s words seemed to sink in. “You mean with CPR?”

“No. With God power. I performed a miracle. I don’t know how to explain that away, actually.” She’d avoided even addressing the issue, confining the inconsistency to a small dark place in her mind where she stored her memories of Randy McAllister’s doughy ring of torso fat and Gary Higgins’s busty cat drawings.

Looking suddenly uncomfortable, the doctor focused down on her notes. “Um, well, there’s always an explanation.”

“Then what is it?” Jessica demanded, feeling both angry and desperate. “Is there a drug for this?”

Dr. Lincoln held up a hand to calm her, but it had the opposite effect. “Let’s not jump to anything, okay? We don’t have a diagnosis, and I’m not concerned at this point, so you shouldn’t be either.”

Jessica’s annoyance intensified. “You’re not concerned about my ability to bring people back from the dead? Because let me tell you, it ain’t pretty.”

“People? This has happened more than once?” Her posture became rigid, her ass glued to the seat. 

“Yeah, people. Jesus, Doc, don’t you read the news?” How had she not heard of all this already? She was young enough to have no excuse. 

“Well, yes, I read the newspaper sometimes. But I find most of it is a distraction from reality, not to mention inaccurate. So I tend to limit myself to whatever’s around me, things that I have more control over.”

As interesting of a concept as that was, Jessica couldn’t help but dislike Dr. Lincoln for her reluctance to join the masses in their media-induced misery. Who did she think she was, getting away unscathed by lies and misinformation?

“Okay, fine. Well, yeah, I can perform miracles. I can bring people back from the dead and kick field goals from stupid distances.”

“Field goals …?” Dr. Lincoln asked cautiously. 

Jessica sat bolt upright on the couch. “Holy hell, woman. You know what a field goal is, right?”

“Does it upset you that I don’t?”

“Um, not upset with you, but for you.”

“Why does it upset you, Jessica?”

She opened her mouth, but paused when she realized she had no clue. “I don’t know. I guess you should know about football if you live in this state.”

Dr. Lincoln tilted her head to the side like she was inspecting a petri dish. “And why do you feel that is necessary?”

“I don’t know. I had to learn about it, so did everyone else. Why shouldn’t you have to, also? If you live here, you should learn to adapt. It’s what people do.”

Nodding, Dr. Lincoln inhaled deeply and worried her lower lip thoughtfully. “You grew up in a small town, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“You know, sometimes the things we accept as absolute truth in the culture we grew up in aren’t actually absolute truth. They’re just imposed expectations.”

“Meaning?”

“Tell me about your father.”

Jessica was confused. “I already did.”

The doctor browsed her notes briefly. “I’m afraid I don’t remember that, and I don’t have any notes on it.”

“God. God is my father.”

“Ah.” She couldn’t suppress the chuckle that rumbled in her chest, escaping her nose in a sharp exhale. “Okay. So you believe you’re the daughter of God.”

Jessica nodded, then frowned and shrugged. “That’s why I’m here, I guess. I used to believe it, but lately I’m about sixty to eighty percent sure I’m just crazy.”

“So does that mean you believe you’re a messiah? That Jesus is your …” She seemed reluctant to say the word, so Jessica did her the favor. 

“Half-brother. Yeah.”

“That’s quite a lot of pressure to put on yourself.”

“You’re telling me. I wouldn’t wish this upon my worst enemy.” Then she thought about Courtney Wurst. “Actually, yeah, I would.”

“Do you feel like you’re being punished?”

Jessica laughed at that. It was a ridiculous idea, but also right on the nose. “It sure as hell feels that way. But I’m not sure what I’m being punished for.”

“Would you say your upbringing was repressive?”

“Like how?” Though she had a feeling she knew what the doctor meant, she’d just never thought about it in those terms. 

“Do you feel like you were able to embrace being a girl, or were you forced to take on more masculine qualities to thrive?”

Jessica paused to think about it. “What’s a feminine quality?”

“You tell me,” Dr. Lincoln countered. “When you think of the way girls should be, what comes to mind?”

Jessica imagined the most quintessential girl she knew: Emma Sanderson. That would be a good enough working model, considering it was what all the guys were apparently looking for. “I dunno, big boobs, kind of dumb, friendly but secretly mean, perfect hair, wears makeup, liked by everyone …”

As Jessica rattled off her list, Dr. Lincoln scribbled down notes. Once she was finished, she asked, “Okay, so how much of that criteria do you feel you meet and where do you feel inadequate by those standards?”

“Uh, I fail to meet all of that.”

“How does that make you feel?”

“I don’t know, I guess it makes me feel nothing. I hated Emma.”

“Who?”

“Oh, just this girl I went to high school with.”

“And where is Emma now?”

Jess scoffed. “No clue. Hopefully knocked up by Greg Burns with the world’s worst morning sickness.”

The doctor made another quick note. “That’s an interesting wish for someone who you seem to harbor ill will toward. Do you think of pregnancy as a form of punishment?”

These questions seemed to be getting further and further from the real reason Jessica was here, and when she looked up at the clock and saw that her appointment was almost over, she felt impatience grow in her. 

“Can we get back to the me being crazy thing?”

Dr. Lincoln clasped her fingers together, setting her hands gently in her lap. “I don’t believe you’re crazy. But there are quite a few issues that I can already see surfacing that seem to be affecting your life in a negative way.”

“So no medication?”

The doctor shook her head. “No medication. We may later decide to take that step, but I simply don’t know that it’s necessary.” She paused. “Does God ever tell you to mete out justice or harm anyone, Jessica?”

Jess rolled her eyes. “No. Usually he just tells me not to smite people.”

“So the voice is an agent for making good decisions?”

Jess allowed herself a moment to think about it. “Yeah. I guess so. Huh. Who woulda thought?” It felt revelatory, even though she supposed it should have been obvious that, duh, God would be an agent for good. He was good, wasn’t He? That’s what everyone had led her to believe. But sometimes when He wouldn’t shut up—or rather the voice in her head, which was likely just her own mind, wouldn’t shut up—it was hard to see that. Especially when He wouldn’t stop saying lecherous things about her mother. 

The sound of Dr. Lincoln clearing her throat brought Jessica back to the room. “So from what I can tell, there’s no rush to move onto a prescription. I prefer to avoid that path for patients whenever possible. Plus, I can’t technically prescribe anything, since I’m not a psychiatrist.”

Jess narrowed her eyes on the doc. “You can’t even prescribe me anything?”

She shook her head. “Nope. Psychologist, not psychiatrist.”

What a waste of time. “Okay, cool. Well, I got to get going, then.” She grabbed for her backpack on the floor next to her, but Dr. Lincoln stopped her with a small, “Um …”

Jessica looked up. 

“How about a little homework?”

“Homework?!” The thought of more to do made Jessica’s head pound just behind her eyes. 

“Nothing terrible or time consuming. You can do it even while you walk around campus.”

“Okay,” Jessica consented hesitantly. 

Dr. Lincoln placed her pen neatly on the clipboard and then set it on a small table to the side of her chair, clearing the space around her. She inhaled deeply, a serene expression surfacing. “I want you to pay attention to the moments when you see something happen and feel like it should be some other way. Then I want you to ask yourself why you feel it should be that way. Keep asking until you come to an answer.”

Jess concentrated, trying to follow along. “And then what?”

“That’s it!” Dr. Lincoln beamed. “Just notice when something isn’t the way you think it should be, and then ask yourself where you picked up that presumed expectation.”

“Like how?”

“Hm. Okay, what’s something that’s happened recently that wasn’t the way it ideally should be, according to you?”

Where to even start? Jessica’s mind produced a horror collage of the past eighteen years of her life. Jimmy’s face was on there, and, like the collage on Leslie’s wall, Jameson Fractal’s face was also on there. Then there was a spattering of grackle remains, a handful of bloodstained pairs of pants, Chris’s flaccid firehose, a jester hat, an essay covered in red ink, and of course, a couple dozen images of people in the act of cheating on their spouse—those were God’s memories, though, and could make up an entire collage on their own that would cause even a pervert like Gary “Catlady” Higgins to blush. 

So she settled with a less traumatizing example for the exercise. “Chris got super upset with me when I told him I thought I might be schizo.”

Dr. Lincoln nodded sympathetically. “And do you think he should have acted differently?”

“Yes.”

“How should he have acted?”

“He should have agreed with me.”

The doctor nodded again. “You wanted him to agree that you might be crazy?”

Well, when she put it like that. “I mean, okay, maybe not.”

“But you do think he should be more supportive?”

Jess opened her mouth then paused. Shit. Maybe this doctor did know what she was doing. “Well, I guess he’s been pretty supportive already.”

“That’s not what I asked,” she added gently. “I asked if you think he should be more supportive.”

“I guess I think he should be less supportive.”

“Why do you think that?”

But before Jessica could reply, Dr. Lincoln held up a finger. “You don’t have to say it. Just think about it. That’s the exercise.”

By the time she’d bid goodbye to the doctor and scheduled a second appointment via the student worker at the front desk, she was feeling much less frantic than when she’d arrived, but much more depressed and a little bit outsmarted. She should text Chris. But what would she text him?

Nothing had been resolved. The shrink was supposed to be her emergency ripcord. She’d believed that the woman would be able to set everything right, but all she’d done was shake things up even more, create more mental and emotional cracks in the house Jessica had built for herself. She’d started the session feeling fairly certain that she was crazy and not God’s daughter, but now she doubted even that. In fact, she seemed to doubt both possible outcomes equally, which logically, should have meant she was 50/50 on the crazy or messiah thing. But somehow it was more like 10/10 or 90/90, depending on the logic of her illogic. 

She sloughed uphill toward her dorm, each step feeling like her shoes were caked in thick mud. Would she ever get it together? Her maybe-half-brother had gone out with a bang. Would she? It was seeming more and more like her life would simply go out with a whimper. And part of her actually hoped she was only fifteen years away from that day. If there was a God, if there was a Heaven, it had to be less complicated than her life right now. 

When she returned to the dorm, she plopped down on her bed, took out her phone, pulled up the calculator and began some long-neglected accounting. Three hundred and sixty-five days times fourteen years, add in leap days, plus remaining days till her next birthday …

It was an exercise she’d perfected as a child, except now, as she stared down at the dwindling number, she was only moderately surprised to discover that she wished the result of her calculation was much lower. Much, much lower.
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“It’ll be fine, Chris!” Jessica assured him over the phone for the fifth time in their short conversation. “Leslie and I are just gonna head over there, have a drink, maybe meet some people, and then head out.”

The whole plan terrified her, actually. But what was courage without fear? Anyway, as self-indulgent as counting down the days until her thirty-third birthday was when she was feeling low, she knew it was a recipe for mental disaster, and she wasn’t quite ready to charge headfirst into that dead end. Sure, she was either crazy as a loon or she was likely doomed to some crucifixion equivalent in approximately five thousand two hundred and thirty days, but she might as well get drunk and have some fun in the meantime, right? 

At least that’s what Mrs. Thomas had convinced her of, once she’d finally found the time to sit down and write her life mentor an overdue email. The woman made a few points. One excerpt had stood out to Jessica as tremendously comforting in its logic without being annoyingly optimistic:




The situation, as you paint it, seems rather bleak. I could argue with you on your beliefs, but we both know that never changes anything. But you do seem miserable, and I don’t agree that that has to be the case. So I’ll play along. You’re either batshit insane or you’re doomed to a painful death at an unfortunate age. I can see why that might make you feel miserable. What I’m going to argue, however, is that you’re not making it any less miserable by sitting around sulking and begrudging Chris for not understanding your dilemma. 

Let me pose a couple questions:

What is worse than being crazy? 

What is worse than being doomed to die (which we all are, by the way)? 

The answer is this: being either of those things and not making new friends. I know it’s hard, but you have to get out there, meet new people, take risks with those people, make mistakes, learn from those mistakes, make worse mistakes, learn from those as well, and then do it all over again. That’s part of living, which at this point you’re still on the hook for.

So go party. Get drunk (don’t tell your mother I said that). Loosen up. Either the Big Man will protect you or you’ll have an alarmingly convincing and widely corroborated case for pleading insanity whenever you end up on trial. 




Not even twenty-four hours after receiving that email, Leslie had invited Jessica to hit a frat party with her, and the timing seemed too perfect to pass up, despite Jessica’s strong feeling that she should avoid raging parties. But Dr. Lincoln’s homework made quick work of that objection.

Why did she feel like she should avoid raging frat parties with a bunch of underage drinking and people she didn’t know? Well, because of the way it might look to others. But clearly nothing she did looked the right way to others, so screw it. Might as well get tipsy.

Chris wouldn’t be soothed, though. “How am I supposed to relax when I go out of town for one night and my girlfriend decides to head to a toga party?”

“Easy, Chris. You’re starting to sound jealous.” She knew immediately she was projecting, but what did that matter? If Chris could go on an overnight trip to College Station for his teammate’s bachelor party, she could go to a toga party. From the stories she’d heard of Henry, the team’s safety who was the one tying the knot shotgun-style, there was virtually no way Chris wouldn’t end up at a strip club. 

“There’s a difference between jealous and worried. I know you wouldn’t do anything. I trust you. I just don’t trust a bunch of fratty douchebags with more roofies than common sense.”

She laughed dryly. “Seriously? You think they’re going to try something on me? You know they wouldn’t be able to actually … you know.”

“No, I don’t know. I know that I can’t, but I don’t know about other douchebags.”

“You think you’ve been singled out for this curse? You think God doesn’t simply want to ruin my life, period?”

“I don’t know. I just … it could be that there’s a specific reason we can’t.”

Jess scoffed. “You mean outside of me being doomed to die a virgin? No, listen, it doesn’t matter. Nothing’s going to happen. It’ll be fine. You go enjoy your strippers or whatever and I’ll call you when I get back to the dorm, okay?”

His heavy exhale sent a burst of static through the phone. “Okay. Sounds good.”

He didn’t deny the stripper thing! She felt her chest tighten, but said nothing. “Love you.”

“Love you too, Jess.”

She ended the call and shoved her phone into the side of her strapless bra, which was the only place to safely tuck it away when her outer clothing consisted of a cheap twin-size white sheet she’d bought from Walmart earlier that day. 

“Ready now?” Leslie asked. 

Jessica stole another look at herself in the full-length mirror. She and Leslie had spent the last half hour watching videos in their bras and underwear and then practicing and perfecting the toga wrap. She’d decided to go for it and hike hers up to above her knees to show off the ripped calves she’d developed since starting school at a campus built on a steep hill. She’d even made it so the lower part of her thighs were showing, stopping just short of revealing the part where the cellulite started to clot on her hamstrings. Nobody needed to see that. 

What am I doing, going to a party? How could this be anything but a bad idea?

She shut it down. Chris went to bars and parties without her. She could do the same. And just because the only kegger she’d ever attended had ended with a hit-and-run fatality/resurrection didn’t mean they all had to end so miserably. Once again, it had been Dr. Lincoln’s homework that had illuminated that flaw in her logic. 

Plus, she had enough makeup on that it was practically a disguise. Chris might not have even recognized her like this, with eyeshadow, blush that made a jawline appear out of nowhere, a sexy toga that left one shoulder bare, and her hair in long curls, compliments of Leslie’s magic touch. Looking this put together for once felt like going undercover. 

“Yeah, let’s go.” 

As they pulled off onto a quiet country road on the way to the frat house, Jessica proposed a burning request to Leslie. “Hey, can you just not mention who I am to anyone who doesn’t already know?”

Leslie’s head darted around quickly in surprise as she inspected Jessica’s face. “Why?”

“I just want to be an average person, if that’s possible.”

Leslie nodded. “Yeah, okay. I mean, you’re not an average person.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I’m not even talking about the God thing.”

“Huh?”

Leslie slowed the sedan to better take the increasingly shoddy gravel road. “Even outside of the messiah thing, you’re not average. You’re smart, funny, brave, and sheesh—look at you! You look hot tonight.”

Jessica couldn’t hold back a grin as her heart floated in her chest. “Huh.”

She could feel the bass in her bones before she could actually hear the music. The makeshift lot was packed, and Leslie was forced to squash a small sapling with the hood of her car to squeeze into a tight space. 

As soon as Jessica opened the car door, she regretted having hiked up the toga so high and wished she’d splurged on the king-size sheet instead; it must have dropped ten degrees since they’d loaded into the car twenty minutes before. 

“Shit it’s freezing,” Jess exhaled. 

Leslie laughed. “No joke. Better get a drink to warm up.” She grinned, and Jessica returned the smile as her teeth started to chatter. Maybe she should have prepared for it being cold at night in early March, but it was Texas. She couldn’t be blamed for her assumption that it would stay in the midsixties after the sun went down.

Anxiety swelled in her throat the closer they came to the ranch-style house surrounded by cedar trees and stumbling college students, both swaying in the chilly breeze. 

How did one start a conversation? Shit. She had no clue. 

Why in the hell had she thought this would be a good idea? Whatever reasons had made sense to her only an hour before crumbled like a termite-eaten tree. Was she actually expecting to make friends, or was she really just a glutton for punishment? 

“Brent!” Leslie hollered as they rounded the side of the house and approached the back deck where the majority of the partygoers were huddled. Icicle lights dipped and dangled above the area, casting a soft glow over the crowd, the makeshift bar area, and the speaker system. 

It wasn’t much light, but it was enough for Jessica to realize she was overdressed. Way overdressed. 

How are they not freezing to death? Girls in hardly more than Ace bandages that seemed closer to censor strips than togas frolicked around with red Solo cups in hand. 

On one of the benches by the railing of the deck stood a girl swirling her hips seductively to the music—a gesture that was entirely unnecessary to convey her attitude of down-for-whatever, considering all she donned was a few layers of Seran wrap around her waist and a strip of pink duct tape around her breasts. Jess hoped to her father that the girl had had enough sense to cover her nipples with something soft before sticking on the tape, but her mind wandered from that worry immediately as her eyes homed in on the girl’s shaved cooch, blurred just enough by the layers of clear plastic wrap to remind Jessica of a blurred face on TV—she could definitely tell it was a vagina, but she couldn’t make out any of the defining characteristics. And that only made her want to inspect it more. 

But showing up to a party and immediately zoning out on a girl’s vag seemed a poor strategy for making friends. 

A shirtless man with a towel tied around his waist pushed through the crowd and greeted Leslie with a smile. “Hey girl.”

“Hey,” she said back before opening her body toward Jess. “This is my roommate, Jess.”

Jess searched his face for the telltale signs of recognition she was so used to seeing when someone’s perception of her went from plain Jane to oh shit it’s the Christ Child. 

But the way Brent looked at her didn’t fit into either of those baskets. His eyes scanned from just below the bottom hem of her toga up to her eyes, taking a quick hop over to her bared shoulder. He licked his lips subtly. “Hi. Brent.” He offered her his hand and she shook it. 

“Nice to meet you.”

He continued to stare at her, and when she looked away and glanced back at Leslie, the girl was too focused on Brent’s face to notice. 

Ah. Leslie had a thing for Brent. Noted. “So how do y’all know each other?” Jess asked, taking a stab at normal small talk. 

“Chemistry class,” Leslie said proudly. “We study together.”

“Ah, okay.” She glanced at Brent, who was still staring at her. Maybe Brent wasn’t all that bright. Odds seemed high that studying together really meant stealing notes from Leslie. It didn’t take smarts to realize the girl was a doormat and great at science. In other words, the perfect tutor.

“Do you live here?” Jessica asked. Why was she having to carry the conversation? 

“Yeah,” Brent said, like a goddamn orator. So he wasn’t into talking. Okay. Fine. Maybe Leslie had come out here for things that didn’t involve conversation. 

“He’s a Phi Kap,” Leslie added. 

“A what?”

Brent laughed like she’d made a joke, but Leslie knew enough to know Jess was actually clueless. “Phi Upsilon Kappa. The fraternity.”

“Oh, ha!” Jess said, understanding from the embarrassment on Leslie’s face that she should have already known this. “I misheard you. Yeah, I know what a—a Phi Kap is. Duh.”

“Y’all want a drink?” Brent said. 

Of course they wanted a drink. So he led the way through the crowd to the makeshift wooden bar that may or may not have been built by a drunk Tim Burton wannabe. Jessica wasn’t sure how it stayed upright, meaning it fit perfectly with the drunks who surrounded it. 

Brent hollered to an inordinately gorgeous blond man behind the bar, who looked like he could be pushing thirty, and the man dipped a pitcher into a large vat of red liquid, pulled it out, and poured two glasses of said liquid—one for Leslie and one for Jessica. 

Jess looked down at her glass. The smell of alcohol was so strong, it made her eyes water. Am I supposed to drink this or pour it on weeds? This was what her sense of smell was for, why God had allowed that sense to evolve: to warn her that something was definitely poisonous before she put it in her body. 

And here she was ignoring millions of years of evolution. 

She tilted back the cup and drank the first sip, which tasted less like alcohol and more like Hawaiian Punch. Only after she swallowed did she think to ask what it was she’d just been given. Maybe Chris had been right to worry; she was a total rookie at this. 

“What is it?” she asked Leslie. When she realized Leslie was too busy talking to Brent, she turned to Mr. Stud, leaning over the bar so he would notice her. He leaned in, a half-smile on his face, and she asked, “What is it?” pointing to her cup.

The other half of his mouth joined the smile party. “Trashcan punch.” 

She nodded. “Oh, okay.” Shit. Wasn’t that the one thing Rex had told her not to drink? She was pretty sure it was, but she couldn’t remember why. 

Oh geez, Jessica, maybe because you shouldn’t consume things from a trash can?

“You wash that thing out before making the drinks?” she shouted at Mr. Stud.

He chuckled, showing off his perfectly aligned and blindingly white teeth, and nodded at her before going back to his minimal bartending duties of pouring punch and handing it out to strangers. 

So he was a little dense. Well, it wouldn’t be fair to men if someone with his looks was also smart, she supposed. 

She turned her back to the bar and chugged half the cup, hoping it might allow her to at least stop shivering and at best be fun enough for someone to want to talk to her. She fought the urge to jump in on Leslie’s conversation with Brent, even as he began to look increasingly bored and scan the crowd over Leslie’s shoulder. 

“Not exciting enough for you?” a male voice said right into her ear. She whipped her head around to stare into the face of someone she’d never seen before. Or rather, to stare into the nose of someone she’d never seen before. It was hard to look past the nose to see the rest of him, especially at this close proximity. She took a step back from him and plastered on a smile. “Oh, it’s plenty exciting. I’m just taking it all in.”

He nodded and leaned in close to speak above the music and into her ear. “I can tell you’re a deep thinker just looking at you.” 

Was that a line? His delivery led her to believe it was, but the actual words were strange as hell. 

“What’s your name?” he asked. 

“Jessica.”

He nodded confidently. “I like that.”

She tried not to let her confusion show. “Uh, thanks. Yours?”

“Will. I’m a Phi Kap.”

She smiled appeasingly. “Ah, cool.”

“I like your toga.” He used the compliment as an excuse to lean back and let his eyes roam her body. “Modest girls are the hottest girls, you know.”

Modest? He thought this was modest? Well, comparatively, sure. But that was definitely not her intent—

Wait, did he just call me hot?

She wracked her brain for a time when a stranger had called her hot and came up empty. 

Being called hot by a stranger, it turned out, was awesome. Granted, she wished it’d been a better looking stranger than Will—the bartender would have been ideal—but she’d take Will, gangly arms, big nose, and all. Not that she actually wanted him, but shit yeah she would take the compliments he dealt. 

So coming here was actually a good idea. She’d have to give credit where credit was due, next time she saw Dr. Lincoln or emailed Mrs. Thomas. 

He asked her something else over the loud music, snapping her attention back to him with the bluntness of what she thought he’d said. 

“Um, excuse me?” she asked. Had he noticed her staring at the plastic-wrap girl? Shit. That had to be it. That was the only explanation for his question.

“Kant,” he said. “Do you like Kant?”

“Ohhh … Um. I’m not sure.”

“I just thought that since you’re a deep thinker, you might like Kant. Or Descartes. I have a bunch of cool books like that in my room upstairs if you want to me to show you.”

“No thanks,” she said quickly, fighting the primal urge to flee as soon as he mentioned his bedroom. She thought of Chris and guilt reared its head for even spending as long as she had humoring Will. 

But when he muttered, “Fucking prude,” and stumbled off, she felt significantly less guilty. 

“Whaat?” boomed a deep male voice from nearby. When she searched around for the source, she noticed that others were doing the same, and when her eyes landed on the source and she saw said source staring right at her, her body froze. Maybe if she didn’t move, whoever this guy was would forget about her. Or maybe he was staring at something behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Brent making out with a tiny Asian girl in a caution-tape toga/mummy wrap. That must be what the guy was shouting about. Phew. Close one. But where was Leslie, if Brent was making out with another girl? She should go check on her, wherever she—

“Jessica fucking Christ! No fucking way!” the same voice shouted. 

Shitballs.

She turned slowly back around, pressing her lips together into a strained smile. Who was this guy?

Unfocused eyes followed him as he made his way toward her. To his credit, he took the toga theme as literally as she had, though he had gone all in with a Caesar crown, sandals, and a woven belt. He even looked like he could be half Greek with his dark, curly hair and olive skin, though she suspected that wasn’t specifically for the party.

“This is fucking nuts!” he exclaimed, laughing so hard the rosiness on his cheeks began to spread to the bridge of his nose. She waited patiently to see where this was going, already prepared for it to go downhill in a hurry. “Best party ever!” he proclaimed, stopping just in front of her. “Danny.” He held out his hand. When she didn’t immediately take it, he added, “We have a class together. Intro to Philosophy.”

“Oh shit,” she said, wondering if he’d been among those to leave the classroom on the first day. 

“Brent!” shouted Danny. 

When Brent didn’t break lips from the Asian girl who couldn’t have been wearing more of a red flag if she’d literally used a red flag as her toga, Danny reached past Jess and grabbed his friend on the shoulder, pulling him free. 

“What is it, dude?” Brent asked. 

Danny motioned at Jessica. “You know who this is?”

Brent appeared irritated. “Yeah, it’s Jessica.”

Danny nodded a duh then replied. “Yeah. It’s Jessica Christ.”

“McCloud,” Jessica corrected. “Jessica McCloud.”

But Brent’s brain, slow as it may be, had begun firing now, and he stared at her with the familiar oh shit it’s the Christ Child expression she’d been waiting for when they first met. 

“You didn’t tell me you were …” but he couldn’t finish. That was fine by her.

“Yeah, dude,” Danny continued. “This is the girl that made the entire class walk out on day one.”

Jessica felt her face heat up, despite the cold. Well, at least her teeth weren’t chattering anymore. “Not the whole class.”

Danny nodded respectfully. “True. Not the whole class. There were about twenty of us left.”

Ah. So he had stayed. That was definitely a point in his favor, but she’d reserve judgement until she could definitely figure out what the crap he wanted from her. 

He turned to Brent. “What’d I tell you after class, man? I said, ‘There’s no way she can show her face in class again.’ Remember?”

Brent nodded along, but his attention was already on another girl just over Danny’s right shoulder. 

Brent turned toward Jessica, and as her fight or flight response began to fade, she felt a warmth in his presence that she hadn’t expected to find in anyone at this party. “But then you came back the next day, and I was like, ‘Damn! That’s some gangster-ass shit right there!’ Zero fucks given. Hooooly shit.” He could hardly finish with how hard he was laughing. 

His laughter was contagious and she let herself chuckle along with him. “I guess so.”

“Seriously, Jess. You’re my hero. Everyone around here cares so much about what everyone else thinks, that seeing you walk back into class again … I have to say,” he leaned in close, “it gave me a little hard-on.” He moved back and laughed, and she was just shocked enough to laugh, too. 

Who was this guy? Was he hitting on her, or did he just want to be her friend? He seemed like he’d make a cool friend, and that was why she was here, right? To meet new people and make new friends. She already had a boyfriend, so she didn’t need that, but a guy friend could be cool. She used to have so many when she played football, and it wasn’t until Danny that she realized there existed such a vacuum of male friendships in her life. Chris was really her only male friend at school now. 

Danny could be her friend.

Though he had mentioned having a hard-on. 

Meh, it was probably nothing. Guys talked about their dicks all the time. At least he was being real and not sleazy like Will and his interest with Kant. 

Jess finished her drink.

“I tell you what,” Danny said. “I don’t know that I even believe in God, but if you told me how to jump, I’d ask how high. You could be the Antichrist and I’d still admire the balls on you. You just fucking own it in class now. Have you noticed that?”

Jessica tilted back her cup, forgetting it was empty.  She glanced down into it and a half-second later, Danny’s hand brushed against hers as he took the cup from her, passed it off to the bartender and then returned it to her full. “But seriously, do you even realize how everyone tiptoes around you now?”

“Uh, no. You mean more than usual?”

“Nah. Like, just by showing up to class every day, you’ve become the goddamn alpha dog. You took the beating like a champ and now even Ms. Gershwin sneaks sideways glances for your approval when we talk about religion.”

Jess chuckled. “Huh. I hadn’t noticed that.”

“It’s true.” The admiration in his eyes as he stared down at her was unmistakable. “Here, I want to talk more, but not right by the speaker.”

“Um, okay.” 

He grabbed her free hand and pulled her behind him through the crowd, and she kept her eyes glued to the back of his head to avoid looking at the inevitable stares that would follow her. 

I shouldn’t be doing this. I shouldn’t be holding his hand.

Then Dr. Lincoln’s homework kicked in. 

Why do I feel like I shouldn’t hold his hand? 

Because I’ve only seen people hold hands when they’re dating.

It’s just a hand, though. There’s no reason holding hands has to be intimate or sexual. I used to hold Mom’s hand. I used to hold Miranda’s hand. I held plenty of guys’ hands during our moments of silence before football games.

So she allowed herself to relax and enjoy the small pleasure of Danny’s warm hand around her frosty fingers. 

They found a spot on a bench in the corner of the deck where the music wasn’t so overpowering and the icicle lights hardly illuminated. She could even see a few stars in the sky. 

“What’s it like?” he asked once they settled in. 

He stared intently at her, a small grin turning the corners of his lips as his eyes focused in on hers, like he was searching for something in them. 

She wasn’t sure why his intensity didn’t make her feel uncomfortable, but it didn’t. Instead it made her feel powerful. Or maybe she was just seeing herself through his eyes. 

“What’s what like?” she asked, meeting his gaze. 

“Having people know your name. What’s it like?”

She felt the urge to laugh, but managed to hold it in. “Pretty awful, actually. They don’t even call me by the right one.”

“Yeah, wow,” he breathed. “I can see that. But you come off as confident.”

“Do I?”

He nodded. “So do you mind if I ask?”

She wondered what he was going to ask about, but then realized the obvious: Chris. Part of her hoped he wouldn’t, though. She didn’t want to talk about Chris right now. Surprisingly, she wanted to talk about herself. 

“Um, no, go ahead.” She gulped the trashcan sludge. She could hardly taste the alcohol in it anymore. 

“What does it mean to be God’s daughter?”

She quickly shut her eyes to keep from spitting up the drink. What a strange way of phrasing the question. What does it mean? 

“I have no idea, actually.”

Danny stared at her wide-eyed for a moment, then both of them cracked and began giggling. Man, it felt good. She couldn’t tell if talking with Danny was easy because it didn’t matter to him that she was important or that it mattered immensely to him that she was important or that she was drunk.

“But like, do get messages from Him?” Danny persisted. 

“Yeah, or at least that’s what I’ve always assumed they were. But I don’t really want to talk about that right now, if that’s okay.”

It wasn’t until Danny leaned back that she realized how close their faces had been. “Yeah, totally. We can talk about anything. I guess talking about God the first time you hang out is a little much.”

“It happens,” she said, regretting that she’d turned him off of the one subject that made her so interesting to him. “More than you know, actually.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I bet.” Leaning forward again, he asked, “Why’d you come back?”

“Come back?”

“Yeah, to class. Why didn’t you just drop it?”

She considered making up some reason that he might find impressive, but even after however much alcohol was in one and three quarters cups of trashcan punch, she knew her limitations. She was a terrible liar. “My PR rep told me I had to.”

His eyes lit up and his mouth fell open before he wrangled it in. “You have a PR rep. Ha! Of course you do.” He leaned closer. “You are absolutely fascinating, Jessica.”

She felt a tickle run down her spine and she shivered. 

“You cold?” he asked. “We could go inside for a little bit.”

She remembered Will’s offer of heading to his bedroom to check out his Kant, and awareness jolted her. Danny was trying to get her to his bedroom, too, except in a more skillful way. 

Her aversion must have been evident in her expression, because he scooted away from her in a hurry and held up his hands defensively. “No, not like that. Sorry. I can see how that could seem sleazy. That’s not what I was getting at. You just seem cold. So it’s either more booze or heading inside.” He paused. “Or I could just go get you a jacket and bring it out here if you want.”

“Oh, no, no. I didn’t think you were being a creep,” she lied, embarrassed for her assumption. Why would every guy suddenly want to bone her? That had never been a problem before. Who was she to start assuming it now? “How about another drink and we go inside for a little bit.” 

He laughed lightly. “Okay, if you insist. But I don’t want you to get a bad impression of me. I don’t put out on a first date; I’m not that kind of girl, okay?” He finished by lifting his jaw determinedly, but a grin snuck through. 

She chuckled lightly and relaxed. 

It wasn’t until she was waiting for Hunky McBartender to pour her third glass of punch that she realized Danny had used the words “first date.”

But that was just for the joke. He was just a friendly guy. 

They found a spot on a long stuffed bench by the electric fireplace in the frat house’s living room. Metal beer signs, Greek banners, and framed records covered nearly every inch of the tall walls leading up to the vaulted ceiling. It was somewhat warmer by the electric fireplace and much brighter. Having all the lights on was no small comfort for the niggling feeling that she shouldn’t be sitting next to Danny, talking about personal things when Chris wasn’t around. 

But that was stupid! Surely Chris had female friends she didn’t know about. There had definitely been females in the bar with him in those pictures on Facebook. 

She could have guy friends. Chris had no right to be jealous … assuming, of course, that he was, which she did assume. She simply wouldn’t tell him about Danny. What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him. She would make sure nothing happened with Danny, that he didn’t get the wrong idea, and then she would never mention any of it to Chris. Easy enough. And if Danny eventually became a good friend, she’d introduce the two, and surely they would bond over their mutual admiration for her, right? 

Danny grabbed one of her hands in his and lifted it up toward his face, pressing the back of it against his cheek. “Damn, Jessica. You’re still freezing. Here.” He grabbed the cup from her and set it on the hardwood floor, freeing up her other hand. He took booth of hers in his and rubbed them to thaw her fingers. 

I should pull away. 

But instead, she stared down at his olive-colored hands, watched the smooth, confident way they moved over hers. They were just touching hands. She touched people’s hands all the time. He was just trying to be nice and warm her up. 

Another way he might warm her up popped into her head and she yanked her hands away from his as she cleared the image from her mind. 

“Oh, sorry,” he said, grimacing. “I didn’t mean … um.”

“No, it’s fine. I, um. I just—”

“You have a boyfriend,” he finished for her, like it wasn’t an issue. “I know. I’ve seen y’all outside of class. I respect that. I’m seriously not trying to make a move on you, I promise.”

She felt her face heat up. 

“It’s not that I don’t want to, but you have a boyfriend and you’re not interested in me. I get it.”

She nodded, not sure what else to do. 

“But that doesn’t mean I don’t still want to talk to you. You absolutely captivate me.”

“Oh. Okay.” She leaned down and grabbed her drink again, holding it with both hands to avoid another hand-holding miscommunication. 

“I know you don’t want to talk about God, but would you be down talking about miracles?”

She considered it. “Uh, sure. As long as we keep it strictly miracles.”

“Awesome.”

As he shot off one question after another, she was surprised at her ability to answer honestly while also avoiding the topics of God and her half-brother’s tendency to interrupt sex dreams. She was also surprised at her willingness to tell Danny things of a miraculous nature. And the sudden strength of her belief in such things after so much time spend feeling maddeningly unsure. Maybe it was just because saying, “I can’t perform miracles,” would have driven a stake through the heart of the conversation, and she didn’t want this conversation to end. Not yet. Not when someone as earthy and beautiful as Danny was staring at her like she was a Greek goddess.

“So wait,” he interrupted. “How did you discover the field goal thing?”

Her mind felt fizzy, and while she wasn’t tired, her eyelids were becoming heavier by the minute. It was worth struggling to keep them open to be able to see the hazel flecks in Danny’s green eyes. “I got high before the game with this guy I liked, and he talked me into trying.”

Danny leaned back and made a T with his palms. “Time out. You got high.”

She giggled and nodded. “Yeah.”

“The daughter of God gets high.”

“I thought you promised not to mention God.”

“Sorry, sorry. Do you still get high?”

She shook her head. “Nope.”

“Why not?” 

She shrugged. “I dunno. The opportunity doesn’t arise and I don’t seek it out.”

“Do you want to get high?”

“Yeah, sure, whenever that opportunity arises, I’m down for it again.”

He grinned mischievously. “Man, I wish I had some weed right now. You seem fun to get high with. I could listen to you talk about miracles for hours.”

She emptied her drink and stared down longingly. “Yeah, I wish you had some weed, too. I don’t know if my stomach can handle any more of this trashcan shit.”

He frowned. “Yeah, that stuff is pretty fucking rough. We have better stuff I can get you, or—” He paused and seemed to reconsider. “Nah.”

“What?”

He waved her off. “Nothing. Probably a bad idea.”

“What is it?” she demanded. If she was willing to dish on her miracles to him, he would damn well tell her what he was about to say. 

He hesitated but eventually went for it. “Okay. Don’t judge me. But have you ever tried mushrooms?”

Mushrooms? That must mean something different from what she thought it meant. “Mushrooms like …”

“Magic mushrooms.”

So, not what she put on her pizza. Good to know. “Um, no.”

He nodded, a determined look in his eyes. “Do you want to try them?”

“What do they do?”

He laughed and took her by the hand, pulling her to standing with him. “That’s a loaded question. They can do a lot of things, depending on how much you dose. For me, they’re a total tool for expanding my mind. Every time I take them, it feels like walls I’ve constructed in my mind break down to make room for new ideas.”

“Huh.” Oddly enough, that sounded like exactly what she needed. “How long do they last?”

He shrugged. “About four hours.” 

That was a deal breaker. She couldn’t be out of commission for four hours. For all she knew Leslie was ready to leave already, now that she’d struck out with Brent. And Chris would start to get worried if she didn’t get back to the dorm and call him soon. 

“It’s worth the time,” he said, stepping forward and reaching toward her shoulder. Her delayed reaction only allowed her eyes to follow the path of his hand, and it wasn’t until he’d already hooked his fingers underneath the shoulder strap of her toga, where it’d fallen off, and slipped it back into place that she realized what he was doing … or that her clothes were falling off without her knowledge. 

She needed to pull it together. She looked up into his face and watched his eyes linger on her shoulder a moment longer than was needed. 

“Um. Where’s the bathroom?” she asked, and he pointed toward the staircase.

She hurried off and squeezed past a plastered guy stumbling out of the bathroom who apparently no longer found a need for a toga or any covering whatsoever.

“Heeeey,” he said, his eyes crossing as he stumbled past, and she felt his soft junk bump into her thigh. 

“Geeesh.” She slipped past him and hurriedly closed the door before pulling her cell phone out of her bra and checking for notifications. Nothing. But she was shocked to find that it was already almost eleven. She texted Chris. How’s your night going?

Of course he didn’t respond instantly, but she wished he would. She needed to contact him. It felt critical. 

But not so critical that she couldn’t distract herself with a pee that seemed like it might last forever. She looked at herself in the mirror once she was done. (Ten minutes later? It felt like ten minutes later.)

Mistake. 

She didn’t recognize herself. Was it the makeup? The hair? The toga? Her eyes fell on the shoulder strap and she lost herself in the moment she’d just had with Danny. Her phone buzzed in her bra. “Fuck!” It startled her out of her stupor. 




Chris says: Not great. Henri just got in a cab with some girl he doesn’t know. We gotta find him. Talk in the morning?

You say: Sure. Talk in the morning.




She tucked the phone back into her bra, feeling adrift and profoundly lonely without really understanding why. 

She needed to find Leslie so they could head back. She just hoped the girl hadn’t drunk too much to drive. 

As she headed out of the bathroom, she nearly bumped right into the exact person she was looking for at the bottom of the stairs. “There you are!”

Leslie grinned sheepishly, “Oh hey, Jess.”

Then Jess realized that Leslie’s hand was attached to someone else’s. Someone who was already two steps farther up the stairs. Jess looked up and saw Will, who glanced down when Leslie resisted his pull. 

Jess glared at him. “Showing her some philosophy books?” she said bemusedly. 

“Huh?” His eyes struggled to focus on her. 

“Kant. You showing her your Kant collection?”

He scoffed. “Uh, no. I don’t have any Kant. Philosophy is gay.”

“He wants to play me a song on the guitar,” Leslie said, slurring her words. “He’s a musician.”

Jess’s mouth hung open slightly before she clued in and shut it. So it looked like they weren’t driving anywhere anytime soon. 

“Do you want to see it or not?” Will asked impatiently. 

Leslie flinched at the abrupt tone and then looked up at him. “Yes! Definitely!” and the two of them headed up the stairs. Jess watched them go, and when she turned her attention away from the upstairs, Danny was standing next to her. “So you never gave an answer. I don’t want to pressure you into it, trust me. But the offer still stands.”

“The offer for …?”

He placed a hand on her bare shoulder and leaned close. “Mushrooms.”

She sighed. “Yeah, sure. Sounds fun.”

He grinned and nodded enthusiastically. “Awesome. They’re up in my room. You can wait down here if you’re more comfortable with that.”

She waved him off. “No, it’s fine.” Then she followed him upstairs. 




* * *






“How long does it take to feel something?” Jessica asked. She finished off the glass of water Danny had given her to wash down the small chocolate dose.

“Depends. We’re pretty drunk, so it might take a little longer for us to feel it. Maybe a half hour?”

That was unfortunate. The chocolate had made the whole idea seem so much more appealing, but now, as she sat on the foot of Danny’s bed waiting for the effect to set in, she felt like maybe she’d made a terrible mistake.

“Relax,” Danny said, stepping closer to her. He kneeled in front of her so that he looked up into her eyes, and he set a hand on her knee. “Trust me, it’ll be fine, but the last thing you want to do is stress about it. That’s the way to end up with a terrible trip, and I’d hate for you to have your first experience be negative.”

For some reason, the notion that she was experiencing an important first with a boy she hardly knew and one who definitely wasn’t her boyfriend hadn’t occurred to her until then. This seemed wrong. 

God! God, where are you? 

Of course He didn’t answer. Why would He? It was only her goddamn time of need. And He probably didn’t exist. She chided herself for trying to conjure Him up just because she was a little uncomfortable with the situation. 

“Hey, I have an idea,” Danny said, standing again. “Let’s get out of this room. Open spaces are best for this.”

“Why’s that?” she asked, standing up as well. 

He shrugged. “I guess when you commune with nature, you should actually be in nature.”

“Is that what we’re doing? Communing with nature?” She tried not to sound skeptical. She needed to relax into it. This was starting to remind her of her gynecological exam. 

“For sure. And man, Jessica, I can’t wait to experience it with you. I can’t even imagine what you’ll come up with.”

“Come up with? How do you mean?”

He grabbed the tips of her fingers gently and stared into her eyes. “I mean, there’s always some new truth on the other end of it. You never come out of it the same person you were when you went in.”

Is he still talking about mushrooms? 

It seemed unlikely that anything so easily masked in a chocolate could be so profound. But hopefully he was right, because she didn’t want to be the same person she’d always been. She wanted to be someone new and improved. So she willfully ignored the opposite possibility where she might come out new but worse than before.

“Here.” He reached in his closet and pulled out an oversized jacket. “Put this on.” She did and he led her downstairs, across the deck, where the party had only become wilder and louder, and then off to the brush sloping downward from the deck and into the vast Hill Country. 

He led her right to a small trail head and she paused. 

“It’s perfectly safe, I promise you. I go down here all the time.”

“At night?” she asked. She was no idiot; she’d done her research on the wildlife of central Texas before ever getting on I-10 to move to San Marcos. Besides the rattlers, there were coyotes, which tended to be shy, but you never knew, bobcats, and there had even been a recent sighting of a mountain lion venturing this far northeast. Then there was always the possibility of a pissed off opossum. Never forget about pissed off opossums. 

It all amounted to one bad idea when she wouldn’t be able to see anything at night. 

“There’s only a short walk through the woods, then it opens up into a clearing. Believe me, it’s worth it.”

When she still hesitated, he added, “And your pupils are about to be dilated as fuck, so your night vision will be better.”

“Wait, what?” Did mushrooms turn her into a nocturnal animal? She tried not to sound so excited about the prospect of fulfilling one of her wildest dreams. 

“Well, you’ll get more light, but you’ll also be seeing colors more vividly, which is fun. Just— let’s go. It’s almost a full moon, and we want to be posted up in the clearing when the ’shrooms start to hit.” 

His enthusiasm was hard to resist. 

“Yeah, okay.”

“Watch your step.”

There was just enough moonlight coming through the scraggly treetops for Jess to find her footing each step she took. She wasn’t sure if her eyes were adjusting to the night as they naturally would, or if they were being helped along by the mushrooms. She fell into a meditative rhythm with her steps, and before long she heard Danny’s progress stop in front of her and looked up to see what was happening. 

Wow. He was right.

The trail sloped down steeply beyond where they stood, leading first into a small grassy clearing and then back into the thin forestation of the rolling Hill Country. 

She exhaled a laugh, and it felt incredible in her chest. She giggled some more, and looked over at Danny who was also facing the clearing. When he caught her eyes, a giant placid grin spread across his face, he began giggling, too. 

Jessica laughed harder, but she didn’t know why. It was like someone had pumped joy into her lungs. 

“You feel it too?” Danny asked.

“Yes!”

Tears began to well up as she continued chuckling softly and looking out onto the scenery. 

How could the trees be so shadowed and so green at the same time? She could feel the breeze on her face. Had the wind ever felt so sensual? So celebratory? How long had nature waited for her to arrive here? Maybe years. Maybe her whole life.

She glanced up at the moon and admired the circular rainbow around it. 

My moon. 

She wasn’t sure why she thought that, but it was definitely true. It was her moon. 

Danny headed down the trail and Jess began after him, pausing a few yards down to turn and look at the trail leading into the woods and back to the frat house. She never wanted to return through that tunnel.

She caught up with Danny where he sat on a small bench and took a seat next to him, staring out over the tall grasses, which seemed to dance like the surface of the ocean. Everything seemed to move together in the breeze. Everything moved together. 

“This is amazing,” she said.

He nodded without taking his eyes off the field, then scooted closer until the side of his thigh was against hers. He put his arm around her shoulder, pulling her in, and she felt like she was melting into him. “It’s everything,” he replied.

That somehow made sense to Jess. “It is.”

“All of it. Together.”

“Is this God?”

Danny’s head whipped around to look at her. His pupils were dark rainbows. “Is it?!”

She started laughing again. “Fuck if I know.”

He giggled maniacally along with her. “You don’t know! Ha! It doesn’t even matter! It just is!”

Even the smallest sliver of joy like this at some point in her life leading up to this point would have sustained her for years, allowed her soul to reset. But this was a whole waterfall of joy and peace. Why didn’t more people do mushrooms? If only everyone experienced this together, there might be peace on earth. 

And then she remembered. That was her job. To bring peace to the US. It was so simple! She needed to convince everyone to take mushrooms together. It was so simple. 

She turned to look at Danny and felt like she could see and feel the goodness coming off of him. It swirled with her own and highlighted the lack of separation. 

She reached her hand up and grabbed his chin, turning his face toward hers. Chris would understand. She knew he would. He had to, because it seemed so obvious to her. 

Not another thing needed to be said as they both leaned toward each other, and she felt her lips explode in a shower of sparks as they met his. What happened next blended together in her mind in a splash of color and strange shapes behind her eyelids until she finally lifted them and saw the starry sky above her where she now lay on the cool, nurturing ground. She looked down her body and saw the top of Danny’s head as he massaged her collarbone with his lips, slowly, like he was savoring it. She stared back up at the stars and began laughing again, and before long Danny was on his back next to her in the grass, staring up and laughing too. 

Even the stars seemed to be moving and dancing. She watched them slowly rearrange while only vaguely aware that Danny was back on top of her. It didn’t matter where he was, though, since it was all connected.

The heavens were assembling themselves into some familiar shape, the stars moving like a marching band, coordinated, purposeful. She recognized that she knew what shape they were starting to form, but she couldn’t yet put her finger on it. But she was in no hurry, so she waited until the answer revealed itself, which she knew it would. 

“Yes,” she breathed, “I know what’s coming. But what is it?”

Then it clicked. The stars had rearranged themselves to form a dick. She thought of Chris and wished he could be here with her and Danny. He would like this. And he was right about the stars. He was always right. Love was an expanding balloon in her chest that was close to running out of room. Maybe she would burst open. That would be all right. She remembered prom night with Chris as if it were three years from now and she were seeing into the future. Because it was so obvious that she was existing in a time before when she and Chris ever started dating. She couldn’t wait until their first kiss against the front bumper of his truck. She couldn’t wait until prom night.

They’d looked at the stars, talked about dick shapes, and then tried to screw. She could almost feel his warmth against her now. 

“Fuck. What the fuck?” His words pulled her from her fantasy.

When she turned her attention away from the sky and looked down at Chris, she noticed this was not Chris but Danny. 

She realized her underwear were off. 

And also realized Danny’s underwear were off, his toga pulled up to his waist exposing his poised and ready body part.

“I don’t know what the problem is,” he said, staring down at her bared crotch like it was a Rubik’s Cube. 

“Huh?” Jessica sat up to get her bearings and adjusted her own toga to cover herself. 

“Why can’t we bang?” he asked, staring sadly up at her. 

Waves of energy pulsed threateningly around him. “What were you doing?”

“What do you think?” He crawled up her legs and she reclined backward until he was hovering over her full body. “I need to be inside you, Jessica.”

That didn’t seem right. Chris wouldn’t like that. “No.” 

“Yes. Please.” He leaned down and kissed on her neck, and she was overcome with the smell of … what was that? Rotten eggs? Not quite. Oil refineries? Maybe that was closer to it.  

Either way, what the hell?

She pushed him off of her and he fell backward onto his butt. “Can’t you feel it?”

She could certainly feel something, but it wasn’t the same thing she’d felt before. It wasn’t everything. It was just something. The magnetism between them only a moment before had switched poles and now repelled her. 

She scrambled to her feet as much as she could with the earth waves swaying around her. The sea was making her sick. 

“I’m gonna throw up,” she said, searching around for a place to do it before realizing anywhere was fair game. 

“Do it,” Danny encouraged. “It makes the trip more intense.”

“More intense?!” She didn’t want more intense. Things were flipping on their head. Intensity wasn’t her friend anymore. She tried to hold back the urge to vomit, but immediately realized she was not in control on that matter. 

She blew chunks onto a small shrub and admired the rainbow colors of it for a moment. Had she eaten Skittles at some point in the night? She didn’t remember doing so, but she was pretty sure that was Skittle vomit. 

Then the bush exploded in a blaze and she stumbled back. “Fuck!”

“What is it?” Danny asked. 

“That bush!” She pointed at it. Why did he even have to ask?

But he stared at it blankly. “Yeah, it’s part of everything.”

“No, it’s not. It’s on fire!”

He nodded. “Stop resisting. You must be resisting.” He stepped up to her and pulled her against his body, apparently unconcerned about her recent vomiting. He leaned in for a kiss, and she smelled the stench. Was that Danny? Did mushrooms make some people gassy? 

She pulled back from him.

“Stop resisting it,” he said again. “Trust me. Embrace it.”

Her brain felt like it was sloshing in her skull. “I don’t want you inside me.” She pushed him away and knew what she had to do. She sprinted across the clearing toward the path on the other side, the one leading farther away from the frat house. 

A prickly pear cactus burst into flames to her left. She yelped and side stepped away from it. 

Danny called after her, but she didn’t slow. Running felt natural. She was an animal after all. Running into the unknown was simply returning home. She needed animals and plants and bugs and whatever else wasn’t human. She could easily see in the dark now.

Except she didn’t spot the man standing in her way until she was only feet from him. 

“Whoa!” he said, getting her attention before she ran smack into him. She looked up at his face.

“No, not you.”

“Hey look,” he said, motioning to himself and then her. “We’re kinda dressed the same.”

He wasn’t lying. But that wasn’t important. “What do you want?”

He shrugged. “Dad said you called, but he’s busy, and considering your state, I figured I could pop in.”

“But I’m awake.”

Jesus shrugged. “Technically, sure.”

“I feel like I’m more awake than usual, actually.”

He moved shoulder-to-shoulder with her, taking her gently by the arm and leading her farther down the path. “I understand.” 

“Do you? Did you ever do mushrooms?”

He rocked his head from side to side. “No, but food was much riskier business when I was alive. I got food poisoning a handful of times—we all did. Often there were hallucinations involved. Definitely vomiting. And the occasional burning bush. Did it talk to you?”

She jerked her head around to read his expression. Was he serious? “No. Do they usually do that?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes. But it’s usually total gibberish. I once had one try to tell me that we were infected with souls from aliens that had been dropped into a volcano.”

Jessica laughed. “What?”

Jesus beamed. “Well, it was all more complicated than that even, but yes. Some real garbage comes out of those things.”

“Are you real?” she asked. “Or are you just my hallucination?”

He scoffed. “Am I a hallucination? Psh. Could a hallucination do this?” He snapped his fingers and a tree ahead and on her left opened a previously nonexistent mouth and yawned before also opening its eyes and saying, “Howdy, Jessica!”

She kept a watchful eye on it as they approached. “Yeah, I think that’s exactly the kind of shit a hallucination would do.”

“Sorry to see you leaf!” the tree added as they passed.

“Fair enough,” Jesus conceded. “But does it matter if I’m real or not?”

Jessica sighed. “I guess not. Why are you here, though?”

“Like I said, you called for Dad. He sent me.”

“I don’t even remember what I called him about. But I guess while I have you here, are mushrooms the key to bringing peace to the United States?”

He stopped in his tracks so she did too. He folded his arms across his chest. “Uh, no. Mushrooms aren’t the answer.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll see.”

She decided to ignore the overwhelmingly foreboding nature of that statement. “But this feeling I had in my chest when we first came to the clearing. It was like I was tapping into something.”

He chuckled. “Oh, I know. I know exactly what you tapped into, too.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. The infinite.”

“Holy shit.”

“It is. And it’s also not a great thing to get attached to while you’re still stuck on this rock.”

She looked down at her feet, and sure enough she was standing on a large rock. 

“No, not literally that one,” Jesus said impatiently. “This one.” He looked around, motioning broadly with his arms.

“But wouldn’t everyone be better if they could tap into it a little bit?”

“Psh, well obviously. But how many people do you know who would limit themselves to only a little bit of infinite?”

She shrugged. “Good point.”

Jesus chewed his bottom lip. “Listen, if you don’t have anything else pressing, I would like to get out of here before you start to come down.”

“Start to what?”

“You’ll see.”

“Please stop saying that.”

He began backing away from her. “Listen, sis, you did this to yourself. I would spare you what you’re about to go through, but that’s not my style. Maybe I’m a little bitter, still. Who knows?” He lifted his arms in an emphatic shrug. “Either way, peace be with you!” He snapped his fingers and disappeared in his usual puff of white powder.

Jessica looked around her. Where was she? What was Jesus talking about? Why was he in such a hurry to leave?

Something large crunched the leaves to her right, and she turned slowly, straining to see through the darkness. Nothing seemed to be there.

Where was she? When was she? Who was she? Why couldn’t she just enjoy a hallucination without Jesus crashing it?

She walked a few more lengths down the trail, unsure if she were heading back toward the party or away from it. And when she found an overturned log, she sat down on it. 

What year was it? There were different levels operating, but her brain reached out to try to grasp any of them and failed. What were these levels she could feel? Were they earth, heaven, and hell? Was it past, present, and future? What was it? And where was she in it? 

I might never stop tripping. This was exhausting. Her brain wanted a rest, but how could it ever rest? She became more certain that the mental state was irreversible. She would never stop tripping. She would never be who she was again. She would live her life out in these woods, and that prospect started to seem less and less enticing the longer she sat alone on the log.

This log is my home now. 

She remembered when the drugs first set in, how the infinite had felt so comforting. Now she just wished the infinite would go away. She wanted things finite again. Very finite. Nothing should last forever. That would literally be a fate worse than death.

She pet her home log because it looked like it could use it.

Good log. We will find a way to make it work in his cruel world.

Her eyes grew heavy …




* * *






She knew even before she opened her eyes that she was back to herself. 

What does that even mean?

NOTHING. IT IS COMPLETE GIBBERISH LIKE MOST OF WHAT YOU SAID LAST NIGHT.

She groaned against God’s loud voice rattling her skull, which felt like someone had gone at it with a melon baller. 

What happened?

YOU ENGAGED IN DEBAUCHERY AND NOW YOU ARE PAYING THE PRICE.

Shut up. You’re probably not even real. You’re just a hallucination. I should be able to control you if I want.

PSH. GOOD LUCK. OH WAIT, THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS LUCK. 

She tried a visualization technique and imagined the voice contained within the physical space of her skull like a gas expanding to fill the container, and then she imagined pumping the gas into a tiny container. Compacting it into an atom-size speck and stashing it somewhere behind her occipital lobe. 

And there was silence. Thank … whoever. Thank herself, she supposed. Silence. 

FEEL BETTER NOW?

Shit.

She tried to open her eyes but found them to be mostly crusted shut. When she finally did pry her lids apart, expecting for whatever reason to see the ceiling of her dorm room above her, she was met with an unpleasant surprise: pale blue sky. Well, she supposed the location explained why she was freezing cold and moist. But there were other things she couldn’t explain. 

Like how she’d ended up in the middle of a pasture. 

And where in the hell the pasture was. 

And how she’d managed to sleep so soundly surrounded by a herd of cows. 

While she’d never owned an animal herself, growing up in Mooretown wasn’t without its small lessons in livestock. Among the most important were if you’re not slightly uncomfortable milking a cow, then you’re not giving it 100% and cows seem dumb, but they will turn the tables and kill you if given the proper chance. So cow stuff. 

Anyway, she was lucky to be alive, she supposed. However, when she stood up and realized that all she had on was her bra and underwear, she reconsidered the luck thing, and decided that maybe her God hallucination wasn’t kidding; there was no such thing as good luck. That didn’t rule out bad luck, though, which she was certain existed and hung around her in a thick manure-scented cloud. 

She spotted a white sheet a little ways off, past a half dozen dozing heifers, and the events of the previous night began to fall in line as she tiptoed through the herd toward her only hope of covering up until she could figure out what to do next. 

Then she remembered. A lifeline! She reached in her bra but found no phone. Shit! She glanced back over at the spot where she’d woken up but couldn’t see anything in the tall, dewy grass.

OH, IT’S GONE. LONG GONE.

Should she trust the voice? After all, maybe subconsciously she knew where her phone had gone and this voice in her head was just her subconscious. In which case, it could be somewhat reliable. 

I AM ALWAYS RELIABLE.

She ignored it.

How had she gotten here? 

DRUGS.

Vague, but she supposed it was correct enough.

She reached her sheet, which was sopping wet from the dew and stuck miserably to her as she wrapped it around for modesty’s sake. Once clear of the bovine danger, she took off at a sprint toward the closest fence she could see, made it five steps, vomited red fluids, which she hoped were colored by the punch and not fresh blood, and then continued at as brisk a pace as she could manage toward the edge of the property. It was quite a ways away, but a fence often meant a road. And if she could get to a road, she’d be one step closer to knowing where the hell she was. 

After scanning her surroundings for any possible witnesses to the unusually rough start to her morning, she determined that she was indeed entirely alone. So she pulled the sheet off of her body, wrapping it around her hands so that she could pull open the barbed wire without risking tetanus. The last thing she needed to add to this heaping pile of misfortune was another trip to the student health center for a tetanus shot. And if she showed up with bleeding wounds in her palms … no. She’d gladly risk a little case of lock jaw before enduring the questions that would accompany accidental stigmata. 

Jessica stared down the gravel road in either direction, trying to decide where to go. 

THAT WAY.

Without a better option, she decided to trust whatever her subconscious said at this point, no matter how mentally ill she may or may not be. It was the best she had to go on.

As she shivered her way down the road, unsure whether a truck driving by would be a welcome opportunity for help or another bit of tinder to throw on her garbage fire of shame—probably both—a faint sound stared to register to her brain. Rushing water? Was she near a waterfall? Maybe the San Marcos River? 

But then she realized: Duh. Traffic. 

I BET YOU NEVER THOUGHT YOU WOULD BE SO EXCITED TO SEE I-35.

You’re not real.

I AM REAL. 

You don’t exist in space or time.

I EXIST EVERYWHERE IN BOTH SPACE AND TIME. AND PRESPACE AND PRETIME. AND POST-SPACE AND POST-TIME.

That’s exactly the bullshit I don’t need in my life right now.

ALL BULLSHITTED OUT AFTER LAST NIGHT? MANKIND, WERE YOU REALLY ON A ROLL! I HAD TO TALK DOWN YOUR BROTHER AFTERWARD. AND AS MUCH AS I OCCASIONALLY ENJOY SEEING HIM ALL WORKED UP, YOU CROSSED SOME LINES LAST NIGHT.

What does that even—

Then more fragmented memories started to inundate her. Danny. Trashcan punch. Ocean grass. Burning cacti. Cheating. 

She knew instantly that Chris, as a matter of fact, would not be okay with her kissing Danny and—

Oh god. What all did we do?

YOU’RE WELCOME.

Huh? For what?! 

I SAVED YOU FROM HIS VILE ATTEMPTS AT STEALING YOUR VIRGINITY.

The chill of the morning air was no match for the heat that rose up in her cheeks and behind her eyes. She actually owed her Father a thank you.

Except He wasn’t real. So she owed Him nothing.

But she was still humiliated. And ashamed. And worried. And lost. 

The latter of those concerns was solved when I-35 came into view and she discovered where she was. Unfortunately, she was no longer in San Marcos. Close, but she still had a long walk ahead of her, and she wasn’t sure how to get back to campus without following the highway. But walking down the drug road of Texas in nothing but a soaking wet toga seemed like maybe not one of the best ideas. She’d have to find a back road. 

SURPRISE! I KNOW A WAY!

She sighed. Do you also know what time it is?

OF COURSE I DO. BUT REMEMBER THAT IT IS OF NO CONSEQUENCE. I SEE ALL TIME AT ONCE.

Please don’t explain. My head hurts enough already. So what time is it?

SEVEN TWENTY-THREE IN THE MORNING.

And how long will it take me to walk back to my dorm, smarty-pants?

WITH YOUR HANGOVER? TWO HOURS AND THIRTY-SEVEN MINUTES. 

She groaned. Being crazy wasn’t ideal but at least it might come with GPS. She’d have to wait and see.

Maybe in those two hours and thirty-seven minutes she could figure out what to tell Chris about the night before. Maybe there was a way to explain herself that wouldn’t break his heart. 

As she began trudging away from I-35 on the alternate route home, she laughed dryly as she realized how the tables had turned. She’d suspected Chris was cheating on her and in the end she’d been the one to do the deed. Would he forgive her? Or more importantly, should he?
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“Nobody told me we were having a wet toga contest,” Harris Rathman, the resident assistant for Jessica’s floor, said as he held open the front door for her. 

Her feet hurt too bad for her mouth to work, and she trudged in, unable to even express her mild appreciation for him coming down when she rang the doorbell. 

He must have picked up on her misery, because he added, “Listen, everyone has a walk of shame sometimes.”

She continued to ignore him and stumbled forward. 

Her sandals, which had seemed like such a good idea the night before, had not only created blisters on her heels and the soles of her feet, but gone ahead and popped those blisters on the last mile of her route. A few had already gone numb from the pain, but a handful had not. She was sure the mud caked up to her ankles wasn’t great for the open wounds, and about a half hour previous to arriving at Tower, she’d begun spinning a long, intricate fantasy about washing her feet when she got back to her room. It had carried her the last leg of the journey, even though she knew she lacked most of the pampering ingredients to really go for it. And in reality, what she needed was less scented lotions and more hydrogen peroxide. 

She looked up at the clock in the entryway. Eleven on the dot. Dammit. Her GPS was good. But the worst part of arriving at eleven wasn’t that it made ignoring the inexplicable accuracy of the voice in her head more difficult, but that it meant people would actually be starting to wake up on a Saturday morning, and the odds of Harris being the only person to see her in her dirty, soggy toga and bloody mud shoes were exceptionally low. 

The moment she stepped off the elevator, she knew she was doomed. A mixture of rap music from one end of the hallway and acoustic guitar from the other met her ears, and she nearly smacked right into Liz, the butch sophomore who lived across the hall from Jess and had asked on more than one occasion to borrow Jessica’s razor. (She’d always agreed, but insisted the girl never need return it.)

“Damn, Jessica. I wish I’d had your night.”

“Murlph,” Jessica replied, hoping it sounded like a word. 

The door to her dorm was unlocked and she opened it, expecting to find Leslie already inside. During her walk home, she’d spent time considering the question of Leslie and the night before and had decided that she should give her roommate the benefit of the doubt. Maybe the girl looked for her before leaving the party and simply hadn’t thought to look in a pasture. 

But Leslie wasn’t in their room, causing a wave of annoyance to move through Jessica at the fact that Leslie had, yet again, left the door unlocked while she was away. Granted, in this case it meant Jessica could make it in bereft of her keys and cell phone, but still. 

Jessica locked the door behind her and shucked off her toga, letting it fall to the floor midway between the front door and the door to the shared bathroom. 

A sticky note was waiting on the mirror when Jessica tried to take in her haggard appearance. 




Jess—

Sorry I left the party without you. I had an early study group this morning and figured you would want to stay with Danny. 

-Leslie




The bitch hadn’t even looked for her! Sure, it might have been a fairly safe assumption, considering how Jessica had paired off with him early in the night, but—

A familiar ringing pulled her from her anger and she hobbled back into the bedroom to spot her cell phone lying on her desk. It, too, had a sticky note on it. 




Found this on the hood of my car. Guess you set it there?




So the bitch even took her phone? She was glad to have it back, but who just leaves someone at a party without their phone? 

Jess removed the sticky note and looked down at the screen lighting up. She cringed when she saw the name, but she answered, because she probably deserved whatever she was about to get.

“Hello?”

“Well, well, well. Look who finally decided to answer.”

“Hey, Wendy. Sorry. I lost my phone for a little bit.”

“That doesn’t surprise me at all, considering the night you’ve reportedly had.”

Jessica wanted to speak, but her mouth was so dry and her brain felt crystallized, so she remained silent and headed into the bathroom to suck water from the faucet.

Wendy didn’t need permission to continue, though. “I know you want to be a dumb, reckless college student—it’s only natural—but if that’s the direction you want to go, let me know so I can finally take a damn vacation and you can call me where I’ll be relaxing in the Bahamas whenever you decide you want to gather up the shattered pieces of your personal brand.”

“I’m sorry.” Then the questions formed in her delayed mind. “Wait, how did you know about last night?”

“Eugene fucking Thornton.”

Wendy never said fuck in any way, shape, or form other than as a middle name for Eugene, and even then it was only ever when he’d pulled some super despicable stunt. Jessica considered it fair warning to tread lightly. “He found out about it?”

“Sure did.”

“Crap.”

“Crap indeed, meaning you’ve stepped right in it. Now I don’t know how much of it is true, but Eugene’s reporting that you were drinking underage, might have taken drugs, and there’s a boy who apparently revealed to his anonymous source that the two of you had sex.”

“We didn’t have sex!” Jess protested. “He couldn’t stay hard enough—”

“Oh lord God …”

“No! I mean—” What did she mean? It was all true except the actual act of sex. 

“This is bad. Okay. I’ll contact my bloggers, get them to pump out a contradictory story. Maybe we can confuse the masses enough for this to blow over quickly.”

“Thanks.”

“Do me a favor, would you?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t ever drink or do drugs or spend even ten seconds in the company of any boy but Chris for, oh, I don’t know, ten years? And for everyone’s sake, figure out who the hell Eugene is getting this information from.”

“It’s Courtney. I know it is.”

“Was she at the party last night?”

“Well, no. I mean, she could have been after I went into the woods with—”

“Ugh. I don’t want to know the gory details of your bad decisions. I should be going.”

Once she was off the phone, she was able to see all the missed calls from that morning. She scrolled down the list and was surprised to discover which one she wanted to call first. She dialed. 

“Hey, baby!” Destinee said when she picked up after the first ring. There was no anger or disappointment in her voice, but then again, it was only two words.

“Hi mom,” Jessica replied, waiting to feel things out.

“Heard you had a big night.” 

Was Destinee trying not to laugh? What was so funny …?

Jessica stared down at her mud caked feet. “Yeah. You could call it that.”

“I’d love to hear about it. Betsy from the pharmacy forwarded me Eugene’s article this morning—Betsy’s kind of a cunt—and I saw you had a full night of drinking, drugs, and sex. That true?”

Jessica sighed. “Two out of three. Alcohol, obviously—”

“And drugs?”

Jessica sighed. This didn’t seem like something other people would tell their parents. “Yeah.”

“Anything good?”

“For a little while. Then not so good.”

“Mmm,” Destinee said sympathetically. “So coke?”

“What?”

“Was it coke you did?”

For some reason, Jessica found that assumption slightly offensive. “No, Mom. I’m not gonna try coke. It was mushrooms.”

“Hot damn! I’ve always wanted to do those!” When Jessica didn’t immediately show support for her mother’s dreams, Destinee calmed down. “So no sex?”

Jessica sighed, trying to ignore her memory’s short highlight of Danny’s Play-Doh dick smashing against her. “No.”

“Well,” Destinee said, “I mean, as much as I’ve always supported your decisions in that arena, I have to say, the thought of you going behind Chris’s back didn’t sit well with me. I told that cunt Betsy you’d never do that, drugs and alcohol or no drugs and alcohol.”

Jess hoped the disagreement had stopped at words, but that seemed unlikely. “Um. So, I didn’t have sex with someone else, but I did kind of kiss someone else.”

There was silence on the line and Jessica’s lungs felt the air inside them freeze in suspended animation. 

“Okay, well a kiss ain’t too bad. I kissed plenty of boys growing up. Although I suppose I banged a bunch of boys, too—don’t matter. Do you still want to be with Chris?”

“Yes,” Jess said hurriedly. “Of course.”

“Well, if you want to be with him, you should probably come clean. He’ll understand. Maybe not right away. He’s a good boy, though, baby. And he loves the hell out of you. To the point where I don’t honestly know if it’s healthy. His mom and I have actually talked about it before, because we were both a little startled. But, you know. We’re just a couple of old women burned by men.”

“Please, you just turned thirty-six. And isn’t Rex healing those wounds?” She shut her eyes to brace herself; she knew what she’d done.

“He’s more than healing these wounds, let me tell you. He’s healing them all night and all day. But still, some wounds take a while to get over.”

All sex talk with her mother aside, Jess wondered how long it would take Chris to get over the wound she would deal him when she told him about Danny. Would he dump her? Would he start fake dating someone to get back at her? Or worse: would he real date someone because he actually liked that someone?

Her stomach knotted when she heard the sound of another call coming through. It had to be Chris. She’d seen his name on the list of missed calls and immediately decided to save him for later when she could deal with it. But now she just felt guilty making him wait even longer. 

“One second, Mom. I have another call”—she moved the phone away from her ear and looked at the screen, about to accept it—“you gotta be fucking kidding me.” She rejected it instead.

“I know that tone of voice,” Destinee said. “What’s Jimmy want nowadays?”

Jessica exhaled and headed into the bathroom to wash her feet. “He wants me to go to White Light Church for some reason.”

“Want me to go instead?” Destinee asked, doing a poor job of hiding her nefarious intentions.

“Uh, no. I think that’s a bad idea. He’s got Eugene in his pocket. Or maybe Eugene has Jimmy in his. Either way, Jimmy can rot.”

“That’s my girl!”

Jessica turned on the shower, letting the water warm up. “Hey, I’m caked in mud and blood and cow shit. I’m gonna take a shower.”

“Balls, Jess. Okay, yeah. But I expect to hear the whole story on that next time you come home.”

“With any luck, I’ll have forgotten all about it by then. Tell Rex I said hi.”

She locked the door leading into the bathroom from the next room over, peeled off her bra and underwear, and stepped into the shower, focusing the stream first on her raw and abused feet. This was not the luxury she’d hoped for. The mud had formed a protective casing around her wounds, and once it was gone, the spray of water stung like hell on her blisters. At first she muffled her pain, not wanting to give her suitemates any further reason to think she was insane, but quickly she stopped caring about them. “Fuuuuuuuuuuhk.”

She was just about to put the shampoo in her hair when someone started banging on her dorm room door so hard it shook the shower tiles under her feet. 

Then she heard his voice. “Jessica! I know you’re there!”

Well shit, it wasn’t like she was hiding from him. She was just showering. Couldn’t a girl shower? Also, she was glad she’d locked her door behind her. 

She jumped out and wrapped a towel around her before limping out of the bathroom and opening the door. Chris didn’t wait for an invitation before plowing in. 

Okay, he was furious. She got that. And anger she could deal with. Plus, he was about to be more furious, she was sure.

He whirled around to face her once she shut the door, and it was only then that he seemed to realize she was wearing only a towel. His eyes gave him away and he swallowed hard. 

And people said guys weren’t complex things, but here he was both fuming and horny. Jessica couldn’t imagine ever experiencing that particular combination of emotions. 

“Why are you showering?” he asked, and that seemed a strange place to start the conversation. 

“Because I needed a shower. Is that why you’re here?” she asked, impatient for him to go ahead and let her have it for not returning his calls.

“No. I’m here because Jerry happened to mention this morning that you were out all night doing drugs and other things.”

He couldn’t even bring himself to say it. “Well, your roommate was right. So?” She put the hand that wasn’t holding up her towel on her hip. The truth was out. Well, most of it. 

His anger melted away, though, replaced by a look of longing and desperation. His arched eyebrows fell, and his rigid lips softened, and all she wanted to do was go back in time and make last night never happen so she could hold him without hesitation. 

“What exactly happened, Jess?” It was a plea. She wished she could give him the news he wanted.

And she wished she weren’t in only a towel. 

“I tried mushrooms.”

Chris’s desperation warped into confusion. “You’d never tried them before? I don’t—”

She shook her head slightly. “No, not like the kind on pizza. I know, I thought the same thing.”

“Oh.”

“The kind that gives you hallucinations.”

He shifted his weight onto one leg, folding his arms across his chest. “I didn’t realize that was a thing.” 

“Yeah. It’s a thing.” She laughed morosely. “It’s definitely a thing.”

“And?”

“And I hallucinated, Chris! Sheesh, what do you think happened?”

He nodded and exhaled, and she saw pre-game determination in his eyes. “Yeah, okay. And what else? Anything?”

She needed to come out with it, with all of it, but now that he seemed less angry, she had less desire to antagonize him. “I … kissed someone else.” She decided not to mention the failed attempt at bumping uglies. Or more accurately, the successful attempt at what she’d started to think of as “mashing potatoes.” 

Chris’s expression didn’t change with her breaking of the news. “Okay. Yeah, that can happen on drugs.”

“Since when are you Mr. Understanding about cheating?”

“It’s not cheating.” But it was clear she wasn’t the one he was trying to convince. “Do you want to kiss … whoever again?”

“Uh, no. Never again.”

He nodded, considering it. 

“Yeah, okay. It happens.”

Fuck. Why was he so understanding? It was eating at her. 

“You’re not mad?”

He scoffed. “Oh, I’m mad, but mostly that you didn’t return my calls and I had to hear about all this through Jerry. But you kissing someone else? I mean, it was a mistake, right? Anyone can make mistakes. Even you. Anyway, I understand.”

“But how do you understand? Have you been kissing other girls?”

He jerked his head back like she’d extended her arm the two yards between them and slapped him across the face. “What? No! Are we really doing this again? I already told you I’m not going around making out with other girls! It’s like you’re set on me being some kind of a slut.”

The word met her ears like nails on a chalkboard and she felt instantly dizzy. “Get out.”

His folded arms dropped limply to his side. “Huh?”

“You obviously think I’m a slut. Just like my mom, huh? How long have you thought that about her? About me? No, you know what? Never mind.” She couldn’t even look at him, instead focusing her eyes on the floorboards. “Get out.”

“Jess, I don’t think your mom’s—”

“Get the fuck out!”

He jumped, but then started moving past her for the door. “Jesus, Jess! You kiss another guy and then kick me out? You’ve fucking lost it. You’re acting crazy.”

Did Chris realize that was the worst possible thing to say to her? Probably not. But it didn’t matter. 

“GET THE FUCK OUT, CHRIS!” Okay, even she had to admit the voice-cracking shouting seemed only to prove his point. 

When the door slammed a moment later, all she could hear was the running water in the shower and a high-pitched ringing in her ears. She didn’t even notice the door had opened again until she heard another voice. A female this time.

“Jessica? You okay?”

She jumped when she felt a hand on her shoulder and whirled around to see Leslie staring doe-eyed at her. 

“Fucking shit! Why are you sneaking up on me?”

“Sorry, I thought you heard me. I just saw Chris storm out, is everything okay?”

Jessica shrugged Leslie’s hand off her shoulder and headed back to the bathroom. “Wonderful. And it’d be a lot better if you minded your own damn business.” She slammed the door, and a moment later, as she was back under the warm water, it occurred to her to wonder if she and Chris had just broken up.


[image: Image]









I AM INFINITE PATIENCE, AND EVEN SO, THIS IS GETTING RIDICULOUS.

There’s no point. Jessica stared up at the top bunk from the spot where she’d spent ninety percent of the last week, only getting up to use the restroom and once, when Leslie had been too busy to make her usual run for Jessica’s daily pizza intake, the dining hall. 

THERE IS A POINT. THERE ARE MANY POINTS. ONLY ONE OF WHICH IS THAT I AM TIRED OF HEARING YOUR SELF-PITY.

Then go away. Oh wait, you can’t because you’re just a figment of my imagination.

THIS SLOTH WILL GET YOU NOWHERE.

That’s why I’m doing it. I don’t want to go anywhere. There’s no point in going anywhere. 

She wondered briefly for the seven thousandth time that day, what Chris was doing. It wasn’t her right to know, though. A stiff, emotionless phone call the same day of their blow-out fight had resulted in them “taking a break,” whatever that meant. She couldn’t even remember who had suggested it first. But it didn’t matter. Because nothing mattered. 

HOW ABOUT THIS? IF YOU GET UP, I’LL NEVER MENTION THIS WEEK OF YOUR LIFE TO WHICHEVER SCRIBE I CHOOSE TO WRITE YOUR STORY AND WE FORGET THIS WHOLE SORRY THING EVER HAPPENED. 

No. 

FOR MANKIND’S SAKE.

Let me die in this bed.

SUCH A MARTYR. 

Isn’t that what you want me to be?

WHAT I— I RESENT YOUR PRESUMPTION.

But?

BUT I MEAN, IF IT HAPPENS FOR A SOLID REASON, THEN YES, THAT IS IDEAL.

And a broken heart and self-loathing aren’t solid reasons?

NO. NO ONE WILL WANT TO READ ABOUT THAT.

A knock on her door triggered off an impulse to move off the bed, but she fought it bravely, instead loudly mumbling, “Commnnn,” which meant, of course, come in.

Leslie peeked her head in and Jess felt immediately annoyed. Meek little Leslie would knock on her own dorm room door before entering. Sheesh.

“I just wanted to make sure you were dressed.” When the door opened wider, Jess understood the reason for minding Jessica’s modesty. 

How long had it been since Jessica had last seen Wendy in person? The woman still rocked an A-line skirt like nobody Jessica had ever seen could. Her hair was slicked back into a large knot high on her head, and her heels clacked loudly and shamelessly across the linoleum floor as she entered like she owned the place. 

Which was close to the truth, since Wendy Peterman owned whatever room she walked into, even if it was a musty dorm room with empty pizza boxes stashed under the lower bunk. 

Leslie followed her in and sat in her usual spot at her desk across from Jessica’s bed. Wendy didn’t bother sitting, but instead towered over Jessica with her fists on her hips. “You done?”

Jessica stared up at the woman, knowing she should sit up but unable to muster the strength. “Not yet.”

“Well you better get done. Because I just drove four hours down here on a Sunday to drag your depressed butt out of bed.”

Jessica muttered her new catch phrase: “What’s the point?” 

Wendy huffed, but rather than responding, she turned to Leslie. “You just let her carry on this way all week?”

Leslie cowered. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

Wendy turned her body back toward Jess and her eyes fell on the stash of empty pizza boxes. “Okay, I know break-ups are hard or whatever,” she began, and Jess wondered if this was Wendy’s attempt at sympathy, “and I’m sure plenty of people stay in bed and miss class for a week after one, but you don’t get to. Here.” She stepped forward, reached in her purse and pulled out an envelope, handing it to Jessica. “I’ll save you the effort of opening it, since I know you don’t have energy to spare. It’s a get-well card from Jameson.”

Jess lifted the letter so she could see her name written in cursive on the front. 

“That’s more than I deserve,” Jessica said miserably. 

“Like hell it is. Someone shot that man in his face and you brought him back to life.”

“Wait,” Leslie interrupted. “Jameson Fractal? He sent you a get-well card?”

Wendy glanced over at Leslie like she’d forgotten the girl was there. “Yes.” Then she turned back to Jessica. “He wanted to come himself, but I told him not to screw up the production schedule of Jack Justice III on your account.”

“He was going to come here?!” Leslie said hysterically. 

Wendy ignored her, and Jessica remembered why she kept this woman, this charitable harpy, around. Laser focus. 

“That’s sweet of him, but still more than I deserve.”

“For the love of … Jessica McCloud. You are the daughter of God Himself, and you’re moping around like who you date even matters.”

Indignation provided the pop of energy Jess needed to prop herself up on her elbows. “It does matter!”

Wendy bit back a smug smile. “So I guess something does matter.” 

Jess narrowed her eyes on the wily woman. “You tricked me.”

“Fine. Can I trick you out of bed and into the shower, too? It smells like you’re sweating out pure pepperoni.”

“How did you even know I was missing class? I have no friends, no one ever calls me, and Leslie is the only person who’s seen me like this.” She turned her head toward Leslie. “Did you call Wendy?”

Leslie shook her head adamantly, and before she could say anything, Wendy chimed in. “I came because Eugene ran a story about it this morning. So here I am on a Sunday, in your stank-ass dorm room, trying to convince the daughter of God that there’s a reason to keep on living.” She sighed but her posture remained straight and confident. “Okay, here’s the deal. We have two options if I’m going to put a tourniquet on this media situation. You either need to get out of bed, head into the world and put on your happy Jessica face—or any Jessica face, so long as you’re not just sitting around letting your legs atrophy—or we need to figure out how the hell Eugene is getting the dish on you so we can stem the flow and get on top of this until the daughter of the one who created everything finds a reason on the big, beautiful earth to shower.”

Okay, so Wendy had no pity for her. Fine. She didn’t deserve pity. But she certainly had no plans of getting out of bed any time soon. The thought alone exhausted her. “It could be anyone,” she said. “My fight with Chris wasn’t exactly quiet. Maybe Courtney heard about it from one of my—”

“Sh!” Wendy flapped her fingers and thumb together to indicate it was time for Jessica to stop talking. “I’m gonna spare you the effort. Because it’s not Courtney Wurst who’s been working with Eugene.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I do my research. And I knew you were going to blame her, so I decided to track her down before I came to your dorm. Girl hates Eugene Thornton. You can see it in her eyes.”

Jessica was puzzled. “Well, of course she hates Eugene Thornton. Everyone hates Eugene Thornton. That doesn’t mean she wouldn’t feed him info.”

“Sure, except I talked to her and realized that she knows Eugene and Jimmy are working together.”

Jessica waited for Wendy to explain, because that seemed like an argument for Courtney being the snitch. “And?”

“And I won’t go into details, but that girl is crazy, and she might actually hate Jimmy more than you do.”

“Wait what?”

Wendy nodded in similar disbelief. “Yeah, color me surprised. But I know it’s true. I mean, she hates you, too, but I think she actually hates Jimmy more.”

“But why—?”

Wendy raised her chin. “Do you need a reason? The point is that it’s not her. I’m sure it’s not.”

“Who else could it be, though?”

Leslie stood up from her chair. “Probably Carrie next-door. You know she’s a gossip?”

Jessica rolled onto her side to get a better look at Leslie. “Carrie? Why on earth would Carrie do that?” That was the dumbest guess.

Leslie shrugged. “I don’t know. You want me to go talk to her? I’ll go talk to her.” She started toward the door, but Wendy held out a frighteningly toned arm to stop her. 

“Hang out a while, Leslie. Maybe you can help us brainstorm.” 

Leslie looked up into Wendy’s eyes. They might have been on eye level had it not been for Wendy’s Stiletto heels. Leslie seemed uncomfortable. “Um, okay.”

Wendy kept her arm extended to keep Leslie corralled. “Go on, Jessica. Surely you can figure out who’s been ratting you out to Eugene. Was there anyone who was around or who you told about your philosophy class and the party and your fight with Chris and staying in bed?”

“No. Only—”

Oh. Okay. Now she understood where Wendy was leading her. Damn, it’d taken her a while to arrive there. Wendy probably knew it before she even set foot on campus, though. 

Leslie squirmed in place.  

“What the hell, Leslie?” Jessica asked, swinging her legs over the side of the bed to get a better look at her rat of a roommate. 

“Huh? I don’t know what you mean?”

Jessica glanced at Wendy, who provided encouragement with a sharp smile and nod.

“What do I mean? I mean you ratted me out to Eugene? Why would you do that? I trusted you!”

Leslie’s fearful act melted from her face and she scoffed. “No, you didn’t. Or maybe you trusted me, but you certainly didn’t like me. You’ve been holier than thou since we first moved in together.” She crossed her arms. 

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

“Oh please. You treat me like your errand boy. You made me take Jameson off my wall just because you didn’t want to look at him.”

Jessica felt her mouth drop open, but there was nothing she could do to stop it. “Yeah. Because I saw his jaw explode. Do you not understand trauma or—no, it doesn’t matter. What did he promise you?”

“Satisfaction.”

Jess’s mind flashed a picture of Leslie and Eugene with hands and mouths intertwined and her gag reflex got the best of her. 

“No, not like that,” Leslie corrected. “The personal satisfaction of letting the rest of the world in on my own disappointment, letting them know you’re not perfect and you’re actually not even that good.”

“I never claimed to be perfect!” Jessica protested. 

Wendy remained a silent observer throughout, even taking a step back from Leslie to watch the thing play out. 

“But you sure didn’t try very hard to correct other people when they said you were perfect,” Leslie countered. 

Jessica stood up, all her blood cycling torrentially in her veins. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. You don’t know anything.” She shut her eyes to collect herself and when she opened them again she laughed dryly. “You know what? You’re fucked. Because I’m not giving you another scrap of information about me, and when Eugene realizes you can’t be his loyal source anymore, you’d be lucky if he just forgot about you. But more likely, he’ll expose you as his source, because he’s a human piece of trash, and no one will ever trust you again.”

It seemed like a stretch, but it broke through Leslie’s smugness, which was the whole point. The girl’s nostrils flared and her already thin lips became two short, white lines. 

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, you … sinner!” She pointed her finger at Jessica, who felt like a small dagger had been thrown from the end of it and stuck in her throat. 

Wendy chuckled amusedly before her mirth ended abruptly. “Okay. Get gone.” She chased Leslie toward the door, and once it was shut behind her, the PR rep leaned with her back against it, giving Jessica the silence and space she needed to breathe. 

I miss Miranda. I miss Chris.

“Well,” Wendy said after a few minutes of silence, “at least you’re out of bed. Thank God for wrath, I guess.”
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The rage sustained her for two solid days before panic started to set in at how far behind she was in all her classes from missing a single week. Panic, it turned out, was just as invigorating, if not more, than her desire to smite Leslie every time the girl had the balls to inhabit their shared room. 

Jess had requested an emergency relocation for Leslie with the fine, lazy student workers at the campus housing office, but they’d informed her that she couldn’t request it for another student. She could only request that she be moved. But when they’d mentioned an online form, Jess had happily left and hurried to the dining hall with her laptop to fill out a request to move on Leslie’s behalf. That was ten days ago and the application was still pending.

That was fine, though, because Jessica hadn’t spent much time at her dorm lately anyway. The library was her new home. And when she wasn’t at the library, she was either sneaking into the honors building to steal coffee from those entitled snobs or simply buying herself a Starbucks at the student center. Of course that option required a walk down to the corner store and a scratch off. She sure had good luck. Inexplicably good luck. The kind of luck that created a palpable cognitive dissonance with her lack of belief in God. The kind of luck that made the stoner clerk eye her suspiciously and switch up his routine each time she came to purchase her ticket, as if she were pulling a fast one on him. One time the clerk even went so far as to not let her touch the scratch off, revealing the $10 prize himself before he shelled out the cash. Her luck was also the kind that made the voice in her head chatter with, CONVINCED YET?  And I’M ALREADY FINANCING YOUR EDUCATION WITH THESE THINGS. GREED IS A DEADLY SIN, YOU KNOW.

But it was worth it for a Venti White Chocolate Mocha when she most needed it, which was all the time lately. 

She tuned in and out of what Ms. Gershwin was saying about some dead white male philosopher, and focused most of her mental energy on her laptop instead, as she powered through the conclusion of her psychology paper on experimental treatments for schizophrenia. Her conclusion was thus: none of it conclusively worked. But plenty of trials hinted that various methods could work in certain patients and given the right environment. She planned on trying all of the methods, though she didn’t include that in her essay. 

If there was any silver lining from Leslie’s betrayal and Jessica’s self-discovery of being an insane person, it was that she’d reconnected with Miranda. Miranda never hesitated to pass judgement on just the people Jessica wanted her to judge. While most of the week had been spent in scramble-to-catch-up mode, what few mental breaks Jessica allowed herself had been occupied by phone calls with her best friend. The calls were therapy in and of themselves.

How were they so in sync, even after so much time apart? Even as Jessica floundered and Miranda flourished?

Which presented in Jessica’s mind an interesting question: Was Miranda living the life Jessica could have had, if only she weren’t mentally sick? It seemed possible. Incredibly possible. And Jessica added it to her pile of motivation to get healthy again that kept her going through the long days of catch-up and general misery while she waited for Chris to call her up and ask for their break to be over. She hated waiting. But after the way she’d treated him with the cheating and yelling, she simply had no moral ground to stand on when it came to asking for them to get back together; she’d just have to wait for him to initiate it, and so far, he hadn’t.

But that was probably okay, though, because she wasn’t sure what she’d say anyway. She was still mostly convinced she was a schizo, and he wasn’t remotely open to that possibility, outside of having called her crazy during their argument in her room, which she knew, now that she’d had plenty of time to cool down, he hadn’t really meant.

She finished a crap first draft of her essay and tuned back into the class as best she could while Danny’s head remained annoyingly in her periphery. The asshole hadn’t even apologized for trying to slip it in. Her first day back to class, she’d almost bumped right into him coming in through the auditorium doors, and his expression showed immediate signs of warm recognition before his brain seemed to catch up, at which point his eyes darted away and he scrambled to a seat as far away from hers as he could. Not even an apology. 

But being in a class she hated with a boy she also hated was still better than what fresh hell awaited her outside the doors of the liberal arts building. 

One thing at a time, Jessica. 

If only she could convince them that she wasn’t God’s daughter.

She reminisced about the days when they just called her the Antichrist. Somehow, their insistence that she was actually Christ was worse. 

As she packed up her laptop and headed out toward the Quad, she set her mind on honors building coffee. It wasn’t like they had bouncers outside the student lounge. No one was going to challenge that she wasn’t an honors student. People assumed she was God’s daughter. Surely they also assumed that meant she was an honors student. 

Her new unwanted entourage was sitting on a bench outside the doors when she exited into the sunlight. Dressed from head to toe in white, they grabbed their signs and quickly stood, clearing throats and brushing off grime from the bench. One of them put out her cigarette on the rock wall nearby. 

Jessica tried to ignore it all, thinking instead about how much sugar she would put in her coffee. She was thinking along the lines of “a lot” but “a shitload” was also starting to sound good. Those smart assholes better not have drank it all before she got there. She’d be damned if she would be forced to make a new pot herself. 

The hollering from the sign-holders began.

“White Light welcomes home the prodigal daughter! Do not turn your back on the Lord, Jessica!”

“Where you walk, so walketh the Lord.”

“Repent your swine-like ways! Return to God, Jessica!”

Her eye began twitching. That was new. Not entirely surprising, but new.

If there were such a thing as fashionable blinders for humans, Jessica would have invested in them in a heartbeat if it saved her from enduring the stares of fellow students as they watched her parade pass. Jessica neared the busiest intersection of the Quad, the one that always left her on edge. It was like passing between two judgmental Gods. On one side, the English building, where professors and grad students stood and smoked because life was awful and meaningless, so why prolong it with healthy lungs? And on the other side, the philosophy building crumbling from the inside out, not unlike philosophy majors themselves. Not as much smoking on the philosophy side, but much more public reading while sitting on the stone wall, book covers held high and at an angle that was not entirely conducive to reading but highly accommodating for others to see what was being read. And in the middle of this competition of which major was the least useful, the life-size statue of alumni Lyndon Baines Johnson, the mutual contempt for which might have been the only thing keeping the philosophers and writers from an all-out war of words with one another. 

“Jesus walks beside you through the darkest night, Jessica! Take his hand! Follow him to the clearing!”

She refrained from asking how they knew about her mushroom-induced hallucination. 

A shoulder crashed into Jessica’s, coming from the opposite direction, and the pain jolted through her, putting her into the red. Even further into the red than she’d been all week, that is. The flow of traffic carried her on the English side of the statue, and her eyes landed on Professor Stewart, smoking his cigarette as smugly as one could, that bastard. Even though she was now more inclined to agree with his assessment of her personal essay last semester, she still hated the guy for being a dick about it. His gaze rolled over her, eyes not hitching in the slightest as they passed over her, like she was just another face in the crowd of misguided students. What an asshole.

She stopped in her tracks when her own gaze landed on Chris. She could recognize him from behind with her eyes closed, even if that didn’t make any actual sense. He was wearing the same Under Armour jacket he always did as he sat on the wall just past Flowers Hall, facing away from Jessica and toward a done-up Latina Jessica had never seen before. The two of them were a mere foot or so apart, and while Jessica couldn’t see Chris’s face, she could see the enthusiasm on the girl’s face as she regaled him with a story that probably involved putting on makeup or working out or how hard her life was being as gorgeous as she was. 

Get away from him! We’re not broken up! We’re just on break!

“Repent and turn away from the sins of thy mother, Jessica Christ!”

The Latina laughed and leaned forward, putting a hand on Chris’s shoulder, and that was it.

Jessica needed to smite. The urge was so pronounced, so obvious that she didn’t even question the fact that needing to smite, or rather the ability to smite, implied that maybe she was more than human. 

Not only did she need to smite, but she needed to smite a person. Even as warning klaxons sounded in her mind, she recognized the newness of this impulse to smite a human being. 

Her eyes darted around for who would be the unfortunate scapegoat. She’d only felt like this once before, and it was when she’d eaten bad chili in a Frito Pie right before getting in the car with her mother for one of their few trips out to El Paso to visit Grandma McCloud. The poisoning had set in somewhere on I-10 between Nowhere and Still Nowhere, and she’d felt an equal mix of desperation, urgency, and doom to the one she felt now.

But then she spotted him. Maybe he would do. The decision came not a moment too soon, and she flung her arms in his direction, hoping it might help focus the smite and spare any innocents. It worked. 

The lightning bolt, though, was definitely new. New and satisfying, if she were being honest. Once the flash of light was gone, all that remained where former president Johnson had stood was a pile of ash that slowly trickled off the statue’s base. 

A cacophony of surprised screams immediately followed the lightning, but once people saw the result of the strike, a deathly silence seems to break out from the statue in a shockwave. Had the Quad ever been so silent? Even the White Light congregation was speechless. 

Jessica took a step back from ground zero and in doing so, in being the only one moving, all eyes seemed to attach themselves to her. She looked around slowly, and the first expression she locked onto was Chris’s. He was homed into her. She couldn’t read him, though. His mouth was open slightly, one eyebrow furrowed, the other arched. Was he angry? Scared? What was that? It was something she’d never seen in him. 

She backed away farther, and her eyes landed on Professor Stewart. His cigarette hung loosely between his fingers as his arms dangled by his side and jaw remained shut and locked. He glanced at her and then slowly nodded, an approving smile creeping onto his lips. He lifted the hand that was free of his cigarette and gave her a thumbs up as he continued to nod. 

Murmuring began to seep through the silence, and time resumed. Suddenly a hand was on her shoulder, and she jerked free of the grasp, thinking it was someone from White Light who had finally broken their unspoken rule of look, judge, and shout, but don’t touch. 

But the person behind her wasn’t dressed in white. He was dressed in Under Armour. Their eyes met, and he pulled her into his chest. 

She didn’t resist. 

But when he spoke into her ear, “At least it’s obvious you’re not a schizo, now,” she wedged her arms between them and pushed him away. Was he really going to bring that up now? Damn him for exploiting this to prove her wrong!

“This doesn’t change anything.” Her arms still tingled slightly from focusing the smite through them. Her brain felt foggy, and her entire focus turned to getting some goddamn coffee from those goddamn honors students!

The contentment drained from his face and he chuffed as he stepped back. “You gotta be kidding me. This changes nothing? What has to happen before you stop denying the truth?”

“Now you sound like one of them.” She nodded at her dumbstruck entourage, whose poster board signs hung limply by their sides.

“You know what?” Chris’s nostrils flared. “Maybe I’m okay with that. Because at least they believe in you.”

Was he seriously aligning himself with White Light Church right now, after all it had done to her? “You gotta be shitting me! They believe in me for all the wrong reasons, Chris. And maybe you do, too.” She searched her mostly empty box of counseling tools and pulled out whatever sharp object might be used as a weapon. “You ever considered that maybe you believe in me because you need to, rather than because it’s true? Ever heard of a little thing called projection?”

She pursed her lips like she’d won until she realized there was a good chance Chris hadn’t understood anything she’d just said. 

“You’ll see,” he said, backing away. He pointed at her. “I’ll make you believe. Somehow.” He turned and hurried off, and Jessica tried to appreciate the fact that the beautiful girl he’d been talking to wasn’t heading off with him. That counted as a victory. 

She turned and headed determinedly away from all the gawking eyes, leading the White Light parade up the hill toward shitty but well-deserved coffee.
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Jessica’s mind felt like mush. She handed her blue book to Ms. Gershwin and stumbled out of the large classroom and into the hallway, where the stress and fear was palpable among those sitting against the walls, notes in hand. 

At least it was over and she was pretty sure she had done okay. The essay on dichotomy was a slow pitch, considering she’d lived her life that way for the past two months, believing two realities that were directly at odds with one another. She’d learned to accept that she could smite and that it was some sort of superpower while also accepting that the voice in her head was definitely not God. It couldn’t be. She was crazy. She was a crazy smiting machine. The center wouldn’t hold on that personal identity—she knew that on a fundamental level—but it worked for now, and hopefully it would work until finals were over and she could return home for the summer to decompress and actually spend some quality in-person time with her best friend, which was the only thing she actually wanted to do lately. 

She pulled out her cell phone as she hit the double doors. It was only the beginning of May and already she could hardly stand the heat. She slipped on her sunglasses and checked her messages. One from Miranda simply said, How’d it go?

Jessica sighed, tried to avoid looking at the empty granite block that had once held a former president’s likeness but was now wearing a caution tape toga, and called Miranda on her way over to the student center for some much-needed waffle fries.

“I bet you aced it, huh?” Miranda said in lieu of a hello. 

“Probably not, but I might still get an A in the class anyway.”

“That’s awesome, Jess! I’m not going to lie, you’ve had a shit semester, so if you even get a B in any of your classes, that’s pretty impressive.”

Jessica paused in the shade of the language arts building. “I guess. I’m sure you’re getting all A’s, aren’t you?”

“Psh. I’ve had an easy semester, though.”

What must that be like? An easy … anything? 

“Have you talked to Chris lately?” Jessica asked. 

“Nuh-uh. You?”

Jessica felt the familiar muscle fatigue set in like it always did when she thought about him. “No.”

Miranda’s voice was soft when she spoke next. “A month and a half is a long time to be on break, Jessica. Are you sure you don’t want to just end things?”

“I just wish he’d even entertain the idea that maybe I’m not God’s daughter. That’s all I want. If he’d just say there’s a one-percent chance I’m certifiably insane, I would get back together with him at this point. But he won’t even give me that.”

Miranda sounded hesitant. “I have to be honest, Jess. I still don’t fully understand why you want him to admit that you might be a lunatic. Sorry.”

Jessica sighed. “It’s like he thinks he knows me better than I know me.”

“Maybe he does. I mean, if anyone does, it’s him.”

“I guess. And you’re right. This is a long time to be on break.” She paused in the shade of the liberal arts building. “But I still love him.”

“I know. But this seems a little like torture.”

Jessica laughed. “That’s because it is. It’s what I deserve, though.”

Silence. Then, “But is it what he deserves?”

“He can officially break up with me whenever he wants. Why is it my job?”

“It’s your job because we both know Chris would rather saw off his throwing arm without anesthesia than break up with Jessica McCloud.”

A loud baritone voice by the stallions statue caught her attention when it shouted, “Pig fucker!”

“What the hell?” she said without thinking.

“What?” Miranda asked. “What’s what the hell?”

The sound of oinking triggered just the right amount of PTSD for Jessica’s mind to start spinning a narrative out of the chaos around the statues. 

“Hey, I gotta go,” she said. “I’ll call you later. Tell Quentin I said hi.” 

She ended the call and slowly stood, her eyes glued to the crowd. 

The members of White Light had stopped following her around after the very public smiting, but when she carefully inspected the crowd, she spotted the telltale white wardrobe through the spaces between irate student bodies. She approached cautiously. If what she suspected was taking place was true, then she should head in the opposite direction. 

Who exactly was leading the screaming match, though? That was the question. Usually she could see whoever was standing on the statues at least a head above the crowd, but no one seemed to be there.

Was it a child? Would White Light Church send a child out to the free speech area to antagonize a bunch of tightly wound college students during finals? That seemed like too much, even for White Light. 

“Go home, pigfuckers!” screamed a girl this time, as Jessica reached the edge of the crowd. The boy and girl in front of her must have felt Jessica’s presence, because they turned to see who was behind them. The boy’s eyes shot open wide. The girl jumped back. A ripple effect moved ahead of them, and before Jessica could sneak away—not that she would with her curiosity piqued as it was—the crowd had parted, and she saw who it was at the center of the circle, sitting casually with his legs crossed under him like he might be leading a group meditation rather that stirring a hate pot. 

Just below the oversized testicles of one of the stallions sat Jimmy Dean. 

He smiled brightly. “Jessica! I knew Deus Aper would guide you to me if I waited here long enough.” He jumped up onto his feet and cut through the parted crowd toward her. Jessica realized the angry mob was silent, and it was perhaps the most terrifying realization she’d had all week. Anything that could quiet an angry mob was more powerful than she cared to deal with. 

“What the hell are you doing here, Jimmy?”

He reached her and set a relaxed but firm hand on her shoulder in a you-don’t-have-a-choice kind of way, turning her to walk with him without ever breaking his stride. “Talk with me, child.”

“I’m not a child,” she insisted, walking next to him. 

“Yes, you are.”

Jessica wondered how much of the mob was following her, and when she looked back over her shoulder, the found the answer: zero. Jimmy’s gang in white had created a human barrier, herding people in the opposite direction. 

“Where are we going?” she asked before realizing it didn’t matter. They were heading back toward the center of the Quad. She jerked her shoulder to get his hand off of it, but he managed to remove his hand in such a way that it seemed his choice to break contact, not hers. 

Man, she hated this guy. “So you have my attention. What do you want?”

“Tsk, tsk … Your suspicion stings, Jessica.”

“Please, please drop the act, Jimmy. This Church Jimmy thing makes my stomach churn. Just be Ice Cream Jimmy.”

He nodded like he understood. “You’re a smart girl. But it’s not an act. It’s my higher being. But sure, I’ll come down to the level of the common man if he helps you hear my message.”

He even found ways to do what she asked that made her want to punch him. 

Before many more steps, it became obvious where Jimmy was leading her, and she set her jaw as glimpses of the caution tape became visible between passing students ahead of them. 

When they arrived at ground zero, Jimmy stopped, staring down at it. “I understand you’re struggling with your beliefs, Jessica.”

“I wouldn’t call it struggling.” 

Struggling was exactly the word she would use. But not to Jimmy. 

“We all stray away from God sometimes, but not so many of us are blessed to have the gifts you have.” He turned his body toward her and she glanced over at him, if for no other reason than to stop looking at the statue base. “Not everyone gets to have the signs straight from Him that you do. And yet, you still doubt?”

He gestured with a sweep of his arm toward the rubble. She kept her eyes on him. His argument was calling to the part of her that maybe accepted that she had a few gifts, but the part of her that was certain she was crazy was in the mood for a fight. “Of course I doubt. I’m not an idiot. Anyone who genuinely thinks they can harness lightning to smite is someone I don’t care to be around. That shit’s crazy, Jimmy. Even you have to admit.”

He shook his head determinedly. “I will not admit. I have nothing to admit. Multiple accounts not only from those of my congregation who were present but also your fellow students corroborate the story. You were angry, you aimed your arms at the statue and that instant, lightning came down from the clear blue heavens and smote President Johnson where he stood. You made believers out of a lot of people that day.”

“I don’t want to make believers out of people!” she insisted.

“Then maybe next time you decide to protest the Vietnam War, don’t be so public about it. The point is that you did something that made believers out of non-believers, and this is without them even knowing all the other things you’ve done, let alone your direct line to God. And yet you still haven’t convinced yourself? You understand this doesn’t make sense, right?”

“Why do you even care?”

He hunched over slightly—an Ice Cream Jimmy gesture for sure, since she’d never seen Church Jimmy with anything but a rigid spine (the only exception being when his spine, along with the rest of his body, was flopped on the floor during his fake death charade)—and leaned close, pointing down at his white suit. “Isn’t it obvious? I can’t spread our message if you’re not on board. And if I can’t spread our message, then none of this”—he grabbed his red stole and dangled the pig hoof at the end of it only a few inches in front of Jessica’s face—“matters. None of it.”

She moved back from the who-knew-how-old hoof. “So you care about this because you want to save your image.”

He chuckled, regaining his aloofness. “No, no, sweet Jessica. I need you to believe because of everyone who’s ever believed in you. Do I fall into that group? Of course. But so do other people. Many other people. People who you might care about. Maybe even people you love. Do you even have a friend who hasn’t stuck their neck out for you in one major way or another? Denying who you are is to condemn those who defend you to the social gallows.”

Shitballs. He had a point. “But if I’m not the daughter of God, then wouldn’t continuing to lie to everyone be even worse?”

Jimmy grinned amusedly. “Well, sure. That’s a good point. So why don’t you practice on me? Tell me you’re not the daughter of God.”

She tilted her head and pressed her lips together obstinately. 

“Oh come on, Jessica! You don’t even have to say it loudly if you don’t want those around us to hear. Just whisper it and I’ll leave you alone.”

If ever there were incentive … “Fine. I’m not the daughter of Gahhh—” Crap. 

“Hmmm?” he asked smugly.

She swallowed. This was just a weird brain thing, like stuttering or Tourettes. If she focused enough on it, she could power through. “I’m not the daughter of Gaaaawain.”

Jimmy chuckled. “What’s that? Sir Gawain? You’re not the daughter of Sir Gawain?”

“Not the daughter of Golllly. Shitballs!" Okay, so maybe if she tried the opposite and focused on something else. She thought about a nature show she’d watched on her phone during her week in bed. If a kangaroo fighting a croc didn’t put her mind at ease, nothing would. “I’m not God’s doodoo. Oh come on!”

Jimmy leaned back and crossed his arms, waiting patiently with a smug grin for her to give up. 

Okay, maybe if she sang it. She’d read that helped with stutterers sometimes. Maybe it was the phrasing, too. “God is not my daaaba-do—fuck!”

“Hm … can’t verbally deny God? That’s a strange side effect for someone who isn’t, I dunno, a messiah.”

“It’s a brain thing!”

Jimmy nodded. “Sure, sure. A brain thing. And who do you think created that brain of yours?”

She sighed. “Is there any other way I can get you to leave me alone?”

“Well, of course! Get back on the bandwagon. Pull it together and knock it off with this existential nightmare. Then everything will be right as rain and the people you love can know their sacrifice wasn’t all for naught.”

“If I say I’ll consider it, will you leave?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Sure. But if I hear about you relapsing, I’ll be back here immediately. Midland pretty much runs itself, anyway. Benefit of being mayor of such a politically homogenous town.”

“Great.” She would just have to make sure Jimmy never found out that she still wasn’t going headfirst into the idea of being God’s daughter. And once the student housing folks finally got their heads out of their own lazy asses and moved Leslie to a different room, that would be easy enough. “By the way, Leslie won’t be feeding you any more information, so you’ll just have to find another anonymous source.”

Jimmy’s eyes narrowed in a moment of genuine confusion. “Who?”

“Leslie. Eugene’s source. The rat who undoubtedly told you I was having an existential crisis. Or rather, told Eugene who told you.”

He continued to squint at her for a moment longer before something behind his eyes changed and he nodded slowly and emphatically. “Ohhh … Okay. You think Eugene asked me to come down here?”

She nodded.

“For what, a photo op?”

“Yeah. Duh.”

He held up a finger to stop her. “Not duh. Look around you, Jessica.” He allowed her a moment to comply. “Do you see any news cameras? Any smartphones, even?”

“Uh, no, I guess not.” 

“Do you think Eugene Thornton would allow me to come meet with you in a way that could put both of us in frame together at the same time without him or one of his minions present to exploit it?”

“Well,” she hedged, “I guess that doesn’t sound like—”

“He would not. No, I was called here because someone who cares about you was worried. They thought that if I came down, being one of the only people in your life who has seen and spoken with God Himself, and validated some of your experiences, you might get back on track. And despite your pitiable treatment of me whenever I call and ask for even the slightest of favors—after all I’ve done for you—I decided to put that behind us, clear my schedule, and render aid. So here I am.” He held out his arms to present himself. “A fellow witness of His Holiness, the one I call Deus Aper and you call Dad. And I need you to know, Jessica: You are not alone in the burden you bear of having spoken directly to Him. Your sole partner in holy responsibility is with you now.” He extended his arms toward her for an embrace.

But, uh, no, obviously. She stepped back. “Wait, what?”

“Well, sure, your mother would have come if asked, but you know what a hurricane she can be. Frankly, out of the two of us, I’m the clear best choice.”

“Hardly.” She was getting derailed. “Wait. Who called you down here?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” 

Not only was it not obvious, but Jimmy seemed to know it wasn’t obvious and enjoy that Jessica didn’t have a solid guess. “No, Jimmy, it’s not obvious.”

“Think about it, Jessica. Who not only loves you and has been severely affected by your crisis but has stuck out his neck for—”

“Chris?!”

Jimmy smiled serenely. “Young love. Like nothing else in this—”

“I’m gonna murder him.”

“Huh?”

But she was already storming off, away from the Quad, making a beeline for where she might find him at this time of day: the all-you-can-eat dining hall. 

“Wait!” Jimmy hollered after her. “I have one small favor to ask!”

Of course she ignored him. 
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Messing around with boys in vehicles was nothing new to Jessica, but it was usually a larger vehicle, one where she could shift her weight from one knee to the other without getting a steering wheel or stick shift right in a soft spot. 

But Priuses, it turned out, were not designed for messing around. 

There was something about all this that didn’t sit right with her. First of all, she wasn’t sure why she was making out with Quentin, letting him manhandle her like this. Sure, he was a good friend, and they’d made out before, but she’d never wanted to date him. And then there were a couple other problematic parts about this; namely, Chris and Miranda. But somehow she’d forgotten that Miranda and Quentin were dating until she was already tangled up with Quentin, and while she felt guilt about Chris, she remembered, just as Quentin grabbed a handful of her ass, that they had broken up. Or more accurately, she’d ended it in their argument outside the dining hall, after he’d called Jimmy down from Midland or up from the depths of Hell or whatever. 

But she still wasn’t completely into it. She should just stop. There was no point. 

“Before you give up on the idea all together,” a man’s muffled voice shouted from just outside the car, “a word?”

For the first time ever, Jessica didn’t mind her half-brother’s interruption. 

She turned to Quentin. “Rain check?”

He nodded vaguely, his mouth lolling open slightly as he stared at Jesus. “Is that who I think it is?”

“Only if you think it’s Jesus,” Jess said, rolling down the window. 

“I always imagined him as black.”

That got her attention. “Really? Black?”

Quentin nodded. “Yeah. I mean, what’d you imagine him to be?”

Jessica shrugged. “I guess I expected him to be white.”

“Race is a manmade construction,” Jesus interrupted casually. “And I prefer ‘brown,’ just so you know. But it doesn’t really matter in Heaven; we all just kind of glow and wobble.” He waved it off. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“Okay, why are you here?”

“The same reason I usually visit you. It’s time to stop messing around and focus.”

Jessica rolled her eyes. “On what? Please don’t say I have to use my miracles anymore.”

Jesus nodded like duh. “Of course you do. And you need to keep discovering them. If you don’t get out of your little bubble, you’ll never find them.”

“But the last time I got out of my little bubble, I woke up in a cow pasture.”

Jesus pinched the bridge of his nose. “You know, it’s really not one or the other. You can get out of your bubble without acting like a lunatic. I mean literally, a lunatic. I believe you were howling at the moon at one point that night.”

“It sounds like you’re judging me.”

“Because that’s exactly what I’m doing. It’s part of the job.”

“Miracle Management?”

Jesus sighed. “Kind of. I mean, I have a new title.” He couldn’t meet her eyes. 

She chuckled. “You got demoted.”

“Nooo. You think you’re so smart. The job was combined with another job, so I have a new title.”

“Is Heaven having to tighten the belt a little bit? Is there such thing as a Heaven recession?”

Jesus crossed his arms. “I was simply given more responsibility. Now my job includes miracle management and morale.”

Jessica cringed. “Oh man, they must have been all out of options, if they gave that to you.”

“Listen, you meanie, I’m great at motivating people. You know how many people have done things in my name without me even asking … or sometimes wanting them to?”

Sighing, Jessica waved for him to get on with it. “So you want me to …?”

“Get over this existential crisis and start moving forward. You have a lot of ground to cover.”

She asked him the question that had been coating her brain like Saran wrap for the past couple months. “What’s the point?”

He laughed kindly. “Oh, there are all kinds of points. But I think what you’re asking is whether you behaving one way or another will change the fact that you’re doomed in the end. And the answer is no. You’re doomed to a gory end no matter what you do.”

“Jesus. No, that’s actually not what I was asking. And I feel like you might be projecting a little bit.”

“Says the girl who thought perhaps one of the most famous Middle Eastern men of all time would share her skin color.”

Jessica held up a hand to stop him. “Okay, in my defense, everyone around here thinks that. Well, almost everyone.”

 She glanced back at Quentin, who was still staring openmouthed at Jesus.

“But my point,” Jessica continued, “is that I’m not going to meet the same end as you because I won’t put up with that shit. You just laid down and took it. In no scenario can I imagine myself standing for that.”

“We’ll see,” he said, and Jessica resented his smugness. “Stakes can be raised.”

“I’m not sure what that means, but it sounds like a threat, Mr. Morale. Will you leave now?”

“So you can get back to making out with him?” He nodded at Quentin, who Jessica turned to glance at as well. 

Quentin studied Jesus like he was a chemistry equation.

When she turned back around, Jesus was already staring at her. “Will he remember this?” she asked. 

“Yep.”

“Yep?! Don’t tell me we’re having the same dream.”

Jesus blinked three times. “Okay, I won’t.”

“Uh …” Jessica narrowed her eyes at him. “But are we having the same dream?”

Her half-brother smiled mockingly. “You asked me not to tell you.”

“For Christ’s sake! Just tell me.”

“Yes. You’re having the same dream.”

“Shit!”

Quentin snapped out of his stupor, but only slightly. “I’m in a Jesus sex dream?” He turned to Jessica. “Is that right? I finally made it into one of your Jesus sex dreams?”

Jessica gurgled a growl and turned to Jesus. “Can we just end this thing?”

“You can end it at any time, sister. That is, if you had any control over your thoughts whatsoever, which it’s obvious you don’t.”

“Does anyone?” Jessica asked defensively.

“Plenty of people. But it takes practice. Practice you haven’t even bothered with.”

“There’s that judgment again …”

“Fine. I have places to be anyway. But seriously, pull yourself together. You’re not a child anymore. ” He lifted his hand into the air and then paused to add, “Oh, and happy birthday.” Then he snapped his fingers and was gone. 

Jessica turned back to Quentin. “Hey, sorry to cut this short.”

He sat up straight. “Nah, it’s good. I didn’t realize this was a Jesus dream.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of the whole bit, that you don’t realize it till he’s there.”

“Hey Jess?”

“Yeah?”

He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Can we maybe never mention this to Miranda or Chris?” 

“Oh for sure not.”

And now to wake up. 

Where was the rip cord on this dream? She tried looking at her hands, remembering that Emma had once explained how fool proof that method was for escaping a dream (like the ditz knew the first thing about anything). Jessica looked at her hands. Yep. There they were. And here she was, still in this stupid dream. 

Then she had a better idea. She raised her hand and snapp—
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Jessica wondered at how boring television could be. She had an impulse to call Quentin and see what he was up to, then quickly squashed that notion. Stupid Jesus dreams always left her a little muddled in the brain the day after. 

She was almost two months into her excruciatingly long summer and regretted coming home rather than staying in San Marcos to get a job. But with all that had happened at the end of the semester, applying for jobs hadn’t made it onto her radar until even the minimum wage ones at the outlet mall had all been snatched up. 

Destinee walked into the living room holding a small tray, Rex not far behind her. Stacked on the tray was a pile of wrapped food, which Jessica identified by sight almost immediately and by smell immediately. 

“I know you said you didn’t want us to do anything for your birthday, baby, but you know I can’t do that. So I figured you might be okay with some Gordon’s.”

Jessica considered it then laughed. “How did you even get those in here without the reporters seeing you?”

Destinee set down the tray on the coffee table and threw her hands onto her hips. “Baby, I was born and raised in this house. You think I don’t know how to sneak in and out of it undetected?”

“I guess I hadn’t thought of that.” Jessica leaned forward and grabbed a burger from the stack, unwrapping it. 

Destinee snatched it out of her hands. “You think my mama was letting me leave the house with all kinds of boys? Hell no.” She pulled a small candle from her pocket and stuck it in the top of the bun, and Rex produced a lighter and lit it. Destinee grinned as she handed the birthday burger back to Jessica. “Turns out best decision I ever made was to sneak out. Never woulda gotten knocked up by God and you never woulda been born if I hadn’t. Make a wish, baby.”

What if nobody’s listening?

I’M LISTENING.

You don’t count. 

THOU HAST WOUNDED ME, DAUGHTER.

Cram it.

She cleared her mind of all dreams, wishes, and hope, and blew out the candle. 

Destinee’s loving smile melted from her face when there was a knock on the front door. 

“Reagan Chopper, Thornton News!” a man’s voice shouted from the front porch. “Just a few words with the birthday girl, please.”

Destinee whipped around to look at Rex. “I thought I made myself clear to those vultures,” she hissed. “Rex, you either run him off or you get me my gun.”

Rex nodded and headed across the living room to the front door. But before he opened it, he turned around and waved for Jessica and Destinee to get out of the room. “Pictures,” he whispered.

Good thinking. Jessica jumped up. She couldn’t give anyone remotely associated with Eugene Thornton and his horrible website even a half second to snap a picture. 

She waited silently at the kitchen table, and pulled out her phone. She had a text waiting for her. Would Chris text her for her birthday? She couldn’t decide if she wanted him to or not, but it seemed unlikely that he would, given how hard she’d come down on him when she’d finally dumped him for good. 

The message wasn’t from Chris, though, but from Judith. Happy birthday, Jessica! Hope it doesn’t suck too bad, but it probably will because the world is cruel and selfish. Call me if you feel down.

Wow. She hadn’t talked to the girl all summer, and it’d been months prior to that since she could remember having an actual conversation beyond waving as they passed in the Quad. She replied with, Thanks. Of course it sucks. Let’s get lunch when school starts back again and I’ll tell you about it. Or not tell you about it. 

The situation outside was clearly escalating, and Rex was busting out his coach voice on the reporters, who had been parked outside the McCloud home since late last night. 

“Mom, can I ask you something and you promise you won’t get mad?”

Destinee nodded. “You can ask me anything, baby.”

“And you promise you won’t get mad?”

Destinee’s head tilted slightly and one of her eyes twitched. “I promise I’ll try not to get mad.”

Good enough. “How do you know God exists?”

Destinee jumped in her chair like Jess had just tossed a glass of water at her. “Because I felt him inside me.”

Jess struggled to suppress her gag reflex. “No, but I mean, how do you know it wasn’t actually Ross Hawthorne you were with instead of God?”

That seemed to give her mother pause, and she sat silently for a moment. “I’ve never had to think of it in logical terms. But I guess if there were any way for me to believe that I banged the actual Ross Hawthorn, my brain would’ve grabbed onto that and held on for dear life. But there was never a doubt in me, at least once he told me who he actually was, that it was God. I’m telling you, baby, at that age, if given the choice between having Ross Hawthorne’s baby or God’s, I would have picked Hawthorne’s, no contest.”

“Huh.”

“I’m not gonna lie to you. God wasn’t the first man I’d rolled in the hay with. Well, first man, sure. Or not man? What I mean is I’d been messing around with boys in my high school left and right, and that was fun, but not very satisfying, if I’m being honest. But that night with your father, I’d’ve had to be a fool not to realize that was different. It wasn’t my brain so much that understood it as it was my body.”

Jess grimaced. “Okay, I think that’s enough.”

“No, not just because of the way he was touching me—but boy, he knew. I guess he’s all knowing, so.” Jess didn’t bother correcting her. “I mean, it was the kind of knowledge you feel in your body. You close your eyes and you can just feel certain things. And it’s the kind of feeling that happens all throughout you, not just right behind your eyes.”

“I think I understand.”

Destinee hesitated, then asked, “You been having your doubts?”

Jessica nodded. 

“Well, I was wondering when that would happen.”

Jess’s gaze shot up from the tabletop to her mother. “You thought this would happen?”

“Of course! You’re too smart to take my word forever. I may not have gone to college myself, but I had friends that did. I know what happens there. You meet new people, you doubt yourself. Sometimes people find God, but mostly they find things that they hope are better than God. And those things usually aren’t. My friend Sharon took a few philosophy classes and started working the pole. She used to be in the choir at St. Bartholomew’s. My friend Asher went off to A&M and I think he’s a hedge fund manager, which, far as I can tell, is about as far from God as a person can get.”

Knotting her hands together in her lap, Jessica inhaled deeply. “For a while I was sure he wasn’t real, that I was crazy. But then I smote that statue, and that sort of helped. And then talking with Jimmy actually kind of helped too, once I stopped wanting to smite Chris for inviting him.”

Destinee nodded along. “So where are you now?”

Jess shrugged and sighed. “I guess I’m pretty much back where I used to be. Jesus appeared to me in a dream again last night and was yelling at me to get my ass in gear. I just don’t know if I’m ready to go whole hog”—she shut her eyes and reset—“one hundred percent into this when I’m only eighty percent sure I’m not crazy and that God really does speak to me.”

Destinee stood and walked around the table to stand behind Jessica’s chair. She placed her hands on her daughter’s shoulders and started kneading. “If you’re eighty percent sure you’re not crazy, you’re already about thirty percent more certain than anyone else is about themselves.”

“But what if I’m wrong?”

“If you’re wrong about being God’s daughter?”

“Yeah.”

“Then you’re only human. Like the rest of us. And we get to be wrong sometimes. Even if you’re right and you’re God’s daughter—which you are—you should get to be wrong sometimes. If you’re pretty sure you’re God’s daughter, just go with it. See what happens. And if it turns out you’re dead wrong, well, that blows, but I’ll still be here. And so will Miranda. And Rex. And probably Chris, too, eventually. But for what it’s worth, I’m sure God’s your daddy. You don’t look anything like Ross Hawthorn. Or Jason or Kyle or Caydon or Garrett or Denton.” 

“Wait, who?”

Destinee dug her fingertips underneath Jessica’s shoulder blades. “Just boys. Doesn’t matter.”

The front door slammed and Rex’s heavy footsteps and heavier breathing approached. He stood at the entry to the kitchen, looking mildly deranged, his cheeks red, his thin hair spiked in different directions. “I think they got the point.”

Destinee approached slowly. “Rex, is that blood?” She grabbed a piece of his sleeve and pulled it closer for inspection. 

“Most likely,” he said. 

Destinee sucked in the corner of her lip and her head rocked back slowly as she stared hungrily at him. “Rex, could I speak with you in the bedroom?”

A dumb grin slipped through his serious facade before he squelched it down again. “Of course, Des.”

Jessica watched the poorly disguised foreplay unfold as her mother headed out of the kitchen toward the bedroom, where there would most definitely be minimal speaking of actual words. Rex cleared his throat and the grin finally surfaced entirely. He wiggled his eyebrows at Jessica, reached in his shirt pocket, and pulled out a packet of Gordon’s ketchup, which he shook demonstratively at Jessica. “Burgers are getting cold,” he said. “Don’t wait on us to get started.” He winked and tossed her the half-used packet, which she caught. She stared morosely down at it, sitting limply in her palm. At least someone was enjoying her birthday.
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The syllabus hadn’t specified a professor for macroeconomics, so when Dr. Bell walked in, muscles straining against the sleeves of her light cardigan, just as Jessica remembered her from freshman seminar, it felt like God had smiled upon her. She was so relieved, she actually felt genuine gratitude for her Father, who she was now about ninety percent sure actually existed. 

Thank God.

IF I DIDN’T KNOW BETTER, I WOULD SAY HELL HATH FROZEN OVER. EXCEPT I DO KNOW BETTER, AND HELL IS STILL APPROPRIATELY HOT WHERE IT IS SUPPOSED TO BE HOT AND FROZEN WHERE IT IS SUPPOSED TO BE FROZEN. 

Huh?

I AM MAKING A JOKE.

I honestly couldn’t tell. You need to work on your timing. 

EVERYTHING HAPPENS WHEN IT IS MEANT TO. MY TIMING IS IMPECCABLE. 

Dr. Bell greeted the class and began taking roll. 

“Here!” hollered Kate Lowe from the desk next to Jessica, once the girl’s name was read. That was another bit of good luck (or divine intervention) in this class. Jessica’s new roommate had not only turned out to be much more balanced than her last, but they had two classes together, one of them being macroeconomics. 

Jessica had noted a few important points about Kate as soon as the girls moved into the dorm together. First, Kate didn’t have a juvenile photo collage of her favorite celebrity men anywhere to be found. Instead, her walls had panoramas of wilderness, the likes of which Jessica had only ever seen as a backdrop on her nature shows. She’d always been too busy focusing on the animals to notice the settings, but they really were quite breathtaking, once one paused long enough to appreciate them.

She had also glimpsed, in a stack of Kate’s books, the spine of a Bible, which initially seemed to bode poorly for Jessica and caused her to enter into the relationship hesitantly, expecting judgment to be cast upon her at any moment. But the strangest thing happened: the judgment never came. Almost a week in, and still no judgment. It was enough to make Jess hope that maybe the judgment wouldn’t come, or that (and even she knew this was hoping for a lot) maybe a person could believe in something without condemning those who believed something different. At first that idea seemed ludicrous. But then she realized that she had sort of been doing it off and on all her life. Maybe others could, too. 

“McCloud, Jessica?”

Dr. Bell’s voice cut through Jessica’s spaciness and she looked up from her syllabus, where she busied herself coloring in the o’s. “Here.”

The woman smiled, her pit bull jaw growing even wider with the expression. “Good to have you here, Jessica.” 

Not a single snicker from the class followed that pronouncement, and Jessica didn’t realize she’d held that expectation until she noticed the absence. Were students scared of Dr. Bell? Physically, they should be. She may not have been especially tall, but Jess was pretty sure the woman could pulverize any given male athlete in hand-to-hand combat. The professor looked like she might even enjoy taking a punch to the chin, like she might concede one or two of those at the start of the fight just to get herself worked up.

For that reason, among many others, Jessica found it impossible to feel anything but genuine affection for Dr. Bell. She wondered if this class could provide that “safe space” students often demanded exist. Jessica had thought it was just a metaphor for something else, but now that she’d felt it, or something like it, she wondered if it could be a reality, and she understood the impulse of trying to defend it, whatever that required. 

The adjournment of class caught Jessica off her guard. She looked up at the clock and saw they’d only been there for thirty minutes. That wasn’t particularly uncommon for a first day of class, but it hadn’t even felt like thirty minutes. Was it because Jessica had been next to a friend? Or was it because no one had tried anything aggressive? She suspected it had more to do with the presence of Dr. Bell than anything else, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Or maybe she was excited about the study of economics, but that seemed the least likely of the possibilities. 

“That went by really quick,” Jessica said once she’d stuffed the syllabus into her backpack and stood.

“You think so?” Kate asked, pulling her long auburn hair out of the way of her backpack straps. “It felt like a lot longer than a half hour. I don’t know if I can read the same academic honesty paragraph again without losing my mind.”

“How many more first classes do you have this week?”

Kate sighed and counted silently on her fingers. “Three more.” She rolled her eyes playfully. 

“Ha. Well, good luck. Up for lunch?”

“For sure.”

As they headed down the aisle of desks toward the exit, Dr. Bell hollered, “Jessica, a word?”

While this phrase usually meant Jessica had done something wrong, the tone with which her professor had said it avoided any unpleasant stomach clenching on Jessica’s part, and she told Kate she’d meet up with her at the dining hall in a bit. Kate nodded, pulled out her cell phone and continued on with the flow of students, and Jessica walked over to the desk at the front of the room where Dr. Bell stood, staring down at some of her papers as she sorted and stacked them. 

“Hi Doctor. What’s up?”

Bell smiled at her, waved goodbye to a student behind her, and then returned her attention to Jessica. “One second. Once everyone’s gone, would you mind heading to my office with me?”

“Uh, sure.” Okay, it seemed like she might be in trouble. But she couldn’t for the life of her guess why, other than simply existing, which she still felt a strong desire to apologize for daily. But she suspected Dr. Bell wasn’t looking for a “sorry I exist.”

“It’s nothing bad, I promise you,” said the professor, only slightly soothing Jessica’s nerves. “You might actually think it’s good. We’ll see.”

Jess followed the woman down the hall and into a small, ascetic office containing no decor, only a desk, a filing cabinet, and two chairs. Jessica’s initial assessment was that this looked more like an interrogation room until she remembered her one time of being in an interrogation room, which was actually Chief Wurst’s office and much cozier and lived-in than this. Though Jessica was glad that at least Dr. Bell’s sterile office lacked the grinning pictures of Courtney and Trent that had haunted the edges of Chief Wurst’s office like gargoyles tasked with scaring away bratty spirits. 

“Have a seat,” Dr. Bell said cheerily, gesturing to the plain wooden chair facing her desk. 

As Jessica did so, the professor stored her papers away in the filing cabinet and headed over to her own seat. “How was your summer?” she asked, sitting down. 

“Good,” Jessica answered on reflex. 

“Just good?”

Jess thought about it. “No. Some good, some crappy.”

Bell nodded. “Fair enough. Mine was about the same. I can tell you’re wondering why I brought you in here, right?”

Jess nodded. 

“Okay, I’ll cut to the chase, then. I’m an angel, Jessica.”

The laugh that escaped Jessica’s lips was accidental and felt more like a hiccup than mirth of any kind. “You’re an angel.”

“Yep. And while I might hide my personal situation from the university for fear of professional retribution, I see no reason to hide it from you. So I wanted to be upfront about it, since you didn’t seem to realize it on your own.”

Huh. So maybe she was totally serious about this. “How would I have realized it?”

Dr. Bell shrugged her bulky shoulders, which looked more like a practiced workout than a human gesture. “I don’t know exactly. I assumed that the daughter of God would, I don’t know, have radar.”

“Angel radar?”

“Well, sure. I mean, you spend an awful lot of time around an angel, so I supposed you knew it. After all, angels can sense other angels, so it would make sense that you would have been bestowed with a similar ability.”

Jessica shut her eyes tight. “Wait, wait. Slow down. Angels can sense other angels?”

“I’m sorry.” Dr. Bell lowered her eyes for a moment and cleared her throat. “I didn’t expect this to be so new to you. Am I the first angel you’ve actually identified?”

This was embarrassing. Unexpected and extraordinarily embarrassing. “I mean, I’m pretty sure my old teacher is an angel, too. But she never confirmed it.”

Bell considered it. “Hmm … well, maybe she didn’t yet realize it. It takes a while for many to learn the nature of their existence. But usually that comes to light before they’re well into adulthood. Or—” She caught herself before continuing.

“Or what?”

She sighed. “They’re diagnosed with mental illness and never figure it out.”

“Wait what?”

Bell nodded sadly. “Yes. They’re told that the things they see on other angels—the auras—and the visions and strange intuition, that it’s a form of hallucination. And then they either learn to ignore it or they end up medicated.”

“That’s horrible,” Jess said. 

“Indeed.”

“How did you realize you were an angel then?”

Bell’s jaw tightened briefly. “I don’t take kindly to people calling me crazy. So when I started seeing all the colors around people, I knew that something was—”

Oh. Shit. 

“Wait.” Jessica held up a hand. “Colors? You started seeing colors around people?”

A small grin turned the corners of Dr. Bell’s mouth. “Yes.”

“And when did you start seeing these colors?”

“Just after puberty, sometime toward the start of high school.”

Oh boy. This was starting to make sense. Jessica felt her heart racing anxiously as pieces started to fall together. 

Dr. Bell continued cautiously. “I assume this is something you’ve experienced as well?”

“Me? Oh, no. Not at all. But one of my friends, yes.”

Bell nodded slowly. “You mean your boyfriend.”

“Ex-boyfriend,” Jess corrected quickly. “And yes.”

“Right. He’s definitely an angel. And a powerful one, too, judging from his aura.”

“Shit.”

“That’s why I assumed you would know. I almost always saw the two of you together on campus, and—”

“I have to tell him,” Jess said, feeling the anxiety in her stomach explode into an audible rumble. “I don’t think he knows yet. I have to tell him.”

That broke through the professor’s composure, and as Jessica stood from her chair, so did Bell. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. No. You can’t tell him.”

“I can’t tell him he’s an angel?! But what if he ends up medicated and thinking he’s crazy like you said?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. But it’s important he discover it for himself. You can help steer him, but I wouldn’t recommend you tell him outright.”

“Okay. Only one problem with that, though. I don’t talk to him anymore. So.”

“Well, there’s a plan for us all,” Bell said, and Jessica struggled not to roll her eyes. “In the meantime, you have plenty of lesser angels around campus who can help you get where you need to go.”

“I do?”

“Of course.” Dr. Bell motioned to herself. 

“And where do I need to go?”

“That’s up to you, but am I correct in assuming that at this current moment you don’t have any particular place in mind?”

Jess nodded sheepishly. “Yeah, you’re correct in assuming that.”

“Then step one is to find your people.”

“Angels?”

“Well, some angels. But surrounding yourself with only those inclined to believe in you isn’t ever going to make an impact on the world. You’ll just be preaching to the choir. You need regular people, too.”

Jess groaned. “Like … friends?”

Bell chuckled. “Yes, like friends. I hope that’s not too much of an imposition.”

“It kind of is. I don’t even know where to start with making friends.”

“Have you never had a community that believed in you?” Her voice sounded sad but determined. Jessica doubted Bell could say anything without a hint of determination seeping through, though. 

“Not really.” But the old familiar smell of a boys’ locker room wafted through her memory anyway.

“Hm. Well, this is college, the time when you try a lot of things for the first time. I believe you’re not averse to that.” She raised an eyebrow and then it clicked what she was referencing.

“Yeah, admittedly that night was a mistake. But I don’t expect trying to make friends will be any easier or turn out any better.”

“You have to do it anyway. You have to gather your tribe.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start.” But the deeply ingrained smell of wet grass and moist body heat of a halftime huddle were already fogging her thoughts.

Bell stood from her chair, and Jessica followed her lead, feeling the conversation coming to a close. “Well, I’m glad to help any way I can, but I suspect the girl sitting next to you in class today might be much more of a help.”

“Who, Kate?”

“Yes, I believe that was her name. She’s your friend, right? I mean, you two seemed friendly.”

“Yeah, I guess. She’s my roommate.”

Dr. Bell smiled. “Of course she is.” She chuckled at some joke Jessica wasn’t in on. “I think she might be a great place to begin in gathering friends to you.”

Jessica’s mind traveled back to her last roommate who she’d confided in. “You think I can trust her?”

“Oh yes,” Dr. Bell said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Right. I forget you can’t tell. She’s an angel as well.”

Jess laughed. “Well shit. That’s lucky.”

“Nooo …” Bell said, “it’s not luck at all.”

Jessica turned to look at her before she left the office. “Oh well, I mean.”

“Clearly your Father thinks you need a little help on your way.”

Jessica couldn’t hold back the dry laugh. “Well, if it’s actually him helping me out, that would be a first.”
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Because Coach Brown had been totally unprepared for the situation when Jessica had walked into his office and told him she’d like to join the team if it wasn’t too late, and because Jessica hadn’t thought to bring her custom football pads with her to college, she was stuck with the uncomfortable bulk of men’s pads underneath her practice jersey as she jogged onto the field. The wide shoulders created wings and her breasts, while not notably large, did cause the chest protection to jut out, giving her the overall appearance of a short, stout man. That was actually to her advantage, though, as she hoped she could get through the first part of practice without standing out, kick a few miraculous field goals, and only then reveal herself as a woman. She didn’t know any of the players outside of Chris, hadn’t had a chance to build a rapport with them, and if she was going to make them her friends, she couldn’t have them running her off the field before she’d proven herself. 

She assumed most if not all had heard about her success in high school, but there was something about seeing that meant believing, especially for these college folks. Her reputation could precede her all she wanted, but no one seemed to care until they could glimpse it for themselves. It felt more like a greedy need for entertainment than skepticism, though. Either way, it became crystal clear to her the moment she left Dr. Bell’s office that the only tribe she’d ever had was from football, and if she needed to rebuild, this was the place to start. 

All she had to do was perform a few miracles, which, lucky for her, was not a big deal. 

Coach Brown welcomed her onto the field, where nobody else currently had their helmet on as they ran a few passing drills. When she saw Chris, her heart stopped. It was the first time she’d seen him since she’d discovered his angelic nature only a few days before, and that stirred up emotions inside her she couldn’t even start to name. 

“You can take the helmet off for now, McCloud,” Coach Brown said once she was standing next to him. 

“I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.”

“Uh, okay. Whatever you want.”

“And would you mind not calling me by my last name?”

That caused him to take a closer look at her through her grill. Then understanding dawned. “Ah, okay. Looking for a reveal. Well, I don’t think it’s necessary, but I get it and I respect you for it, McCl— whoever. Want to earn respect based on your talents rather than your reputation and birthright. I get it.”

Talents. Sure. 

Coach Brown blew the whistle and called everyone into a huddle, and just as they were running over, He decided to chime in. 

I KNEW YOU WOULD RETURN MY PRODIG—

What do you want?

TO GLOAT, OBVIOUSLY. 

Well, don’t get too excited. I’m just trying it out. Trying to find my tribe or whatever.

I AM PROUD OF YOU, DAUGHTER.

Wait, really?

OF COURSE.

Why?

BECAUSE YOU HATH GOTTEN UP FROM THINE LAZY BUTTOCKS AND PROGRESSED TOWARD YOUR CALLING.

Gee. Thanks. 

Jessica noticed Chris to her left and turned her head away so that he wouldn’t recognize her. This was stupid. Did she really think wearing her helmet would draw less suspicion to her? For shit’s sake. 

“Okay,” Coach Brown said. “We got a new recruit for kicking. Gonna give her—him a shot.”

Jess rolled her eyes. There was no way everyone wasn’t already on to her. 

“So let’s line up for field goals and see what he’s got.”

Jessica risked a quick glance around. Most of the players seemed confused. When her eyes landed on Chris’s, she found him staring right at her, his lips pressed together, one eyebrow arched. He knew. And he didn’t seem happy about it. 

Okay, fair enough, but wasn’t he the one who had urged her to join the team last year? Sure, things had changed between them since then—or rather, everything had changed between them since then—but he wanted what was best for the team, right? And obviously having her as the kicker was best. 

He sighed then jogged over to the sidelines to watch the special teams line up. She was happy for Chris to be starting quarterback this season for a number of reasons, but at the moment the most important one was that it meant he would not be holding for her, so she could maybe focus on the task at hand, which obviously wasn’t whether or not she’d make the field goal, because that was a given, but whether or not she would make herself look like a complete idiot in her approach. It’d been more than a year since she’d tried this, and she wouldn’t put it past herself or God to have her slip, fall headfirst into the ball, and still send it through the uprights. Good for three? Probably (though she guessed it would be unprecedented). Good for her reputation? Not so much. 

Once they were lined up and the ball was hiked, she took her time, making sure her feet made firm contact on the turf with each step. She focused on form, and when her foot made contact with the ball, it just felt right. The magnetism flowed through her and down her leg, and the football soared between the goal posts, right down the middle. Man, she’d missed this a lot more than she remembered. When performing a miracle wasn’t accompanied by a lot of stress and she was able to savor it, it actually left her mind feeling as light as the few times when she’d laughed until her stomach hurt. 

“Nice work,” growled Coach Brown, sounding unimpressed despite his words. “Let’s see what you got from the thirty.”

They scooted back the ball and Jess was glad to kick as many times as possible from wherever on the field Coach Brown asked. She could almost feel the astonishment and admiration radiating from the special teams each time they scooted back. And while reminiscent of when she first discovered of this miracle, this time she wasn’t terrified and reluctant or high as a kite. This time she embraced it. 

After she made it from the forty-five, a hand belonging to an unknown source smacked her on the ass and she heard, “Nice work,” grunted from behind her. Shit. Whoever that was was about to feel super awkward whenever she took off her helmet. She wondered if Chris saw it and what he was thinking. 

They lined up on the fifty and when it was good again, she decided enough was enough. Coach Brown was of the same mind and hustled over to her. “That’s about all I need to see. There’s a place on the team for you if you want it. But I need to know you’re committed before we start throwing scholarships at you.”

“No scholarship,” she said, forgetting that her voice would give her away. The center standing by Coach Brown jerked his head around to see where the voice had come from, both his eyebrows tugging toward the bridge of his nose. Well, it was now or never. She’d done what she could to prove her worth, so it was time to see if that mattered more to the team than the fact that she was a she. 

When Coach Brown called the team in for a quick huddle, Jess pulled off her helmet and avoided the temptation to shake out her hair, not wanting to be a complete cliché. Her great moment of triumph was curbed slightly by the dumbfounded expressions that met her reveal. She gazed around. These boys were a little slow on the uptake. 

Her eyes found Chris’s. He was unimpressed, but then again, why would he have been impressed? He’d seen her do this a thousand times. He gave her a look that was clearly, “you done yet?” and she felt her shoulders grow heavier as the buzz of her miracles dissipated completely. 

“Oh hey, I know you,” said a tall blond man. “You’re Jennifer Christ.”

“Jessica Chr— Jessica McCloud,” she corrected. 

“I didn’t think you were real, for some reason,” the blond continued, squinting at her like maybe her unrealness was still a possibility. 

“So I know the team has been mostly finalized for the coming season,” Coach Brown began, “but when something like this falls in your lap, hell, who am I to say no. But we’re a team, so I want to leave the decision up to you. Bryant, you’re a damn fine kicker, but you’re a better tight end. This team would be lucky to have you in that spot. Thoughts?”

The lanky guy who must have been Bryant nodded. “Yeah, that’s cool. Do I still get a scholarship?”

Coach Brown nodded. 

“Then yeah, sounds good.”

“Okay, the rest of you. Now’s the time to voice any concerns about, well, let’s just say it, having a female on the team.”

Jess felt her face heat up, even though she did on a certain level appreciate Coach Brown’s willingness to call it what it was. She just wished he could have done it when she wasn’t standing right there. 

But as she looked around, heads were shaking vaguely. No one had concerns. 

“It seems a little like cheating, doesn’t it?” said a familiar voice. Her eyes darted to Chris, who was staring at the coach, avoiding her daggers. 

Coach Brown sighed. “Well, Riley, we’d just have to leave that up to the WAC, wouldn’t we? But I can’t see how they’re going to prove their case against it.”

Chris shrugged. “True. But you know they’re going to drug test her constantly. So I guess as long as she knows that and plays by the rules”—now he did look at her, and she wished he hadn’t—“I guess she would be able to keep playing.”

This was a bad idea. Chris was making that clear. She couldn’t just join the football team, soak up some glory, and have everyone forget about all the scandal she’d caused, could she? 

With Chris’s pseudo-concern addressed, the decision was unanimous: Jessica was on the team if she wanted to be. So she thanked the players and Coach Brown, and said she’d take a day to decide whether she could commit. 

As the team broke for water, she felt a hand grab her upper arm and turned to find Chris attached to said hand. 

“A word?”

He pulled her away from the others and stood with his back to them, shielding her from their view. “Are you serious with this?” he demanded. 

“What? I thought you’d be happy that I started believing in myself again.”

He grunted. “Yeah, sure. That’s great.” 

“You don’t seem excited about it. Don’t you want me to use my miracle?”

“Please. You know I do, but now? With us like … What’s this really about?”

She blinked dumbly, trying to understand what he wanted her to say. “It’s about finding my— finding friends.”

“So you come and take mine? Listen, Jess, you know I didn’t mind you stealing my glory in high school because it was the right thing to do, but having you do it now, when I’m just getting a chance to be seen and when you probably have a million other miracles you can perform that you just haven’t found yet—it’s kind of bullshit.”

She opened her mouth to respond but couldn’t. She was worried he had a point. 

“So if you’re absolutely sure this is what you must do, if your Father told you to or whatever, fine, do it. But if there is any shred of a possibility that you don’t need to play on the team, please, for my sake, don’t fucking do it. Let me have this. Go make other friends.” He let go of her arms, letting his fall to his side. “I can’t spend this much time with you if we’re not together. It’s not fair.”

“Then let’s be together.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. 

Chris sighed. “You don’t mean that, so I’ll pretend you didn’t say it.”

How’d he know that when she wasn’t even sure? Clearly, though, this was neither the time nor the place for them to talk about this, so she averted her stare to the ground at his feet. “Thanks.”

His head jerked back like she’d taken a swing at him, but he recovered quickly. “I’ve never asked much of you, Jess, but I’m asking you now. Please. Not football. Please just let me have this. You have other miracles you can find. I just have football. And it’s not a miracle. It’s a lot of hard work over the years. I have nothing else.” He pressed his lips into a tight line and Jessica couldn’t stand a moment more of his vulnerable plea. 

“Okay,” she said. “Fine. I won’t play football.”

He nodded subtly. 

“And I’ll find other miracles instead.” 

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” 

And as he turned and jogged away, she felt emptiness in her chest expand like a balloon. She was still without a tribe, but worse, she was definitely without Chris. 
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Why wouldn’t Miranda answer her damn phone?! Jess tried one last time, but when it went to voicemail, she threw her phone across the bed, flinching involuntarily when it bounced at an angle and smacked into the wall. It was probably fine. 

She flopped onto her twin bed, still in her athletic clothes from her tryout, and felt like she was getting sick. Or maybe she was dying. Maybe that’s what the pain in her chest and the twisting in her stomach meant. Maybe she wouldn’t even make it to thirty-three. Had she been taking it for granted that she would live that long?

While one section of her brain knew she was being melodramatic, the majority of her brain was firing off rapid thoughts along the lines of “Chris doesn’t love you anymore,” and “You’re literally dying.”

It was over, though! It was over. 

She let the tears come, because why not? Miranda wasn’t answering, and Jessica even considered calling Judith, who she’d been meaning to meet up with for lunch anyway. But Judith didn’t seem the type for feelings. So Jessica was alone. 

The door to her dorm room opened, and the obvious answer walked through. Kate. Her angelic roommate. Did all angels have such good timing? Her mind recalled a handful of times Chris and Mrs. Thomas had shown up at just the right time and suspected that it might be part of the deal. Except Chris hadn’t done that today. 

More tears fell. 

“Geez, Jess, are you okay?” Kate dropped her backpack by the door and hurried over to where Jessica lay flopped, clutching her pillow beneath her head. 

“Yeah,” she said, hoping Kate knew better. 

“Bullshit. What’s wrong?”

When Jess hesitated, Kate persisted. “Come on, you can tell me. Is it Chris?”

How’d she know? Did angels communicate telepathically? There was so much she should have asked Dr. Bell. “Partly,” she said. 

“I guess the tryouts didn’t go so well?”

Jess shook her head, grinding her nose into her pillow and appreciating the slight pain of it. “I thought sophomore year would be easier.”

“Is this your first breakup?” Kate asked gently.

“No. But it’s the first in a while.”

“Was the other one as bad?”

Jess thought back to it. “No. Because I ended up dating Chris. And now …”

Kate placed a hand on Jessica’s back, gently at first, and then firmer once Jessica didn’t pull away. “I’m sorry, Jessica. It could happen again, though. You could find someone else. The odds of you marrying someone you’ve known since you were, what, in middle school?”

“Kindergarten.”

“Oh shit. Okay, well the odds of you marrying someone you’ve known since kindergarten are pretty slim.”

Jessica turned to face Kate. “What if it’s not odds? What if it was our destiny?”

Kate grimaced uncomfortably. “Uh, then I guess it’ll happen no matter what. So no need to worry about it.”

“Good point.” Jessica sat up, sniffled, and wiped her nose off on her sleeve. “Can I tell you something and have you promise not to tell anyone?”

“Of course.”

It would be a first if a close female friend actually kept this promise, but Jessica had to tell someone, and Kate won by proximity. “Chris is an angel.” She searched Kate’s face, hoping to find any shred of evidence that Kate was even the slightest bit aware of her own nature. But she didn’t need to, because Kate said, “I know.”

“You know?”

Kate chuckled. “Yeah. I’m an angel, too, so I can see it on him.”

“No shit.”

“Yeah shit.”

“I figured you wouldn’t know.”

Kate arched a brow. “You knew?”

Jess shrugged casually. 

“And you just wanted to test the waters?”

Jess shrugged again. 

“Fair enough.”

“So how did you discover it?”

Kate grabbed a chair from her desk and pulled it over to sit. “It was sort of a process. I always had what I considered good intuition. I’d get a strong gut feeling to do something, and if I listened to it, things turned out really well. If I didn’t listen to it, someone usually got hurt.”

“So like ‘thou shalt’s,” Jessica added. 

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Go on.”

Kate blinked a few times, then did. “I grew up super fundamentalist Christian, so when I mentioned that to my youth pastor one day, he said that was God talking to me. That made sense enough at the time. I was maybe eight and assumed everyone was experiencing that sort of thing. But then the impulses got stronger in high school, and it seemed like the more I listened to them, the easier it was to hear them. It was all good stuff. Like, once, I was riding in the car with my mom and dad on the way home from Six Flags, and I felt like we needed to exit the highway. I didn’t know why, but the urge was so strong. So I asked my dad to, then eventually had to beg and throw a fit until he pulled off just to stop the car and yell at me, except I didn’t stop yelling until he’d turned onto another road. And then another. My mom eventually took my side and told him just to do it, but she seemed a little scared. We ended up on this back road and when we were driving, my attention was pulled to this one pasture, and I thought, There’s something there I need to help with. I couldn’t explain it, so I told my dad to stop the car and I took off at a sprint. I made a break for the farm house and it wasn’t long before I heard someone calling for help. Some guy had rolled his tractor onto himself and was pinned. It was pretty bad, but my dad called 911 and the guy was fine. And my intuition stopped pulling on me and we went home.

“We never talked about it after that, but I knew there was something different about me. And I knew my mom had told people at church, because everyone looked at me differently after that.”

Never once had Jess guessed she might meet someone else who could relate to her life. But Kate was getting close. “So what did your church do?”

Kate blew a raspberry. “At first they wouldn’t shut up about it. I had to stand at the front during a sermon, like I was a prop someone brought for show and tell. It was a miracle, they said. Not me, but God. My pastor also insisted that it was a one-off thing. It helped his case that the man I saved was a devout Baptist or Pentecostal or whatever. And when I mentioned that I was seeing auras around certain folks, nobody wanted to hear that, especially the ones whose auras I couldn’t see. Like my pastor. And all of the congregation.”

“That sucks,” Jessica said, knowing all too well the frustration. “People only believe what suits them, though. So how did you figure out that you were an angel?”

“Internet,” Kate replied briskly. “Once I left the church I was finally able to stop doubting myself long enough to ask the right questions. Or I guess, to think of the right search terms.”

“So just now, when you walked in …?”

Kate understood. “Yeah. I was on my way to a study group and I got the message to come here instead.”

“Is it an actual voice?” Jessica asked, hoping that maybe she wasn’t the only one who could hear her Father’s lectures.

“No, not really. Nothing that clear. It took practice to understand it. It’s like if someone spoke to you from the bottom of a three-foot pool. You know they’re saying something, but you can’t make out the words, all you can do is try to see their expression through the distortion and figure out what they’re trying to say.”

“That sounds frustrating.” 

Kate nodded casually. “Sometimes.” 

Their conversation faded off into silence before Jess cautiously added, “Dr. Bell is an angel, but you knew that, right?”

Grinning sheepishly, Kate nodded. “Yeah. I knew that.”

The benefits of having an angel for a roommate were only just starting to reveal themselves, though. “So I could just point to someone, and you could tell me if they were an angel or not, right?”

Kate laughed. “Yep.” Then she immediately held up a finger. “Except only in person. Photos and video don’t show it.”

“Interesting.” She logged that knowledge for later. “Dr. Bell told me I need to find a group of friends. But I don’t really know how to do that. Football was my best guess.”

Kate leaned over to rest her chin on the back of the chair that she straddled. “I know the feeling. After I stopped going to church, I wasn’t really sure where to meet people. I was kind of friendless until I came here.”

“You stopped going to church?”

Kate nodded. “It took a while for me to get old enough where I could put a finger on it, but after the incident with the tractor, something just rubbed me wrong about it. Then when I was a sophomore, I learned about patriarchy.”

OH BOY. 

Jessica ignored her Father. “What’s patriarchy?”

IT’S NOTHING YOU NEED WORRY ABOUT.

“It’s when a system is run by men.”

“Oh okay.” That didn’t seem so fantastic. Then it occurred to her. “Wait, but everything’s run by men.”

Kate nodded slowly. “Exactly.”

“So that’s bad?”

“I mean, has it been good for you?”

YOU’RE WELCOME FOR YOUR CHRIST POWERS, BY THE WAY.

I never asked for them. 

YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO. BECAUSE I ALREADY KNEW.

I thought you weren’t a man.

AND I THOUGHT I TOLD YOU IT’S COMPLICATED.

“It hasn’t worked out particularly well,” Jessica replied slowly as more instances popped up in her mind. “So you left the church because it was run by men?” She understood the impulse.

“No, not because it was run by men, but because there wasn’t really much talk of women. Except when it came time to knock us up and produce more godly men. When I looked around the sanctuary at all the paintings and stained glass, I started to feel sorry for the Virgin Mary, constantly surrounded by such a sausage fest.”

Jessica thought of football again. “It’s not so bad to be the only girl surrounded by guys.”

Kate shrugged. “Maybe not. But either way, I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t want to be a part of a church that believed my only calling in life was to birth and raise godly men, who got to do whatever they wanted in life, or godly women, who were doomed to repeat the birthing cycle so the world could have a few more men to run the place.”

Jessica squinted through her swollen lids as her brain chewed on that notion. “That’s … really cynical.”

Kate shrugged unapologetically.

“But also,” Jess continued, “kind of true.” OH COME ON. “I’m trying to find an argument against it, and … yeah, I can’t think of one.” 

BUT WHAT ABOUT—

Yes?

I GOT NOTHING.

“Does it bother you,” Kate asked, “that God is a male?”

“A little bit. But he says he’s not quite a man. He says it’s complicated.”

Kate’s mouth hung open and her head cocked to the side in what Jess did not believe was a voluntary motion. “It’s complicated?”

Jess raised her hands in a shrug. 

“Is God trans?” Kate asked. 

IT’S EVEN MORE COMPLICATED THAN THAT.

“He says it’s even more complicated than that.” 

Kate inhaled quickly and choked slightly. “More complicated than being transgendered?”

Jess held back a laugh. “I guess so.”

“Hm.” Kate pressed her lips together thoughtfully. “I guess it doesn’t matter what He really is, as long as everyone keeps thinking He’s a He.”

Jess nodded along, but she only felt like she was grasping the bare minimum of Kate’s idea. 

“Maybe we can make a group of friends together,” Kate suggested, standing from her chair and heading to the mini fridge. She reached in a pulled out a Dr. Pepper, holding it up for Jess to see, and when Jess nodded, Kate tossed it her way before grabbing one for herself. She plopped back down into her chair. “You know how you went back to football to find your people?”

Jessica nodded and popped open the tab. 

“Well, this is going to sound crazy, but I’ve kind of wanted to check out the Christian Student Center recently. Maybe it’s a similar impulse. To go back to what worked before.”

“As long as you don’t have a bitter ex there, it might work out,” Jess said, grinning morosely. 

“Would you want to come with me?”

“Huh? Where?”

“To the Student Christian Center.”

Jessica waited for the punchline, but it didn’t come. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah, why not? I mean, sure, some of the people there are going to be awful, but there might be other people there for the exact same reason as us.”

It still didn’t sound appealing. “But aren’t you supposed to go to church because of God?”

“Yeah, I suppose so. But hardly anyone does.”

“That just feels wrong. Using church to meet other people who don’t really want to go to church.”

Kate sighed. “If you insist. But that’s fine, you don’t have to go. I was just bringing it up in case you were into it. I think I’m going to check it out next Wednesday.”

Jessica nodded hesitantly. “Let me think about it.”

“Sure thing. And if you’re not feeling it, just tell me, okay?”

“Okay. Tell me more about this patriarchy thing, though …”




* * *






“So when you think about it,” Jess said through a mouthful of Thanksgiving turkey, “it really is kind of incredible how men have duped women for thousands of years into being subservient when obviously we could run the world in a much more effective, compassionate way.”

She noticed Rex slouching across the table from her, keeping his eyes glued to his heaping plate, and added, “Nothing personal, Rex.”

“Nope, you’re good,” he said, dipping a roll in his cranberry sauce.

Destinee pointed her fork lazily and at her daughter. “And Kate taught you all about this?”

Jessica nodded. 

“I knew I liked that girl.” Destinee chugged her beer. “She raises some interesting points. Especially that one about sex-shaming. I like that one. I like it a lot. Wish I’d known it when I was your age. Or maybe way before.”

Rex, who was outnumbered two to one, nodded along. 

“So let me get this straight,” Destinee said, “feminism doesn’t mean hating men?”

Jessica shook her head. “I mean, you can hate some men. Like Jimmy. But you don’t have to hate all men.”

Rex cleared his throat and raised his chin slowly. “Can I—or a man, any man—be a feminist?”

That was something Kate hadn’t mentioned, so Jess considered it. “Yeah, I don’t see why not.”

He nodded resolutely. “Good. Then I think I’d like to be a feminist.”

Destinee sat up straight but fidgeted slightly in her seat, her nostrils flaring as her squinty eyes homed in on her boyfriend. “Jessica, would you excuse us for a second? I would like to speak with Rex for a moment in the bedroom.”

Jessica rolled her eyes. “God dammit.” She tried to swallow the chewed food in her mouth before her brain caught up with her gag reflex. 

“Whatever you say, Des.” Rex stood from the table. “I have no problem taking orders from a woman.”

If Destinee thought she was being quiet or subtle when she next spoke, she was mistaken. “Oh, I got some orders for you, Rex. Just you wait.”

As the two of them left the table, Jessica stared out over the Thanksgiving spread growing colder with each passing second. She supposed she should be thankful for feminism, but as she heard the master bedroom door slam and her mother’s voice cackling, she wondered if maybe she should have left feminism back in San Marcos. 
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Jessica still wasn’t one hundred percent sure about it, but armed with her new feminism-fueled empowerment, she felt confident that she could leave the Christian Student Center whenever she wanted and that would be that. 

But as soon as the glass double doors of the building came into view, their warm, glowing lights shining like a lighthouse in the dark, early December night, Jessica’s reservations intensified. What would people think seeing her go inside? It was an entire building devoted to worshipping her half-brother, and wouldn’t the sight of Jessica worshipping her male counterpart sort of be the opposite of feminist? She was just as Christ-y as he was, so they should be equals. Would kneeling down to him set women back a hundred years? A thousand years? Two thousand plus years? That was definitely not something she wanted to be responsible for. 

“You don’t have to sing or pray if you don’t want to,” Kate said quietly as if reading Jessica’s mind. 

And when Jessica shot her a quick surprised glance, Kate smirked sheepishly and said, “You’re not that hard to read, even if I weren’t an angel.”

“Well, you’re right.” Jessica paused underneath a tree that overhung the sidewalk leading up to the old building. “The people are obsessed with reading stuff into everything I do. I represent religion and women and Texas and whatever other category I can be shuffled into. Everything I do means something to someone, and most of the time it means something that I don’t want it to.”

“So it sounds like you don’t have control over what other people think.”

Jess chuckled. “Yeah, I guess not.”

“So you might as well do what you want to do.”

Sighing, Jessica conceded. “Yeah, I guess so.”

As she stepped through the threshold, her skin started to tingle. So it wasn’t just White Light where this happened. Did everyone’s skin tingle like this when they went to church? She figured someone else would’ve mentioned it before, if that were the case. But luckily the sensation was mild enough that she was able to remove it from the front of her mind to try to focus on her surroundings. 

If the pictures decorating the walls just inside the CSC were any indication, this was the right place to come to make friends. Everyone in the photos that covered corkboard after corkboard looked like they were having the time of their life, with their arms slung around each other’s shoulders, huge grins spread across their face. 

Shit, have I ever been that happy before? Maybe football. 

An acute jolt sprinted through her chest and she distracted herself by taking in as much as she could while following behind Kate toward the sound of voices at the end of the hall. 

“You’re going to like this group,” Kate said. “I basically did all the ground work for you, and now you just get to jump in. The Thursday night crowd was a bunch of stuck-up assholes, but this Wednesday night group is chill.”

“Cool,” was all Jessica could say as her brain was preoccupied with the long row of glittery crosses with names written longways down them. It had always struck her as odd that the entire religion had latched onto her brother’s death instrument the way it had. And to go to the trouble of bedazzling it? Not to mention, writing someone’s name on a crucifix seemed like something a mobster would do before having his crony deliver it to the doomed owner of the name. It would make a better threat than decoration.  

Hundreds of years from now, when she was dead and gone and perhaps someone had taken up the task of starting a religion based on her life, would they also use the key component in her death as her symbol? That seemed morbid as hell. What might it be? She sure hoped she wasn’t killed by a garbage truck. Although she hoped that for more reasons than just because any religion that used a garbage truck as its symbol wasn’t one she wished to be associated with. 

Why couldn’t people have picked a symbol that was more about her brother’s life? She supposed the fish symbol worked, except Jesus had already told her he hated fishing and never could stand the smell of fish. It would be like if her symbol became, well, a fish, she supposed. She hated the smell of fish as well. 

Kate flashed her a reassuring smile as they paused outside the door to the gathering room. Already Jessica could hear voices chatting excitedly and the faint sound of strumming on a guitar. 

“Hey!” Kate said as she pushed open the door and entered the room. Excited greetings met her until Jessica stepped in after, at which point the excitement died. The room fell quiet except for the strumming, which pulled Jessica’s attention to the strummer. 

He grinned up at her, casually continuing whatever song he was working through, and then he nodded like they were old friends.

But they couldn’t have been old friends, because Jessica didn’t recognize him at all, and she would remember a face as mysterious and warm and tanned and perfect as his. 

She pulled her eyes away to avoid making an ass of herself, and Kate began introductions around the room. Jessica waved vaguely and tried to remember the first few names. Josh she already knew, having met him in the Quad the year before and because he was the reason she’d subjected herself to an eyeful of nightmarish abortion photos on a Google image search she could never unsee. The next boy was named Josh, too, or at least she was pretty sure he was. Her mind was so stuck on the small coincidence of two Joshes that it was unable to take in anymore names after that. Callie? Kylie? What had she said her name was? Shit. This was not the way to make new friends. 

But when Kate introduced Mason, the golden god with luxurious chin-length hair, which he ran his fingers through to brush it back away from his square jaw line and allow her to stare into his green eyes, she knew she would never forget his name. 

It was incredibly disorienting, desperately wanting to make out with someone other than Chris when she was neither high nor drunk, and having it happen to her at a church group, no less. 

Smiles rose again on their respective faces as, presumably, each person realized Jessica wasn’t going to smite them all. Kate slipped her a small book, which upon opening she discovered to be full of music and lyrics.

She could hardly think with Mason sitting opposite the circle from her, and every time she looked up, his eyes were on her. 

They started with a tune Jessica obviously didn’t recognize, and Kate was kind enough to help Jessica find it in the book, even though Kate herself already knew the words. Everyone seemed to know the words. Jessica’s eyes followed along with the words, but she stuck with her resolution of not actually singing, especially when the lyrics were such as they were. 




Jesus come into my body!

I need you more than ever.

I’m a sinner, been so naughty!

I need you inside me forever.




Jessica wasn’t sure what was the most off putting about that chorus—the brash rhyming of ever with forever, the fact that in another context the lyrics might be arousing, or the way that everyone sung them as if they were passionately aroused. 

She glanced up to see Mason with his eyes shut, strumming the tune and singing so fervently, biting the corner of his bottom lip between words, that she was now aroused. Was church supposed to be this sexy? Shit. 

These people really have a thing for Jesus.

She wondered if songs like this about her would ever exist. If they did, she hoped they at least had more skillful rhyming. 

After a few more songs in a similar vein, and once they’d completed the closing line of “Tie Me to Your Cross,” Jessica was more than ready for the singing to stop, even if it meant having to carry on conversation with a bunch of strangers. 

There was just no way she would be able to look her half-brother in the eye in her next sex dream after hearing how all these people spiritually fetishized him. She almost wanted to deliver the bad news that he wasn’t exactly attractive and thought everyone was a meanie, but she decided that now, as she was intent on making new friends, was not the time to break such unwelcome news. 

“Mmm … that feels good,” said the boy (she was pretty sure he was one of the Joshes) next to Mason. “So do we want to go around the circle and talk about this week’s persecutions and the ways we’ve overcome with the help of Jesus?”

This seemed like the perfect time for her to pull an Irish good-bye (people usually sprinted from the room in those, right?), but before she could, the girl sitting just to the right of Jessica in the circle said, “Ease up, Josh. You’re not always being persecuted. Why don’t we talk about our favorite class or something first. Shit.”

Jessica’s head swiveled around to look at the girl. Who was this, and how did Jess win her over? She didn’t even know people like this existed in church settings. At the time, she hadn’t thought to see if this girl was sensually singing along with the songs, but Jess suspected she wasn’t. Or maybe Jess simply hoped she wasn’t. 

“Oh, Natalie,” Mason said pleasantly, chuckling airily and shaking his head before returning his attention back to the neck of his guitar where he practiced some silent fingering. 

“What?” Natalie insisted. “I’m just saying. If I have to hear about another white male Christian feeling persecuted, I—”

Josh held up a hand. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, Nat. I forget about your … view on things.”

Jess turned her head away from Natalie to look at Kate. Kate was holding back a smile and subtly raised her eyebrows as if to say, “See?” And Jessica nodded minutely back as if to say, “Yeah, you were totally right. Good call on this. Also, is church supposed to make people horny?” She wasn’t sure the last bit was adequately conveyed through her eyes, though.

“Or,” Natalie said, “what if we stop pretending that Jessica McCloud didn’t just walk into the room and we let her introduce herself properly.”

Had she not been Jessica McCloud herself, Jess might have appreciated the sentiment of bringing up the elephant in the room. Except the fact remained that she was the elephant, so that sucked. 

She could feel everyone’s eyes on her and her face grew hot. Would this be White Light all over again if she was honest about her life? She looked to Kate to take the lead, but Kate only smiled encouragingly. 

“Um, okay, what do you want to know?” Jess asked tentatively. She wished she’d asked Kate ahead of time if there would be any angels present, but the thought had been far from the front of her mind. And she was also new to this whole angel thing. She’d get it down eventually. 

She wasn’t surprised when Natalie was the first to speak. “Are you God’s only begotten daughter?”

Jessica couldn’t meet her intense stare, so she kept her eyes focused on a spot on the floor not far from Mason’s feet where the linoleum was starting to peel up. “Yep.”

“So you’re Jesus’s half-sister?” Natalie continued. 

“Mm-hmm.”

“So these songs are super weird for you, huh?”

Jessica surprised even herself with the laugh that pushed from between her lips, and the mood of the room lightened instantly. 

“Yeah, it’s a little strange.”

Natalie brightened. “I thought it would be.”

She met Natalie’s eyes now, and the girl smiled back kindly. Okay, it didn’t take a genius or Kate’s heaven radar to know Natalie was an angel. 

What happened next only affirmed it. “Can I hug you?” asked the girl, and Jessica stuttered out a surprised guttural sound before being able to actually say, “Sure.”

Natalie leaned forward in her chair, and Jessica met her almost halfway. The hug was warm and full, and Jessica couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged her. Most people seemed to think she required a certain bubble around her. But not Natalie. 

The hug felt good, and soon others were lining up for a hug. 

This is weird as hell. But she knew that on the spectrum of weird shit, this was definitely in the pleasant and harmless quadrant. 

She didn’t even know the names of the first two girls that hugged her, and then the guys began to get onboard, and she hugged who she was pretty sure was a Josh and groaned against the clamp of his arms around her—it was quick and tight, like he was trying to pop her back. Then he let go and made way for the next person. 

It was Mason. She felt lightheaded just being this close to him, and they weren’t even touching. He looked her in the eyes, resting his hands on the sides of her arms before stepping forward, closing the distance between them. Their bodies pressed together fully, and she could feel his soft, warm cheek on hers. His thick hair smelled like cherry blossoms, and she struggled not to moan like a horny teen (though technically she qualified) as he held onto her for longer than she’d expected. 

As he pulled back, he paused with his mouth next to her ear and whispered, “I’m glad you came,” before stepping away, leaving her more turned on than she’d been in months. No wonder religious people had so many kids, if church was this sexy. She wanted to make babies with Mason right then and there. But before her mind could even pull that reel of porn from its canister, a sweaty guy, who for some reason didn’t strike her as a Josh, stepped forward to take Mason’s place, and as he wrapped his large arms around her, he patted her hard with a fist on her back twice and his moist neck made just enough contact with her cheek to leave a little bit of its goo behind. A bucket of cold water to her lap couldn’t have done a better job of extinguishing the fire between her legs. 

But now that she’d regained her wits about her, she was able to realize just what exactly she was experiencing: acceptance. Even if a few of the folks in the circle were clearly feeling socially obligated to hug her and it was obvious their hearts weren’t in it, they were still hugging her. No one had spit on or at her. No one had called her the Antichrist. It was weird.

“We’re glad you’re here,” said the large sweaty dude as they all sat back down again. He stared at her the way she imagined she’d been staring at Mason throughout the songs. 

“Remind me of your name?”

“Joshua.”

“Are you sure?” 

He nodded slowly, confused by the question. 

“Okay.”

“Do you want to share anymore right now?” Natalie asked.

Jess shook her head. “Not really. I mean, maybe next time?” Her mention of a next time went over well, and she was greeted by compassionate smiles all around, some of which even looked genuine. 

“What’s our discussion topic this week?” asked a small girl who had been one of the first to stand and hug Jessica after Natalie. 

“Daily sacrifice,” Joshua chimed in quickly, in a way that made it obvious he’d been thinking about it all week. “Can I go first?”

With no clear leader in the group, he waited until a few people nodded, and then charged in. “I’ve decided to cut down on my eating. Because I had a thought. I thought that every bite I take is one that doesn’t go to someone else. And then I thought of how many people are starving in Africa and so I decided that I would only eat half as much food as I usually do at lunch every day so that people in Africa have something to eat.”

His eyes jumped over to Jessica as he finished, and she forced a smile. But Joshua, it seemed, was a little slow in the head. Was she supposed to be impressed by his weight-loss regimen? Because it seemed less like a spiritual offering and more like something someone would do to not die, which was an obvious risk for someone his size. Did he think his leftovers would be shipped to Africa, or …? Whatever. She decided not to spend more time on it. 

They went around in a circle, and when it got to Mason, Jessica tried not to act too interested. 

He set aside his guitar, placing it carefully on a stand behind him so that he could give the circle his full attention. He sighed, and it was clear he was taking this prompt seriously. “This is a little difficult for me to talk about,” he said, and Jess could feel the rest of the circle fall deathly silent at the promise of something emotionally juicy. “But I’ve found myself lusting a lot lately. Sometimes I can’t even control it and I—” He bit the corner of his bottom lip again, and Jessica felt tingly in her lady parts. “I’ve succumbed to the temptation a few times. I won’t go into details, but the pleasure was so great, that I almost didn’t want to bring it up today, because it pains me to think about giving it up. But I’ve decided that if I want to be closer to God, the only thing I can do is find ways to crave carnal temptations less. So”—he sighed—“I’ve decided to practice strict abstinence. It’s not really sacrifice, because I should have been doing it anyway, but it feels like sacrifice. Gosh, it’s going to be so hard. I know it’s only possible with God’s help, though, so I’m giving it all up to him and have been praying all week that He offer me His blessings and assistance.” When Mason’s eyes fell shamelessly on Jessica, she felt like her lungs might collapse. What did he think …?

“Great,” Natalie said, though she didn’t sound especially impressed. “Thank you for sharing that, Mason. Thank you for being so honest and open.”

He flashed a suave half-smile at Natalie. “Thanks for listening without judgment.”

The rest of the daily sacrifices were not so interesting or torrid as Mason’s, and Jessica was totally caught off guard when it came to her turn. She had to come up with something quick. Perhaps the honesty was contagious, because before she could stop herself, she said, “Um, I didn’t smite anyone this week, even though I really wanted to.”

The room fell silent for half a second before Kate cackled from next to her. And then Natalie followed, and slowly others began to laugh, too, some clearly more uncomfortable than others. But Mason didn’t laugh. Instead, his eyes narrowed on her and something flashed through his expression that she believed (or perhaps hoped) ran counter to his proclaimed daily sacrifice. He licked his lips slowly, and she thought, Oh for fuck’s sake. 

They closed with a song that Jessica believed to be about bloodletting but was obviously about Jesus. All the songs were about Jesus. It seemed a limiting genre, really, so she understood why songs might have lines like, “leeches of your blood/such a holy holy host/you fill us up so good/with the holy holy ghost.”

That wasn’t to say the verse hadn’t left her shuddering, and not in the way she thought it was intended to. 

Once that was done, they adjourned to the game room. Churches had game rooms? That was a new one on her. She still had so much to learn. 

The game room had to be the largest room in the CSC, with fußball and air hockey and pool tables scattered throughout, and at the far end, her half-brother’s murder apparatus clearly hand-painted with yellow and orange sunbeams shooting out from behind it. 

“Air hockey?” Kate asked as they filed into the room, where a half dozen students were already milling about. 

“Sure,” Jessica said, following her roommate over to an open table. 

She heard male voices yelling and hollering and looked to her left to see a small couch facing a flat screen TV, where the boys seemed to be battling it out on a video game. 

Her eyes latched onto Mason like a leech on Jesus and followed him as he headed over to the gamers, where he shook and chest-bumped each of them hello. Gorgeous man, well-liked by his peers … it was good enough for her to fantasize about, at least. And it’d been too long since she’d had someone to fantasize about. 

Kate beat her swiftly at air hockey. It wasn’t much of a competition, but Jess didn’t let it get to her; she’d never played before, and Kate had been coming to church for months, presumably practicing air hockey for the majority of the time spent in the building. 

Kate walked around the table to stand next to her. “So?” 

“So what?”

“Is it what you expected?” Jessica turned and leaned her butt against the table, standing shoulder to shoulder with her roommate, facing toward the TV. 

“In some ways yes, in others, no.”

“You think there might be others like us here?”

Jess turned to inspect Kate’s face. Sure enough, the girl already seemed to know Jessica’s answer. “Natalie.”

Kate nodded. “Yep. That was my thought, too.”

“And she’s an angel, too?”

“Yep.”

“Any other angels here?” She stared at Mason. 

“Yeah, but they’re not necessarily who we need.”

Jessica almost asked Kate what she meant, but there was a more pressing question. “Is Mason an angel?”

Kate chuckled. “Nope. Not even a little bit.”

Jess jerked her head around. “What do you mean? Is he a demon?!”

“Whoa, whoa,” Kate said, taking a step back with her palms held up toward Jess. “I didn’t say that. And I wouldn’t know anyway. I don’t know if I’ve ever met a demon. Or if I have, I didn’t realize it was one.” She paused. “Wait, have you met a demon?”

Jess nodded. “Yeah, but it’s a long story and one I don’t feel like telling right now.” Even the thought of Randy this many years later made her stomach clench and a small spike of guilt surge through her temples. “If he was the Devil, do you think you’d know?”

At this, Kate turned her body fully toward Jessica. “Why are you asking about the Devil?”

“I just have to be careful about it,” Jess said, not in the mood to dredge up that old thing about how she would have to confront the Devil at some point. Now that she was in San Marcos and virtually no one around here except Courtney and Chris were from Mooretown, almost anyone could be the Devil. Except angels, she supposed. Either way, the Devil Test was too laborious to run on every single person, and she figured worrying about it all the time would get her nowhere. But it would be nice to know for sure that the guy she was smitten with wasn’t Satan incarnate. 

She noticed Kate’s eyes dart to someone behind her only a moment before she felt a gentle hand rest against the middle of her back. She turned to find Mason standing there smiling gently. 

Just to be sure …

Is Mason the Devil?

Inconclusive. Good enough for now. 

“Hi Jessica. Am I interrupting?”

“Nope.” She could fill in Kate later. 

“I, uh, I was wondering if you would step outside with me.”

“You want to fight me?” she spat without thinking. 

No dummy. Settle down.

He just laughed pleasantly, though, as if she’d made a witty joke. 

“Of course I’ll go outside with you,” she said. Of course? Why is it of course? Pull it together, McCloud!

She didn’t risk looking back at Kate for fear it would make her giggle like an idiot, and when Mason offered his arm for her to take, she thought, What the shit is this? But then she accepted it greedily. 

“I’m really glad you came tonight,” he said, echoing his previous sentiments and sending her heart fluttering at the memory of his warm cheek on hers. 

“Yeah, me too,” she said, knowing it was expected. It might not have been completely true two minutes ago, but now that he had her on his arm like this, it couldn’t be truer. Whatever he wanted from her, she knew she would give him and she loved and hated that in equal parts. He may have just been human, but it felt like they were magnetically drawn together. 

They entered into the chilly December air and Mason led her over to a bench not far from the front door where they sat side by side. It was a slight relief to be outside and have a break from the tingling in her skin. She’d almost forgotten about it, as it’d become her new baseline, but she noticed the absence right away and sighed. A shiver ran down her spine as the cool air filled her lungs, and Mason rubbed her back to warm her. 

“I’m curious why you decided to come. I mean, Kate said you probably would eventually, but I almost didn’t believe it.”

“I don’t know,” Jess said. “I guess I thought I’d try it out. See if I could meet new people, make new friends.”

“Yeah,” he said, “that’s why I started going. You know, I wasn’t always such a good guy.”

She clamped her thighs together without meaning to. “Oh yeah?”

He combed his fingers through his lush hair, flipping it as he did so. “Yeah. But that all seems like a lifetime ago. And it doesn’t matter. I just really want to get to know you, Jessica. You inspire me.”

His green eyes stared at her from such a close proximity that she felt lightheaded. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything,” he breathed. “I’d heard stories about you, all kinds of stories, and I didn’t know which were true, but as soon as you walked into the worship room, it all became so clear. You’re meant to be worshipped.”

“Huh?” She tried not to let the shock show through her expression. 

He chuckled softly and stared down bashfully at the ground, tossing his hair back away from his face as he looked up again. “Sorry, I get a little carried away. I just mean, you’re all the good things I heard about you and more, and I want to get to know you better, if that’s okay with you.”

She nodded dumbly. “Sure. Yeah.”

“Would you consider going out to dinner with me this weekend? I have all kinds of thoughts buzzing around in my head right now, and I need a little time to get them all together or else I’m going to look like a jackass in front of you, but I have so much I want to talk with you about.”

She promptly shut her lolling mouth as soon as she realized it was open and settled on nodding for a while before she could regroup with, “Yeah, that sounds good.”

He leaned to the side and pulled his phone from his back pocket. “Here, give me your number and I’ll text you.”

She gave it over and he grinned. “Thanks. How about we go warm up now?” He stood and offered her his arm, and she took it again. 

Once they were back in the front lobby and her skin had resumed its tingling, he said, “I should go grab my guitar and head out. I have some new lyrics brewing.”

“Oh, you write music?”

He grinned bashfully. “Yeah, but I never perform originals. They’re more for me.”

“You should perform them,” she said, before realizing that she was only assuming they were any good. 

“You think so?” he asked earnestly. 

She doubled down. “Of course. Why not?”

He nodded like she’d just said something profound. “Why not?” 

“Yeah, why not?”

He laughed and his eyes sparkled in the dim lights. “Why not!” He threw up his arms. “Okay, well, I’ll talk more with you this weekend, Jessica,” he said as they approached the split. His guitar was down the hall on the left and the game room was straight ahead. 

“Looking forward to it,” she said. 

He nibbled the corner of his lower lip thoughtfully. “Would you be okay with it being a date?”

A burst of energy seemed to explode in her sternum, radiating up her throat and into her brain, where it clouded her thoughts. “Yeah, that’s fine. I mean, that’s good.”

“Nice.” He turned and strutted down the hallway, and she forced one foot in front of the other to go back into the game room and pretend something amazing hadn’t just happened. Finally.
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“Oh hey … Mason.” The waitress spoke his name like an accusation as she stood next to their table, gripping a glass of ice water in each fist.

Mason’s naturally rosy cheeks grew a shade darker. “Hi … Ver-o-ni—”

“Caitlin,” she corrected curtly, pursing her lips and setting the waters down carelessly, sloshing the liquid over the sides. Jessica’s was only halfway on the paper coaster and wobbled precariously until she grabbed it and adjusted its position. 

“Caitlin. Of course. Sorry, I don’t know why I thought—”

“Do you want something else to drink or an app or whatever?”

Mason glanced over at Jessica, who was struggling to keep a poker face and act oblivious to the bad blood. Drinks and appetizers were the farthest thing from her mind, and the question caught her by surprise. “A coke?” she spluttered quickly.

The waitress looked down at her. “What kind?”

“Dr. Pepper.”

“We only have Pepsi.” She grinned malevolently. 

Jessica sighed. “Fine. Pepsi.”

“Mason?” The waitress snapped. “How may I serve you?”

He grimaced almost imperceptibly. “Water is fine.”

She turned to leave without another word and Jessica risked an inquisitive glance at her date. 

He cleared his throat uncomfortably and smoothed his napkin in his lap. “Yeah, so, uh, she, um.”

But thanks be to years of God’s commentary, because Jessica could spot when two people had banged. She was so good at it that she wondered if it qualified among her miracles. “One of the daily temptations?”

Mason immediately met her eyes, shocked for a moment before his posture relaxed and he chuckled. “Exactly.”

Instantly, she wished she hadn’t asked. She opened up the Johnny Carino’s menu to give her hands something to do and tried to sound casual when she asked, “So how many daily temptations did you give into before you decided to repent?”

Glancing up at him, she discovered that her flirtation was not taken as such. And it probably shouldn’t have been taken as such, considering it was flirtation born from unjustified jealousy. 

He looked nervous. “I, uh. I mean. A few.”

“Sorry, we don’t have to talk about it.”

“It just feels a little, I don’t know, weird to talk about it.”

Of course it did. Man, she had no clue about dating. She really should have googled this before he picked her up. 

“It’s like confession,” he mentioned. 

“Well, you would be confessing, I guess.”

“No, like in church. Like I’m confessing my sins to God.”

She squinted, trying to follow along. “Why would someone confess their sins to God if they believe he knows everything already?”

Mason opened his mouth but paused. “I guess I don’t know.”

Jess glanced down at her menu, this time trying to focus. If she didn’t want the scorned former lover of her current date to stick around any longer than she had to, she needed to know what she wanted to order. “It’s not like God gives two shits about who bangs who anyway.”

“Huh?” 

She glanced up at him and immediately knew she had said something wrong. Or maybe right? Either way, he looked startled and fascinated. “Oh, um. I’m just saying, God doesn’t really care about sex. As long as it’s consensual—”

“Uh-huh?” he interjected cheerily.

“And respectful.”

“Oh.” He seemed less cheery at that.

So she added, “And doesn’t involve any non-human animals.”

“Ah.” That seemed to bring him some relief. “Definitely never that. But I did have a cousin who was into that. He had these big rubber boots, and one day I caught him with the—” He snapped his mouth shut and waved it off. “Not dinner conversation.”

“Probably not.” But what was dinner conversation? Not bestiality, obviously, but she wasn’t sure where to go from there. Luckily, Mason took the reins. 

“So, tell me about yourself.” He sipped his water, which Jess thought was brave, considering who had brought it and had had unfettered access to it prior to setting it haphazardly on the table. 

“Uh, well, what do you know about me? I don’t want to repeat anything.”

He nodded approvingly. “I know that you’re God’s daughter. Well, I’d heard it was true and didn’t entirely believe it, honestly, but as soon as I saw you with my own eyes, I knew it was true. And I know you’ve dealt with a lot in your life already and weathered it well, if I do say so myself. Not to be creepy, but I sort of googled you after we met this week.”

“Oh shitballs,” she moaned. “I can only imagine.” 

He laughed and it was so free of judgment that she was able to chuckle, too. “Is God cool with cursing?” 

“As far as I can tell.”

“Then let me say, your life is batshit crazy.” She opened her mouth to apologize in some form, but before she could, he added, “And I can’t get enough of it.”

“Well that makes one of us,” she said, coolly. But her heart raced in her chest. He couldn’t get enough of her? 

“So with LBJ, did that really happen? I mean I saw a couple videos, but was it actually—”

“Yeah, I didn’t mean to.”

“And who was the guy in the video with you? The one who came up afterward?” 

His intentions behind the question were transparent, but she figured it was something she’d have to mention sooner or later. “He was my boyfriend. Not anymore, though.”

Mason nodded slowly. “Totally over?”

Her stomach felt like a sandbag. “Yeah, totally over.”

But Mason is here, and he’s sexy and can’t get enough of my life. It was no small consolation, and she was able to manage a smile. 

“Cool. I just don’t want to tread on another man’s territory.”

That … didn’t seem right. She understood what he meant, though, and appreciated the sentiment, so she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. “You’re not. I’m totally single now.”

“Good news for me. I hope you don’t mind if I take full advantage of—”

“Ready to order?” spat the waitress, who’d appeared out of the blue again and plunked Jessica’s Pepsi down next to her water, just as carelessly. 

“Yeah,” Mason said. He hadn’t even looked at the menu, but he rattled off a salad and entree, and when Jessica still wasn’t quite ready, he bought her time by ordering a meatball appetizer to split. 

Once she’d ordered the first thing that could travel from the menu to her eyes to her brain to her mouth, they handed over the menus and resumed their conversation, though the topic of before had been completely washed away and Jessica panicked when she realized she didn’t know how else to jumpstart the conversation again. 

“What about the drugs?” Mason asked. “Was that real?”

Jess hung her head slightly, frowned, and nodded, hoping that did the trick to demonstrate the proper level of shame and regret. “Unfortunately.”

“So you’re not perfect?”

She blinked rapidly. “Uh, no. Am I supposed to be?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought Jesus was perfect.”

Throwing back her head and laughing, she quickly realized that Mason probably didn’t understand the joke. So she toned it down and used her words. “I won’t tell him you said that.”

Mason leaned over the table. “Wait, what? You talk to him?”

“Only in my se— in my dreams sometimes.” One bombshell at a time. 

“And it’s really him?”

“I guess so. I mean, it seems consistent with the story God tells.”

Mason nodded. “So you talk to God, too?”

She sighed. “Yep.” Eyeing her Pepsi, she wondered if she should drink it or not. Well, if the waitress hadn’t poisoned Mason’s drink, she probably hadn’t poisoned Jessica’s. And who would just carry poison around anyway? Spitting was probably the extent of what the girl might have done, in which case, it didn’t matter, because clearly Mason and Caitlin had swapped spit, and Jessica intended to swap spit with Mason, so it all sort of ended up the same. 

She closed her eyes and sipped it up through the straw. 

“What kind of stuff does He say?”

“Um. Different things depending on the situation.”

“I— I don’t even know what to say. I have a million questions.”

“We can talk about something else,” she suggested. But when she tried to think of something to ask him about his life, she realized she, too, didn’t know where to start. She didn’t know the first thing about him, actually. “Where are you from?”

“Oklahoma.” 

She choked on her Pepsi. This could still work! Hold it together, McCloud! “Oh yeah? That’s nice.” Change the subject! “So what are you studying?”

“Music,” he said. “It’s everything to me.”

“Oh yeah?” This was a much safer topic. She happened to enjoy music, too. “Is that what you want to do when you graduate?”

He nodded. “For the rest of my life. When I’m writing songs, I feel too good to be real. It’s just …” His eyes clouded slightly as he stared at nothing just above her left shoulder. “It’s like I’m lying in the hands of God. Like He’s right there with me.”

She decided not to tell him that probably wasn’t the case. Especially after an earthquake in Asia. “That’s awesome. From what I’ve seen, you’re good at playing.”

He sighed and leaned back in his seat. “Thanks. But I don’t really find the music we sing for worship all that inspiring. Although …” He paused, pressing his lips together and eyeing her carefully. “I hope this doesn’t come off as creepy, but I’ve been writing songs pretty much nonstop for the past three days.”

“Why would that be creepy?”

“They’re about you.”

She felt the blood drain from her face and was equal parts embarrassed and exhilarated. “Huh?”

He shifted restlessly in his chair. “See? You think it’s creepy.” 

“No! No. I don’t think it’s creepy. I just wasn’t expecting it. But I guess I should have. I mean, people sing songs about Jesus, so.”

He nodded, looking relieved. “Right. It’s like that. You just inspire me, and I want others to feel that same inspiration. I think God would want it, too, right?”

“Sure? I mean, I guess it depends on the lyrics.”

“Would you want to hear them sometime?” His enthusiasm was irresistible. She’d sooner kick a baby otter than tell him no when he looked like that. 

“Yeah, I’d love to.”

He beamed and shook his head, rubbing his jaw slowly. “Man. I never in a million years …”

She matched his grin. “Never in a million years what?”

Caitlin the Waitress Scorned practically threw the boat of meatballs onto the table, causing one to roll out and across toward the small tea light, but Mason didn’t even seem to notice, even as the girl stomped off again. His eyes were glued to Jessica’s face. “Never in a million years thought that God would have a daughter, I would actually get to meet her and write songs about her, and then she would want me to perform them for her. It’s beyond imagination.”

“Would you say it’s miraculous?” She meant it as a joke to break up the seriousness and awe, which was starting to make her fidgety, but Mason missed her tone completely and nodded slowly, reverently.

“Yeah, it is miraculous. There’s no other word. I’m experiencing a miracle.”

“Bet you didn’t think that would happen in a Johnny Carino’s.”

He nodded. “Nope. Wouldn’t have guessed.”

“Should we get started?” she said, motioning down at the meatballs. “Don’t want them to get cold.”

He glanced down and seemed to snap out of his trance. “Oh yeah, I didn’t even see her drop them off.”

“Another miracle,” Jess said, scooping herself two and passing the dish to Mason, who helped himself to the last three.




* * *






While she expected Mason to simply drop her off at the entrance to her dorm, he pulled into the parking lot, killed the engine, and hustled around the front of his Jeep to make it to her door and open it for her before she had the chance to do it herself. 

And when they reached the front doors, she thought that would be the end of their night, but as she swiped her key card and the red light turned green, he pulled open the door and motioned for her to enter ahead of him. So she did. 

That left her wondering what would happen when they reached her room. The lack of light from underneath the door and the fact that it was way too early for Kate the Night Owl to be asleep led her to conclude that no one was inside. Should she invite him in? What would that mean?

But he saved her the trouble. 

“Goodnight,” he said softly once she slid the key into the lock. She paused and turned toward him. “I had a great time tonight.” He stared down into her eyes. She knew from experience what that stare meant. 

Commence kissing sequence! She homed in on her peripheral vision to check the brightly lit hallway for onlookers and was pretty sure she and Mason had the space to themselves. Good.

“I’d like to do this again, if you’re up for it,” he said. 

She nodded, softening her lips to provide an enticing landing pad for his. Any second now, he would lean forward, and she could already feel her heartbeat racing in her ears and lady parts. Maybe God would let her go all the way with someone who wrote worship songs about her. Maybe that would meet His standards. 

But before that, they had to kiss. And that still hadn’t happened. 

“Yeah, I’d like that a lot.” She inched closer to him, providing as obvious a hint as she could without actually grabbing his face and smashing it to hers. 

“Will I see you tomorrow?” he asked quickly.

She wracked her brain for plans they’d made. Shit, had she forgotten? “Yeah, of course.”

He lustily sucked in air through his nose, which reminded her of a perfectly sculpted piece of clay. “I can’t wait to walk into church with you.”

Church? What the hell? Oh, well, she supposed tomorrow was Sunday, and that would make sense to someone who actually went to church, but that seemed a little much. Student worship was one thing, but church was a completely different beast. “Yeah, that’ll be fun.”

Finally he made his move, closing the space between them. She shut her eyes but jolted them open again when she felt his body press full against hers and his arms wrap around her in … a hug?

He held her close and she could smell the cherry blossom scent of his hair. It only made her want him more. And if she wasn’t mistaken, a small nudge against her hip made it quite plain that he wanted her as well. So what was this hug nonsense? Was this the level of resisting daily temptations that Mason was set on? 

He pulled away and she forced a smile. “See you tomorrow, Jessica,” he said. She let her gaze brush over his crotch as she turned toward her door, and yep, Bonertown. Well, that was something. As long as he was struggling as much as she was, maybe there was hope for more on their next date. 

She pushed open her door and flicked on her light, but instead of the familiar sound of the latch clicking shut behind her, there was a soft slap of flesh on fake wood and she turned to see Mason standing at the threshold, his palm flat against the door, propping it open as he stared ravenously at her. 

As ninety percent of her attention diverted to the placement of every bra and panty in plain view, the remaining ten percent allowed her to mutter, “Hi.” 

He didn’t say anything but closed the distance and pressed his body up against hers again. Yes! It was happening. He brushed her hair away from her face, placed his palm on her jaw, stared into her eyes. 

“Forgive me,” he said, which was neither what she was expecting nor what she wanted to hear. But then he leaned down and she thought, Screw it, and shut her eyes anyway. 

The kiss lasted all of half a second before he pulled away, and she immediately recognized it as the least satisfying kiss she’d ever had. Kissing Quentin had been more satisfying than that.

“Sleep well,” he said, and she wondered if he knew she would be touching herself tonight and that was what his tone was all about or if he was just totally oblivious to the level of sexual frustration his microkiss had left her with. As he left and the door shut behind him, she set her mind to a singular goal: she would break him down. She would pull out every stop necessary to get what she needed from that boy. 

Not even God Himself would cock block her on this one.
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“I met someone at school. A guy.” Jessica waited patiently at the McCloud table for Destinee’s reaction, surprised at how nervous she was. While Destinee had always been supportive of Jessica’s relationship with Chris, it wasn’t clear if the same would hold true for another boy. Or man. She wasn’t honestly sure what to call males in college. Mason seemed closer to a man, she supposed.

Destinee set the ham down on the table before looking up at her daughter, the corners of her mouth turning down, her eyes opening wide. “Oh yeah? A guy?” Then she remembered. “Oh shit. The rolls!”

Rex crossed the kitchen and grabbed a small bread basket covered by a cloth napkin. “Already took them out of the oven, sweetheart.” As he brought it over to the table and set it down where there was space, Jessica completely forgot about Mason. She glanced at her mom, who looked smugly satisfied. 

“Just need to dish up the greens, then we’ll be ready to eat,” Rex proclaimed from his place by the stove. “Go ahead and take a load off, Des.” 

He didn’t have to tell her twice, and she lowered herself delicately into her chair like royalty. “Feminism,” Destinee whispered, nodding like she’d won an argument.

“Nice.”

Jessica had never questioned Rex’s intentions with her mother; he was a genuinely nice guy, and it was really none of her business. Sure, he was a little naive and oblivious, but nice all the same. And damn, did feminism suit him. At least this form of it, where he focused on the Christmas dishes like they were Xs and Os on a dry-erase board. He brought over the serving bowl of brussels sprouts and bacon and set them on the table. 

“I didn’t know you were much for cooking,” Jessica remarked as he finally took his seat. 

“I didn’t know either. But I tell you what, it’s exciting. Feels good. It’s like women have been keeping this a secret from men for centuries.”

“Ehh …” Jessica said, but she decided not to burst his bubble. 

“Dig in!” Rex said excitedly. 

No pause to say grace, no mention of the fact that the McClouds still made a feast every December twenty-fifth despite how ridiculous it might seem if analyzed closely or even at all, just digging in. 

“So tell me about this guy you met.” 

Jessica had almost forgotten, and her head jerked up to stare at Rex, who had actually been the one to ask. She didn’t think he’d been paying attention. Could Rex multitask? She supposed she’d seen stranger things in her short life. 

“He’s a musician.”

“Ooo …” Destinee said.

But Rex said. “Nope. No good.”

Destinee whacked Rex on the arm. “You don’t even know him!”

Rex didn’t back down. “Neither do you, and you’re already assuming he’s some Ross Hawthorn lookalike!”

“Am not!” But Destinee didn’t pursue it further and shoved a warm roll into her mouth. 

“He’s not into anything bad,” Jessica said, wondering if that was Rex’s concern. “I met him at—” Then she remembered. She hadn’t told Destinee or Rex about the Christian Student Center. What would they say? Only one way to find out. “I met him at church.”

“Is that somethin’ different in college?” Destinee asked with her mouth stuffed. 

Jess shook her head. “Kate asked me to go. She said there were some other cool people there I might like.”

“What does Chris think about this?”

Unable to believe whose name had just been evoked, Jessica’s stunned brain couldn’t respond right away. But Rex helped out. “Doesn’t matter what he thinks, sweetheart. This is Jess’s life, her choice. She doesn’t owe him anything.”

Jessica’s mouth fell open. So did her mother’s. 

Clearly the idle talk of feminism had been growing roots in the McCloud home while Jessica was away. 

And hearing those words come out of Rex’s mouth was exactly what she needed in that moment. “I haven’t talked with him about it.”

“Yeah,” Destinee said, looking a bit stunned, whether by herself or by Rex was unclear, “that’s fine. You don’t have to. So tell us about this musician.”

“His name’s Mason.”

Rex relaxed, narrowed his eyes at Jessica and threw an arm over the back of his chair. “And does he treat you right?”

“So far, yeah.”

“Does he believe in you, baby?” Destinee asked. 

“Yeah, he seems to. He took me on a date.”

Destinee’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh yeah? Like a real one?”

“Yeah. We went to Johnny Carino’s.”

“Hot damn!” Destinee leaned forward and took a sip of her Dos Equis, which she’d poured into a reindeer-themed mug; after all, it was a formal dinner. “But wait. He took you? Is that allowed?”

“What do you mean?”

“Feminism. Is it allowed for him to take you and pay for everything and then you just go along?”

“Uh … I think so. I mean, I liked it.”

Rex leaned forward. “And you were able to make a choice about whether you did or didn’t, you know, afterward?”

Talking sex with Rex would never not be weird. She grimaced. “Yes. We’re not doing anything anyway.”

Destinee looked disappointed. “Well, as long as you’re both on the same page about that. Do we get to meet him?”

“I don’t know if we’re to that point yet, Mom.”

Destinee held up her hands. “All right, all right. We’ll stay out of it. But I sure would like to meet him.”

“He doesn’t look like Ross Hawthorn,” Jess said firmly.

“Of course he doesn’t,” Destinee said, but she still looked disappointed. 
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“I’d like to play something new,” Mason said into the mic from where he stood at the front of the large worship group. Despite the late February cold snap that had put temperatures down into the low forties, the room was sweltering from body heat. Jessica huddled next to Kate in their usual spot toward the back of the crowd. While she’d come to feel much more at home in the Christian Student Center, she was no fool; crowds, no matter how holy they proclaimed themselves, could turn in an instant, and whenever that happened, Jessica would be damned (not literally) if she weren’t right near the fire escape. And the only one in this particular room was at the back. 

She didn’t mind it, though she would’ve preferred to be closer to her boyfriend in any situation. Preferably one where she was naked on top of him. But that didn’t look like it was in the cards for them anytime soon. If she could get the guy to make out with her even once, she’d call it a win. 

“This is a song I wrote.” He nibbled his lips softly, divinity seeming to flow through him despite his very human nature. “I don’t know if you guys have noticed, but I’ve been feeling a little inspired lately.” He chuckled bashfully, and Jess felt her face heat up when smiling faces turned to look back at her for a reaction. She kept her arms crossed over her chest, but couldn’t fight the smile that felt like it started in her belly and blossomed upward. When she returned her focus to Mason again, he was staring so intently at her that she felt another body part heat up. She couldn’t remember ever being hornier than she was each time she left the CSC. 

“It’s called ‘Christ Into Me.’ I hope you like it.” He started strumming, and the melody, sultry like a caressing hand over her skin, pulled Jessica in. And then his angelic-except-not voice began singing. “You’ve got your cross, you’ve got your chain …” 

The lyrics were a little peculiar, and she wasn’t exactly sure what it meant to “Christ into” someone, but there was one thing that she was sure of: Mason was one hell of a musician, and she wanted to do sex to him. Well, that was two things, she supposed. As for the latter, he could comply or not; she was practically past the point of needing his consent in the matter. Maybe that’s what Christ-ing into someone meant? Except she was the Christ, and she wouldn’t very well be inside him. Or could she? A faint memory from her younger years, back when she’d dredged up porn from the nether regions of the internet—for purely educational purposes, of course—niggled at her consciousness, and she suspected that a woman could technically Christ into a man, given the proper apparatus or other extenuating anatomical circumstances that she still didn’t quite understand. But as much as she was willing to entertain basic horniness in this setting, she didn’t think dwelling too long on the technicalities of penetration was particularly appropriate for any public social setting. 

As the song ended, everyone applauded, Jessica and Kate included. Was it weird to hear someone sing a song about her in front of others? A little. Would she tell Mason to stop? Hell no. She wouldn’t tell him to stop no matter what he tried. With him, all her thoughts were Go, go, go! More, more, more!

THAT SURE WAS AN INTERESTING TRIBUTE.

It wasn’t a tribute to you.

I DIDN’T SAY IT WAS. 

Don’t ruin this for me. Only three people have shouted “demon slut” at me this week and I just discovered my new boyfriend is actually a damn good song writer. I don’t expect next week to top this, so please just let me enjoy it while I can.

THOSE SURE WERE INTERESTING LYRICS.

I liked his lyrics.

AND THAT MELODY SOUNDED FAMILIAR.

Duh. You were probably creeping on him while he was practicing it. Now can you seriously leave me alone?

FINE. BUT DON’T SAY I DIDN’T TRY TO WARN YOU.

Warn me of what?

Silence. 

Warn me of what?!

She sighed. Well, at least He was gone.

After worship, Mason caught up with her outside the building, where she sat chatting with Kate and Natalie, mostly about Mason’s new song and how good the melody was and strangely intimate the lyrics were. It was a tough sell to convince Natalie that Jessica and Mason hadn’t already had sex, but Kate had corroborated Jessica’s claim by mentioning the few times she’d witnessed Mason and Jess together in the dorm room and the way he’d been reluctant to even kiss her before leaving each time. “Yeah, there’s no way they’re boning,” Kate said just as Mason approached the small circle. 

“Hey, Jessica.” He pulled her head toward his and planted a kiss on her forehead. She didn’t miss the small nod of concession Natalie gave Kate. “You ready?”

“Yep.”

“Hey, Mason,” Kate said, “that was a great song today. You wrote that?”

He nodded and dropped his eyes to the ground as if embarrassed. “Yeah. I almost couldn’t keep from writing it. Not when I have a muse like this around me.” He wrapped an arm around Jessica’s shoulder and pulled her close to his body. The knot in her lower belly tightened. She almost wished he wouldn’t walk her back to her dorm so she could get there sooner and relieve the pressure. Could one get a headache from prolonged sexual frustration? She felt like she was starting to get a headache. 

She waved bye to her friends and headed toward the dorm, resisting the temptation to make any physical contact with Mason, because there was no point and it only made things worse. 

As they turned the corner around a large cement parking garage, Mason almost ran smack-dab into someone. “Oh sorry, dude,” he said, stepping to the side. 

“My bad,” said the other guy, who took two more steps before pausing and turning to look over his shoulder. Jess was already staring at him, having recognized who it was on a gut level the moment she’d laid eyes on him. Maybe even before that. 

“Jess,” said Chris. 

“Hey, Chris.” 

Mason looked down at Jess then turned himself around, too. 

“What’s up?” Chris replied, though he stared at Mason as he spoke. “Um. Everything cool?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You?” 

“Fine. I called you over the break and you didn’t get back to me. I, uh,”—he pointed at Mason—“who’s this?”

Before she could respond, Mason adjusted the guitar case slung over his shoulder and offered his hand. “Mason.”

Chris was hesitant but took it. “Chris.”

“I know.” Mason smiled. 

Chris looked at Jess for a cue, but she wasn’t in the mood. “I wanted to talk to you—want to talk to you,” he said quietly, as if Mason might not hear.

“Okay.” She planted her feet. “Go for it.”

Chris’s eyes darted back and forth between her and Mason, clearly trying to figure out the relationship. “With him here? I mean, can I talk to you alone?”

“Oh, sorry,” Mason said, holding up his hands and backing away. He addressed Jessica. “I’ll just meet you at the dorm.”

“No,” she said, “it’s fine. Just say what you want to say, Chris.”

Chris didn’t seem happy about it, but he sighed and began anyway. “I’ve been a dickhead. I’m sorry I, uh”—his eyes darted over to Mason again—“asked you not to play football. It was selfish. You should do whatever you’re made to do.”

She appreciated the apology, but it was too little too late, especially when she was in such close proximity to Mason, whose body heat seemed to beckon her closer on the cold day. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks. But I don’t want to play football anymore.”

“Oh. Uh. Okay. Well, can you tell Coach Brown that, because he’s really been on my ass about running you off, and—”

“Ha! That’s what this is about?”

“No. Not just that,” Chris protested. “I feel bad about it, too, but—”

Jessica turned and nodded at Mason to turn, too. “Fine, Chris. I’ll tell Coach Brown. Bye.” But she only got three more steps up the hill before she felt Chris’s familiar grip on her arm and she turned to face him, ready to shout at him to let her go. But when she saw his face, she couldn’t. He leaned in close, and this time when he spoke, she really was the only one who could hear. “I should have fought for you, Jessica. I regret it every day. I fucked up by calling Jimmy and I should have fought for you more when you pushed me away.”

He let go of her arm, but she didn’t immediately turn to leave like her brain was telling her to do. 

“I can tell you have something going on with this Mason guy, and I’m not going to try to stop you. But I do want to be your friend still. Not even being that …” He sighed but didn’t continue. 

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll think about it.”

She’d played out this scenario a hundred times in her mind since she’d started dating Mason—the two of them would be exhibiting all outwardly signs of being in love and probably banging, and Chris would stumble upon them, feel rage and jealousy burning through his body and know just how big of an asshole he’d been with football and sending Jimmy after her. Those had been satisfying fantasies.

This, though. This was not satisfying. She turned her back on Chris again, looking up at Mason, who’d made it ten yards before realizing Jessica was no longer in step. He casually watched the interaction unfold behind him, like it was no big deal, like her brain wasn’t about to explode. 

The first step away from Chris was the hardest, but she had Mason waiting for her. He was her path forward. Chris was now just a part of her past. She swallowed and did her best to drown images of Chris’s face as she’d last seen it with vivid tableaus of Mason spread naked on her bed. 

But her imagination sucked. She’d just have to see if she could fill in the gaps with a hearty dose of reality.




* * *






Not wasting a second once Mason had shut the door to her dorm room, Jessica locked it to make sure Kate couldn’t come in. Placing a hand on his chest, she shoved him hard so he fell backward against the door, his guitar case clattering until he was able to set it blindly down against the wall. She pressed her lips to his and the rest of her body shortly followed, feeding off the warmth of his fit-but-soft chest. 

No more kisses on the forehead. She needed this. She needed to make out with her boyfriend. Her new boyfriend.

He groaned against her, and she felt the bulge in his pants grow a moment before he insinuated his hands between them and pushed her off. 

Fighting against the urge to take a swing at his beautiful golden nose, she said, “What? Can’t we even make out?”

“We can,” he said. “We absolutely can. But we just need to be clear that this is where it stops. We can’t go further than this right now. I can’t go further than this. I’ll lose control.”

She took a step forward. “Maybe I want you to lose control.” She leaned in for the lip-lock. But she never made contact as he slipped out from between her and the door. 

“Listen. I get it. Trust me.” He laughed dryly. “If I didn’t feel that it was my duty to God to fight my inner cravings with you, I would do so many things to you. You drive me wild, Jessica. You think I don’t want to lay you down on the bed, tear the clothes off you with my teeth and then rail you until we both come so hard we can’t move?”

My mouth is open. I should close it. But she couldn’t. “Why would you say that? Why the shit would you say that if you weren’t going to do it?” She felt a manic hysteria build in her wind pipe. 

“Because it’s true. Jessica, you tempt me like no woman ever has, and it’s for that reason that I know I’m made to resist you.”

She gripped her mouth with one hand and braced the other on her hip. “That doesn’t make any sense.” She felt like she was going to be sick.

“God wants me to—”

“Uh, hello!” She motioned at herself with a swipe of her hand. “Maybe you should stop telling me what God wants and just ask me what he wants. Because I promise you, he doesn’t care who you fuck.” Except maybe me. They could cross that bridge if they came to it, though. She hadn’t heard from her Father in a while, so maybe, just maybe, He didn’t care if she had crazy virginity-shattering sex with this golden god. Maybe He only cared about her having sex with angels. 

Oh shit. Are angels related to me? She really needed to stop putting off reading the Bible. If angels were somehow related to God, then that meant … 

Not the time, McCloud!

“I believe you, really, I do,” Mason said. “But it just doesn’t feel right to me, you know? And isn’t faith all about listening to that little voice inside you?” He appeared genuinely interested in her answer. 

“Why would I know? I don’t have a little voice. I have God’s big dumb baritone voice interrupting me. Must be nice to have just a little voice. Maybe you should tell that little voice to screw off.”

He stepped closer and pulled her into him. She didn’t resist. “You’re so sexy when you’re angry. I don’t know why. It’s like the wrath of God is in you, and I just want to do whatever it takes to calm the storm.”

“I swear, Mason, if you don’t stop talking like that, I’m going to rape you.”

Those were the magic words, apparently, because he cut the conversation short, wrapping one arm around behind her, treating himself to a large, deft handful of ass cheek as he pulled her crotch against his. With the other hand, he gripped her jaw as he devoured her mouth. She moaned into him and felt his tongue enter her mouth as she did so. 

Then he lifted her and carried her over to the bed, the kiss unbroken until he set her down on her back on the lower bunk. 

Where he left her. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jessica.”

“Huh?” She tried to scramble to her feet, but her legs felt like jelly. And before she could stop him, the door shut and she was alone in her room again. 

“SHITBALLS!”
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The best thing about the women’s circle Kate had organized through the Christian Student Center was that Jessica didn’t actually mind going to it. In fact, after the first week where each of the dozen or so girls struggled to stay on the topic of Jesus before eventually giving it up all together, the conversation was some of the most real and honest Jessica had ever experienced, outside of her one-on-ones with Miranda. Perhaps part of that was because most of the participants had never set foot in the CSC or even considered it prior to Kate convincing them to meet up.

But mostly the blunt, off-topic conversation was due directly to Judith, who was the only girl in the group Jessica had recruited herself, after she’d run into her old friend in the Quad and something seemed to click. The presence of Judith was the last piece of the puzzle to take the group dynamic from good to great, and her ability and willingness to call out bullshit maintained a lack of pretense that pretty much squashed anyone pretending they were here for the church. 

And yet, it felt like the closest to worshiping that Jessica had ever experienced. 

They sat on the old carpeting floor, legs crossed or extended outward, slouching or reclining back on elbows, as each girl shared her week and checked in on goals and struggles. But mostly they discussed each girl’s failed or successful attempts with boys. Except for those who weren’t into boys; namely, Jamie and Pippa, who no one outside of the circle knew were in love with each other. Jessica had never particularly considered the perks of falling in love with another woman, and each week the idea seemed more and more desirable, so much so that she became completely convinced that if a person could choose what sex to love, she would choose women. Her failure to persuade her heart to follow suit with her brain was as strong an argument for someone being born the way they were as any. 

So after two months of the women’s circle, Jess has resigned herself to loving men. Particularly Mason. 

“I just can’t believe he still won’t let you touch his dick,” said Natalie. “Basically any girl could walk up to basically any single guy on the street and he would be down with her touching his dick. You think he’s gay?”

“Don’t think I haven’t considered it,” Jessica said. “But he seems to really want to mess around with me.”

“You mean he gets a boner?” Judith asked, puffing on her e-cig despite the strict no-smoking policy. 

Jessica laughed. “Like, a raging one. I would almost feel sorry for him if I weren’t so annoyed.”

“So here’s a question,” Maddy said. Her frail frame and pudgy cheeks always left Jessica struggling to relate to the girl as a peer rather than a small child. It didn’t help that Maddie was also generally the most naive of the bunch. “I’m just really confused about sex, I guess. The Bible—and I know what you’ve said about waiting till the second edition—but the Bible says it’s this horrible thing that should only be shared between a man and his wife.”

“A woman and her husband,” Natalie corrected. 

“Or wife,” Pippa added.

Maddy nodded, remembering. “Right. I’m just having a hard time getting over all that.”

Simone, a track star and one of the fittest human specimens Jessica had ever laid eyes on, turned to Maddy, who sat next to her. “I get it. I can’t get over it, either. So does that mean you’re a virgin?”

Maddy nodded, but Kate interrupted. “Can we think of another term for it? It’s not even accurate.”

“That’s right,” Andrea, the resident history buff, said. “It didn’t used to mean what it means today. It used to just mean unmarried.”

“See?” Kate said, motioning at Andrea. “Let’s think of a different word then.”

“Sexually frustrated?” Jess suggested morosely. 

“Unfucked?” Judith proposed. 

“Unfuckéd,” Pippa said, “if we really want to sound legit.” 

Kate sighed. “As much as I’d like to use that, it’ll never stick. Too many people won’t say fuck.”

Tamara raised her arm. “Myself included.” Then she quickly added, “but I don’t care if y’all say it.”

“Here’s something,” Natalie cut in. “What if we just don’t have a word for it because it doesn’t matter?”

The circle was silent for a second until Simone spoke. “I mean, that makes sense to me. I didn’t really feel any different from before I had sex to after. My first time sucked, anyway.”

“Yeah,” Pippa chimed in. “My first time with a guy sucked, too. The only thing that felt changed was that I had to start lying when people asked if I was a virgin.”

“Same here,” Jamie chimed in, “except I didn’t lie. I said I wasn’t a virgin anymore because it was a good way to keep them off the scent of me being a dyke.”

Judith choked on smoke. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard,” she managed between coughs.

Jamie chuckled. “Yeah, but it worked.”

“Why don’t we ask Jess?” Maddy suggested. 

Jessica felt her cheeks heat and her pulse pound in her temples. “Ask me what? Why would I know anything?”

“Because you’re God’s daughter?” Maddy said, sounding genuinely uncertain. 

This was exactly the opposite of what the women’s circle should be, Jessica thought. She didn’t want to be the leader. But she understood why they would think of her as one. Even though Kate was the obvious leader here. 

“Okay. Ask me what?”

“About sex.”

Jessica cleared her throat to buy time. “I already told you. Consensual, respectful, and no non-human animals.”

“Sure,” Natalie said, “but have you ever had it?”

Even for Natalie, it seemed like a bold question, and Jessica knew her face had to be red as a beet. “Um. I kind of don’t want to say because I don’t want any of you to take it as the right way to live.”

“What if we promise we won’t?” Pippa asked. “I mean, obviously I’m not going to be straight just because you had sex with a guy.”

“Uh …” She looked around at the room at the faces staring at her, some intensely, some feigning only mild interest. They’d shared everything about their lives. If she really wanted to be one of them rather than a notch above, she had to do the same. “Fine, but it stays within the circle.”

“Duh,” Natalie said, motioning with her hand for Jessica to get on with it.

She inhaled deeply. “No, I haven’t had sex. But not for lack of trying.”

She should’ve known that wouldn’t be sufficient. And when everyone waited patiently for her to continue, she did. “Chris and I tried to have sex in high school, and it didn’t work. We tried again in college a bunch, and it didn’t work either. I’m not sure what happened, but he could never keep it up.”

“Does he have ED?” Andrea asked slowly. 

“Pretty sure not. I’ve”—she hated to even think about it—“I’ve tried with someone else, and he had the same problem. But that was okay, because I didn’t actually want to have sex with him. I was …”—on drugs. No, one confession at a time, Jess. “I was glad God didn’t let it happen.”

“Wait.” Judith pinched the bridge of her nose and held up a hand. “Wait.” She looked up. “Am I getting this right? God is cock blocking you by making guys soft?”

Jessica nodded. 

“That’s some serious bullshit.” She looked up toward the ceiling. “You hear me? That’s some serious bullshit.”

“He’s not listening,” Jess said. “But, yeah, I agree.”

“So are you going to have to go your whole life unfuckéd?” Pippa asked earnestly. 

Jessica sighed. “I don’t know. He said something about marriage. Maybe I have to get married first.”

Maddy looked concerned. “So He does care about sex outside marriage?”

“No,” Jess said quickly. “Only if it’s me.”

Johanna, a gorgeous Hispanic girl who had left Jessica battling jealousy for the first month of the women’s circle, leaned forward and placed a hand on Jessica’s ankle. “I’m sorry. That’s really hard. I’m sorry you don’t have a choice in the matter.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m sorry, too,” said Simone, and shortly after, each girl was sending her condolences, even those who had never had sex themselves. Jessica felt overwhelmed in an entirely foreign way, and she was glad when Kate looked at her watch and said, “Okay, it’s eight o’clock. We gotta wrap it up.” When the attention turned to Kate, Jessica blinked quickly to tell the water forming in her eyes to move along, nothing to see here. 

“One last thing, though, before we head out,” Kate added. “So Jess.”

“Yes?” 

“I had this idea a few weeks ago, and I’ve talked it over with the rest of the circle—and sorry for going behind your back, but hopefully you’ll understand.”

“O-kay …” This didn’t sound good.

“This circle has been so helpful for all of us, I thought we should make it official, somehow. That way, the campus knows about it. And more people will actually see what we’re doing here and want to join, or at least start thinking about some of these important things for themselves.”

So far, so good, but Jess knew there had to be more. “Okay?”

“But most of all, we think people need to see a group of people rallying around you. You’ve had a rough freshman year, and there are too many people who don’t take you seriously or think you’re an outcast. And it’s bullshit. We want people to know you’re the real deal, and that women have chosen to be around you because you matter.”

Jessica wanted to disappear but also hug Kate. It was a strange feeling. Maybe hug Kate then disappear? Yeah, that sounded nice.

“So,” Kate continued, starting to look genuinely excited, “we want to start a sorority. A Christian sorority. Except not about Jesus.”

“Oh hell,” Jess said. “You can’t be serious.”

“Of course we are!” Kate wouldn’t be deterred. “Right, Natalie? Right, Judith? Right, Pippa and Andrea and Jamie and Jane and Johanna and Maddy and Patty and Simone and Tamara and Jade?” 

It was unanimous. Jess tried to smile, but her mouth rebelled against the idea, and she grimaced while trying to smile with her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “Does it even matter what I say about it?”

“Of course it does,” Kate insisted. But Jessica didn’t think so.

“Okay. I’ll go along, then. But let’s just not get too carried away right off the bat, okay? I’ve kind of enjoyed lying low for a while.”

“Deal!” Kate said, jumping up onto her feet, which cued the rest of the girls to stand as well.

So it was settled. Jessica would be a sorority girl.




* * *






Mason’s apartment was within walking distance of campus, which seemed appropriate, since it was hardly more than a dorm room anyway. The walls were decorated with an odd clash of posters. There was the Doors, Johnny Cash, Pink Floyd, but there was also some bands Jessica had never heard of whose posters had crosses on them that didn’t seem to be used in any ironic sense. 

But the one that stuck out to her now was Elton John. 

“Are you gay?” she asked from where she lay on her side, facing him. He’d been tracing patterns on her hip for a minute now, but no kissing had transpired from it. 

“What?” he asked, laughing defensively. 

“It’s fine if you are. I just want to know.”

“I’m not. Can’t you tell?” He moved in closer to her, pressing his tell-tale boner into her. 

She shut her eyes to gather patience. “Sure. But you could be thinking about a dude for all I know.”

“I’m not gay,” he said.

“Prove it.”

For a moment it looked like her goading might work. Then he pulled away slightly. “You know I can’t.”

“I don’t know that. I—” Her phone rang in her back pocket. She pulled it out and saw it was an unknown number. “Hello?”

“Jessica don’t hang up it’s Jimmy and I just—”

She hung up and shoved it back into her pocket. “Sales call. Sorry.”

“If I gave an inch, would you try to take a mile?” Mason asked. 

“I don’t know what—“

He silenced her with the kiss she’d been craving for months now, rolling on top of her and pressing her to the bed. She felt a modicum of guilt when she lamented his bulge being noticeably smaller than Chris’s. But everyone’s seemed to be smaller than Chris’s. And it didn’t matter anyway. 

Her phone rang again and she ignored it. But suddenly Mason rolled off of her. “I can’t. The vibrations. I can feel them. You gotta answer it or turn it off.”

“Shit.” She pulled the phone from her back pocket and turned it to silent, but it was too late. Mason rolled off the bed and stood next to it. Putting distance between them. 

God, she hated Jimmy. 

“What do you think about sororities?” she asked, knowing the moment of passion had passed. 

Mason shrugged. “They’re fine, I guess. You thinking of pledging?”

“Oh god, is that the term?”

He nodded.

“No, I’m not pledging. I think I’m helping to start one. Or at least Kate is founding one that, um… This sounds so conceited.” Mason sat on the edge of the bed and put a hand on Jessica’s knee. “She wants to start a sorority that worships me?”

His hand slid up her thigh. “That sounds perfect,” he said. “You deserve to be worshipped, Jessica.”

“Ew.”

“No, I’m serious.” His eyes focused on his hand as he ran it up and down her leg, creeping higher toward her hip each time. “You were made for it. I mean, this body.” His hand crested her hip and ran up to her waist. 

Then he jumped up. “Oh! I wrote another song about you. Want me to play it?”

“Sure,” she said.

And as Mason grabbed his guitar and began strumming out the first chords to what he called “Psalm 41,” she tried to decide if she liked being worshipped after all.
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“Dear child! It’s of critical importance that you—”

Jessica hung up on Jimmy again. She wouldn’t have pegged him as a tech-savvy type, but clearly he’d discovered a way to call from a new unknown number each time. She really needed to stop answering unknown numbers, but her curiosity got to her every time. 

The Clear Springs Saloon looked deserted as she made her way across parking lot toward it. She’d strolled past the bar plenty on her walks around town, but she’d never been inside for the obvious reason of: why would she? She wasn’t legally allowed to drink yet. But alcohol wasn’t why she was there now, even though a drink would’ve been a useful salve for her nerves. 

Her worlds were about to collide. Tonight would either be wonderful or the extreme opposite of it, but she couldn’t even let her mind form that word. She had to hope for the best.

Mason White was scribbled on a chalkboard next to the front door as a bouncer checked her ID, drew a large X on each of her hands with a permanent marker, and then stepped to the side to allow her in. Despite the sun still glowing just above the horizon, the inside of the windowless bar was already dark, lit only by a few neon signs and wall sconces that seemed meant for displaying the musical paraphernalia rather than keeping anyone from bumping into things. 

When she spotted Mason, he was over by the stage, engrossed in conversation with two girls Jessica knew from the CSC but who were not part of her elite women’s circle, mainly because they sucked as human beings. The girls stared at Mason the way all girls stared at him, and he didn’t seem to be actively countering their blatant interest. 

I should feel jealous. 

It wasn’t her first impulse, but as she began to wonder if these were girls he’d slept with in the past, that jealousy started to bloom, and she fanned the flames as much as she could. It only seemed right. 

She snuck around to approach him from behind, wrapping her arms around his waist and staring daggers at the other girls as she claimed her property.

When he turned toward her, he seemed to completely forget about everyone else in the room. “Jessica,” he breathed. “Gosh, your arms feel good around me.”

She leaned forward and kissed him on the neck, because she knew it drove him wild, and she felt like torturing him a little for his transgression with the other girls. 

“Your friends coming?” he asked through gritted teeth as he stepped away.

“They said they were. I thought they’d be here by now.”

“There could be traffic,” he said reassuringly. Her concern must have slipped through. “There always is.”

She nodded. 

“Kate and Judith are already here, though.” He nodded over at the bar. “I gotta finish sound check, then I’ll join you.” 

She headed over to meet her friends.

“Hey, don’t take this the wrong way,” Judith said immediately after their greetings. “But Christian rock or whatever isn’t really my thing. And there’s this TA from my Shakespeare class who’s just funny enough to make up for his atrocious side burns and clearly wants to see me tonight, so …”

“I get it,” Jessica said. “Also, I really think you need to meet one of my former teachers.”

Judith took it in stride. “You know I love an intelligent man.” She finished the rest of her Coke and frowned down at the large Xs on her hands. “I’d better take care of these before I meet up with him. He thinks I’m a senior.”

“Godspeed,” Jessica said, and Judith was off. 

Jess watched her friend go, genuinely wishing the girl well tonight, and as Judith walked out of the bar, two familiar faces walked in.

Miranda and Quentin. She felt warm comfort at the sight.

And then another familiar face walked in just behind them. 

Chris. 

What the hell? Why was he here? 

Oh right. He was friends with Miranda and Quentin. 

So this would be an even more interesting night than she’d expected. 

She walked over to the three of them, making up her mind along the way that she would pretend nothing was wrong between her and Chris. 

“Jess!” Miranda hugged her, putting her mouth right up against Jessica’s ear. “You have so much to fill me in on,” she whispered.

When she pulled back, Quentin took a hesitant step forward and leaned in for a hug. He, too, placed his lips up against Jessica’s ear and whispered, “We’re not mentioning the dream, right?” before pulling back. Jessica smiled and nodded subtly. 

When no one said anything right away, Quentin jumped in with his usual humor. “I didn’t expect it to be this awkward, seeing my fake ex when I’m with my new girl.” 

Jessica let herself laugh along with Miranda and Quentin, but when her eyes caught Chris’s and saw that he was forcing a smile, and not in a particularly convincing way, she decided Quentin’s joke might be just a little too on the nose for some. 

“Where’s Kate?” Miranda asked, looking over Jess’s shoulder. “I want to meet her!”

Kate was busy talking to the bartender, who Jess considered way too hot in a scrawny hipster sort of way to be talking so intently with a clearly underage girl. 

Jess called her name and Kate turned and headed over. Jess took it upon herself to start the introductions, but was knocked off balance when Kate said a nice to meet you to Chris. 

“Y’all haven’t met?” Jess asked.

“No,” Chris said, pleasantly. “You dumped me before I could.”

The circle went silent, but Chris, looking pleased with himself, grinned at Kate. “What’s this I hear about a sorority?”

That broke the tension for Kate, at least. “Oh, did Jessica tell you about it already?”

“Nope. Quentin did.”

Yeah, this was a terrible idea. Why did she think worlds could collide and everything wouldn’t be blown to shit? Never once had God mentioned that during all of His creation two celestial bodies ran straight into each other and just sort of became a bigger, better, super chill celestial body, no big deal. 

No, there was always violence, always bits and pieces being launched off into space, out of orbit. Two worlds colliding would never be a good thing. Maybe it would make a new world eventually, or maybe it would create a big, dumb rock, entirely inhospitable to any joy whatsoever. 

As Kate explained the premise of the sorority, something Jess had already told Miranda about in depth, Jessica excused herself to head to the bathroom, and Miranda, like a champ, followed. 

“Sorry,” Miranda said as soon as they were in front of the long mirror and sinks. “Chris promised he’d be cool if he came along.”

Jessica sighed. “It’s okay. I just feel bad for him.”

And that was almost the truth.

Once Mason took the stage, Jessica could stop worrying about small talk, which was no small relief. She stood and watched as he introduced himself to the Friday-night crowd, most of whom seemed less like they were there for him and more like they were there because they were alcoholics and were at that bar every night. They tolerated him, even as he launched into the religious lyrics of “Christ Into Me.” 

Jessica looked over at Miranda, raising her eyes like pretty good, eh? But the look Miranda returned wasn’t what Jess had expected. Her friend appeared confused, one eyebrow raised slightly, her head cocked gently to the side. 

And when Mason began hitting the high notes on “Sinners Marching,” a song Jessica had never heard before but enjoyed the energy of tremendously, she glanced over at Miranda and Quentin where they stood, Quentin’s arms around Miranda’s waist, his chest pressing up against her back. She said something into his ear and he nodded his head adamantly before glancing up at Mason. He laughed and nodded his head again. Did they not like the music? 

Mason paused between songs to thank the crowd again and explain that the songs they heard tonight were originals, God had inspired him to write. Then he introduced the next few as “deep cuts,” and Jessica wondered briefly what that meant if he didn’t have an album of any sort. But she liked the gentle sadness of “Grace is God,” and loved the jubilant energy of “Rise From His Grave,” and by the end of his set, she was fairly convinced that he was the best Christian song writer alive or dead. 

But then she started to panic. The show was over. He would be coming to mingle, and Chris was still here. 

She’d done her best to keep Miranda and Quentin between Chris and herself, but she’d still accidentally caught glimpses of his disapproving face and stiff stance as he crossed his arms and silently judged Mason, no doubt. Well, fine. If he wanted to not enjoy the music, that was his loss. 

In the days leading up, after she’d invited Miranda and Quentin down for the night, the scenario had played out in Jessica’s mind as such: Mason finishes playing. He sets his guitar on the stand, thanks the audience, and says, “But now I need to spend some time with my girlfriend,” before hopping off the stage and making a beeline to her. And when he reaches her, he picks her up, maybe spins her around a little—why not?—and kisses her passionately with everyone watching. 

But the scene actually went as such: Mason took a single step off the stage and those two damn church girls were back, and this time they brought another friend with them. The three created a veritable wall that Mason couldn’t pass but also didn’t look like he wanted to pass. Jessica could feel Chris’s eyes on her as she waited patiently, trying to keep a calm, self-assured smile on her face. But Mason didn’t even look over. Then a girl laughed at something he said and touched his arm, and he didn’t pull away.

Oh, screw this.

She walked over to him and shouldered the girls out of the way. “You have to come meet my friends.” She pulled him after her before he could respond, which was fine because as far as she was concerned, he didn’t have a say in the matter. 

“Oh hey, Chris!” Mason said, greeting him like they were old friends. The congenial tone forced a goofy smile from Chris before he righted his face again into cool ambivalence. 

Jess didn’t even have to take the lead; Mason went ahead and introduced himself to Quentin and Miranda, and they shook hands. 

“Great show,” Quentin said. His nostrils flared slightly, a gesture she’d seen him do too many times when he was trying keep a straight face. She didn’t appreciate it, but she figured Mason wouldn’t recognize what the gesture really meant. 

And he didn’t. “Thanks! I’m glad you liked it.”

“So are you like”—Miranda crinkled up her nose, trying to find the words—“a tribute band? Or not band but singer, I guess?”

Mason nodded adamantly. “Yeah, I guess I never thought about it that way.”

Miranda and Quentin exchanged a quick glance and a small head nod. But Jessica was confused. 

Mason cleared that right up, though. “A tribute band to God and His children. I like that.” He shook his finger at Miranda. “Good call. I’m gonna remember that.”

Miranda and Quentin exchanged another glance that didn’t seem as confident. 

Turning toward Jess, Mason’s body seemed to call out to her as he leaned over slightly. “Hey, I gotta tear this stuff down, but then I’ll meet up with you guys later, okay?”

“Yeah, sounds good.” She leaned toward him, shutting her eyes for a kiss. Then she felt his lips make contact with her forehead. 

Are you kidding me? 

She would have rather he fist-bumped her. 

Avoiding eye-contact with everyone but Kate, who was fully aware of the Mason situation, Jess rounded up the troops to head back to the dorm. Show was over.

Once they entered out into the stagnant April air, it became obvious what needed to happen if Jessica stood any chance of enjoying the rest of her night. She inhaled deeply to muster the courage, then grabbed Chris by the wrist and pulled him aside. “Hey, I know it’s probably awkward for you to be around Mason, so if you want to do something else tonight instead of head back to the—”

“Nope. Not awkward at all. I’m happy for you, as long as he isn’t actually a total douchebag tool like he seems to be.”

She set her jaw. “He’s not.”

“Perfect. Then let’s go.” He strode past her to join Kate, Miranda, and Quentin, who were already heading back and chatting animatedly. She had to jog to catch up.

“Mason seems friendly,” Miranda said. 

“Pretty good musician, too,” Quentin said. 

“He is. Both of those,” Kate replied, saving Jessica the awkwardness. “He’s very real, too.”

“Oh yeah?” asked Miranda. 

“Let’s just say he wasn’t always so religious. He’s one of those guys who’s been there, done that, and still ended up in church.”

Chris scoffed. “Is that supposed to be a good thing? He went and did all the things he wanted to and now he thinks he can just wipe the slate clean, now that he’s bored with it?”

“Damn,” Quentin said. “If that’s now it works, I’ve been doing it all wrong.”

“Yeah,” Miranda said sarcastically, “you’ve really been abstaining from so much your whole life.”

“More like abstaining bedsheets,” Chris said, and both the boys laughed and high-fived before Chris seemed to remember the current arrangement and turned to Miranda. “Oh, sorry. I mean, only with you.” His face went pale. “Or not with you? I mean, it’s not my business.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Kate said. “We were just talking about this the other day, actually. Who cares?”

Miranda laughed. “Right. As long as it’s consensual, respectful, and doesn’t include—”

“Non-human animals,” Quentin and Chris finished along with her. 

Were they making fun of her? It sure felt like they were making fun of her. But those weren’t her words. 

“So does that mean,” Quentin said, leaning close to Jessica, “you and that tribute band?” He wiggled his eyebrows and Jessica felt her cheeks catch fire. 

“Quentin!” Miranda slapped him. “So not your business.”

“I thought it didn’t matter!” he protested. 

“They’re not,” Chris said. “I can promise you that.”

“Chris …” Miranda warned.

“What? Did none of you see the forehead kiss? I would’ve felt bad for Jess if I didn’t think she kinda deserved it for not dumping him all together.”

“Chris.” This time it was Jessica who issued the warning. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Again?” 

But she grabbed him and pulled him over behind a dumpster just off their route. “I think you should go home.”

“I’m just being as honest as I’ve ever been.”

“I get that you don’t like my new friends—”

He stuck his chin up. “Nope. I never said that. I like Kate. Did you know she has purple around her? The color—”

“Fine.” This was no time to talk about angel shit, and quite frankly, she didn’t know how to with Chris, so long as he was still oblivious to his own situation.

“It’s kind of like Quentin’s actually.”

“Wait. What?”

Chris shrugged. “I’m pretty sure I’ve told you all this before. I can see the colors around Quentin, too.”

“Oh. Huh.” He had mentioned that before, come to think of it, but it’d been before the fact had held any clear significance. 

“What? What is it?” Chris asked.

She waved him off. “Nothing. Now if you can’t stop being a dick about Mason, you have to leave.”

“Why do I have to leave?”

“Because you’re my ex-boyfriend, Chris! You’re not part of my life anymore.” She said the words before she could think them through. And as soon as she did think about them, though, she realized that firstly, they were way too mean, and secondly, they weren’t entirely true. Or rather, she didn’t want them to be true. 

“Ah,” was all he said before turning and heading away from her. She felt like telling him to wait, but she didn’t. If he wasn’t part of her life anymore, she couldn’t tell him jack squat. 

Sighing, she wondered what she would tell the others. But once she caught up with them, Miranda looked back over her shoulder, her eyes scanning for Chris. Apparently grasping the general situation, she flashed a half frown, but didn’t say anything. 

“Hey, Jess,” Quentin shouted over his shoulder from a few paces ahead.

Jessica swallowed hard. Here came the questions. “Yeah?”

“Have you ever listened to Dave Matthews Band?”

Not what she was expecting, but at least it wasn’t a question about Chris. “No. Are they any good?”

Quentin chuckled. “Yeah, I think you might like them.”

Miranda did a poor job of suppressing a chuckle. What was so funny? Were they high? They were giggling like they were high. “Okay. Out of curiosity, why do you ask?”

Miranda waved her off. “No reason. Ignore him.” The happy couple turned back around.

Quentin began whistling the tune of “Christ Into Me” and before Jessica could ask him how he’d picked it up so perfectly after only hearing it once, Kate leaned toward her and said in a low voice so only Jessica would hear, “The sorority charter is all typed up. We’re basically ready to roll once you give the word. But we could tell you weren’t totally sold on the idea, so we didn’t want to move forward if you weren’t behind it.”

“Nope. I’m all in. Let’s do it.”

If worlds colliding wasn’t her thing, then she’d better pick a world and simply steer it in the right direction. And it wasn’t hard to decide which world held more promise for her.
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I wonder if Jesus was stuck in this many meetings with his followers? 

Jessica’s eyes were starting to cross as she nodded her head along to the various rules and procedures Kate continued to discuss with the rest of the founding members of Nu Alpha Omega. It was a Friday night in June, and she shouldn’t want to go to bed at nine o’clock, but it was taking every ounce of her energy to keep her eyes open. Part of her wished she’d gone home for the summer after all. She’d read about a new miniseries on the recently discovered mammals of the Amazon rainforest that was supposed to be incredible, but the house they’d rented as home base for NAO didn’t have cable yet, so she would have to sign up for a free trial for some streaming service or another and then remember to cancel before she was charged. God, there were so many details to remember as an adult. Why had she added more minutia by agreeing to be a part of this sorority?

I wish I’d stayed young.

YOU HATED BEING YOUNG.

True. But being older isn’t much better.

AM I SUPPOSED TO FEEL SORRY FOR YOU? MY WHOLE DAY IS SPENT MANAGING MINUTIA—WARS, NATURAL DISASTERS, GLOBAL WARMING, PLANETARY ORBITS, COLLIDING BLACK HOLES. EXISTENCE IS MICROMANAGING. 

I guess thanks for the perspective.

YOU ARE WELCOME.

She smiled. Her new-found trick to shoo off her Father worked like a charm. Having stumbled upon it by accident, her brain did two things almost simultaneously: it recognized that she’d just found a highly prized tool then it locked the conscious knowledge of that useful tool away in a tiny, camouflaged box that hopefully even God’s eyes would skip over. 

The new-found trick was this: give thanks and God will leave you alone for a while.

She wondered if earlier holy people who were able to speak with her Father had figured this out, too, and that was why they’d established giving thanks as a central tenet of their religion. It made sense. God’s presence in one’s life was the ultimate “be careful what you wish for” as far as she was concerned. 

Natalie’s voice cut through. “Jessica, where do you weigh in on the process?”

Jess bit her lip. “Hmm?” 

“On the pledging. Hazing or no?”

“Like what hazing?” Jessica asked. 

“We haven’t decided on that yet,” Kate said. “Just do we want it? And I don’t think we should even call it hazing. It’s more rites.”

“Rights?” Jess asked. She really should’ve followed along. If there was one thing she knew about rights, it was that they were important. Or at least many people thought so. Though often when strangers exercised their right to free speech as they passed her in the Quad, she felt admittedly less committed to protecting other people’s rights.

Judith filled her in. “Natalie thinks we shouldn’t do hazing—sorry, rites—because it sends the wrong message of exclusivity or whatever. Kate thinks a rite of passage is a necessary vetting process for people who want to be this close to you.”

“Ah.” Jessica paused. She had no immediate opinion. Would it be okay to have no opinion on this? 

“Ultimately it’s your decision,” Natalie said, “because this is all about you.” There was no bitterness in her voice when she said the last part, but Jess almost wished there were. 

“I mean, it’s not all about me.”

“No,” Kate said plainly, “it is. It’s all about you.”

“But I don’t want it to be!”

The table fell still and silent. She looked around at her thirteen new sisters. She should say something. “I just want us to be equals in this. If we’re not, you’re all going to hate me eventually.”

“Ha!” cackled Natalie. “Not gonna happen, Jessica. Sorry, but there’s just nothing to hate about you, even if you weren’t God’s daughter.”

She laughed. No one else laughed. She stopped laughing.

Wait. What? “You say that now, but you can’t see the trail of haters I left behind in Mooretown.”

“They don’t hate you,” Kate said. “Natalie’s right. There’s nothing about you that anyone could hate.”

Well, that just couldn’t be right. So she accessed her database of hateful things that had been said to her over the course of her life. It wasn’t hard to access. In a way, it felt shamefully good. “I’m ugly.”

Judith and Natalie exchanged tired glances, but Simone was the one to speak. “You’re not ugly. And people don’t hate ugly girls. They hate gorgeous girls.”

“So you’re saying I’m not gorgeous?”

“Yeah,” Simone said flatly. “I’m saying you’re not gorgeous. Did you think you were gorgeous?”

Jessica sighed. “No.”

“Now Johanna,” Simone continued, “she’s gorgeous.”

Johanna nodded. “And everyone hates me a little for it.”

Sisters around the table nodded apologetically. 

“Just a little,” Judith added.

“You’re right in the middle, though,” Pippa said. “Not ugly, not gorgeous. You can slide by without anyone hating you for your looks.”

“Okay, what about my miracles?” Jessica said, reaching. 

Kate shook her head. “Not your fault. That’s on your Dad.”

“But I didn’t have to perform them. I’m a show off?” She was reaching, but the stretch felt good. 

Kate held up a hand. “Just stop. Anyone who hates women because they live up to their potential can really just—”

“Suck a fat sac,” Judith finished. She grinned at Kate. “I knew you wouldn’t say it.”

Too exhausted to continue arguing the case against herself, she asked, “Okay, so why do you think there should be rites of passage, Kate?”

It was another ten minutes of discussion before a clear decision was made: they’d revisit it later. 

“Sorry,” Jessica said, standing. “I have to go to bed. I’m falling asleep.”

“No problem,” Kate replied. “Pick up again tomorrow?” She looked around the table and the other sisters nodded. They didn’t look as tired as Jess, but they looked equally as relieved to be dismissed to their own devices on a Friday night. Pippa, Jamie, Andrea, and Jane made straight for the front door. 

They probably have somewhere fun to go. But no, she was too tired to even feel sorry for herself, and all she felt when she thought about not having somewhere else she needed to be right now was, Oh thank whoever!

Stretching her neck gently and yawning, she headed into the house’s master bedroom, which she had all to herself and had only put up half a fight about when Kate had insisted it be hers on move-in day. On the one hand, being treated different, as if she were superior, was isolating. On the other hand, she didn’t mind being isolated in her own room. Sharing a dorm with Kate hadn’t been as bad as with Leslie, but it still sucked compared to not sharing a bedroom with anyone. The bedroom debate wasn’t one she thought she could win anyway. So the rest of the girls shared the remaining six bedrooms of the gigantic house, with Kate outfitting what was supposed to be a small den downstairs into her own personal space. 

Jessica shut the door and made for the attached bathroom when she heard a tap on her bedroom window. Shit. She’d been meaning to see if anyone’s boyfriend would come trim the trees near the house, but she kept forgetting. That better not keep her up all night.

When she heard it again, though, she began to doubt that a tree would knock in such a rhythm. She approached the window and drew the blinds. A face stared back and her and she gasped and regained control of her bladder just in the nick of time. Turns out her kegel exercises hadn’t been a complete waste.

Chris stared back at her, his nose scrunched apologetically. He mouthed sorry, presumably for almost scaring the piss out of her. What did he want?

She went to open the window, but he quickly pointed to the side, toward the front of the house. She nodded. 

Heart still racing from the scare, she tried to compose herself before speaking to her ex, who she hadn’t spoken to in months. Not since she’d broken his spirit behind a dumpster like a real class act.

When she opened the front door, Chris was already waiting. His natural confidence appeared to have been sandblasted away. 

“You actually answered the door,” he said. 

“Of course. You drove out here and knocked on my window. You think that doesn’t make me a little curious? What do you want?” Not feeling keen on inviting him inside but equally as unenthusiastic about conducting a doorway conversation, so she stepped out into the muggy heat and shut the door behind her. 

She inhaled deeply and crossed her arms over her chest. She wouldn’t be the first one to speak. 

But Chris wouldn’t be either, apparently. 

For shit’s sake. “Yes?” 

She wondered if he would still refuse to say anything, but then it all came tumbling out. “I just can’t do it anymore, Jess. It’s been months. Not talking to you at all is killing me. I love you, Jessica. I’ll do anything for you. Just please don’t keep me out of your life.” The light from inside shining out onto the front porch where they stood feet apart reflected off the moisture in his eyes. 

Oh boy. 

“I’m with Mason,” she said, and immediately added that sentence in this context to her list of reasons why people would hate her. She’d have to remember to mention it at tomorrow’s meeting. 

“I know. And if that’s what you want, then I support it. And if what you want is for me to stop trying to get you back, I can do that, too. But there’s something inside me that has to be around you. I don’t know what it is”—Jessica had a suspicion she knew what it was—“but it feels like life or death.” He caught himself finally, and reeled it in with a heavy sigh. “And I know I fucked up when I called Jimmy, and I know I was being a prick about Mason, so I wanted to make it up to you.” He reached in the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a cell phone, holding it out to her. “It’s for you.”

She stared down at it, trying to make sense of it. “Uh, I already have a phone.” 

He wasn’t deterred. “I know, I know. But I got a new number for you. It’s paid up for the next year. I added in all the contacts you need, like your mom and Miranda and Quentin and Maria and Wendy and your sorority sisters and”—he flexed his jaw—“Mason. No one knows the number. Not even me. And definitely not Jimmy.”

She took the phone, staring down at it. 

“You get to decide who you talk to with this phone. Keep your old one, but you can stuff it in a drawer if you want and never touch it.”

While her mind struggled to wrap itself around all the benefits and implications of this gift, the gesture seemed like a good one. Maybe the best one. Shit. Had Chris thought of this himself? “Thanks.”

“That’s it,” he said. “That’s what I came here for. To give you that. You deserve to have a little control over who’s in your life. That includes me.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and she could feel him staring at her, though she kept her eyes glued to the gift. “My number’s in there, too, just in case. So if you think we could be friends again, you can … you know.”

Jess wanted to look up at him, but her better judgment warned against it. She never made great decisions when tired. Well, she rarely made good decisions, period, but she made notably worse ones once her mind began projecting pillow-related fantasies on the inside of her skull. So she knew better than to look him in the eyes. Chris’s puppy eyes were dangerous. And right after they’d welled up with tears from his undying love for her? Yeah, she wouldn’t stand a chance. Old habits would come crashing down on her and it would likely take fewer than ten seconds before he was dry humping her in a totally consensual manner on the front lawn. 

She couldn’t have that. Mason was a good boyfriend. He hadn’t betrayed her. He wrote songs about her. She had no reason to end things with him. 

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll think about it.”

Chris sucked in air, puffing up his chest and holding himself at full height, his hands still shoved in his jeans pockets. “Cool. Well, um. Hopefully we can talk again soon.”

She nodded and he headed off toward his truck. 

Clutching the new phone in her hand, she turned and headed back into the house. Kate was waiting on the couch in the living room with a sad smile. “Sorry,” she said. “When he asked for all the numbers, I thought it was the sweetest thing I’d ever heard. So I gave them to him.”

Jessica nodded stiffly. “I think I’m having a heart attack.”

Kate jumped up from the couch and ran over. “What? Is your left arm tingling?”

“Huh? No. Is that part of a heart attack?”

Kate took a step back and relaxed slightly. “Yes. I don’t think you’re having a heart attack, Jessica.”

“Is it bad that I wish I was? I feel like I deserve a heart attack.”

“I get it. But you don’t deserve it. You get to make the choice that’s best for you.”

“Is that what I’m doing?” She approached the window by the door and peeked out. Chris’s truck was still there, the parking lights on as the familiar thrum of it idling eased the knot in her chest. As an experiment, or at least that’s what she told herself it was, she mouthed, I forgive you.

The parking lights turned off and then the truck reversed and disappeared from sight. 
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“I know you said to gather my tribe, but I’m wondering if it’s too late to disband my tribe.” Jessica played with her fingernails in her lap as Dr. Bell listened patiently. 

“You don’t want friends?”

“No, that’s exactly what I want. But does it have to be so structured? We had elections this week. Elections! I know I’m not a friendship expert, but having elections doesn’t seem like what most friends do.”

Bell nodded. “You’re right. Most circles of friends have much more loosely defined roles. And then there are power struggles and doubts and plotting and so on.”

“So you think friend elections are good?”

Bell laughed. “I don’t know. But clearly defined roles can take the stress out of things. I assume you’re president?”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Of course. Uncontested. Kate is vice president, Natalie is treasurer, Judith is secretary, even though she didn’t really want to be, and then … I don’t remember the rest of the titles. Everyone has one, though.”

“Angels love their titles.”

“I wish Kate had rounded up more non-angels. I kind of feel bad for Judith. She doesn’t even know she’s so outnumbered.”

“I agree with you there, but there are worse things to be outnumbered by than angels.” Bell reached below her desk and grabbed a small lunchbox from which she pulled her morning protein shake and twisted it open. “Tell me, Jessica, do you want to be a messiah by profession?”

Jessica let her bemusedly cocked eyebrow and stuck-out lips do the talking for her. 

“Right, so here we are, first week of your junior year, and you have yet to officially declare a major. You understand this is problematic if you want to be anything other than a professional messiah, right?”

“I know, I know. I’ve just been busy with this sorority stuff, and it’s been kind of a relief, honestly, to not think about my future, which likely culminates in a horrific death scene. I spent most of my childhood thinking about my death, did you know that? That’s what awaits me in my future.”

“That’s what awaits everyone in her future.”

Jess opened her mouth to respond, but her brain caught up with her before she could. “Yeah, okay. Sure. But not everyone has to worry about it being when they’re in their thirties and involving torture and humiliation and a goddamned crucifix.”

Bell nodded sympathetically. “True, true. And now remind me why you have to worry about that?”

“Because that’s what happened to Jesus.”

Bell leaned forward. “True. And?”

“And that’s what will probably happen to me.”

Bell shook her head. “You’re taking quite a few logical leaps to arrive at that conclusion, Jessica. Realistically speaking, in the time between when Jesus died and now, there have been thousands if not millions of deaths more grizzly than his, and millions of people have died before their thirties. And they weren’t even messiahs.”

“Are you trying to make me feel better?” She squinted at the professor.

Bell leaned back in her chair. “Yes. Because on the flip side, millions have died peacefully in their sleep at a ripe old age, having lived a happy life. So what I’m saying is that you can’t focus on a single data point and call it a trend. If you don’t understand that, I’m a little concerned about having given you an A in macroeconomics.”

“But it’s the only data point I have.”

“Then your criteria is too narrow.”

“Hmm … I guess you’re right.”

Bell smiled, her boxy jaw jutting out as she did so. “I am right. This is the point where you get to be relieved because I’ve just disproven a presumably long-standing neurosis of yours.”

Jess chuckled. “Yeah, okay. I’m relieved.”

She felt her phone buzz in her back pocket, slipped it out, and answered it without thinking. Before she could even finish saying hello, the voice on the other end interrupted. 

“A forward to my book, that’s all I ask.”

“God dammit, Jimmy. No.”

“Just a short forward. It can say whatever you—”

She hung up and threw the phone in the main compartment of her messenger bag, hoping it might get crushed by accident.

“I thought Chris gave you a new phone,” Bell said, appearing concerned. 

“He did. I just can’t bring myself to use it, for some reason. Wait.” She eyed her professor. “I didn’t tell you about that.”

Bell chugged casually from her shake before responding. “I thought we’d already covered this: you’re essentially surrounded on all sides by angels.”

Jessica sighed. “I don’t know how I feel about y’all plotting behind my back.”

“You’re welcome. What did he want this time?”

Jess shrugged. “A forward for his book? Ugh. This probably doesn’t bode well for me, does it?”

“The Great and Holy Mayor Reverend Dean writing a book? No, this will not work in your favor. But”—she paused, holding up a finger while considering her words—“you might consider writing one yourself.”

“Nope. Not gonna happen.”

“Here’s the thing, though. Someone is going to write your story. Someone might already be. It could be what Jimmy’s book is about, for all you know. If you don’t want to write it yourself, fine, but you might consider finding someone you trust to write it for you. Otherwise your unofficial biographies are all that people will have to go on. You have to take control of your own narrative.”

“You’re starting to sound like Wendy now.”

“That’s because Wendy is right.”

A new question occurred to her for the first time. “Is Wendy an angel?”

Bell shrugged. “I’d have to meet her in person. But probably.”

“Right. That. Hm.”

“While I have you—and I hate to beat the dead horse here—but any more thought about your major?”

Jessica groaned. “No.”

“Oh come on, what do you like to do? Maybe something you’ve enjoyed since you were a child. There has to be something.”

Nodding, Jessica inhaled deeply. Why was it always so hard to mention this to people? Surely there was no shame in watching predators hunt and endangered species mate. Both of those things should be celebrated, if she was entirely honest. But still, it felt weird talking about it with another person. Dr. Bell was just trying to help, though, so she opened herself up the smallest bit. “There’s only one thing I can think of.”

The professor’s eyebrows slowly slid up her forehead. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Nature shows.”

“Nature shows.” When it didn’t seem to be sinking in, Jessica regretted mentioning it at all, then Dr. Bell added, “Oh, well that’s perfect. We have a great biology program here, if you want to do zoology or—”

Jessica shook her head firmly. “No way. I’ve already ruled that out. I took a biology class last semester and it almost ruined the shows for me. They started making me anxious instead of relaxing me. I ended up dropping bio about four weeks in.” After all, if she didn’t have Sir David Attenborough as a constant in her life, what did she have? Imagining her future was never an especially fun exercise, but to have to imagine it without him? No, that was just … too much. 

Dr. Bell surprised her by nodding sympathetically. “Ah, okay. Nature shows are something you’re passionate about. Yeah, I never recommend students major in something they’re actually passionate about. Keep your passions pristine and intact until you’ve graduated. Majoring in them is like putting a pillow over their face while they sleep.”

Then Bell stood and tossed the empty protein shake bottle into the recycling bin by the door. “Class time. Yay summer school.”

Jessica stood as well, thankful she didn’t have summer classes piled on top of her sorority responsibilities. 

“Next time I see you, you better have a major picked out, or I’ll pick it for you.” Bell gathered her things and walked into the hall alongside Jessica. 

“Let me guess,” Jessica said, “business?”

“Damn straight it would be business.” 

“Because money and religion mix so well?” she asked flippantly.

Bell shrugged. “If you’re going to be a professional messiah, you might as well be a rich one.”

Jess’s lip curled at the thought and waved good-bye.

Why was deciding on a major so hard? Other people made it seem easy. How did everyone else figure out what to study? Ugh, probably prayer. She gave it a shot. 

What should I study?

She was shocked when she actually received a reply.

DO YOU REALLY WANT TO KNOW?

That’s why I asked.

FINE. BUSINESS.

It seems like you’re just saying that because Dr. Bell said it.

AND CULINARY ARTS.

She groaned. Okay, now you’re just screwing with me.

SHE OF LITTLE FAITH.

Jessica rolled her eyes before heading to the student center to hitch a ride home with Pippa. 

Prayer was just as useless as ever. But she acknowledged the comfort that went along with having certain things in her life that never changed.
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The yeasty smell of the first batch of warm rolls filled the kitchen in the Nu Alpha Omega house, drawing Jessica’s mind straight back to Mrs. Mathers and her bakery. She wondered if Mrs. Mathers was still alive. Destinee probably would have mentioned it if she wasn’t, since that was what most phone calls with her mother included: a roll call of Mooretown’s dead, fled, and knocked up. 

All hometown gossip aside, nothing quite comforted Jessica on a soul level like the smell of fresh-baked bread. Even if it was just some store-bought dough that had been popped out of a tube, rolled into crescents, and then stuck in the oven on a cheap baking pan that looked more carcinogen than metal. 

The afternoon had been a long one, spent dallying over details on this procedure or that bylaw, getting everything in order and everyone on the same page before the spring-loaded brick wall of pledge season hit them all smack in the face. The first semester of recruiting and hazing pledges was no small matter, it seemed. There were chants to write and house rules to establish, there were T-shirts to design and mission statements to pore over until a clear one could be fleshed out from the scraps of a dozen others. 

It wasn’t fun. Not by any stretch of the imagination. Why anyone wanted to do this was beyond Jess. But after three months of her feigning interest, and poorly, the rest of her sisters had stopped bothering her with questions and just told her what they’d decided. When none of it struck her as particularly bad, she would grin, give two thumbs up, and over time she was allowed to transition into the unofficial meeting caterer, preparing meals while the others hashed out the boring stuff. Everybody seemed happy with this arrangement, not least of all Kate, who was a natural in the leadership position. 

Pippa’s and Janie’s boyfriends had been kind enough to pretend their girlfriends weren’t lesbians and build a dining room table that would accommodate fourteen. Unfortunately the dining room hadn’t been made to the same specifications, so the living room had become a sort of banquet hall once the table was introduced the month before, and the small dining room between the kitchen and living room had become a cozy study space that hardly anyone used. 

She pulled the rolls from the oven to let them cool on the stovetop and set out the paper plates at the start of the food line. Cooking had never particularly held her interest until the other option was sorority planning. And yes, it bothered her that she’d discovered this nascent hobby so soon after her Father had suggested culinary school. But it didn’t bother her so much that she would opt for the meetings instead.

“Ready when y’all are,” she hollered toward the dining room. 

Maddy groaned morosely as she entered the kitchen. “Ugh … those rolls smell so good.”

“Then get at ’em.” Jessica flinched when the words sounded exactly like something Destinee might say.

Maddy frowned and her shoulders sagged as she grabbed a paper plate off the stack and stared sadly at the salad bowl. “I can’t. I just found out I’m gluten sensitive.”

Jessica couldn’t make much sense of that. She didn’t put anything called gluten in the rolls. “What does that mean?”

Maddy flopped a tong’s worth of salad onto her plate before moving along the line to the spaghetti, pausing, and sighing heavily. “It means I can’t eat anything delicious anymore.”

“That sounds horrible.”

“Don’t worry,” Tamara piped in. “I can’t eat it either. You get used to it.” She dished herself some salad before pouring a horrifying amount of ranch over the top. 

“It’s true,” Andrea added. “Right now, Maddy, you’re literally going through withdrawals. It’ll get easier. I’m sensitive too. Not super sensitive, but I stay away from it.”

“Wait,” began Jessica, “so is that an ang—” Kate shook her head furiously and Jessica realized what she was about to say. Shit. She’d almost outed a half dozen angels. She did her best to recover. “Anglo thing? Is that an Anglo thing? I guess I still don’t understand.” 

Andrea served herself a heaping pile of spaghetti. “Um, no I don’t think it’s an Anglo thing. It’s an autoimmune reaction to protein found in wheat and barley and rye and a few other weird grains.” 

What a horrifying idea. If this had been a year ago, when she was still on the fence about God’s existence, she might have thought this definitive proof against Him. “So you can’t eat bread?”

Maddy nodded, pouting slightly. “Just found out last week.”

“And you?” Jessica asked Tamara. “How long have you known?”

She shrugged. “For like ten years. The beginning of the end of church for me. Couldn’t take communion anymore, which is apparently a big no-no for Catholics. You should’ve seen the look on my priest’s face when I told him I had to pass on the body of Christ because it gave me the runs.”

“I figured you were just worried about getting fat,” Natalie said from behind her in line, “and that’s why you stayed away from bread.”

Tam groaned. “Such a bitch.”

“Sorry,” Natalie said, not sounding the least bit sorry, “I get cranky when I’m hungry.”

“So no bread?” Jessica said. She knew she was being redundant, if not a little bit slow, but how had she not heard about something so nuts as to keep three of her thirteen sisters from eating bread?

“I mean, there’s gluten-free bread,” Andrea said. 

“There is?!” Maddy shouted, looking up.

Tamara sighed. “You have so much to learn. I’ll show you the ways.”

“It’s not as good as regular bread, though,” Andrea warned. 

Asia was bad, but this seemed a tragedy, too. “And there’s no treatment?”

“I think electroshock works,” Natalie added unhelpfully. “Might as well give it a try.”

Andrea rolled her eyes. “No. No proven one.”

Natalie nodded at Jess. “Unless you got some miracle up your sleeve.”

Jessica shook her head. “I wish I did. Here, let me miracle these for you.” The other girls laughed as she held her palms flat over the rolls and closed her eyes. 

Out, damned gluten! Whatever the shit that is.

But then she felt something start to form in her chest, and she thought, No way. Sure enough, though, that swirling ball moved down her arms, through her hands, and tugged free. Her palms tingled and she was afraid to open her eyes. 

The kitchen fell silent, the laughter and talking cut short the moment Jessica felt the energy pull free. She cracked one eyelid and slowly moved her palms back from the rolls. 

“Ach!” she jumped way. 

IT’S A MIRACLE!

What a dumb fucking miracle! Are you serious?

INFINITELY SO.

She looked down at the rolls again, and sure enough, what she’d thought she’d seen was actually what she’d seen. On each roll was a blackened image of her own face staring back at her. When she leaned closer, she also noted that no two were the same. Twenty-four unique burnt portraits of herself. 

I’m not okay with this. This seems narcissistic.

THINK OF IT AS PERSONAL BRANDING.

I will not. 

Kate stepped forward. “Did that …? Did you …?” She stood next to Jessica and stared down at the rolls. “Oh. My. God.”

“I didn’t mean to!”

The rest of the girls closed in slowly, beholding the rolls for themselves. 

“This is awful,” Jess moaned, covering her face with her hands. 

Andrea leaned forward and grabbed one of the rolls off the tray for closer inspection. “That’s definitely Jess,” she said. “Was that a miracle?”

Jessica backed away, leaning against the opposite counter. “Yep. It was a goddamn miracle.” She sighed. “I reckon you can eat them now, Maddy.”

Maddy didn’t look away from the roll in Andrea’s hand. “Are you sure? I mean, of course you are. But out of curiosity, how do you know?”

Jessica rubbed the bridge of her nose. “God told me. It’s a miracle. Eat away.”

“Here.” Tamara pushed forward. “I’ll try it first. If it’s not gluten free, I’ll know within about thirty seconds. My body is basically a litmus test for this stuff.” She grabbed a roll off the tray and flinched only slightly at Jessica’s face staring back at her before popping the whole thing in her mouth. “Oh shit, I forgot how good bread is.” She slouched against the sink as if her knees were giving way. 

For the next couple minutes, no one spoke or served up food or anything. The kitchen was packed to the brim with everyone crowding in to witness the accidental spectacle. Finally Tamara spoke again. “Nothing. My stomach’s fine with it.”

“Holy shit,” Natalie whispered, and Jess didn’t appreciate the girl’s reverent tone one bit. “We just witnessed a miracle.”

“Well, yeah,” Jess said tiredly. “It happens.”

“What do we do?” Maddy asked quietly.

Tamara grabbed another roll off the tray. “I suggest you start by eating these. They’re delicious.” She stared lovingly at the roll. “My god, it’s been so long …” Then she stuffed it into her mouth. 

“We don’t tell anyone,” Kate said assertively. “This isn’t ours to talk about. If Jessica wants people to know, she can tell them, but we don’t go blabbing about this ourselves, okay?”

That sounded like a fantastic idea, and Jess was thrilled to see the rest of her sisters nod adamantly. Whoa. Could she actually keep this secret? People were respecting her privacy? Nice. 

“So what about the spaghetti?” Tamara asked around a mouthful of her third roll. “Can you miracle that for me, too? It smells amazing.”

Jessica laughed, feeling somewhat energized by Kate’s proclamation. “I’ll give it a shot.”

“Ooo! You think each of the noodles will have your face on it?” Pippa asked excitedly. 

“Not if there’s a God.” She closed her eyes and held her palms over the large pot of noodles. As soon as the miracle ran its course, she smelled something burning and looked down. Where noodles had been was a pile of burnt mush. 

“Huh. I guess the noodles couldn’t take it.” She stared down at the ruined meal, but didn’t feel particularly regretful. Turning to the rest, she asked, “Wanna see if it works with a few Papa John’s pizzas?”




* * *






“I missed you so much,” Mason said, pulling Jessica closer to him on his bed. A mysterious sour smell had been prodding at Jessica’s attention since she’d walked into his bedroom, and she’d been hard pressed to focus on her boyfriend instead of playing a guessing game where, even if she got the answer right, she probably lost. 

“You could have come up and seen me,” she said, letting him pull her closer. “You were just down in San Antonio.”

“I would’ve if I could’ve, Jessica, trust me. But I was so busy. The program was so intense. Man, I want to tell you all about it, but I don’t know where to start.”

“You could start by asking me how my summer went.” Absence was supposed to make the heart grow fonder, but maybe that was just bullshit, because all it’d done for her over the past few months apart from Mason was create space for other things to slip in. Or rather, other people. 

But she was still glad Mason was back and would by no means put up a fight when he wanted to hold her close against him in bed, albeit above the sheets and fully clothed. 

“You already told me about your summer, though,” he said, looking confused. “I texted you last week asking you about it and you said it was good.”

Jessica chuckled dryly. It was true. She’d responded with, “It was good.” Because she hated texting and Mason was shit at it. His disregard for basic terminal punctuation made his long messages unreadable. 

“You’re right,” she said. “I forgot I told you all about it already.”

He didn’t catch the sarcasm. “Oh! I wrote you a song. Well, I wrote you a bunch of songs, because, duh, it was a songwriter’s program, but I think you’ll really like this one. Or at least I hope you do.” He jumped up from the bed and grabbed his guitar from the stand, throwing the strap over his shoulder. “It’s called, ‘The Song That Jess Likes.’ ”

That seems a bit presumptive.

She smiled. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

Sitting quietly and playing the role of audience, Jess listened to another long Mason White original. It was good. She liked it. The title wasn’t wrong. 

“What do you think?” He grinned greedily down at her afterward. 

“I like it!”

“Yes!” He punched the air. “I knew you would.” He placed his guitar down on the stand again and jumped back into bed with her, reaching around and placing his palm full on her ass. “You just inspire me like crazy.”

“Can I tell you something and have you promise not to tell anyone else?” she asked. 

His eyes popped open for a second before narrowing hungrily at her. “Of course, Jessica.”

“I discovered another miracle over the summer.”

Mouth opening in awe, he didn’t speak. 

“I can remove gluten from rolls. And pizza crust, turns out. Maybe more things, too. But not pasta. At least not spaghetti. I might try ravioli soon.”

“That’s incredible,” he whispered. “You are incredible. I want to see you perform it. I need to see you perform it.”

“Uh, sure. You have anything with gluten in it?”

He nodded and ran out of the room, returning with a loaf of generic white bread. “I’m pretty sure this is all gluten.” He frantically undid the twist tie and shook free a few pieces. “Here.” In his hurry to witness a miracle, he practically threw the slices at her. 

Don’t be annoyed. This is a first for him, even if it’s unimpressive.

She set the slices down on his comforter and closed her eyes, hovering a palm over each. When she felt the miracle run its course, she opened her eyes, held up the slices for him to see and grinned. “Ta-dah.”

He cupped his hands over his mouth and slowly approached for a closer look. “Oh … my …”

She waited patiently as he continued to gawk at her two images burned into the bread, then turned them around to get a better look for herself. “Ew, that’s not a very good one of me.” She took a large bite out of the slice to rid the earth of the image. 

Before she could even finish chewing, Mason pounced, pinning her to the bed underneath him, his crotch pressed against one of her thighs. “You’re so sexy, Jess.”

Should she wait until she’d finished chewing the soggy ball of bread to respond? She decided yes. It bought her more time.

But she didn’t need to respond, because Mason leaned down and started planting kisses all over her neck, and she was able to chew and swallow in relative peace. 

“God may damn me to hell for it, Jess, but I can’t resist anymore. I’m only human. I need to be inside you.”

Whoa. 

Where had that come from? They’d still hardly made out, and now he wanted to slip it to her? It was jarring, even if she’d been dreaming of the very act since the moment she’d first laid eyes on him in the CSC.

Plus … period. Men really knew how to time it. 

“Take off your pants,” she said. 

He didn’t hesitate. And as soon as he had his pants off, she considered adding, And your shirt. All your clothes. Take them all off. There was really nothing quite as haunting as a man with no pants and a raging boner with his shirt still on.

It didn’t help that her first thought when she saw his exposed lower half was, That’s it?

He jumped back on top of her again, and with some degree of difficulty, she was able to roll him onto his back and do what needed to be done. 

What is that sour smell? 

Focus, Jessica. 

She spit on her hand and Mason continued to moan and writhe beneath her grip. She hoped this wouldn’t take long. It didn’t. Less than half a minute later, he gave her the Ol’ Gentleman’s Warning. “I’m so close!” But then he added, “Your mouth.”

“Uh, no thanks.” 

“Oh God oh Lord God oh Holy Father fill me up! FILL ME— GNUUUUUH!”

Jessica really hoped he didn’t open his eyes and catch a glimpse of her horrified expression. 

This gives me a lot to think about. 

But once Mason had headed into the bathroom to clean up and Jess was left alone with plenty of time to wipe her hand off on a tissue and commence the thinking process, she decided maybe what had just happened was a perfect example of something that should never be scrutinized too closely. Besides, everything involving sex seemed a little weird to begin with. Yet, for some reason, people still did it. Lots. And she still wanted to do it eventually. But for the first time, she began to wonder if, after hearing the holy nightmare a simple hand job unleashed, she wanted to take things to the next level with Mason. 
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Jessica tried to keep the flashbacks to a minimum, but it wasn’t easy when the NAO pledge party reminded her so much of her first and only brush with Greek life. No mushrooms this time, and Mason was present, so less of a chance of accidental cheating, too. 

“Relax,” Kate said, appearing on Jessica’s right as she stood just outside the back door, staring out into the social mob. Kate held out a clear plastic cup. “It’s beer. Promise.”

Jessica smiled and took it from her. “I just don’t like crowds.”

Kate nodded understandingly. “You having flashbacks to Danny?”

“A little.”

“Makes sense,” she said. “I mean, he did try to rape you.”

“I don’t know if I would say that.”

She turned to look at Kate who stared humorlessly at her. “I would. He tried to have sex with you when you didn’t consent. That’s rape. Or at least attempted.”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Like how incredible it smells inside?” Kate said, lightening. 

Exhaling deeply, Jess nodded. “Yeah. That.”

“Mason has practically had to fight people off to keep them away from the table. He almost had to fight me off, truth be told. Those cookies smell so good.” 

“I think I would pay money to see Mason fight someone,” Jessica said. 

“Really?”

She looked over at Kate and grinned. “Yeah, it would be kinda hot to see him throw a punch. He’s not the type, though.”

“But that’s good, right?” 

Jess shrugged a shoulder and looked back out at the crowd. “I guess.”

One of the prospective pledges, a tiny freshman who’d tracked Jessica down at the student center the first week of classes, walked by and waved cheerily. Jess returned the smile and wave, and the girl stumbled back into the mob. 

“I think it’s the right call,” Kate said, “letting others know. I mean, if we’re going to recruit, we have to have something to show them, so if you’re not going to kick a field goal or resurrect anyone, this is what we have to go on.”

“I know, I know.” She sighed. “Might as well get this over with.” She turned and headed inside to the dining room. 

When she entered, Mason was already there, sitting on one of the wooden chairs with his back to the piles of pastries and rolls and cookies, playing “The Song That Jess Likes” to a small group of adoring female fans. When he spotted her, he placed his palm over the strings to mute them and asked, “Is it time?”

“Yep.” 

“Awesome. Want me to help round people up?”

“Sure.” 

Jessica took her place at the center of the table, back facing the far wall so she could look out into the rest of the living room-turned-dining room, and tried to steady her breathing, as if managing to do so would allow her to feel less like an asshole for the show she was about to put on. She stared down at the food spread out in front of her as the music outside was cut and Kate’s muffled voice began to direct partygoers inside. Soon each baked good would bear her image, and she knew from plenty of practice rounds ahead of time that many would not be all that flattering. But no one would notice that. They would all be too full of awe or whatever. 

She looked to her boyfriend for courage, but his lustful gaze didn’t actually help. Instead it brought to mind a few of his stranger expressions that, in a private setting, his lust had crested into over the past few weeks. Turns out, his orgasm sounds didn’t get any less strange the more comfortable the two of them became with that particular level of intimacy. The most recent encounter, just earlier that morning, popped into her mind and before she could shut it out, the situation was blown into bas relief—Mason’s inability to finish, the growing exhaustion in her forearm and mounting anxiety as she kept an eye on the clock and the list of party preparations that still needed to be done repeated in her brain, her desperate shot in the dark to speed things up by shouting, “The power of Christ compels you!” but most of all, how instantaneously that had worked on him, resulting in him shouting, “Peace be with you! GNUUUUH!” through gritted teeth. 

Jess wondered if she should say a few words first or just jump right into the miracle making. But she needn’t have worried about it, because Kate, as always, had a plan. She explained to the onlooking crowd that filled the dining room and overflowed into the study and up the stairs what they were about to see. As if anyone didn’t already know. 

Ugh. This just seems so showy.

IT IS.

Should I not be doing it? Isn’t it bad to be showy about your faith?

SURE. ONE SHOULD NOT PRAY IN PUBLIC TO APPEAR HOLIER THAN THOU. WELL, NOT THOU. JUST THE GENERAL THOU. OBVIOUSLY NONE OF THESE HUMANS ARE HOLIER THAN YOU. 

So I shouldn’t do this.

DO NOT TWIST THE LORD’S WORDS.

I’m not trying to. Sheesh. You’re just being confusing. Again.

WHY DO YOU THINK I GIVE YOU MIRACLES, DAUGHTER?

To ruin my life? 

NOOO. 

Sure seems like it’s to ruin my life.

IT IS NOT. THINK.

Why don’t you just tell me?

THOU SHALT THINK. IT IS BETTER THIS WAY.

Okay, you gave me my first miracle because you’re a football fan.

NO. WELL, YES, I DO ENJOY THE SPORT, BUT THAT IS NOT WHY I BESTOWED THAT PARTICULAR MIRACLE UPON YOU. 

The second one you gave me to save lives.

WRONG AGAIN.

Figures.

HOW MANY PEOPLE DID YOU RESURRECT?

I don’t know, seventy-eight?

THAT IS EXACTLY RIGHT. STRANGE THAT YOU KEPT COUNT. BUT IT DOESN’T MATTER. SEVENTY-EIGHT PEOPLE. DO YOU KNOW HOW MANY I PERSONALLY SMOTE OVER THE COURSE OF YOUR RESURRECTION CAREER?

More than seventy-eight?

YES. MORE THAN SEVENTY-EIGHT. TWELVE THOUSAND AND FIFTY-TWO.

Kind of strange you keep count. Almost like you enjoy it.

CLEARLY I DO NOT PARTICULARLY CARE ABOUT SAVING LIVES. CREATING THE AFTERLIFE SPARED ME OF THAT HEADACHE. NOW THINK HARDER. 

Fine, fine. I already know the answer anyway. I perform whatever miracles would be the most helpful to convincing those around me that I’m not crazy.

PRECISELY. AND HOW MIGHT YOU CONVINCE OTHERS OF THAT IF THEY NEVER WITNESS SAID MIRACLES.

Yeah, yeah. I get it. Miracles are made for showing off.

BINGO.

An elbow to Jessica’s rib interrupted her conversation, and she looked up to see everyone staring at her silently. Judith, who must have delivered the jab, stood on one side of her, already gnawing a gluten-y roll and staring expectantly. “This is where you miracle the shit out of everything,” she said. 

“Oh. Right.” She cleared her throat and raised her hands above the spread. 

Time to show off.

And as the energy seemed to radiate out of her palms, she slowly swiped them over the length of the food until she was fairly sure not a single baked good had been spared of her grinning portrait.

She stepped back. Now it was just a matter of dealing with the fallout. She would like it to be pleasant, but she didn’t dare hope for better than not terrible.

She raised her eyes from the table to gauge the reaction of the potential pledges, who Kate had called to the front of the crowd. That’s when she spotted a familiar snub-nosed face. 

“What the hell?”

Courtney Wurst stared back at Jess, a mixture of fear and defiance in her eyes. What the hell was she doing here? It had to be bad. The suspicion that Courtney had something to do with Eugene’s stories freshman year had never been fully scrubbed from Jessica’s mind, even after Leslie had confessed to the betrayal. No, Courtney’s presence was, by proxy, either Eugene’s or Jimmy’s presence, and she wanted neither of those men around her miracles or in the sacred—albeit messy—space of the NAO house, even if it was only through a satellite like Courtney. 

Hurrying around from behind the long table, Jessica made straight for the Wurst girl, cutting through the crowd who was slowly and cautiously moving toward the miracle to inspect it for themselves. 

“Cover for me,” Jess said as she passed Kate, and the VP obliged, shouting, “Dig in!” to the onlookers. 

Jess grabbed Courtney’s arm just below the shoulder, gripping it as hard she could and the girl didn’t resist as she was dragged out of the fray and through the front door. The front yard was quiet except for the ruckus starting to pick up inside as a horde of drunks realized they had a blessed carb feast set out for them. 

“What the hell are you doing here, Courtney?”

“I just—”

“Cut the crap. I know you’re lying.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

Jessica paused. Okay, that was true. “Well, whatever you were about to say was a lie.”

Then Courtney Wurst said two words Jessica never thought she’d hear. “I’m sorry.”

“What?”

 “I’m … I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come.”

Jess grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Who are you working for?!” She flinched against how melodramatic that sounded. 

Courtney held up her hands. “No one! I swear.”

Jessica let go of her and stepped back. “Oh really? You swear?”

“Yes, I do. And I say that knowing you can smite the crap out of me if you find out I’m lying, which I’m not.”

Okay, this made no sense. “Then what the fuck?”

“I— You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Sorry, I shouldn’t have come.”

“Ugh.” Jess let her head roll on her shoulders as she tried to collect herself. “Well now I have to know. I can’t just not ask when you show up then say I wouldn’t believe your reason. Don’t tell me Chris sent you here with some do-gooder but completely misguided idea of winning me back.”

Courtney shook her head slowly, staring at Jessica like maybe she was the crazy one. “I haven’t talked to Chris in years.”

“Well shit. Okay. Then go ahead.”

Courtney exhaled in a whoosh. “I want to join Nu Alpha Omega.”

“Yep. You were right. I don’t believe you.” She crossed her arms over her chest and waited for the real explanation. 

“I’m serious. I— I need a change.”

“And I’m serious when I say White Light Church is totally incompatible with Nu Alpha Omega. It’s basically the opposite.”

Courtney nodded agreeably. “I know. That’s why I want in. I haven’t had anything to do with White Light since high school.”

“Whoa. Wait. Really?”

“Yep. I just couldn’t anymore. I just—  It didn’t make sense. Reverend Dean, he turned on my mom. After you resurrected him—”

Jessica held up a hand. “First of all, I didn’t do that. He was never dead. I’d actually decided to let his swine-ass stay dead.”

Courtney narrowed her eyes, then slowly nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. Okay, that makes a lot of sense, actually. Huh.” She shook it off. “Anyway, after that, he turned on my mom. She became the church scapegoat. And she would just sit there and take it. Still does, for all I know. I haven’t asked about it.”

“Aww … had to watch your mother publicly ridiculed? Sounds terrible.” Jess flashed a forced smile. Did Courtney really think she could come here and play the pity card to erase years of torture? “Ever heard of a woman named Destinee? She’s spent the past nineteen years being Jimmy’s scapegoat, too, and her daughter has had to sit through way more bullshit than just watching her mom willingly take the beating.” She pressed her lips together and cocked an eyebrow at Courtney. Check and mate. 

“Yeah, I know. It’s … fucked up.”

“Oh-ho-ho! Look who’s all fired up. Cursing, even! Well I’m convinced! You’re a whole new person. Obviously not the same one who spent most of her life trying to rid me of the few friends I could scrape together.” This feels so good. Turns out, Courtney’s appearance at the party, while still a potential issue down the road, was almost like a gift. 

Sure, everything about her words, tone, and posture seemed genuinely remorseful, but Jessica was no fool. Courtney had never officially gotten back at her for their Noah’s Ark disagreement at the zoo when they were eight. This could be that. It would be the perfect plan, waiting over a decade before payback. Then showing up and destroying the one thing that Jessica was finally building for herself. Except Jessica was onto her. 

“But they didn’t treat my dad that way. He had his own affair. Multiple ones, I’m pretty sure. Nobody cared. He’d been lured by the women, apparently.”

“Still not sure why you’re telling this to the embodiment of original sin,” Jessica said. She sighed, feigning boredom even though this was easily the most riveting and gratifying thing that had happened to her since she saw Chris punch Greg straight in the nose at prom.

“I probably don’t deserve to be in Nu Alpha Omega after all the stuff I’ve done to you over the years, but if there’s even a slight chance I could be, then I have to take it. I don’t have another path to follow right now.” She stuck her hands in her pockets and stared at the ground. “I figured that if White Light is wrong, maybe the things they say are wrong are actually right. So I was hoping that you could find it in you to eventually forgive me. Not right away, obviously, but eventually.”

“Probably not,” Jessica said. 

Courtney nodded and turned to head down the walkway toward the small gravel parking lot. 

“Wait.” I can’t believe I’m going to do this. She chewed her top lip. This was a terrible idea. Why wouldn’t she just let Courtney leave and enjoy waving bye-bye to an obvious thorn in her crown? “You can try. I won’t stop you. If you want to pledge, you can. But you have to get by Kate, who’s pledge mistress. And I’m going to fill her in on you. All of it. She’s better at vetting people anyway. She’ll be the gatekeeper.”

Courtney nodded. “So should I—” She motioned first behind her toward the cars and then pointed back toward the house.

Jess nodded and against all of her better judgment said, “Yeah, you can stay.”

Courtney walked to the front door, but before she could open it, Jess added. “And you bet your ass I’m going to be watching you, Wurst. I can change my mind on this.”

The music had started up again and sound flooded out as the front door opened and then shut again, leaving Jessica alone on the front porch. 

She heavily suspected she’d just made a terrible decision. 
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“Again!” Kate shouted at the line of pledges who stood underneath the sprinkler in the front lawn. They began at the start, reciting the thirteen commandments that had been established for all Nu Alpha Omegas. 

Jessica continued her mindless doodles on the graph paper in her lap that she should have been using for her business stats homework. She already regretted declaring business as her major, and it hadn’t even been three months since she’d walked into the college counselor’s office on her mandatory pre-semester visit and defaulted to her Father’s suggestion after her stupid idiot counselor Kenneth had delivered a dry, rehearsed lecture about the importance of picking a major before junior year. 

She shivered as a gust of chilly early-October air rushed over her where she sat on the front porch swing next to Judith, who sucked casually from her e-cig and watched Kate work her frightening magic. 

“Not loud enough!” 

Jess glanced up as Kate continued to pace up and down the line, just out of the reach of the sprinkler herself. 

“Again!”

And the pledges began shouting the commandments again. 

“One. Do not judge. Two. Do not spread rumors about your sister. Three. Ask permission before tagging or posting photos. Four. Jessica’s word goes …”

The list went on, but Jess stopped paying attention after that. She only ever bothered listening until commandment four, where she got to watch Courtney say, “Jess’s word goes.” Even if the whole sorority came tumbling down, Jessica would always have that memory of her old nemesis’s mouth forming those words. It could sustain her through a lot of bullshit, she suspected. 

The other pledges, though, Jessica was starting to feel sorry for. With the cold front moving through, it was not a great time to be under a sprinkler. She leaned toward Judith. “Kate is kind of scary when she wants to be.”

“That’s a good quality in a pledge mistress, though.”

“I guess.”

Judith didn’t seem concerned. “I’m just glad I didn’t have to be the pledge mistress.”

“Same.”

Judith shivered and Jessica adjusted to share the blanket. “Thanks. I genuinely wonder how Kate does it all sometimes, you know?”

Jessica nodded. “She does seem to be constantly on. But it spares me having to do everything. Or anything, really.” She paused. “Can I tell you something in secret?” 

Judith exhaled then looked at Jess. “Of course. You know I don’t really talk to anyone anyway.”

Jessica sucked air into her chest, hoping some courage might sneak in along with it. “Male orgasms. They’re supposed to be weird, right?”

Judith was kind enough to wrangle in the openmouthed amusement that flashed onto her face. “Sure. Now just come right out and tell me what Mason does when he blows his load. My curiosity is officially piqued.”

Her cheeks heated and she almost laughed. “He shouts things.”

Judith nodded and motioned with a wave of her hand for Jess to elaborate. “Yes, most men shout things when they come.”

“Praises. He shouts praises.”

Judith cocked her head slightly to the side. “Then I’d say you’re doing something right?”

“No.” How did she even say this? “Not praises for me. Praises to God.”

Grimacing unabashedly, Judith slowly shook her head. “Ooo … I dunno, Jessica. If some guy started shouting praises to my dad whenever he got his rocks off, that might be a deal breaker.”

Jessica put her head in her hands. “My sex life is so doomed.”

“Don’t say that!” Judith patted her on the back. “There are much weirder things a guy could say in that situation.”

“Like what?” she moaned into her palms.

“Like, um. Well, I can’t think of anything, actually.”

Lifting her head again, Jessica looked desperately into her friend’s eyes. “I think I literally exorcised an orgasm from him not too long ago.”

Judith howled and almost fell off the swing, catching the attention of a few of the pledges. Kate ran over to the closest and began shouting. “What are you looking at? You staring at Jessica? You think she’s here for your entertainment?”

“No, ma’am!” the pledge shouted. 

Jessica cringed, and once Judith recovered herself, said, “I’m not entirely comfortable with the hazing.”

“Rites,” Judith corrected sardonically. 

“Sure. I mean, I get the purpose behind them, but do they have to be so … brutal?”

Judith shrugged. “I mean, this is nothing, comparatively, but I get what you’re saying. Personally, the thing I most dislike is just how exhausting it all looks. Like, wouldn’t Kate’s energy be better spent doing, I don’t know, anything else? Makes me want to nap just watching it.”

Kate sprayed Courtney in the chest with the garden hose, causing the already wet girl to flail wildly at the stream of water. 

Jess chuckled. “I will say I’m enjoying watching Courtney get hazed, though.” The Wurst girl spit out a mouthful of water and Jessica chuckled again. 

“Why do you hate her so much?” Then Judith paused, held up her hand, and amended with, “I know why you hate her so much, but why don’t you believe she wants to change?”

“Why should I believe her?”

“I don’t know. I believe her, though.”

Jessica leaned back to get a better look at Judith. “Really?”

Judith shrugged. “Yeah. When Kate filled me in on her, I went and talked to her myself. I even baited her. She didn’t bite. Not even a little bit. People change.”

Jess chuckled dryly. “Do they?” 

“Haven’t you?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Didn’t your beliefs do a one-eighty not that long ago?”

“Sure, but then they did another one-eighty and ended up in the same place.”

Judith shrugged. “You have a lot more at stake in the case of betrayal than I do, that’s obvious. I’m just saying that maybe you should start considering at what point you might take Courtney’s remorse serious. It’s possible she’s changed, because it’s possible that anyone can change. Figure out the benchmarks she has to hit before you’re convinced.”

“I dunno.” Jessica gathered up her work and stood, so Judith did too.

“That’s fine. You’re the boss around here anyway. But it takes a lot to do what Courtney did. If she’s genuine, and if you forgive her, she’ll likely be the most loyal follower you have.”

“I see your point, but I don’t want followers.”

“I know.” She stepped to the side and motioned toward the front door. “After you.”
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Jessica dropped the tin foil package on Dr. Bell’s desk and waited for the professor to look up from her laptop and unwrap it. 

“What’s this?”

Jessica grinned. “You want the literal answer or the figurative one?”

Bell laughed. “One then the other.”

“Literal: It’s cinnamon rolls. Figurative: It’s the smell of my future.”

Bell paused to inspect Jessica’s face closely from her place behind her desk. “O-kay. I don’t know how to respond to that yet.”

“Open them.” 

The angel swallowed hard, set her jaw, and then carefully peeled back the tin foil. Four images of the daughter of God grinning up at her like a Warhol painting. “I don’t really know what to make of it.”

“It’s a miracle,” Jessica said. “It’s my latest. And it’s perfect, because not only is it what the world needs, but it’s what I need.”

“How so?” Bell seemed unable to tear her eyes from the blackened images. 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but my two business classes this semester are torture. I can’t stand another year and a half of it.”

“So is there a culinary department I don’t know about, or—?”

“The content is great,” Jess continued, “but come on. Business majors are the worst. All they care about is making money, which is fine, but also makes them shitty people.”

Dr. Bell laughed, her eyes on the real Jessica now. “Didn’t you just declare that your major?” She waved off the irrelevant fact. “No, sure, fine, go on.”

“So I need you to teach me everything you know about running a small business.”

Bell nodded. “I mean, you know I have to say yes, existentially speaking. But where do the cinnamon rolls come in, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“They’re gluten-free. I can make regular bread gluten-free. It just has my face on it afterward.”

Bell returned her eyes to the rolls again. “Huh.” 

“Taste one.”

Bell hesitated then shut her eyes for a moment, inhaled deeply, and opened them again. She tore off a soft piece, popped it into her mouth, and moaned. “Oh wow, that’s good.”

“Does it taste gluten-free?”

Bell shook her head. “No. Man, these are incredible.” She helped herself to another gluttonous bite and Jessica wondered when was the last time the muscular woman had allowed herself to eat a baked good of any kind. “Are these from HEB?” Dr. Bell took another massive bite.

“Well, yeah. I haven’t really learned the ins and outs of baking my own stuff.”

“My gosh, I’ve missed these.” As the professor stuffed the last bit of the first roll into her mouth and reached for a second, Jessica added, “Where they’re from isn’t the point, though.”

“Was-a-oint?” Bell asked around the half-chewed roll. 

“The point is that I figured out what I want to do with my life.”

Dr. Bell swallowed. “And what’s that?”

Jessica grinned. “I’m going to open a bakery.”

Although the professor nodded thoughtfully, she clearly hadn’t quite grasped the idea. She may have been listening to Jessica, but she definitely wasn’t hearing her. “With HEB foods?”

This was not going like she’d envisioned. “No. Well, maybe some at first. But I’ll figure out how to bake my own— listen.” She took a deep breath to reset. “I’m going to use my miracle to open a gluten-free bakery. And I need your help.”

“Sure, sure,” Dr. Bell said quickly. But her eyes were still on the two remaining rolls. “Whatever you need, I’ll help.”

At least Jessica got what she came for, even if it hadn’t played out as the dramatic reveal she’d imagined. “Okay. Um. Cool. Then I guess I’ll see you—”

“Just send me an email with the details,” Bell said dismissively. 

Jessica stepped toward the desk to grab the foil but paused to reconsider. “Should I just leave these with …?”

Dr. Bell finally looked up at Jessica, but didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. Her eyes held a challenge that Jessica was not about to take her up on. 

Jess gave her an uneasy thumbs up. “Yep. Okay. Enjoy those.” She backed away slowly toward the door, which she closed behind her. Everyone deserved a private moment of indulgence here and there, even bodybuilder angels. 
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Mason strummed on his guitar as Jessica hunched over her desk, trying one more time to read the chapter on capital gains tax. Why did she have to learn this? Any self-loving business owner would just hire an accountant. Hell, Maddy was studying accounting. Jess could just hire her. She sighed and glanced down at Mason where he sat on the floor, his back supported by the side of her bed as he silently fingered the frets. “I can’t believe I have to do another year of this before I can actually start on life.”

“Yeah, it sucks, but I bet you’ll persevere. You’re God’s daughter.” He grinned up at her. “His sexy, sexy daughter.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not particularly relevant here, but thanks.”

As he started playing a muted version of his latest Jessica-inspired tune, “Rye Freedom,” she went back to her text book. This was ridiculous. Dr. Bell would be annoyed with her if she didn’t finish it before their private lesson, but Jessica could handle people being annoyed with her. She’d had a lifetime of practice behind her. She pulled her notebook over to her and set it on top of the textbook. She’d made a list. All the things she still needed before she could start her own bakery and all the things she already had. Under the things she had, she immediately wrote, miracle, enjoyment of bread, desire to own bakery, Mrs. Mathers. She paused, stared at the list, then added by the last item, if still alive.

The second column would be trickier, because it required wracking her brain for things she’d learned in her short few months as a business major. In this column, she wrote, money, location, lawyer, accountant, help.

That seemed pretty basic, but it was a start. Then she considered it more. Well, couldn’t she just get money the same way she always had? From scratch-offs? She would likely need such a large sum, though, that it would arouse suspicion from the authorities, as it should, really. Using scratch-offs to subsidize her tuition with Destinee’s meager contributions was one thing, because it could be spread out over the course of years. Fifty grand over four years wasn’t too suspicious. At least she’d finally come to an agreement with the gas station clerk that if he didn’t flag her, she’d throw him an occasional winner. 

Yes, it was a bribe. But she was okay with it if God was, which He clearly was.

However, a bakery would be much more expensive and she’d need it all at once in a way that didn’t draw too much attention. So Powerball, Maga Millions, and Lotto Texas were out. Plus, God had mentioned that the larger jackpots were actually one of His more cleverly disguised punishments. They were one of his favorite instruments for teaching not only the winner but those who followed the story that, no, money doesn’t buy happiness. Jets, yes. Happiness, no. So she made it a point to steer clear of any lottery that had the possibility of winning more than five thousand dollars. 

Surely she could find money another way, though. A loan wasn’t entirely out of the question, but she’d have to do a little scouting to find someone who would give a loan to her when she had no credit and likely couldn’t find a guarantor. Destinee wouldn’t qualify, obviously. Even with her promotion at the pharmacy, she was hardly making enough to pay for Jessica’s books each semester, which she’d insisted upon doing, even though Jessica told her it wasn’t necessary. 

She put a star by money. While she hadn’t found the solution yet, she felt she could find one, and it wasn’t something that another expensive year of school would necessarily help her with. Location was the next on the list. Where did she want to start a bakery? She would need to research the markets, see where the biggest demand for such a thing was. Maybe she could do it in San Marcos, except no one here had any money and restaurants and bakeries came and went faster than a Texas thunderstorm in July. No, she’d have to move somewhere else to open it. That was a no-brainer. 

She had an idea.

“Hey Mason, you want to go on a road trip over Thanksgiving break?”

“Yeah, that’d be cool.” He continued strumming, shutting his eyes now and really feeling it, you know?

So that was settled. They’d go scouting in a couple weeks.

Lawyer. That went back to money. Or did it have to? She thought of Wendy, who just last week had called Jessica to ride her about how long it’d been since she’d sent out a decent tweet. Wendy had been working for Jessica pro bono for years now. Maybe I should start paying her at some point. But Jessica doubted Wendy would accept the money. It was worth a try, anyway. She resolved to give it a shot whenever she had a steady flow of income. Maybe Wendy would agree to be paid for PR for the bakery. 

The next was an accountant. Her thoughts on that were similar to the last. Wendy worked with so many famous people, she must know a good accountant. Or, realistically, she probably used a good one herself. If her stylish clothes and perfectly done hair and nails weren’t a dead giveaway to the piles of money stashed somewhere in a vault—did banks still do that? She hoped so—then Jessica didn’t know what was. 

Help was a different matter. She shut her eyes and tried to imagine the daily life of working at a bakery. Mrs. Mathers’ came to mind. Tables set up for folks to sit and chat, share stories and maybe swap bits of their food, get started for the day or wind down after a long one. There was always someone behind the counter, sometimes two, but rarely was it Mrs. Mathers herself, who stayed back in the kitchen until it was time for her to come out and greet her patrons and offer up samples of whatever new confectionary treat she’d been experimenting with. It was exactly what Jessica wanted, just like that. A case full of croissants, cookies, breads, cupcakes, donuts. Then her mind populated the fantasy with hundreds of portraits of herself staring back from the glass case, and she groaned. That would be part of it, too. Maybe she could flip the cookies over so the faces didn’t show. That wouldn’t be so bad. 

She played around with who she would want behind the counter. Miranda, obviously, but her best friend would probably have other things she wanted to do with her life, which was understandable. The next face that came to mind was Kate’s, though Jessica wasn’t sure if that was due to the sound of Kate’s screeching voice floating through the window from the front yard or not. 

“Damn, she’s really going after them today, isn’t she?” Mason said as Jess opened her eyes and stared over his head at her window. 

“Well, it is the last week of pledging …” But Mason was right. Even for Kate, this sounded a little rough. 

She stood from her desk, her knees aching from sitting for so long, and pulled the blanket that she kept around her shoulders closer. With such a big house, the downstairs almost never warmed up when it was this cold outside. She crawled onto her bed and peeked out the window. She could just see the tail end of the line of girls from there. They were wet again, except this time, perhaps because of the cold she felt hovering around the window, she knew immediately that this wasn’t okay. At the end of the line of pledges were Rebecca, Grace, and Courtney, each standing on one leg, arms outstretched to the side while someone who was obscured by the edge of the house brought the spray of the hose across them again and again. The shouting Jess knew immediately as Kate. How was the girl not hoarse yet? So much hazing, so many late-night excursions with blindfolded pledges. 

Kate appeared in view, standing only a few inches ahead of Courtney, who seemed relieved to have a momentary break from the water. The Wurst girl kept her arms outstretched as Kate began speaking to her, though Jess couldn’t hear what was being said. 

In that moment, seeing the clear determination and pain on Courtney’s face while Kate bared down on her, it finally clicked. Jessica had neglected to take Judith’s advice and decide on a specific point where she would begin to trust Courtney, but she didn’t need to. Because it was suddenly crystal clear. 

Courtney had changed. She wasn’t some trained Russian spy trained to withstand this sort of torture. She really wanted it. She wanted to change. Only genuinely wanting it could carry someone through this. What else could motivate her this way?

Unless …

She pulled out her phone and texted, “It’s Jess. Any chance Trent is being held hostage somewhere?” but paused before going any further. 

It would be the first text she sent Chris from the phone he’d given her months before. Was this really how she wanted to break the ice?

But it was important, so she pressed send. 

Not fifteen seconds later, he responded with. “Not really. I saw him trolling Stephanie Lee on Facebook just yesterday.”

No additional, “How are you?” or “I miss you,” or any other nonsense. She appreciated that. But it also left her feeling a little …

Didn’t matter. No hostage situation of note. That settled it.

She jerked her attention back around to the hazing when she distinctly heard Kate’s voice shout, “Pigfuckers!” 

“Did Kate just shout pigfuckers?” Mason asked amusedly from the floor.

Jess didn’t answer. On the front lawn, Courtney Wurst was sobbing and shaking, and the leg she’d been holding up straightened and planted on the ground as her arms fell too. Then Kate rounded on her. 

“Uuuuuugh,” Jess moaned. 

“What is it, my fierce muse?”

She ignored her least favorite pet name of all time. “I’m about to have to do something awful.” Jumping off the bed, she power walked out of the room, through the downstairs, and out the front door, making straight for where Courtney stood crying, Kate still at her throat. 

“Damn you, Johanna!” Jess spat, when the sister holding the hose turned suddenly toward her and sent a stream of freezing cold tap water across Jess’s midsection.

Johanna gasped, grabbed her chest, and fell to her knees, dropping the hose. 

Jessica sucked in air, grimacing. “Oh shit! Sorry! I forgot I did that.” But she didn’t have more time to spare for it than that. Assuming there were no preexisting congenital heart conditions at play, Johanna would be fine.

How long had the pledges been out here? While she’d been sitting inside worrying about lawyers for her bakery, she should have been outside, worrying about lawyers suing the shit out of her sorority. Wendy would likely wind up hospitalized with an aneurysm if NAO ended up in the news for a hypothermia-related hazing fatality. In Texas, no less. Talk about avoidable. 

“You trying to tell me your family is practically pigfucker royalty, but you’re not?” Kate shouted just before Jessica wedged an arm between her and Courtney, shoving the pledge mistress back a few steps. 

“We’re done,” Jessica said, staring Kate right in her intense eyes. She turned to the pledges. “We’re done for the night. Go warm up and dry off. Shit.”

None of the balancing pledges moved, though. They remained focused on Kate. Jess exhaled a chuckle. She couldn’t believe it. “I said, you’re done. Go dry off so you don’t die.”

A few pledges started to lower their legs, but that was all. “This isn’t a test. I’m the president of this organization, not to mention a messiah”—she hated playing the messiah card, but she could deal with that later—“and I’m telling you to stop putting up with this shit and go warm up. Isn’t listening to everything I say one of your goddamned commandments?”

More pledges lowered a leg, but none put a foot to the ground. 

Then Kate said, “Do what she says. She’s God’s daughter, for chrissake!” 

Feet hit the ground and the pledges hurried off inside, except Courtney, who seemed too beside herself to do much of anything. Jessica wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled the girl along with her, up the front steps and into the house, where she sat her at the table then ran and grabbed a towel. She wrapped it around Courtney’s shoulders then sat at another chair facing her long-time nemesis.

Once Courtney’s sobs had subsided, she managed, “Does this mean I’m out?”

Jessica laughed before she could stop herself. “What? No. This means … I don’t know what this means, but we wouldn’t kick you out for this. That’d be awful.” She paused. “Do you even still want to be in NAO?” If Jess had been asked to endure that sort of treatment, she would have been long gone. She had enough shit in her life to deal with without torture added to the list.

Maybe someday, though. 

She shook the morbid neurosis from her mind to focus back on Courtney. 

“Of course.”

“Of course? I mean, sure. Of course.” She looked around the room, where other pledges were scattered, waiting in line for the bathroom or simply shivering under their towel. “I’m gonna call you a cab. I’m sorry Kate called you a”—she steadied her voice so she wouldn’t laugh at the ridiculousness of it, which would sort of ruin the sentiment—“pigfucker.”

Courtney shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Nothing I haven’t heard before.”

Jess wondered briefly if she’d rather be called the Antichrist or a pigfucker before standing again and heading back outside to deal with the second part of this awful equation. 

Kate was ordering around Johanna, Jane, and Simone as they cleaned up the hodgepodge of strange objects, the uses of which Jessica couldn’t even begin to guess at—beach balls, a small trampoline, a few crumpled wind socks. 

“We need to talk,” Jess said as assertively as she could. Kate looked up, not appearing even the least chagrined. 

“Yeah?”

“You went too far.”

Kate nodded understandingly. “I think you’re overreacting.”

“It’s thirty degrees out here! You had them lined up like some sort of Karate Kid wet T-shirt contest from hell! Are you trying to get us sued?”

“First of all, my uncle’s a mega successful, well-known lawyer, so we’re fine. Secondly, we’ve talked about this, Jess. This is for your benefit. So you don’t have to worry at all about who you surround yourself with. We have to vet. And after what you told me about Courtney, I knew I needed to give her special attention. Judith may trust her, but you and I know better.”

“I think I trust her, Kate.”

Kate’s head jerked back. “Why?”

“Why else would she do all this? She’s not a trained spy, and before you ask about a hostage situation, I already looked into it, and her brother was trolling the Asian girl from our graduating class just yesterday.”

Kate’s lips parted just the slightest bit as her brows pinched together in the center. “I don’t know that I follow. But even still, you are too trusting, Jessica. That’s why you need me to do this. Think of all the times you’ve been burned in your life. You may not like the process, but it’s necessary if you’re going to have a safe environment where it’s not leaked to the media every time you take a loud shit.”

“A loud shit?”

Kate nodded solemnly. “You’re a loud shitter, Jessica.”

Jessica sighed. “It just doesn’t feel right.”

“Maybe you should see a doctor, then.”

“No. Not … not that. The hazing. I can’t be a part of it. It seems too mean.”

Kate threw her hands onto her hips. “Then don’t be a part of it! I mean, you basically already aren’t.”

Jessica’s next words caught in her throat, but she managed to force them out. “No. I don’t think I want to be a part of the sorority if this is what we do to people. I’ve been bullied and humiliated my whole life. I agreed to this because I want friends. And now people I’ve never met are coming and asking to be my friend and this is how they’re treated?”

“It’s necessary.”

Jessica rubbed her hand down her face. “I know. I know. And I know in some respects, you’re right about all of it.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Jessica sighed. “I don’t know if I can be a part of this anymore, Kate. A part of NAO.”

Finally, Kate’s certainly cracked. “But … NAO is about you. It’s about worshipping you and celebrating feminism and if you leave—”

“You can still do those things. I won’t stop you. But I— I need some time to think about it. I need a few days away. Can you just promise to press pause on the torture until I decide what I’m going to do?”

Kate nodded and swallowed hard, her usually squinty eyes large and round, and Jessica exhaled and headed back inside. 

“Let’s go to your place,” she said once she was in her bedroom.

Mason looked up. “Whatever you say, Christ-lady.” He stood and threw his guitar over his shoulder.

“It’s not whatever I say,” she barked back.

His green eyes shot open, his eyebrows flying up toward his perfectly positioned hairline. “Okay. So you don’t want to go?”

“No, I do want to go. It’s just not whatever I say.” She grabbed her backpack and threw a few essentials inside. 

When she tossed her toothbrush into the front pocket, he said, “You’re staying overnight?” 

She whirled around to face him. “Yeah, you got a problem with that?”

“No, not at all. It’s just we’ve never actually slept over with each other. In the same bed.”

“If you’re not comfortable sleeping in the same bed as your girlfriend, I’ll take the couch.”

“You kidding?” He closed the space between and pulled her into his arms, her backpack awkwardly sandwiched between their bellies so that she couldn’t feel his mediocre penis against her. “I saw the way you stood up to Kate out there. If I have my way, there’ll be no sleeping.”

She stared into his beautiful sea foam eyes and thought, What the hell? It’d been a night. She might as well give sex a shot. If it proved impossible, the night was already shit, so what was one more personal catastrophe? And if it worked and he didn’t shout anything too disturbing about her Dad, maybe the night could get better. 

“What are we waiting for, then?” she asked.

Mason groaned and led her by the hand out to his truck.




* * *






The sexual tension on the ride over to Mason’s apartment was filled with Christian rock booming from his Bose sound system, and Jessica had to keep reminding herself that all the songs were about the men in her family. Otherwise, lyrics like, “pulse your light into me,” and “you know how and when to touch me, and just what I need,” left her feeling so eager for some release that she was fixing to tell Mason to pull over onto the shoulder, because they were going to give this banging thing a try in the Texan position—on her back, spread across the front seats, feet and hands bracing on opposite windows, ignoring seat buckles jabbing into her ribs while Mason went to town on her. 

“Looks like the old roommate’s gone,” he said, poking his head through the front door. “Hello?”

No answer, so he held open the door and ushered Jessica inside. 

“Just the two of us,” he added. 

And just like that, as if those were magic words, Jessica started to second-guess sex with Mason. He was hot, sure, but was this really going to happen?

He sure seemed convinced that it was, as he stripped off his shirt and discarded it on the tan shag carpet of his bedroom floor. 

But then he grabbed his guitar. “Before we do this, I want everything to be perfect. I wrote this song and immediately knew it was the one I wanted to play for you before our first time together. It’s called, ‘Dream Girl.’ ”

Jessica closed the door behind her and then leaned her back against it, crossing her arms over her chest. “Okay. But that’s kind of weird.”

Mason smiled shamelessly. “What can I say? You’re the muse that keeps on giving.”

She groaned. “Okay, sure.”

That was encouragement enough for him. His grin exposed his unbelievably aligned, white teeth, and he threw the guitar strap over his shoulder and, to Jessica’s surprise, dropped his drawers. Then, semi-erect penis flopping, he jumped onto the bed, reclining up against the wall, and he readied himself with a few strums. 

Man, I really need to be more careful about how I inspire people.

“Mason, can we just slow it down for a second?”

“Why? I’m dying over here. I need to feel what it’s like inside my gorgeous muse. I can’t even imagine the songs that will inspire.”

“Neither can I.” Nor did she want to. “And is that all I am to you? A muse? I just hang around you, and you write songs about me and use them to get more fame for you?”

He sat up straight. “Huh? Is that what you think?” He scooted his bare ass to the edge of the bed. “Jessica, no, no, no … You’re so much more than that to me.”

“Then how come we’re been together for almost a year and you’ve never said you love me?”

Mason paused, and a small, momentary tic took hold of his jaw. “I couldn’t love you. Not the right way. I’ve told you this. We’ve talked about this.”

“No, I think you were right the first time. You told me that. We didn’t talk about it. You said, ‘Jessica, don’t fall in love with me.’ What am I supposed to say to that?”

“I’m not worthy of your romantic love, Jessica, that’s what I mean! And for me to fall in love with you, to tell you I love you, who am I to think I’m worthy of reciprocation? My heart can’t even begin to contemplate you in a way that would allow me to truly love you the way you deserve. But I can worship you. That’s something I can do.”

“Ew, gross. I don’t want to be worshipped. You know what?” She pushed off the wall and placed her hand on the door knob. “You’re just as bad as NAO. You tell me how I should feel, how you’re not worthy of me, how I should be worshipped, how I’m not equal. But what the hell about what I think in all this? You think putting me on a pedestal is the right thing to do? You know what people put on pedestals? Objects. Prized possessions. Vases … I guess—I’ve never owned a pedestal. Or a vase. Doesn’t matter. You might consider me your prized possession, Mason, but that still treats me like an object, and I think I’m tired of that. I’m tired of people projecting their bullshit onto me and keeping me just far enough away so they don’t risk realizing I’m not whatever they wanted me to be. I want someone to get to know me, god dammit! I don’t need another song about me. I don’t need another story told about me by someone who never listens to me and doesn’t know jack shit!”

Mason sat silently, his shoulders deflating along with his dick. “You don’t think I know you?”

Jessica chuckled humorlessly. “No. I don’t. Otherwise, you wouldn’t’ve written an entire song about how I pray to God, because you’d know I don’t do that.”

He held up a hand to stop her. Apparently she’d gone a shade too far. “Now, come on, Jessica. That’s not exactly what ‘Pray Street’ is about. It’s about—”

“Oh shut it, Mason. Real art doesn’t need to be explained anyway.” She pulled open the door and Mason quickly asked, “Where are you going?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I can find someone in this insane state who’ll help me off my pedestal and have a real conversation with me.” She thought about slamming the door but decided against it, because, strangely, she wasn’t actually that angry. Just tired, maybe a little bored, probably sad. 

It wasn’t until she’d made it down the stairs and crossed the apartment complex to reach the front gate that she gave Mason’s question some serious thought. Where was she going? She lived in the NAO house, not a dorm, and even if she did want to get back to all her things, she’d have one heck of a time getting out there without a car. 

Mason’s apartment was close enough to campus that at least she wasn’t completely stranded. She could head to one of the twenty-four hour coffee shops, but she couldn’t sleep there, and sleeping was the only thing in the world she knew for certain she wanted just then. A heavy sleep. One where she would wake up twelve hours later and not know what decade she was in until consuming a greasy plate of early afternoon Mexican food. 

She knew who she wanted to call, but when she pulled out her phone to actually dial up Miranda, she realized just how late it was and decided against having her friend drive on I-35 this late for a non-emergency. She pulled up her messenger to find someone else to send an SOS to, and the first name caught her eye. He would pick her up and give her a place to crash, no question there. But what would happen then?

Only one way to find out, she supposed. She called him. 

“Hey, Jess, what’s up?”

His voice sent warm waves through her body. “This is going to sound strange, but I’m stranded and I’m wondering if I can stay at your place for the night.”

“Of course,” Chris replied without pause. “One condition, though.”

She held her breath. “Yes?”

“I’m gonna need you to explain exactly what the hell. First you’re asking whether Trent is a hostage, now you’re stranded. Something really fucked up must be happening in Asia if God’s left you so high and dry.”

She laughed despite herself. It felt like someone had just thrown her a life preserver. Her eyes start to tear up and she instantly blamed PMS for that, since her period was only three weeks away and her body was still pretty much a mystery to her. “Sure. Um. Where do you live now?” She couldn’t believe she didn’t know. It’d been that long. 

“University Lofts. Where are you? I can pick you up.”

“No, it’s fine, I can walk.”

“Psh. Like hell. I’m not letting you walk around this town by yourself at night. Just today I saw someone double fisting an Old English and a cell phone behind the wheel of a car. And if you’re wondering the same thing I was when I saw it, I can tell you that no, the two impairments don’t offset. Now where are you?”

She sighed. “Springview apartments.”

“Oh damn. That shithole? Doesn’t matter. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

She hung up the phone and slipped it back into her pocket before finding a seat on a large rock just outside the gates. She closed her eyes and waited for the familiar sound of Chris’s HEMI to emerge in the distance. 
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“I thought University Lofts was the other way,” Jessica said, looking around. The trees and buildings looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite match them to any specific location. For some reason, her mind associated them with Mooretown, not San Marcos. But it was late.

“We’re not going to my place yet. There’s something I need to do first.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’ll see.”

For some reason, she didn’t feel the need to inquire further. She trusted Chris. If he needed to do something, then she’d go along for the ride. 

As the cab fell silent, a song on the radio caught her attention. She recognized it immediately. “Whoa. Is that …” She turned it up. Huh. She could have sworn it was Mason’s.

Chris reached between them and held up his phone, where the music was queued up. “I thought you should know. Miranda sent me these songs. I almost didn’t believe it when I heard it.”

“It sounds exactly like ‘Jesus Thing,’ except … Who’s Jimmy? These lyrics don’t make any sense.”

“Yeah, Mason’s version actually makes more sense than that one.” As they slowed to a red light, Chris tapped his phone screen and a new song started. “But this one … This one’s way better than Mason’s version.”

“Version?” Jessica asked, confused. But as she listened to the music, something started to wake up in the back of her brain. “I thought this sounded familiar when Mason sang it. No, I’ve heard this one before. Before Mason, I mean.”

Chris nodded. “Everyone has, Jess. Everyone has.”

Still not entirely comprehending, Jess shook her head. “But how. How has no one called him out on this? Do you think he knows?” 

Shrugging, Chris turned up the song. 

Sure enough, the lyrics about hiking up a skirt actually had more sufficient context in this version than they did in “Christ Into Me.” Jessica sat and let it sink in. Finally, after what was apparently not the Mason White original “Rise from His Grave,” Jessica had heard enough. She turned down the volume. “Miranda knew right away. That’s what she was talking about with Quentin at the show.”

“Yep.”

“How long have you known?”

The truck turned onto an old dirt road and Jessica became especially confused. They were definitely in Mooretown. Or rather, just outside of it. But how?

“After Miranda and Quentin came to visit and you ran me off. I called Miranda the next day and she mentioned it.”

But she was unable to ask any more follow-up questions, as Chris’s truck pulled off the road underneath the sky full of stars. 

They were here. The place where they’d first kissed, where he’d brought her after prom so they could try another first. 

“This is a dream.” 

Chris nodded slowly, killing the engine and turning his attention to her. 

“How long has this been a dream?” She looked to him for the answer, though why she should expect a dream to be that self-aware, she wasn’t sure. 

“Does it matter?”

“I guess not.” But it sure would be a nice little treat if, say, the past twenty years turned out to be part of an elaborate dream. 

“It’s already set up,” he said. Then he nodded slightly toward the bed of the truck and she understood. 

She sighed. “I’ll give it a shot, but Jesus is probably going to show up.”

Chris’s easy attitude hitched almost instantly. “Wait. You think… never mind. I guess it makes sense.” Then a devilish grin spread across his face. “Let’s see if we can beat him here.”

She laughed and jumped out of the truck as fast as she could. 

Before she knew it, or maybe it was in instantaneous dreamtime, she was on the mattress in the back of the truck. Only it wasn’t an air mattress. No, this wasn’t one of her ordinary shitty dreams. Her subconscious had gone all out with what she understood to be a memory foam mattress, fully dressed with feather-soft sheets and a warm quilt that provided the perfect weight once she was under it … and suddenly naked. But Chris was naked, too, and when he pressed up against her, she could feel that he was already itching to go. So was she. 

She stuck her head up and scanned for her half-brother. Could it be that this was simply a random lucid dream that he had nothing to do with? If so, better not blow it. This opportunity might not come up again. 

“Requesting permission,” Chris said. 

Huh. Was that really how her subconscious imagined this going? That didn’t seem like something she would particularly want him to say before sex. But as her mother always said, “There’s no accounting for what people like when they’re bangin’.”

So she went with it, because apparently her subconscious thought it was hot. “Permission granted.”

Chris didn’t waste another second. And in the unaccountable period of time that followed, everything else was exactly as she wanted, even if she’d never known she wanted it that way. 

Thank you, subconscious!

Chris seemed to be in heaven, too, which was another detail she didn’t know would matter to her as much as it did. Man, her conscious brain didn’t know shit about her. 

And not once during the groaning and writhing and sweating and bliss did any of her family drop in. Although that was something even her conscious mind would want to avoid.

Chris heaved on the mattress beside her once she’d reached the height of pleasure for time unknown and fallen slowly back to earth. 

“Can we do that again?” she asked. 

So they did. 

And again. 

And again.

If she hadn’t already been sure it was a dream, managing that many orgasms in the course of a night would’ve clinched it. 

“I’m not even tired yet,” she panted. “I mean, I’m panting, but I feel like I could do that twelve more times.”

“Thirteen,” Chris said from his position atop her.

“I think we should try some new ways, though. I’m worried I’ll never get another dream like this.”

Chris laughed and shook his head. “Man, you keep saying that. It’s crazy.”

“Saying what?”

“Talking like this is your dream. I must have gotten better at lucid dreaming than I even realized.”

“But it is my dream,” she said uncertainly. “I think I’d know if it weren’t.”

Chris pulled back but not out. “Uh, I think I’d know if it weren’t my dream.”

“Oh shit.” It was so obvious. So damn obvious. “This is a Jesus dream!”

She felt Chris grow soft, which seemed the appropriate reaction. “But he’s not here.”

Jessica pressed her palms into her eyes to clear her head. “Yes, but still. I think it’s like a Jesus dream, in that we’re both dreaming it. We’re having the same dream, Chris.”

“How is that possible?”

She opened her eyes to stare up at him, his angel face haloed by the moon. “I don’t know, but you know what it means, right?”

He nodded, an equal mixture of fear and awe swirling in his eyes. “We just had dream sex.”




* * *






There were quite a few moral and philosophical questions that went along with dream sex, none of which Jessica’s mind was prepared to explore as she woke up in the soft morning light of Chris’s bedroom. Her mind rapidly populated the memory gaps of the night before. Chris had picked her up outside Mason’s apartment and then drove her straight back to his apartment, not Mooretown. Then he’d told her she could have the bed, and he’d slept on the couch. 

So wait. Was the whole thing about Mason’s songs true or not?

Not the important part, McCloud!

But she hoped it was true, because it might help alleviate the guilt she felt about dream cheating on her boyfriend. 

Is it cheating?

DOES IT MATTER?

Oh no. Could you see … were you watching?

MORE OR LESS. BUT I WATCH A LOT OF DREAMS. EVEN THE MOST EXPANSIVE TO THE DREAMER ONLY LAST A FEW GOD SECONDS. 

No, please don’t say God seconds is a thing.

I SHALL BECAUSE IT IS. YOU THOUGHT I WAS CONFINED TO YOUR SLOW PERCEPTION OF TIME? 

I know I should ask more about this, because it seems important to both science and religion, but I can’t. My brain hurts. And I don’t think it would change anything anyway. 

IT WOULD NOT.

So am I still a virgin?

I THOUGHT YOU WERE NO LONGER USING THAT TERM.

She groaned. True. But does it count as sex?

CONSIDERING I LET IT HAPPEN, THE ANSWER SHOULD BE OBVIOUS TO YOU.

No?

NO.

While something about that annoyed her—why wouldn’t God just let her have real sex?!—a bigger, louder thought erupted: 

Oh shit. I found a loophole. 

THERE IS ALWAYS A LOOPHOLE. I VERY MUCH ENJOYED CREATING THE CONCEPT. IT CAME AFTER BOOMERANGS BUT BEFORE BUREAUCRACY. IT WAS ACTUALLY WHAT GAVE ME THE IDEA FOR BUREAUCRACY. 

So can I dream bang people as much as I want?

LET’S NOT GET CARRIED AWAY. CHRISTOPHER IS A SPECIAL SITUATION.

Because he’s an angel?

EXACTLY. 

That feels elitist.

IT IS. IT IS THE ORIGINAL ELITISM. BUT IF YOU WANT THINGS TO BE FAIR, LET ME KNOW AND —POOF!—DREAM SEX WILL NO LONGER BE A POSSIBILITY FOR ANGELS. OR YOU.

No, no. I think I’m okay with this elitism.

Her body still tingled from orgasms uncountable. No, the elitism could stay. Mmm … elitism.

The sound of pots and pans clacking, the sink turning on, and cabinets opening and closing again pulled her out of her head and into her physical surroundings.

I guess I should go talk with Chris.

She rolled out of bed and realized she was still in her clothes from last night. Then the rest of the night came back to her in unwanted flashes. There was Kate yelling “pigfucker” at Courtney, Mason sitting naked on the bed with a hard dick and his guitar, and most upsetting of all, the pained look of longing on Chris’s face when she’d hurriedly said goodnight and left him on the couch before heading into his room to pass out on his bed, which he’d offered up willingly enough.

With the memory of his expression like a fresh wound in her mind, she cracked open the bedroom door, and peered out into the kitchen. Chris wore only a pair of boxer briefs, tented shamelessly as he hummed to himself and merrily cracked two eggs on the frying pan. 

Slowly approaching the breakfast bar, she said, “Morning.”

Chris turned around, and his grin spread wider. “Well hello there.” Then, as she sat herself on a tall stool overlooking the counter and the kitchen beyond, he added, “Sleep well?” He wiggled his eyebrows at her, and she laughed as the heavy worry in her chest seemed to explode and float away on a strong breeze. 

“I did. I had the strangest dream.”

“Oh yeah?” He set a steaming cup of coffee down in front of her. “You should tell me about it in graphic detail after breakfast.”

God, she’d missed him. She got up from her stool and walked around to stand in front of him. “Why wait?” 

He grunted and pulled her in close. As she stared up into his familiar blue eyes, she almost lost track of where she was in time and space. 

“I missed you,” she said.

His eyes flickered down to her lips. “You don’t even know.” 

She went in for the kiss, but he pushed her gently back. “Wait.” He reached for his phone, and before her startled outrage could gain momentum, she realized what he was doing. The familiar music played through the stereo in the living room.

She chuckled as Chris returned and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her in. 

“I like this version better,” she said. 

“Mason may be a total douche, but at least he had enough sense to rip off a good band.” Chris shook his head and chuckled lightly. “I don’t know what it is about this song, but it just hits me, you know?”

She giggled as Chris began swaying them slowly to the rhythm. “What’s this one actually called?”

“Angel.” 

Ah. Okay. About that. Maybe she should mention—

But before she could, he lowered his lips to hers and she forgot about everything until the smell of eggs burning reminded her that nothing could ever be truly perfect. 

But maybe things could still be pretty good.
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Something about getting dream laid provided much-needed mental clarity for Jessica. Was this why adults were so set on kids not having sex? Because it would allow them to cut through the layers upon layers of bullshit that kept them from thinking for themselves?

Or maybe she was over caffeinated and that’s why she felt clear minded and determined, but she was pretty sure it was the dream boning.

Chris had hitched a ride with one of his teammates over to the gym, leaving Jessica the keys to his truck in case she needed to get around town. Had he known what she would use his truck to do? Probably. Man, had everyone known how doomed her relationship with Mason was? Clearly.

Well, everyone except her. 

Even Mason hadn’t seemed all that shocked when she’d arrived at his place earlier that afternoon and told him it was over. 

It sure would be nice if being God’s daughter meant I wasn’t always the last to know things. 

While parking on campus was a veritable nightmare during the week, Saturdays were a different story, and she found parking only a little ways from the business school without much trouble. She didn’t have to wonder if Dr. Bell would be in her office—the woman never seemed to leave. 

And then there was the chance that Dr. Bell’s angelic intuition would have told her to be in her office because that’s where Jessica would go to find her. Maybe. Who even knew how all that worked. After the mention of God seconds, she wasn’t particularly keen to probe too far into those mysteries. She had enough complications on her plate in human time alone. 

When Jessica knocked on the frame of Dr. Bell’s open office door, the woman was engrossed in her work, typing on her laptop like the keys needed to be subdued through brute force. 

“Wish I could say I was surprised to see you here today, Jessica.”

“Back at ya.” Jessica scooted out the vacant chair and inhaled deeply. “I broke up with Mason.”

Dr. Bell nodded. Apparently she had realized the relationship was doomed, too. “And how’d that go?”

Jessica shrugged. “Fine. He acted sad at first, but it became obvious he was more worried about whether or not I’d allow him to continue writing songs about me. I told him I wouldn’t stop him. Then I suggested he listen to this cool band whose music I thought he’d like.” She paused, her mind puzzling over his response once again. “He said he’d never heard of them. And I think he meant it.” That wasn’t why she was here, though. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve made a few decisions.”

“Wow. You do realize most college students take the weekend to not think about things, right?”

“Hm. Must be nice.”

“So what did you decide?”

Jessica sat up straight in her chair. Dr. Bell wouldn’t like what she was about to say, but the angel would come to support it eventually. “I’m dropping out of college.”

Bell didn’t even blink; she continued staring at Jessica like nothing had been said. A few seconds later, Dr. Bell blinked and said. “Yes, I think that’s best.”

“You … what?”

Dr. Bell sighed. “In the few years I’ve known you, I’ve never heard you speak with such conviction. Kate told me what happened between you two last night. You seem to be on quite a roll, so sure, why not drop out?”

“Huh. I didn’t expect you to support this.”

Dr. Bell leaned back and shook her head. “Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s a crazy idea, but sometimes a decision, any decision, is better than not knowing what we want. Do you know how many young ladies I’ve seen come to campus and leave without ever learning that they could make a decision for their life? I suppose you’ve talked with your Father about this?”

Jessica shook her head. “Not about this. Just about Chris.”

Raising an eyebrow, Bell asked casually, “And what about Chris?” The corners of her mouth twitched slightly upward. 

“Um. It’s a long story, but we had a shared dream and … um, I think we’re back together. Or we will be soon.”

Bell laughed. “You two had dream sex, didn’t you?”

Jessica’s mouth fell open. “Huh?”

The professor nodded. “Yep. I knew something seemed different about you.”

“What do you mean?” Was it really that obvious?

“You’re happy. And you finally know what you want.”

Jessica squinted skeptically. “So sex does that for people? It’s not just the coffee?”

Dr. Bell leaned forward. “Good sex does that. Not just any sex.” She leaned back again. 

But Jessica wasn’t here to talk about sex with her angel professor. “I started a list last night of all the things I need to get started on a bakery. I think I could have them all within a few months.”

Bell pressed her lips together and nodded minutely. “I’m sure you could. You might still be a little raw about NAO, but if nothing else, hasn’t it shown you your ability to gather people to you?”

Jessica shrugged. “I guess so. But it was more Kate who did the gathering.”

“Well sure, and she’ll continue to do that if you ask. But you attracted Kate in the first place. So just attract more Kates, and for each one you find, she’ll bring in twelve more. It’s called networking.”

“And what about you?” This was the main reason Jessica had made this trip on a Saturday. She may have Dr. Bell’s approval, but she needed more than that. She needed her support and guidance if this crazy idea was going to work. “Can I count on you?”

The professor narrowed her eyes not unkindly and a soft chuckle seemed to jostle her chest. “I’m not opposed to working pro bono, given the right situation.”

“What about a former student who wants to drop out of college and start a gluten-free bakery? Would that be the right situation?”

Bell pretended to think about it. “Hmm … it would depend on a few things.”

“What if I told you this student was the daughter of God?”

“Ah yes. As long as she truly believed that, then I would say yes.”

Jessica stood. “My people will be in touch.” She struggled to keep a straight face. 

Bell stood as well. “As yes, very good. Have your people call my people.”

As Jessica reached the doorway, she turned. “Thanks for all your help.”

Dr. Bell waved her off. “Thanks for being the messiah. Somebody around here had to be, and shit, better you than me.”




* * *






The student fitness center was somewhere Jessica had been meaning to visit for years but never gotten around to, due to a whole heaping pile of bullshit—just one thing after another, it seemed. 

She swiped her ID and entered the giant indoor complex. Holy shit. This was like a city in and of itself. A handsome student in a sleeveless tee smiled at her from behind the smoothie bar counter. She smiled back out of habit before thinking, There’s a fucking smoothie bar in here and I never knew? What other magical secrets did this place hold? Is this why tuition was so high?

It didn’t matter. She was here on a mission. Bell’s support had only added momentum to her already momentous day, and she wanted to put everything back to where it should have been this whole time. Then she wanted to have a bunch of dream sex. Like, days of it. Years, maybe. Those were her priorities: prepare for life and have dream sex with Chris. But not in that order.

A male student she’d never seen in her life caught her eye as he approached from the opposite direction. “You looking for Chris?”

“Uh, yes, actually.”

He nodded. “He was doing leg presses last time I saw him.”

She gazed around the large space. Just below where she stood was a room of exercise equipment. She scanned the faces, but didn’t spot Chris. 

“No,” said the stranger, “that’s the aerobic stuff. You’re looking for weight training. That’s around the corner and down the hall, then take a left where you hear the grunting.”

“Thanks.”

He smirked at her. “No problem, Jess.”

Was this guy an angel or just someone Chris had already bragged to about last night? 

She followed the sound of grunting, and as soon as she entered into the huge weight room, her eyes locked onto Chris. He was already staring at her, as if he knew she’d appear in the doorway, and she motioned for him to come and he scooted off the ab machine and followed her out into the hallway, where he stood over her, grinning shamelessly. “Couldn’t stand to be away from me?”

“No. Well, yes, but that’s not entirely why I’m here.”

He nodded confidently. “Okay. What’s up?”

“I’m dropping out.” She thought ripping the Band-Aid off quickly was best.

“Of … college?”

She nodded. 

“You sure about that?”

She nodded more adamantly.

“You’re never sure of things, Jess, so I guess this is good.”

“It is. There’s something else I’m sure of.”

He bit back a smile, as if he already knew. “Yeah? What’s that?”

“I love you and I think we should head back to your place immediately and take some NyQuil together.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her in. He didn’t smell great, but she dealt with it like a champ. “I thought you’d never ask.” Then he paused and his expression changed. “But there’s, um, something I should tell you first. And maybe you’ll still want to be with me, maybe not.” He let go of her and stepped away, and her heart began to race. 

“I’m sure it’s fine, whatever it is.”

Oh my god! What is it?!

He looked at her sideways. “We’ll see.” Inhaling deeply, he looked around to make sure no one else could hear. “I’m, uh, well, this might sound crazy, but I think— no, I know that I’m an … angel.” He whispered the last word and then grimaced. 

Jessica felt the tension ease out of her shoulders. “I know.”

“You know?”

“Yeah. I know.”

“So you don’t care that I’m an angel?”

Jessica shook her head. “Not at all. It’s the only reason we could do what we did last night, actually.”

His eyes popped open as he stared vaguely at the air above her head. “Oh wow. That’s lucky. Then I guess I’m glad I’m an angel, too.” His gratitude slipped back into concern, though, as he returned his attention to her face. “How does your Father feel about you and an angel being together? I mean, I don’t know how the family tree stuff works. Are we related? We’re not cousins, are we?”

“I don’t know how all that works, but he says he’s okay with it.”

“Well shit! Why are we still talking, then? Let me grab my wallet, then I’m taking you home.”

He turned to run back into the weight room, but she grabbed his arm before he could get more than a step away from her. 

She yanked him toward her, pressing full against his sweaty body, and he didn’t hesitate this time. He leaned down and his soft lips found hers. 

There was a distinct chance that she was making all the wrong decisions today—maybe she would regret dropping out and leaving NAO behind and maybe waiting a little longer before making up her mind on all these important things would’ve been wise—but screw it. 

After a life that had felt like nothing but one inescapable catastrophe after another, she’d finally found a single loophole and she’d be damned if she didn’t hold onto it tight, ingest copious amounts of NyQuil (as needed), and never let it go.
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Jessica awoke late on Sunday morning, groggy from the NyQuil but clearheaded enough to realize she couldn’t keep hiding away with Chris, drugging herself and having dream sex that blew her mind and felt like it lasted for hours. She sat up and her temples pounded, sending her onto her back in bed next to Chris again. 

Come on, McCloud! You have shit to take care of.

She gritted her teeth and rose again. It was time to return to Nu Alpha Omega.

At the very least, she needed to get her things. But mostly, she needed to talk to her sisters one last time before she moved on. 

She texted Kate to give a heads up of her return, and then showered and got dressed, resisting the urge to climb back in bed with Chris and try one more time to upgrade dream sex to reality sex. But it was pointless. They’d tried before yesterday’s NyQuil binge and neither had been surprised to find the same old problem arise (or not arise, as it were).

She grabbed Chris’s keys from the coffee table where he’d tossed them the day before and fifteen minutes later, she was pulling up the long driveway toward the NAO house. 

Her sisters’ cars were all there as far as she could tell, and she inhaled deeply, reminding herself that she could do this. She’d made a decision and it was definitely the right one, and if she was smart, she wouldn’t lose all the friends she’d worked so hard to make. 

When she walked through the front door, her sisters were already gathered around the long dining room table, talking quietly. Then they fell silent as she stood in the doorway. 

“Hey.” She forced herself to walk further in. This was her sorority. She was still the president and founder and reason for it to exist at all. She wasn’t an outsider. Maybe they were worried about what she had to say. They didn’t need to be. Nothing would really change for them. 

She took a seat in her usual spot in the center and the rest waited for her to speak, even Kate, who sat facing her on the opposite side of the table. 

“I’m not mad at anyone, so don’t worry.” While that didn’t erase the tension, it did seem to chip away at it. “But I’ve realized a couple things over the past few days.” She inhaled to steady herself against nerves and medication-induced grogginess that made everything around her spin just a little bit. “It’s time for me to move on. I want y’all to keep going, though. I want you to keep running NAO. I’m stepping down, and Kate will take over, but she was always more of a president anyway, so I’m sure you’re in good hands.”

“Where are you going?” Maddy asked from the end of the table.

“I’m dropping out of school. I’m gonna start a bakery.”

Judith chuckled. “Take me with you?”

A few sisters also laughed, and when Jessica did, too, the mood lightened. “Yeah, I’m pretty excited about it.”

“Good,” Kate said. “You should be.” And when Jessica turned her attention to the new president’s face, Kate added, “I’m sorry I got carried away with the rites.”

Jessica waved her off. “No, it’s fine. I can’t be squeamish about what needs to be done. And now I realized I was anxious about a lot of things that weren’t related to it, and I let it get the best of me. I’m sorry.”

“Still,” Kate persisted. “I shouldn’t have argued with you about it. You call the shots.”

“Not anymore,” Jessica said. “Now you call the shots. And I’m certain you’ll make the right calls.”

Simone said, “So you’re not going to disband NAO?”

Jessica shook her head firmly. “No way. And actually, I know this is a little ways down the road, but I’m wondering if there are any other campuses that might want to open a chapter. Once you’re done bringing in the new pledge class, obviously.”

Kate’s eyes opened wide. “I was thinking the same thing.”

“Of course you were.” 

“Where are you going to go?” Pippa asked. 

“Not sure yet. Gonna start scouting around.”

Judith cleared her throat. “I wasn’t kidding. Take me with you. Wherever it is.”

“I need you here, though,” Jessica said. “How else are we going to recruit the apathetic chainsmoker demographic?”

Judith rolled her eyes. 

That took care of that business, at least, but there was still more to discuss, and holy shit did she want to discuss it with this exact group of people. “So I broke up with Mason.”

Kate held up her palm to Natalie, who sat on Jessica’s right, and the girls high-fived. 

“And I got back together with Chris.”

“Hell yeah!” Jamie shouted. 

Jessica laughed. “Oh just wait. It gets better.”
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It was a sweltering hot day already, but Jessica didn’t mind. For one, it meant Chris wore only a sleeveless shirt, showing off his biceps and providing helpful visual fodder to be used once the two of them fell asleep that night. But also, she was technically on vacation and it was technically her birthday and she was technically intoxicated, so it was hard to worry about anything. Sure, she was running low on scratch-off money, but Austin was a big city with lots of gas stations that she could alternate between without drawing suspicion. 

Where she sat on the cafe patio with Chris, Miranda, and Quentin, there was just enough of a breeze to make her sweat helpful, and things were starting to make sense to her as she stared out onto the busy sidewalks of South Congress Avenue. 

As they finished off the last of their late brunch, Jessica tried counting the number of mimosas she’d consumed while at the table. It was definitely less than ten, but probably more than five. 

“I’ve made a decision,” she said, as the conversation reached a natural lull.

“Oh yeah?” Miranda asked. “What’s that?”

“I’m going to open my bakery in Austin.”

Miranda shrugged. “Well, duh.”

“Duh?”

“Yeah, duh. You said you would scout out the best place and start it there. You think anywhere else has a demand for gluten-free foods and a moderate enough openness to religion that you could be successful? I think Austin’s your only potential market. Why do you think I insisted you come spend the week at our condo?”

“Psh, I don’t know. Because you missed me? Because you wanted to help me celebrate my twenty-first?”

Miranda flicked her wrist, waving off the suggestions. “Yeah, sure, fine. But mostly I was tired of you dragging your feet about it.”

Jessica turned to Quentin. “Were you in on this plot, too?”

Quentin nodded slyly. 

“Ooo! Me too!” Chris said, holding up his hand. “I knew about this, too.”

She turned to her boyfriend. “And you think it’s the right decision?”

He shrugged. “You know I don’t know jack shit about business. But if you’re in Austin while I’m finishing my degree in San Marcos, I can still see you all the time.”

When the check arrived, Quentin quickly signed it and slipped his card back in his wallet.

“Nah, dude,” Chris protested. “Not fair. I didn’t even see her put it down.” He paused and his eyes crossed a little bit. “Shit, I must be drunker than I thought.”

Quentin nodded. “Probably, but also I paid when I went inside, because I knew your broke college ass wouldn’t be able to afford a place like this.”

Chris pulled his napkin from his thigh and tossed it onto the table. “Psh. The guy gets a job and a little money and thinks he can talk to people however he wants.”

“First of all, my job pays a lot of money.” Quentin lifted his glass, which only had a couple fingers of mimosa left at the bottom. “And secondly, yeah. This is why everyone wants to be rich.”

Chris conceded with a nod but then added, “Hey. About that job of yours anyway. You say you walked into the interview and the guy took one look at you then gave you the position on the spot. Just like that?”

Quentin finished off his drink and then shrugged. “Yep. Just like that.”

“Is that because you’re—” Chris stopped himself momentarily, and his eyes flashed over to Jessica. She shook her head as resolutely as she could while making as little actual movement as possible. This was neither the time nor the place to bring up Quentin’s particular divine nature for the first time. As far as she knew, Quentin was still in the dark about it himself. 

“Black?” Quentin finished for Chris. “No. I don’t think it was because I’m black.”

Chris’s mouth dropped open and his eyes flickered to Jessica’s again, this time in an appeal. She widened her eyes meaningfully at him and he seemed to understand her seriousness about not mentioning angel stuff. “Aw, c’mon, dude. That’s not what I was gonna say. Shit.”

Quentin chuckled. “I know, I know. I’m just fucking with you because I’m rich now, so I can.” 

But when Chris looked away, Quentin glanced quickly over at Miranda, whose attention had returned to people watching, before he locked eyes with Jessica and winked. 

She squinted at him, trying to read his mind. Did that wink mean what she thought it did?

He nodded subtly.

She arched an eyebrow, uncertain.

He nodded minutely again then nonchalantly jabbed a finger toward his girlfriend, shaking his head the slightest bit, his lips pressed tightly together. 

Huh. Okay. So Quentin knew but for whatever reason didn’t want Miranda to know. She’d have to corner him about that later.

Once Miranda insisted that the best way to digest brunch was with window shopping, the four of them made their way down the crowded South Congress sidewalks, staring at the generally armadillo- and boot-related oddities as they went.

Maybe it was the Champagne or maybe it was the mass amounts of vitamin C or maybe it was the sun on her skin or the clear blue sky, or the feel of Chris’s large hand in hers or the comfort of seeing Miranda and Quentin so happy with one another as they walked a few steps ahead, Quentin’s arm draped protectively around Miranda’s shoulder, but Jessica felt more relaxed in Austin than she ever had in San Marcos or Mooretown. 

Chris ran into the back of Quentin when he and Miranda stopped in their tracks, staring at something in one of the stores. Jessica glanced up to see the sign above the front door and realized it was a local bookstore. Well, that made sense. Both Miranda and Quentin were book nerds in their own way. “Anything good?” she asked, standing on her tiptoes to see over Miranda’s shoulder. “Oh. Shit.”

They weren’t staring at something inside the window, they were staring at something on the window. Specifically, a large poster. 

“For fuck sake!” Chris yelled when he got a clear glimpse of the book announcement. A few passersby jumped back at his exclamation, but he didn’t seem to care. “Can’t this guy just go away?”

A heavily touched-up photo of Jimmy Dean’s face stared back at them from the top half of the large poster. His eyes were closed, his chin lifted gently upward, his hands pressed flat together just below his mouth, as if he were praying. As if Jimmy actually thought he couldn’t do everything on his own without any help from Deus Aper. 

And below his sickening gesture was a book cover as white as everything in the church Jimmy started for himself and himself alone. The title appeared in script across the side of a train that stretched from one side of the cover to the other. 

Jessica read it off, hardly believing it even as the words crept from her lips. “Railed to the Cross: Finding God on Southern Railroads.” And below that was a date. One she knew quite well, considering it was her fucking birthday. 

God dammit, Jimmy!

She turned to find Miranda, Quentin, and Chris staring at her with a mixture of concern and alarm. She sighed. “Yeah, this is gonna be bad.”

“Uh, Jess? Is there something you want to tell us?” Miranda pointed at a line just a few inches below the release date.

Jessica had to read it twice. There were no words for the cocktail of emotions that began pulsing through her bloodstream. 

No. Not even Jimmy was this stupid, right? She read the line again, this time going as slowly as possible, just in case her eyes were playing tricks on her. She moved closer. And sure enough, written in bold black lettering, just below today’s date, was: With a forward from Jessica Christ.
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Help?




You’ve made it this far, so presumably you’re enjoying the series. That’s great!




I have one small favor to ask, though … 




As an indie author, my ability to make a living and keep producing stuff you like depends entirely on building a name for myself. The only practical way to do that is one positive review at a time. 




See where this is going?




If you leave me a glowing review, my book starts to stand out from the crowd, I get more sales, I can afford to buy the essentials like food and tampons and whiskey, and in return, I’ll keep writing this series (and others) for your entertainment. And it costs you nothing but a couple minutes of your day.




To show some review love for Nu Alpha Omega on Amazon, click here. 




Thanks!

-Claire
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As you might have guessed, I graduated from Texas State University. I love that place. I love San Marcos. I love the campus. I even love the dining hall food. 

BUT. 

Texas State is a school no one’s really heard of, so the reputation did nothing to help me in life as far as I can tell. San Marcos is kind of a dead-end town that morphs high-functioning alcoholic students into low-functioning alcoholic permanent residents with raisin-y skin. The campus really is built on a hill, which is great for getting ripped calf muscles, but not so great when you catch mono your senior year from a drinking game and have to walk from a class at the theatre building at the bottom of the hill to the student health center at the top. And the dining hall food gave me food poisoning two times. Like, bad food poisoning. Hallucinations. Luckily my bath tub was within spitting (re: vomiting) distance of the toilet. Small blessings. 

When the university plopped the statue of alumnus and former president Lyndon Baines Johnson down in the middle of the Quad, people weren’t thrilled. There were various reasons for this. Sure, the Vietnam war wasn’t a success by any standards, and LBJ was apparently kind of a racist/misogynist or whatever, but I think the most relevant and legitimate complaint was that they stuck a life-size bronze statue in the middle of an area of heavy foot-traffic. 

At first, LBJ was set right on the ground, so he looked like yet another person who’d spent too much time in a tanning bed. You expect people to move when you’re walking straight toward them—at least a little bit—but let me tell you from experience: statues don’t move. They have no sense of basic politeness in that regard. It’s also more painful (and embarrassing) to run into a statue than it is another human being. 

But the dumbest thing about the statue isn’t that he’s life-size or placed right outside the English building where famed anti-Vietnam writer Tim O’Brien was chair, it was the gesture he was making, the way he was standing. He stood there with his arm outstretched for—I suppose—a handshake. But did anyone ever shake his hand? Of course not. What students did do was rest their balls in his outstretched palm. Or take a picture with his hand groping their ass. (This was back before it was cool for a president to grab a woman by the pussy, so no one thought to do that.) Some friends of mine got drunk on forties of Old English one night and rallied the troops to go take a piss on him. That was the plan: “Let’s go piss on LBJ!” Who said college students lack a definite sense of purpose?

I don’t have particularly strong feelings one way or the other on LBJ because I don’t have to and that shit seems mega boring and beside the point now, but peeing on a statue sounds fun. Unfortunately I lack proper aim with my urethra being what it is (and that is not in a penis, just so we’re clear that there’s nothing else going on with my urethra), so I missed out because I don’t like piss-soaked socks, and that’s been the unfortunate result every time I’ve tried to pee outside—even when not wearing socks, oddly enough.

Then some students set LBJ on fire. I have that on good authority from student government officials who wish to remain anonymous. LBJ disappeared, and when he came back, he was on a stand, as if that was the reason he had disappeared and not because some students who probably had a solid D average in American history felt like being heroes to their jaded professors. So anyway, people stopped messing with ol’ Lyndon as much once he was up on a three-foot-high platform, towering above the masses. But he was a good punching bag up until that point. And it’s stories like this that connect people to a place, stories that outsiders don’t know and don’t consider when they cast stones. 

Which is why I have one cardinal rule when I write these stories: only poke fun at things from the inside out. 

It’s important to be critical of the things we’re a part of, whether that’s our culture, the institutions we join, or the fandoms we fall into. You can’t argue that outsiders “just don’t get it,” and then also discourage insiders from saying, “But this is a little fucked up.” I mean, you could, but that’s how things become terrible to the point where you’re left with the choice of either lying to yourself and others about the state of things or simply burning the whole culture/institution/fandom to the ground. 

There is, of course, one exception that I make to this rule, one thing that I will defend to the death as perfect and complete and whole. And that is Dave Matthews Band. 

I understand that this only affirms in your mind my “whiteness” or whatever, but I will always say that if you don’t like Dave Matthews Band, that’s on you, not them. You simply haven’t listened to them enough yet. Or maybe you just don’t understand music. Or maybe your definition of “words” is too narrow, because Dave knows how to say words, god dammit! 

It will surprise precisely zero of my friends that I finally worked Dave Matthews Band into a book. The only surprising bit about it is that it took me so long. Mason seemed like the perfect conduit.  Any guy who’s ever learned to play the guitar for the sole purpose of getting laid (that’s 100% of guys who know how to play guitar, for all you statisticians keeping track at home) knows how to play at least one Dave Matthews Band song. Usually “Crash Into Me” but if they’re really committed to lying with a woman or man in the biblical sense, they’ll go the extra mile and learn the fingering for “Satellite.” 

I’m fairly sure that there’s nothing in Nu Alpha Omega that would prompt the demigods of DMB to take legal action against me, but if there is, please don’t. It would “Crush” me. (Shit you guys, this book is so full of DMB song references. At one point I was like, is this “Too Much”? And there I go again.) 

By the way, if there’s anyone reading this who has a connection to Dave or Stefan or Carter or Boyd or, hell, Tim, would you please let them know I’d very much like to speak with them on an urgent matter of the heart? Thanks.




-H. Claire




P.S. Book five is on its way. I promise. If you want to be notified as soon as it’s available to buy, click here. 
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H. Claire Taylor has lived in Austin, Texas, since the eighties, and now there’s really no reason to leave. She started writing her first novel at age ten and has been making things up ever since. Nowadays, she shares a home with her husband and two black-and-white mutts and suffers from an unhealthy dependency on Post-It Notes. When she’s not working on her novels, she’s blogging at H. Claire Blogs and recording her comedy podcast, Something Nice to Say. 




You can find out more at www.hclairetaylor.com
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