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      In the beginning, Jimmy had been so sure. There’d been no doubt in his mind that what he’d dreamed was more than just a dream; it was a conversation with Jesus himself. All Jimmy had to do was write it down as soon as he awoke, make a few tweaks here and there for dramatic effect, and so it was as the Good Lord intended. His prophecy. The Gospel according to Jimmy Dean. Or rather, the Gospel according to John Sonville, which was the alias he’d smartly adopted after the Utah fiasco. It was a shame that once the prophecy came to pass, no one but hordes of sinners would be around to remember that it was Jimmy who had been chosen by Jesus himself.

      But at eleven fifty-five on July sixth, Jimmy wondered if maybe he’d misread the signs.

      He’d find out in five minutes.

      He gazed out over the temple of his own making—well, someone else had built the barn, but he’d done most of the redecoration including the placement of plywood across the hay barrels to create pews that faced his chair at front and center. As he surveyed his beautiful, youthful flock, doubt jabbed at him again. What if this did just turn out to be Utah all over again? Was it possible that his dream about Jesus hadn’t been more than that: a dream?

      Just nerves, that’s all. And who wouldn’t be nervous, staring down the barrel of the apocalypse? Courage, don’t fail me now!

      The electric fans he’d placed around the barn, most of which he’d aimed at his designated seat, did little to combat the sweltering summer heat that persisted in the dead of night. If God was truly merciful, He’d have a few dozen pitchers of icy sweet tea waiting for when Jimmy and his flock arrived in Heaven. Maybe some whiskey, too.

      He took a deep breath, closing his eyes and blocking out the sight of his creation to allow his mind to focus on something other than refreshing beverages and the doe-eyed girls waiting for … well, waiting for anything, any small morsel of wisdom or divinity he might provide. He could’ve scratched his balls and they would have tried to understand what it meant about Heaven and Hell. Not for the first time, he thanked God for granting him such a classically handsome nose, trustworthy eyes, silky-soft facial hair, and a naturally slim frame. He would have credited the latter to hard physical labor, except he’d ditched that dead-end way of life and hopped a train west from Mobile first chance he got, which, turned out, was a lot sooner than he’d expected. Nothing like puberty on the open road to help turn a boy into a man, he always said.

      The girls fidgeted anxiously around him, but they didn’t speak to one another. Managing to get a group of teenaged girls to sit quietly and not gossip was perhaps the greatest miracle of this entire heavenly undertaking, rivaling even Jesus’s initial appearance in Jimmy’s dream.

      But if something went wrong, if the world wasn’t ending, if he’d misinterpreted the dream, he’d need an even grander miracle to bail him out.

      When he was younger and things had gone south, people around him would say, “It’s not the end of the world. You’ll be fine.” But as a man of faith, Jimmy knew that the end of the world was not the worst-case scenario. In his present situation, the continuation of the world, not the end of it, could lead to the worst closing act of his long journey. Non-believers didn’t take kindly to grown men gathering young, beautiful women around them and promising the blissful things Jimmy promised. Never mind that he’d never crossed the line with a single member of his flock. No one would buy that because no one ever understood the resolve of Jimmy Dean. He was nothing if not a man of moral fortitude.

      The best-case scenario for him now was the apocalypse. Anything short could lead to an interstate manhunt and a shared jail cell.

      He’d be long gone before anyone could catch his scent, though. Pure intentions and an honest mistake wouldn’t be the cross he’d die on. He’d make sure of that.

      The clock at the back of the barn ticked off the seconds until the end of the world or …

      “Pastor Sonville.”

      Jimmy opened his eyes to find Emily standing just a few feet in front of his large wooden chair in the center of the makeshift chapel of plywood-and-hay pews. Peeking out from just behind Emily was her sister, younger by three years, a freshman in high school and perhaps still a few months away from the clutches of puberty.

      He smiled gently at sweet, sweet Emily. She’d tested his restraint the most of all God’s Virgins and had proven herself to be quite the maven. He credited the size of his following mostly to Emily’s naturally persuasive abilities. She would be the first wife he would take in the afterlife. And with her staring so trustingly at him like that, the afterlife couldn’t come soon enough. “Yes, daughter?”

      “Samantha wants to know if the End will hurt. I told her it wouldn’t, but she doesn’t listen. Would you tell her like you told me?”

      Jimmy nodded slowly and took a deep breath, filling his chest with the stale barn air and trying to savor it, since it would (hopefully) be one of the last breaths he took on this earth. As he stood confidently from his chair, Emily and Samantha stepped back—Emily in deference, Samantha perhaps in fear. So Jimmy smiled down at her to show there was nothing to fear. Well, besides the apocalypse.

      But that was still four minutes away.

      Once her hesitancy appeared to subside, he bent down till he was eye-level with the worried little girl and took both of her hands into one of his, and with his other hand lifted her chin with a crooked finger so that she met his gaze. “The End will be a purification more pleasant than anything you can imagine.” He let those words sink in for a moment and congratulated himself, not for the first time, on this little detail he’d concocted toward the beginning of this particular religious undertaking. “It’ll feel like a fire building inside you, starting just below your belly, building, building, getting warmer, more intense. That’s God’s mercy burning you up. Then you’ll start to feel like you can’t contain all of the mercy that He’s thrusting into you for your loyalty to Him, and your body will feel like it’s going to explode as pulses of His energy surge up your spine, making your toes curl, your back arch”—he glanced over at Emily to find that her face was even rosier than usual and her nostrils flared as she fidgeted and shifted on her heels—“the intensity with which His love is thrust into your heart might make you scream, but only because it feels so good and pure. And then suddenly it’s all over. Poof!” He dotted her nose with his finger. “You’re in Heaven with only the people in this barn by your side.”

      Samantha nodded minutely, her eyebrows raised high, her mouth dangling slightly open as she processed the information. “So it hurts?”

      Jimmy rolled his eyes. With the clock this close to midnight and the anxiety inside him gathering like a storm, he lacked the patience needed to keep reassuring everyone. He stood up and returned to his chair. “Yes, but it’s a good kind of hurt.” He sat and draped his arms over the armrests, wrapping his fingers around the soft, carved wood.

      “What about my friends who aren’t in this barn?” Samantha asked. “What if I want them to be in Heaven, too?”

      He shrugged his shoulders curtly. “They missed the boat. They’re going to burn in Hell for all eternity.” He ignored Samantha’s horrified gasp and let his eyes wander over the shiny hair of his blossoming followers until his attention was drawn to the clock on the wall. Only then did he realize that it might have been a smart, albeit subconscious, decision to place the clock behind the pews so that only he could see it from his position, while the girls all faced away. Eleven fifty-six. Not long now. His stomach burned.

      God, fill me up with Your grace. I could use a little reassurance that this thing’s actually going to happen.

      There was no reply, nothing that could be interpreted as a sign. He really didn’t want to move across the country again. After Utah, he’d promised himself he would settle down somewhere. Elbow, Texas, had seemed as good a place as any—remote, friendly, God-fearing. He never should have let himself get sucked into the business of religious leadership again. Somehow, leading a flock was both his greatest strength as well as his greatest weakness. It was all about the story, really. He was superb at creating a story, or at least the beginning and middle of a story. The end was always more difficult. And Jesus hadn’t mentioned anything about an ending in the dream, either. So Jimmy had been forced to surmise, and the apocalypse seemed as good a finale as any.

      Maybe recalling the dream again would help calm him …

      He was in bed in Utah, two particularly desirable ewes of his previous flock on either side of him, fulfilling wishes he’d long held but never acted upon. And then Jesus crashed the scene. There was the part where Jesus introduced himself, assured Jimmy that, yes, he was an Arab, and then it all got a little fuzzy from there, but Jimmy was sure that July seventh had been of some importance in the message. Something about a new dawn for Earth. Well, if Jesus was going to be cryptic, what choice did Jimmy have but to fill in the details?

      So that’s what he’d done.

      New dawn for the world was clearly the apocalypse, right? That seemed obvious enough. Or at least it’d seemed obvious enough in the ten months between when Jimmy had woken up in a cold sweat and when he’d amassed this flock of young, pretty things into the barn for the final countdown (fingers crossed!).

      Jesus? You there? Grant me a sign that the end is near. Anything helps.

      He waited for a surge of confidence. It didn’t come. That was unfortunate. But he knew what would cheer him up. “God’s Virgins. Gather round.”

      The young women, mostly upperclassmen from Elbow High School, knew that was their cue. Earlier that morning, as he enjoyed what he hoped would be his last sausage-and-egg breakfast ever, he’d counted in his head twenty girls who would show up in the barn later that night. But now that he looked around, there seemed to be only eighteen. Who was missing? He wracked his memory, running through the list chronologically from who he’d recruited first to who in his flock had joined most recently. Ah, Kimber and Misty, that’s who was missing. Their parents always were a little too suspicious of his youth group. And now those poor girls would be the ones to pay for it by missing the one-way boxcar to Heaven. Maybe. Assuming he’d been correct in his interpretation. No matter. Eighteen was still plenty of God’s Virgins for him to enjoy in the afterlife. As time ticked down toward midnight, Jimmy’s anxiety grew.

      “Come closer and pray with me.” The teens gathered round, got as close to Jimmy as they could so that each could rest a hand on him to soak up his Divine Promise. He closed his eyes and felt a chill run down his spine when one of his ewes rested a palm on his inner thigh.

      Thank you, God, for blessing me with this responsibility. Please don’t screw me over.

      “Pray with me, ladies.”

      At eleven fifty-eight on July sixth, they bowed their heads.

      “Lord Almighty, the one who grants our prayers, who speaks to me through our savior Jesus Christ, this is Your prophet coming to You with my flock. They thank You for giving them such a kind, generous, tender leader. This humble servant of Yours will not falter in his responsibility of guiding Your virgins up to Heaven and showing them Your rock-solid mercy in the hereafter. Please, Lord Father, take these young ladies up into Your arms and reward them for being such good servants of Your word. And of my word. Amen.”

      The girls echoed the amen.

      “Keep your heads bowed, now.” He looked at the clock. Eleven fifty-nine. The flow of uncertainty was increasing more by the minute, and he wondered if the dam would give way. Prayer hadn’t soothed him. The seconds ticked down. “God’s Virgins, you must all hold hands in a circle in the center of the room. Then, uh, close your eyes. Most importantly, resist the temptation to put your hands on my body.” The girls removed their hands from him and created a circle, as instructed, though it was clear to Jimmy that they were unsure where in the teachings this practice originated.

      “Eyes shut,” he said again. “Keep them shut tight. When the end comes, God will shine down a light so bright that it will feel like Hellfire in your eye sockets if your eyes aren’t completely closed.”

      That did the trick. And once no one could see him, he stood from his chair as quietly as he could.

      “Only a few more seconds, everyone.” He tiptoed toward the barn doors. “Pray as hard as you can. So hard. Spread yourself wide for God’s mercy.”

      When he glanced up at the clock on the wall and saw the hands align at midnight, he held his breath for the length of a couple seconds.

      But nothing happened.

      He was disappointed, yes. But he was also relieved. For a moment he wondered if that meant he doubted the prophecy himself, or worse, doubted his belief in the afterlife. Or even worse, believed in the afterlife but doubted he’d make the cut for the Eternal Fun Place with lots of whiskey and sweet tea and pretty women and no talk of either marriage or taxes.

      He was also immediately glad of a few things. First, he was glad he hadn’t splurged on the large grandfather clock he’d had his eye on the week before, the one that chimed ominously on the hour. Second, he was glad he hadn’t prematurely indulged in any of his Heaven fantasies, since it was clear the girls weren’t passing into the next life anytime soon and he hadn’t bothered to look up the age of consent in these parts. But mostly he was glad he hadn’t sold his truck.

      As his flock remained silent, eyes closed, heads bowed, apparently unaware that midnight had come and gone uneventfully, a thought struck him that gave him pause. Maybe the clock on the wall was fast. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and checked on there. Shit. The clock on the wall was off, but only because it was two minutes behind. So he was just flat out wrong about the apocalypse. Well, live and learn, he supposed. But what about the dream?

      It was just a dream, you dumb ass. Just like in Utah.

      That was unfortunate, really. One of his few talents was organizing people, gathering them to him. Unless he was going to get into politics, which just seemed intolerably sleazy to him, the best use of his gift was to start a church.

      He’d been wrong before, sure, but the dream with Jesus and the ewes had seemed different somehow—more real.

      It didn’t matter now. It was obvious that unless God functioned on Mountain or Pacific time, the apocalypse wasn’t coming tonight, which meant he needed to skedaddle before these girls went and spilled everything to their parents.

      He opened the barn door only a foot, just enough for his slender body to slip through and escape into the night air. He had to get gone, and soon. The question was, where to?

      He couldn’t go back to his rundown apartment—not that he really wanted to. Parents would be looking for him before long. He needed to get out of Elbow, probably even out of Texas.

      His instincts told him to head east—way east—not just away from Elbow, but farther away from Hatch, Utah, too. But he couldn’t stand easterners with their lack of hospitality and hearty dose of skepticism. Just plain unpleasant to be around, and ungodly to boot.

      Maybe he could head north, up into Oklahoma and then on into Nebraska.

      And do what? Freeze to death?

      He sighed resignedly when he thought of Hank. Hank owed him big time from their young and reckless days. It was unfortunate that Hank was in Carlsbad, though, because that meant heading back toward Utah.

      Jimmy made it to his pickup truck, climbed in quickly but quietly, and started the engine. As he threw the truck into drive and began pulling away down the dirt road, he glanced in his rearview mirror. The first few of the girls wandered out of the barn and were bathed in the red of his taillights. They ambled around like sleepwalkers as they watched him leave.

      Eh, they’d figure it out soon enough. They were fairly smart girls, and resilient. Probably.

      Once his former flock was no longer visible in the rearview mirror, his mind drifted back to Jesus. Now that he knew it was just a dream, parts of it started to make more sense. Of course Jesus wouldn’t appear to him in a dream. That seemed like a backdoor way into someone’s mind, and if Jesus was who the Bible made him out to be, he could just show up at Jimmy’s doorstep and start barking orders. But he hadn’t.

      And then there were the instructions that Jesus had given him. “If you build it, she will come.” It did seem strange that Jesus’s message would rip off Field of Dreams only a few hours after Jimmy had watched it for the first time. That sounded more like a trick of his simple, mortal brain. And now that he was really deconstructing it, the odds seemed high that he’d simply interpreted that phrase to mean exactly what he wanted it to mean.

      The dark country roads leading out of Elbow, Texas, were in desperate need of maintenance. His Tacoma bobbed up and down as it rolled over one pothole after another in a rhythm that was almost but not quite relaxing, like when he was a boy being bounced on his pastor’s knee as the man taught of the Holy Spirit. Jimmy could still see, quite vividly, the face of Pastor Heathrow staring down at him. A related memory knocked from behind a padlocked door in his mind, but Jimmy decided to ignore it like he always did, and a moment later the truck hit a real doozy of a pothole and the jolt rattled his skull and made him curse. No way that hadn’t done at least a little damage to his front axle.

      After a half-hour of the rough roads, he made it to the nice, paved highway and headed west toward New Mexico. The smooth ride allowed him to finally take a deep breath as the events of the past ten months started to sink in. There was no denying it had been an entertaining time.

      Nothing good is made to last.

      He sighed and turned his mind to his future. No point in dwelling on the past. The past had become irrelevant at midnight. But there was usually a silver lining he could find, another opportunity awaiting him. Maybe he could be happy in Carlsbad. It hadn’t been the worst time when he’d stayed there with Hank before. Plus, the people there would believe anything, really. If they’d buy into aliens, he could win them over to God. It’d worked on Hank. Jimmy would just have to scale up.

      He’d have to think of a new name. People would be looking for John Sonville. They might still be looking for Oscar, the name he’d used in Utah. Maybe it was time to go all in and use his real name. Perhaps the aliases were a way of keeping one foot on land when what he needed to do, if he were ever to succeed in his calling, was to put both feet in the God-blessed boat and let the winds carry him onward to meet his destiny—not as John or Oscar, but as Jimmy.

      He looked at his reflection in the rearview mirror. Once he shaved off the thick facial hair, he’d be almost unrecognizable. That was good. He never looked as wise when he was clean shaven, but he was much more handsome, which was equally as effective for recruitment, even if it required a different approach.

      His eyes moved back to the lonely stretch of road just in time to see something large sitting right in the middle of the double yellow lines. Jimmy’s reflexes made an executive decision that the object was far too large to simply run over, so he swerved to avoid hitting it, veering off the pavement and into a ditch that hardly counted as a shoulder. His airbag deployed as his truck nosedived into the trench and stopped abruptly.

      The impact left his ears ringing, but outside of that, he was surrounded by silence. What the hell was that on the road?

      He swatted the rapidly deflating airbag out of his way, did a quick mental sweep of his body to make sure there were no serious injuries, then grabbed his shotgun from behind the seat and crawled out of the truck.

      Kicked-up dirt swirled in his headlights as he peered out at the dark road trying to spot the animal that had caused this crash. Assuming it wasn’t a human being, it’d be a good gift to bring Hank out in Carlsbad when he showed up looking for a place to stay. Maybe it was a deer. That could make for some good sausage. But no, he’d hit deer with his truck before without much more than a little blood, a minor dent in his hood, and a few scratches to the paint. He doubted his reflexes would have told him to swerve if it were just a deer.

      As he squinted through the darkness, a voice boomed to his right.

      “JIMMY.”

      He whirled around toward the scrub brush on the side of the road, gun aimed ahead, only to find a huge hog staring back at him. Ah, that made more sense. Damn, that was a huge hog. Had he ever seen one so large, even in this part of the country? He was glad he’d swerved, even if it did leave him in a bit of a pickle with his truck. Hitting a feral pig that size could’ve spelled the end for both parties.

      He knew he should just unload into the beast right away—these things were real assholes if you gave them a chance—but he could’ve sworn he’d just heard the hog say his name.

      No. That was crazy. He brought the shotgun up to eye level, lining up the sights on the hog’s skull.

      But the beast didn’t charge. Instead, its mouth moved as it spoke. “JIMMY DEAN.”

      “What … the fuck?” Before Jimmy could say anything else, the hog turned and trotted off into the brush.

      He couldn’t just shoot a hog who’d spoken his name—his real one, no less—his curiosity wouldn’t let him.

      He hesitated as a schism developed in his mind. On the one hand, this was a strange occurrence that should be looked into further. On the other hand, this was probably what a psychotic break felt like.

      But he pursued into the brush anyway.

      The farther from the lights of his truck he went, the more his eyes were able to adjust to the darkness, allowing him to better track the movement of the hog. He came upon a small rocky clearing in the landscape and in the middle of it stood the feral animal, staring right at him. He considered the merits of just shooting the damn thing, drinking away the memory, and being done with it, but no. He’d see this thing out a bit more before doing anything too rash.

      “JIMMY,” the hog spoke again in a voice that was booming and rich without being loud. Its mouth moved like a pig’s would, but somehow it was able to create a human voice. “I AM GOD.”

      Jimmy wasn’t expecting that, although he probably should’ve been. “The hell you say?”

      “DID I STUTTER?”

      Well shit, thought Jimmy. “Uh, no. I just … what do You want?”

      “IS THAT HOW YOU TALK TO THE LORD?”

      “I guess so. Sorry. I just didn’t expect this.”

      “SAYS THE MAN WHO ONCE STARTED A CHURCH BECAUSE HE THOUGHT I SPOKE TO HIM THROUGH CLOUDS.”

      Jimmy frowned and scratched his head. “Ah okay. Well, just so I’m clear on this, bunnies aren’t reincarnated centurions?”

      “NOPE.”

      “Well, damn.”

      The hog snorted and flapped its tail. “JIMMY, I HAVE AN IMPORTANT MISSION FOR YOU.”

      Jimmy held his breath as the reality finally crashed down on him like a tidal wave: he was in the presence of the Lord. The Lord. The one who made him. And women. And the hog through which He now spoke.

      The moniker of “Almighty Hogmaker” clanked around Jimmy’s skull like a piece of toxic plaque shaking free from his brain.

      He snapped to attention, hoping not to screw things up too terribly.

      “TONIGHT MY SECOND CHILD IS BORN. I NEED YOU TO FIND THE MOTHER AND LET HER KNOW THAT SHE IS GIVING BIRTH TO THE CHILD OF GOD.”

      “Whatever you say, God. But why me?”

      “BECAUSE YOU ARE THE ONLY ONE WITHIN FIFTY MILES OF THE NATIVITY WHO’S NARCISSISTIC ENOUGH TO BELIEVE THAT GOD IS TALKING TO YOU THROUGH A HOG.”

      Hm. That was almost a compliment from God Himself, so Jimmy would take it.

      “WILL YOU DO THIS?”

      “Do I have a choice?” The question was much more profound than he’d intended.

      “YOU ALWAYS HAVE A CHOICE. BUT YOUR OPTIONS ARE EITHER RELAY THE MESSAGE OR BE SMITED.”

      “Okay, then. I choose the first option.” He swallowed hard, sweat beading around his hairline. “Tell me what to do.”

      The hog said nothing more as it walked toward Jimmy, passed him, then headed back toward the truck. Not wanting to accidentally agitate God, Jimmy refrained from asking any more questions as he turned and followed.

      When he arrived back at his vehicle, he almost couldn’t believe what he saw. His Tecoma was no longer in the ditch but was instead idling softly on the road, its hazards flashing steadily. Jimmy’s shock quickly transitioned into paranoia, and he leveled his shotgun on his hip and squinted into the dark in every direction, searching for whoever had moved his ride.

      “IT’S A MIRACLE, STUPID.”

      He turned to look at the hog. “Huh?”

      “A MIRACLE. YOUR TRUCK IS HEALED. NOW OPEN THE DOOR AND GIVE ME A LIFT UP, WILL YOU?”

      Jimmy ran to open the passenger’s side door as God waited patiently next to it. He looked back and forth from the hog to the seat before pursing his lips, scooting the scoop seat back as far as it would go, and hoping that was enough room between it and the dashboard.

      He moved to the side to allow God room to climb in, but quickly realized the limitations of the swine body and wondered if he was supposed to help.

      He took a quick step forward. “Do You need, um, should I … ?”

      “UH YEAH.”

      “So wait. You can move a truck out of a ditch, but You can’t get Yourself into the seat of said truck?”

      “YES.”

      Jimmy scratched his hairline with the barrel of the shotgun. “Now that just doesn’t make sense.”

      “I WORK IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS. AND THIS IS THE FIRST HOG I’VE EVER WORN. NOW ARE YOU DONE QUESTIONING THE LORD, OR SHOULD I STRETCH MY SMITING MUSCLE?”

      Jimmy held up his hand defensively as he leaned the shotgun against the tire. “No need. Forgive me, O Lord.” Then he inhaled deeply and squatted down to grab the beast, unsure how successful he would actually be in lifting what was easily a three-hundred pound animal.

      He tried to wrap his arms around the hog’s middle, but the thing was just too damn round. Maybe if he could just scoop it up …

      When he slid his arms underneath God’s belly, he cringed as his hand brushed against the hog’s penis.

      “WATCH IT.”

      Jimmy straightened up to reassess his strategy. “I’m trying! I’ve never lifted a hog or a god before.”

      “THERE IS NO GOD BUT ME.”

      Responding to that seemed like a bad idea, so instead, Jimmy focused on the task at hand. He used the shoulder of his cotton shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow and then squatted again and managed to lift the front half of the animal so that the hooves were on the seat. Next, he reached down to the back half, this time more mindful of the genitals. With a grunt, Jimmy hoisted the hog’s rear, his thighs straining with the heavy load.

      But finally, God was in the passenger’s seat. Jimmy took a deep breath and tried not to think too hard about any of this as he slammed the door and walked around to the driver’s side. He hopped in, tossed the shotgun into the backseat, but couldn’t quite bring himself to look to his right as he asked, “Okay, where to?”

      “MOORETOWN.”

      Jimmy had heard of it before but never been there, mostly because there was never a reason to go. From what he knew of the place, people did their best to leave Mooretown rather than travel to it. He looked over at the hog and felt a sudden obligation to buckle it up, so he leaned over, reached across, and grabbed the seatbelt. Being in such close proximity to an animal that he usually tried his best to avoid left him incredibly uneasy. He wasn’t sure if the fact that it was inhabited by God made him more or less anxious, or really what he should be feeling. On the one hand, he was in the presence of God, but on the other, God had a weird pig penis that Jimmy had accidentally touched …

      “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” God asked as Jimmy clumsily pulled the seatbelt around Him.

      “I’m trying to be responsible!”

      “MAYBE YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND THAT I’M GOD. I WON’T DIE IN A CAR ACCIDENT.”

      Shit, shit, shit! Jimmy’s nerves were fraying big-time—it’d already been a long night, and all he wanted to do was be safe and sound in Carlsbad with a beer in one hand and maybe some good vintage porn in the other, the kind where the women weren’t fully naked so it wasn’t such a sin.

      But instead, he buckled himself up and put the Tacoma into drive. God Hog gave booming directions and Jimmy followed them, wondering if the world actually had ended at midnight and this was the afterlife.

      Mooretown was about an hour’s drive away, and Jimmy knew that this might be the only chance he ever got to speak with God one-on-one. No pressure, though. Unfortunately, all the burning questions he’d formulated over the course of his life were obliterated by more pressing ones he’d never anticipated asking, like Why me? and How are you moving the hog’s lips like that? and Why a hog? and Couldn’t you make the hog smell a little better? But all those questions seemed imprudent, even with his judgment as befuddled as it was.

      So instead, he asked the question that seemed least rude. “Will I ever make it to Carlsbad?”

      “OH, I’M SORRY, DID YOU THINK I WAS SOME CHEAP FORTUNE TELLER?”

      “No, I just⁠—”

      “YOU WILL NEVER MAKE IT TO CARLSBAD. YOU WILL NEVER LEAVE TEXAS AGAIN.”

      “Shit.”

      “SHIT INDEED.”

      Something about a curse word coming from the Lord’s mouth sent icy shivers down Jimmy’s spine. He almost didn’t have the courage to keep speaking. Almost. “So that dream. That wasn’t a message from you?”

      The hog snorted and it almost sounded like a laugh. “NO. THAT WAS NOT ME.” Then after a short pause. “THAT WAS JESUS.”

      “Jesus? But wait, I thought You, like, were Jesus and vice versa.”

      “THAT DOESN’T EVEN MAKE SENSE. JESUS IS MY CHILD. HOW COULD I BE HIM? THAT’S CREEPY.”

      Jimmy shrugged. “Yeah, I always thought so, too.” He glanced over at God, momentarily forgetting that a hog would be there, felt a small jolt of panic when he saw it, and then quickly returned his eyes to the road.

      “JESUS LIKES TO VISIT PEOPLE IN THEIR DREAMS. HE’S ALL INTO THAT. I DON’T UNDERSTAND IT. BUT CHILDREN ARE THEIR OWN PEOPLE, YOU KNOW?”

      “Uh, not really. I don’t have any—” but then he remembered who he was talking to. Was that a pang of guilt he felt in his gut or the early stages of a good smiting?

      He needed to change the subject. “So, what do I say when I get there?”

      “YOU’LL KNOW. DON’T WORRY ABOUT IT.”

      “Don’t worry about— I’m supposed to tell a woman giving birth that God is her baby daddy, and You don’t want me to worry about how that’ll go over?”

      “I EXPECT SHE’LL BE RELIEVED TO KNOW WHO THE FATHER IS.”

      This was not the merciful God that Jimmy had always believed in. This was not even the wrathful God that Jimmy had worried might exist. This was just unhelpful God. Maybe even lackadaisical God.

      “What if she doesn’t listen?”

      “ENOUGH QUESTIONS. DO YOU KNOW HOW HARD IT IS TO MAKE A HOG’S VOCAL CORDS MOVE LIKE THIS?”

      Jimmy did not. “One more question.”

      The hog farted. “JUST ONE MORE.”

      “Could You make a rock that even You can’t lift?”

      “OOO I COULD JUST SMITE YOU. WE’RE DONE HERE. LEFT AT THE LIGHT.”

      Jimmy was pretty sure God wouldn’t smite him before he’d completed his mission, but he decided to shut up anyway. God wanting to smite him was dangerous enough.

      Mooretown had just one stoplight, and at this hour, that stoplight was flashing red in all directions as Jimmy took the left God commanded and pulled into a small subdivision of double-wides.

      Burglar lights flicked on from the front of each dark house as the truck drove by one lot after another.

      “THERE.” God grunted and lifted a hoof, pointing at the only house on the row with a soft glow emanating through the window blinds.

      As they pulled into the driveway, Jimmy could already hear the coarse screams and low moans wafting from inside the mobile home. Having never stuck around long enough to see the birth of any of his children, he wasn’t sure what to expect once he was actually inside, witnessing the miracle.

      “HURRY.”

      Jimmy sighed, undid his seatbelt, and jumped out of the truck, marching purposefully to the front door, trying not to overthink what he might say. Because there was no point. He had to do this, no matter how badly he might botch it and make a fool of himself.

      He knocked decisively on the front door and, while waiting for a response, noticed a carved wooden sign in the shape of a rainbow and puffy clouds hanging next to the door. McCloud Family was painted along the rainbow, the colors faded by time.

      The door swung open, and a squat woman who looked to be either a haggard thirty-something or a baby-faced fifty-something eyed him up and down. “You better not be a salesman.”

      He could hear the yelling continuing somewhere behind her, much louder now that the door was open, but he still couldn’t see the actual source of the hollering. “Uh, no, I’m not a salesman.”

      “You the daddy?” She eyed him disapprovingly. “I’d hoped for someone richer.”

      “No, I’m not the daddy.”

      “Then what the fucking shit do you want?! Can’t you hear my daughter’s having a baby inside?”

      Jimmy shifted restlessly from one foot to the other. “That’s why I’m here, actually. I have a message from God about that baby.”

      The woman rolled her eyes so hard her head rocked back as well, and she blew a raspberry before slamming the door in his face.

      Jimmy stood stunned for a moment before turning to look back at the truck. God was still in the front seat, staring at him. The hog blew on the windshield to fog it, then with its hoof wrote “SMITE” backward, so that Jimmy could read it forward. Okay. He got the message.

      He knocked again.

      More forceful, this time, Jimmy!

      The string of profanities continued flowing from inside the home, sucking Jimmy in like a seductive incantation. He jumped when the door finally opened again inches from his face.

      The gruff woman stood with a shotgun leveled at Jimmy’s chest, and the air bolted out of his lungs in a whoosh.

      “We don’t call 9-1-1 here, mister, so you best have a good reason to knock again once I sent you along.”

      “I’ve come here—” His throat went dry. He swallowed and tried again, this time louder, more assertive. “I’m here on a mission from God. He sent me to deliver news about the girl’s baby.”

      “God sent you, did He?” The woman cackled. “Well, send Him my best when you see Him face-to-face in about five seconds.”

      Because God really was about a five-second walk away from the doorstep—something only Jimmy knew, of course—the implication of her words didn’t hit him right away.

      But then, “Oh, you’re going to shoot me.”

      “Mama!” came the voice from the living room. “Let him in! Fuckin’ shit shit shit shit!”

      The gruff woman shouted into the house, “You got enough to be dealing with without some jackhole coming in here telling you that God got you pregnant!”

      The immediate reply from the girl was another string of profanities ending in, “Let him in! I wanna hear what he has to say.”

      The woman at the door lowered the shotgun slightly but continued to eye him suspiciously. “Fine, get your ass in, but don’t try anything funny.” She moved to the side so Jimmy could scoot by her.

      He should have felt relieved that he’d passed the gatekeeper, but all he felt was dread, like he was walking up onto something he could never unsee.

      That was truer than he’d guessed.

      The source of all the commotion was on her hands and knees on a small pallet of towels in the middle of the living room floor. Strings of straight ash-brown hair formed a tattered, sweaty veil over her face. Her head stuck out from underneath a white sheet draped over her back, extending from just below the shoulders, down her legs, to right above the ankles, covering all her shameful bits from Jimmy’s view.

      This was not how he’d ever imagined childbirth. Not human childbirth, at least. “Jesus,” he whispered.

      The girl sucked in air in jagged bursts. “You got something to say?” she asked, hardly interrupting her rhythm of Lamaze and cursing.

      “Yeah. I–I—” He closed his eyes and tried to steady himself against the nausea brewing in his gut. “I’m here to tell you that the child you give birth to tonight will be the child of God Himself.”

      “See, Destinee?” said the gruff woman. “This is why I told him to scram.”

      Destinee grunted and pushed, then started breathing heavily again. “No, Ma, it’s good. It’s good. Now at least we know who the”—she yelled, a guttural sound that reminded Jimmy of some primal cry from eons ago—“the father is. I’m just glad it’s not Jason or Kyle”—she hollered again—“or Caydon or”—more yelling—“Garrett or Denton.”

      She flipped her soaking hair back over her shoulder, and a pained but excited expression overtook her round face. Her squinty eyes grew squintier. “Oh shit, Mama! I think it’s happening!”

      The soon-to-be-grandma dropped her shotgun and ran to her daughter, kneeling behind her before diving under the blanket to guide the baby the rest of the way out.

      Jimmy’s knees buckled and he collapsed onto a plastic-covered armchair and watched the sheet undulate before him as various body parts of mother and daughter poked out in different directions.

      Forgive me, God, for ever putting a woman through this. The prayer was a habit, nothing more. But Jimmy made a mental note to say it to God’s face once he got back in his truck.

      The screaming and grunting seemed like it’d never end, until finally it was pierced by a cry of a different pitch.

      It was the first sounds of life from the second coming.

      Tears welled in Jimmy’s eyes, and he felt lightheaded. The now-grandmother made quick work of cutting and tying off the umbilical cord before she wrapped a clean sheet around Destinee and helped guide her down onto her back, head resting on a stack of couch cushions, slime-covered baby crying on her chest.

      The gravity of the situation was starting to settle in. Jimmy had just witnessed the birth of the Christ Child. His eyes roamed the baby’s body, trying to rectify the awe he knew he should feel with what he was actually seeing. “Is he supposed to be covered in all that muck?”

      But no one responded. Destinee stared down at her child in a blissful haze, and her mother was too busy wiping off the goo and disposing of the cord to pay Jimmy any mind.

      And then, once most of the slime had been wiped clean, Destinee’s mother carried the umbilical cord and soiled sheets out of the living room, leaving Destinee to clutch the child close to her breast and croon soft words Jimmy couldn’t make out from where he sat in the plastic-covered chair.

      In that peaceful moment Jimmy realized something: Destinee was young. Perhaps she was on the older side of God’s Virgins, but she definitely looked like she was toward the younger end.

      So God preferred them fresh too, huh? Jimmy supposed he should have known that, considering how young Mary had been. But things had been different back then, and for some reason, he’d assumed God would have changed with the times.

      I guess some things are eternal.

      He was tugged from his thoughts by Destinee’s calm but hoarse voice. “What’s your name?”

      “Jimmy.”

      “I’m Destinee. You can come closer if you want.”

      Jimmy approached slowly and knelt down next to where Destinee rested against the stack of couch cushions. “Is it supposed to look like that?” he asked.

      Destinee’s squinty eyes popped open in alarm, and her attention snapped to his face immediately. “Like what?”

      “Like a little old man.”

      The girl laughed. “Oh. I got no fucking clue.”

      “Should you be cursing … ?” He motioned with his eyes at the baby.

      “Oh. Maybe not.” She kept her gaze on the newborn as she asked, “You really think she’s the daughter of God?”

      “He. Son,” Jimmy corrected.

      Destinee looked at him skeptically, then gently lifted the baby off her chest so that he could get a good look.

      Wait. Where’s the pecker?

      He was no expert, but he was fairly sure a pecker was something male babies were born with, not something that grew in later. “I … don’t understand.” Could there have been a mix-up? Could he have come to the wrong house that just happened to have a woman giving birth? Could God be bad with directions?

      “That’s a cooch,” Destinee said plainly. “So it’s a girl.”

      “But then …” He looked down at the baby. Yep. Cooter for sure. He scratched his head.

      Did I make the whole thing up?

      “Hold on.” He stood, walked to the front door, opened it a crack, and peeked out at the truck. The hog was still sitting there. It puffed onto the windshield and the word SMITE appeared again.

      “Dammit!” Jimmy waved off the hog and went back inside.

      When he walked into the living room, Destinee’s mother was back, kneeling next to her and doting on the baby.

      “I think I’ll name her Jessica,” said Destinee, rubbing the baby’s back.

      Grandma nodded approvingly. “Jessica McCloud. I like it.”

      “No,” said the new mom, looking at Jimmy then back at her mother. “Jessica Christ.”

      Destinee’s mother raised one eyebrow and looked over at Jimmy, who could do nothing but shrug apologetically.

      “We’ll talk about it,” she said, making it clear this was not the final word on the matter.

      “If you’ll just excuse me,” Jimmy said, backing toward the front door, “I think I’ve done what I came to do.”

      “You don’t have to leave,” said Destinee, staring up at him. “Mama could make you some coffee or something.”

      It was clear from Mrs. McCloud’s face that she would do no such thing, but that was just as well, considering Jimmy had no plans to keep God waiting longer than he had to.

      “Thanks, but I really should be leaving. My, uh, my work here is done.” He forced an awkward smile.

      Destinee nodded understandingly and waved good-bye while Mrs. McCloud just waved him away.

      He exited the double-wide and shut the door behind him, and as he looked out at the truck, the hog still waiting in the front seat, it became quite clear to him that although he might be a messenger of the Lord, the only message he had to deliver to the world was one he very much doubted the world wanted to hear: God had a daughter. A Texan daughter.

      He pulled up the front collar of his cotton shirt and dragged it over his face from forehead to chin.

      Well, when people didn’t want to hear your message, you just had to tweak the message, he supposed. He’d done it twice before and he could do it again. And this time he’d succeed.

      He walked back to his truck to face God Himself and hopefully wrap up what had been a long, confusing, and nerve-wracking night.

      But he paused before opening the driver’s side door and gazed through the window into the cab. The tip of God’s tail stuck out to the side of His fat ass and wagged quickly, flapping back and forth like it was struggling to free itself from the crushing weight pinning it down.

      God was excited. That made Jimmy excited, too.

      The night hadn’t been about the End of Days at all; it had been about the beginning. It was the dawn of a new age, just like Jesus had said while Jimmy was sandwiched between those two Utahan hotties in that dream.

      A grin snuck onto Jimmy’s lips for the first time since he’d seen the clock strike midnight not even two hours before.

      With every ending came a new beginning and with every new beginning came a world of opportunity.

      Reverend Jimmy Dean, he thought, grabbing the door handle. He liked the sound of that.
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      “I only remember bits and pieces of kindergarten,” Destinee McCloud said as she walked her daughter the three and a half blocks to Mooreson Elementary. “But from what I remember, it wasn’t all horrible. You’ll make lots of new friends and your teacher is really nice. I already spoke with her and she’s excited to meet you.”

      “Did you tell her about Dad?” Jess asked, keeping her eyes on the sidewalk to avoid stepping on the seams between cement squares.

      Destinee stopped and turned Jess around to face her before kneeling to be at eye level. “No. I didn’t tell her about that. And remember what I told you to say when people ask about your daddy?”

      Jess gazed over Destinee’s shoulder as she tried to recall the exact words she’d been coached on. “I tell them, ‘My daddy is in Heaven.’”

      “And you mean it when you say it, Jess.”

      “But I don’t understand why I can’t just tell them the truth.”

      “That is the truth, Jess. Your daddy is in Heaven. End of story. Trust me, baby, you’re not going to like the way people react if you tell them you’re”—she glanced around to make sure no one was nearby, then lowered her voice—“the daughter of God.”

      “God doesn’t like me denying him.”

      Destinee pursed her lips and stood. “Absent daddies don’t get a say in what their daughters do.”

      “He’s not absent,” Jess said.

      “Well, he sure ain’t paying child support, and until he starts doing that, I make the rules around here.”

      This wasn’t the first time Jessica had heard this complaint, and she knew there was no point in responding once her mom started talking about it.

      So she returned her focus to the day’s big challenge. She didn’t necessarily dread starting kindergarten, but she also didn’t feel especially excited about it. It seemed unimportant. But maybe it would be fun. She was nervous about being away from her mom for so long every day—with Destinee technically working from home, albeit as a telemarketer, Jess hadn’t ever had to endure days in childcare. Instead, she’d spent most of her hours watching nature shows on TV by herself or playing safari with her stuffed animals by herself or coloring pictures of her favorite animals that Destinee had printed from the Internet. Again, by herself. She was curious to find out what it would be like to play with other kids her age.

      As Mooreson Elementary loomed closer, swarmed by hordes of students and parents, Jess grew anxious and receded into her mind for comfort. Unfortunately, though, in her mind, God was on another one of His soapboxes that little Jess knew so well.

      … NOT REALLY NECESSARY FOR YOU TO START SCHOOL THIS YOUNG.

      Half of what He said didn’t make sense to her, because while she was quite mature for her age—necessity made it so—she had only just turned five.

      “Maybe you’ll meet your first crush, today, Jess!” said Destinee excitedly, squeezing Jessica’s hand.

      DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT BOYS, CHILD.

      But of course Jessica had no reference for what the heck her parents were talking about. Crush? What did that mean? Was she going to crush a boy? Was that something she could do?

      Am I going to crush someone?

      NO. YOU WON’T CRUSH ANYONE AND YOU WON’T HAVE A CRUSH ON ANYONE. THOU SHALT NOT CRUSH ON BOYS, HAVE I MADE MYSELF CLEAR?

      Sure. Promising him she wouldn’t crush anyone seemed easy enough.

      “Is he talking to you again?” Destinee asked.

      Jessica nodded.

      “While you have him on the line, would you kindly remind him that his little miracle of knocking me up is great and all, but even Cheyenne Forte’s good-for-nothing baby daddy chips in with the bills every once in a while, so …” She let the words linger as she raised her eyebrows.

      She wants money again.

      YEAH, I HEARD HER. TELL HER, UH, THE LOVE OF MONEY IS THE ROOT OF ALL EVIL.

      “He says that love of money is the root of all evil.”

      Destinee huffed exasperatedly and pulled Jessica behind her along the crosswalk. “Tell him— No, you know what? I can tell him. Because”—she looked around again to make sure no one would overhear—“I know you can hear me. Stop avoiding me. You know you owe me something.”

      Jessica listened for God’s voice, but He had gone silent again.

      “He’s ignoring you,” she told her mom.

      Her mother’s grip on her hand tightened. “Omniscient but ignores the mother of his child. So much for the Heavenly Father bit.”

      Destinee had always referred to Mooretown as small, but to Jess, it’d constituted her entire world, and now that she approached the buildings and realized how many unfamiliar faces lived nearby, she wondered how small her town could really be. She’d never seen so many people in one place.

      She tugged her mother’s arm gently. “What if no one likes me?”

      I WILL SMITE THEM. JUST GIVE ME THE WORD.

      “You’ll be fine, baby. You’re sweet and you’ll make plenty of friends.”

      SPEAKING OF FRIENDS, THERE’S SOMETHING I SHOULD TELL YOU …

      Jessica waited for it. God sure loved a dramatic reveal.

      TODAY YOU’LL MAKE A LIFELONG FRIEND WHO WILL REGULARLY BETRAY YOU, EVEN THOUGH SHE DOESN’T MEAN TO.

      That doesn’t sound like much of a friend. Can’t you change that?

      I, UH … SORRY, I FORGOT THERE’S AN EARTHQUAKE SCHEDULED IN THE HIMALAYAS RIGHT NOW. GOT TO GO.

      She wasn’t sure what the Himalayas were, but she recognized an excuse when she heard one. And it wasn’t the first time God had used that exact one.

      The hallways were packed shoulder to shoulder, and Jess stayed a step behind Destinee, following in her wake, clutching her hand until they turned and went inside a classroom.

      “This is it,” Destinee said, smiling down at Jessica.

      Jess took in the surroundings. There were an awful lot of colors in there. It almost made her eyes hurt. She was used to the brown wood paneling on the walls at home, the faded blankets thrown over plastic-covered furniture, the framed pastel cross-stitches on the wall, the dim light creeping between the blinds in the morning and the glow of the streetlight radiating in around bedtime. All this color made her angry and alert.

      “What is that?” she asked, pointing to a cartoon on the wall.

      “I think that’s supposed to be a giraffe. Or donkey? I’m not really sure.”

      “That’s not what they look like on Animal Planet!” There was that anger seeping through.

      “It’s just a cartoon,” Destinee said, trying to calm her down.

      Jessica harrumphed at that and began inspecting her classmates. Then her eyes landed on a short, stocky woman with tight umber curls framing her puffy face. The woman was listening to a boy prattle on about something that he seemed to believe was crucially important, but her eyes were glued to Jessica.

      Jess didn’t like it. It was like the woman believed Jess would reveal the answer to some ancient riddle, if only the woman stared at her long enough.

      Then the boy tugged on the woman’s skirt, and her attention snapped back to him.

      Destinee followed Jess’s gaze. “That’s Mrs. Thomas, your teacher. You’ll like her. Her daughter’s in this class, too. Here, let’s go meet her.”

      Destinee dragged her over to greet her teacher, and Jess protested only slightly by lagging a step behind.

      As soon as they stood a few feet from Mrs. Thomas, the teacher waved off the boy and turned her attention to them, first greeting Destinee before crouching down to get on eye level with Jess. She placed a warm hand on each of Jess’s arms. “You must be Jessica!”

      Jess nodded.

      “I’ve heard so much about you! I’m so excited to have you in my class! It’s going to be a great year.”

      Once she stood back up and began chatting with Destinee, Jess pulled on her mother’s arm to ask permission to scram. Destinee understood, nodded, and let go of her hand.

      A couple of kids were sitting at a tiny table toward the far corner of the classroom, coloring with crayons. That was something Jess knew she could do. She wondered what kinds of animals there were to color.

      The small chair felt funny to sit in, but she did it anyway, only to realize that there were no coloring pages, only blank sheets. But there were plenty of crayons, and Jess had colored enough giraffes to know their shape by heart, so she grabbed a brown, a black, and an orange crayon and set them next to her paper. She was determined to draw a real giraffe, one that looked like a giraffe should, not like some dumb cartoon.

      Two kids fought over a purple crayon next to her, but she ignored them and focused on the first curves of the giraffe’s head until she heard her mother’s voice beside her. “Have fun today. I got to go.”

      Jess mumbled a goodbye, but wasn’t too concerned about it. This giraffe, though …

      “Hi. I’m Sandra,” came a small voice from beside her. “You want to be friends?”

      Jess inspected the girl cautiously. Her dark brown hair was pulled back into two low pigtails held by pink bobble bands, and her squinty green eyes waited eagerly for a response.

      “Yeah, okay.” Jess went back to her drawing.

      “My mother is the teacher,” Sandra said.

      “Neat.”

      “My father is a congressman.”

      The giraffe’s neck was almost proportionate. Jess added just a little more length before drawing the body below it, starting with the chest. “I don’t know what that means.”

      Apparently, Sandra didn’t like that because she puffed up and huffed exasperatedly. When Jess turned to look at her, she noted that Sandra sort of resembled a giraffe with her chest stuck out like that and her neck extended as long as she could get it with her chin turned up like she was stretching to reach some good leaves. “It means he’s the most important person in Mooretown.”

      Jessica knew that to be incorrect. Her mom had told her time and time again that she, Jess, was the most important person in this town. God had even agreed a handful of times.

      Without meaning to, Jess chuckled.

      Sandra threw her hands onto her hips. “What! You think he’s not? What do your mom and dad do? Oh wait, your mom makes sales calls and you don’t know who your dad is.”

      How does she know about Mom?

      “I do know who my daddy is,” Jess mumbled, hoping Sandra would stop being her friend and leave her alone.

      “Oh yeah? Who then?”

      “None of your business. He’s in Heaven.” There. That would be the end of it, just like Destinee had promised.

      Only it wasn’t. “Just because your dad is dead doesn’t mean you don’t have to say who he is. I bet your daddy was a criminal. I bet your parents weren’t even married when they had you.”

      The other kids at the table had clued into the conversation and Jess could feel their eyes on her, waiting for her response. She hated how much that bothered her. With the stupid bright colors everywhere making her angry and with Sandra prodding, Jess couldn’t focus enough on what a giraffe leg looked like, and she was about to ruin the whole drawing because of it.

      “He’s not a criminal.” Why wouldn’t Sandra just leave her alone?

      “So you do know who he is.”

      “He’s in Heaven.” Jess doubted it would work any better this time around.

      And she was right. “How do you know he’s in Heaven? He could be … in the other place.” She let the words linger in the air, and none of the other kids dared break the silence first.

      Jess couldn’t focus. Which way did the knee joints go on the hind legs? She couldn’t recall the image while so much was going on.

      “God!” she spat, breaking her mother’s rule but hoping it would put an end to things. “God is my father!”

      Sandra’s squinty eyes popped open for a moment, then she quickly broke into laughter. Why was she pointing? Why was everyone laughing?

      “You think God is your father?”

      Jess had screwed up; she realized that. But then she remembered something she’d heard God say and thought maybe she could recover without lying. “We’re all God’s children …” Saying it with any real oomph was impossible, though, because it felt like she was giving away something she held dear, something that made her feel special.

      She gritted her teeth and scribbled the brown crayon over her giraffe’s messed-up leg then eventually over the entire drawing as the kids continued to laugh.

      “Stop it or I’ll tell!” said a new voice next to her.

      That put a swift end to the laughing.

      Jess looked up to see who her savior was and saw a tiny wisp of a girl with long but delicate white-blonde hair that reflected the harsh fluorescent lights of the classroom in a soft, peaceful glow. The girl’s crystal-blue eyes peered out from beneath dark lashes as she smiled at Jessica.

      Sandra and her audience at the table stood up and ran off to destroy some kid’s block tower, and Jess took a deep breath.

      “Sorry they were being mean to you,” said the little girl.

      Jess didn’t say anything and looked down at her scribbled drawing with regret.

      “You can still start over,” said the girl. “Maybe try something else this time.”

      Jess frowned. “Yeah, I guess so. I wanted to draw a giraffe, though.”

      “Can I draw with you?” the girl asked.

      Jess nodded and the little girl sat.

      “Are you my friend?” asked Jess.

      The little girl grabbed two new sheets of paper and placed one carefully in front of Jess then one in front of herself. “Yes.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Miranda.”

      “I’m Jessica.”

      “Okay, so now we’re going to draw something and not talk while we do it.”

      Jessica liked the sound of that, and she liked Miranda. The girl felt more like a friend than Sandra had.

      The problem now was inspiration. Starting all over with a giraffe didn’t sound like fun, so what to draw, what to draw …

      She looked around the room and saw a tall, thin women breaking up bickering between Sandra and the kid who had built the now-destroyed block tower. As soon as Jess’s eyes landed on the woman, an image flashed in her mind, one unlike anything Jess had ever seen before. Was that a memory? It felt like a memory, but it wasn’t of anything she’d actually seen with her own eyes. The pretty, tall blonde was in the image, behaving in a way Jess couldn’t explain. In fact, the entire scene made little sense to her, but at least it was vivid, so it was something to draw.

      She closed her eyes and homed in on the image again to study the shapes. Then she began to draw, pouring all her focus into it. How much time passed, she didn’t know. But finally, she felt like it was done. She sat back and looked at it. It was close enough to what she’d seen in her mind.

      Miranda looked over. “What’s that?”

      Jess shrugged. “I don’t know. Some people. What’s yours?”

      “A taco stand. They have them where my daddy lives.”

      Mrs. Thomas moved to the front of the classroom and clapped her hands three times. “When I do that, you clap three times and then stay silent for instruction. Understand? Okay. Let’s try it.”

      THIS IS DUMB.

      I don’t know, I like clapping. Don’t you have an earthquake to clean up?

      WHY DON’T YOU LET ME WORRY ABOUT THAT.

      Mrs. Thomas introduced herself and then introduced her teaching assistant, Ms. Rickles—the tall blonde woman in Jessica’s picture. Even just a quick glance at Ms. Rickles’s large watery eyes made it obvious that was sheer terror behind her plastered-on smile.

      “Just like this is your first time being in kindergarten,” Mrs. Thomas continued, “this is Ms. Rickles’s first year as a teaching assistant, so she wants to come around and get to know each of you to start the school year. I’ll be doing the same.”

      Jess decided to add a few finishing touches to her drawing to help impress the teachers when they made it around the room to where she and Miranda waited.

      WHAT ARE YOU DRAW—OH ME. WHERE DID YOU COME UP WITH THAT?

      I don’t know, I just saw it.

      DO YOU KNOW WHAT IT IS?

      No. Just a woman and a man wrestling.

      NAKED?

      Yes. Is naked bad?

      IT’S COMPLICATED.

      Ms. Rickles skipped over Sandra’s group and instead headed straight to the small table where Miranda and Jessica sat finishing up their art.

      She started by asking for their names, complimenting their names, and then after that, Ms. Rickles looked at Miranda’s drawing. “Would you tell me about your drawing?” She had a quivery singsong voice that made Jessica feel a little sorry for her.

      Miranda pointed to each aspect as she explained. “That’s a road and that’s a rainbow and that’s a taco stand and that’s my daddy getting a taco.”

      “Wonderful! And what about you, Jessi— Oh good lord.”

      That wasn’t the response Jess had hoped for. She felt her face heat up and knew that she was about to be in trouble, though she didn’t really understand why.

      “Um,” Ms. Rickles said, keeping her posture rigid like Jess had only ever seen reptile experts do while confronting a particularly venomous snake, “what exactly is your drawing?”

      Jessica looked up at her, confused. Didn’t she know? “It’s you.” She pointed to the woman whose naked torso was draped facedown across the bed.

      “I–I don’t …” Ms. Rickles’s face flushed.

      “And that’s—” She pointed to the naked man standing behind Ms. Rickles, pressed up against her bottom half. It felt like she should know who it was, but she didn’t have a name …

      MR. WURST.

      “Mr. Wurst.”

      Ms. Rickles jumped up to standing like the snake had struck, then, in a much less singsongy and much more quivering voice, said, “How dare you! You— You have no idea what you’re talking about! How— How dare you!”

      “Huh?” asked Jess, slinking low in her tiny chair.

      She was sure the whole class was looking at her, but she was too scared to take her eyes off the teaching assistant long enough to check. She wanted to cry because she didn’t mean to be bad. Could she even be bad? She’d never been bad before. She was the daughter of God, didn’t that mean something?

      Ms. Rickles’s gaze darted down to the drawing on the page again just before Mrs. Thomas appeared behind her and grabbed her arm, causing the young woman to jump at the sudden contact. She turned to face Mrs. Thomas, who was scowling fiercely. “What exactly is going on here?”

      Pointing a finger in Jess’s face, Ms. Rickles stammered, “Sh—she’s accusing me of … Her drawing! It’s inappropriate and a lie!”

      Mrs. Thomas remained calm, which was no small comfort to Jess. “May I see the drawing, Jessica?”

      A pulsating heat rushed down from Jessica’s face as she managed to lift her arm, which felt like lead, grab the picture, and hand it over to Mrs. Thomas.

      The teacher examined it. “I see,” she said, furrowing her brows. She looked up and faced Ms. Rickles. “And this woman is you? Not Mrs. Wurst?”

      Jess thought she saw the faintest glimmer of a smile tilt the corner of Mrs. Thomas’s mouth.

      Ms. Rickles continued glaring down at Jess. “That’s what she’s saying!”

      “Well, what do you say, Kira?” Mrs. Thomas’s voice remained steady.

      Ms. Rickles seemed to choke on words. Finally, she spat, “I think she has a lot of nerve making that sort of an accusation, considering her mother’s reputation!”

      The tenuous cord of patience in Mrs. Thomas’s voice snapped. “That’s enough.” It came out like a slap, and Ms
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