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      15 AGC

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She needed to find a camera. No excuses.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hell yeah. Let’s get out of here.”

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

      A terrorist. She was sure of it.

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

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

      “Watch out, Jameson!”

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

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

      “Jess,” the terrorist said in perfect English.

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

      “You … don’t recognize me?” he asked.

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

      “I assumed … huh.”

      “Are you not a terrorist?”

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

      “Jesus?”

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

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

      Jameson sat.

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

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

      She shrugged resignedly. “I guess.”

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

      “This is a dream, Jess.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No, actually, I am real.”

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

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

      “No,” said Jess and Jesus.

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

      Jameson shut his mouth.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Miracle management,” Jess said tiredly.

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

      “That’s not very nice.”

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

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

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

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

      “Retired.”

      That made sense in a nonsensical sort of way.

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

      “Miracles? Like how?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Sounds like semantics,” said Jameson.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He nodded. “Yeah, of course. Why?”

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

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

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

      Chris chuckled. “Lesbo.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Thou shalt not smite, thou shalt not smite …

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s wrong with cheerleading?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Huh?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How you feeling?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jess found herself momentarily speechless.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      So much for making myself less killable.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

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

      “Shut up,” she grumbled.

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

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

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

      “Shut up.”

      “What? It’s true!”

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

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

      Jess sighed and nodded.

      He placed his hand gently on her jaw and turned her head toward him to
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