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      18 AGC

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

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

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

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

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

      Rex nodded.

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

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

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

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

      “You mean immaculate conception?” Jess asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah.”

      “You think you’ll get married?”

      “What?”

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

      Who the hell is this girl?

      “What is it?”

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

      “For what?”

      “For saying the … the G word.”

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

      “G-O-D,” Leslie whispered.

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

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

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

      “Wow. So you can speak to Him?”

      “Yep.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      You and everyone else.

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

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

      

      

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

      

      

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

      

      

      “Yep. Definitely gave up those miracles completely.”

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

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

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

      “Are you sure you can’t get lunch?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      God? You there?

      Nothing.

      Well shit, she really was alone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “McCloud.”

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

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

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

      “Uh, no, I hadn’t thought about it.”

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

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

      “Zetas?” Jessica echoed back.

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

      “A lot less drugs, though. Ha!”

      “Heh.”

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

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

      “That makes sense. Thanks.”

      “See ya soon, Jessy!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The girl nodded. “Yeah. You?”

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

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

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

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

      “Utopia.”

      “Oh cool.”

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

      “Uh. No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      STAND BY YOUR STORY, DAUGHTER.

      And fail the class? Uh, no thanks.

      FINE. SEE IF YOU CAN DENY YOUR TRUE STORY.

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

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

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

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

      STOP MAKING YOUR INNER MONOLOGUE SO ENTERTAINING.

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

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

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

      I TAKE IT. I JUST CARE NOT.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hey! I was just about to call you!”

      “Oh yeah?”

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

      “Quentin? Quentin Jones?”

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

      “Asking me what?” said Jessica.

      Miranda laughed. “Nothing.”

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

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

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

      “Got plans tonight?”

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

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

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

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

      “But—“

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Miranda was starting to sound like Destinee now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Jessica: Hey, what’s the plan tonight?

      

      

      
        
        Chris: Team meeting.

      

      

      
        
        Jessica: On a Friday night?

      

      

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

      

      

      Jessica sighed then responded with, Of course.

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

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

      “How was your day?” Leslie asked.

      “Fine. Long.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jessica rolled over onto her stomach, pressing her face into the pillow so she couldn’t respond and wondering how long she could stay this way before she passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica wasn’t sure which was worse, the nervous glances crawling all over her from the other students in her cultural anthropology class, who undoubtedly wondered if the discussion of polytheistic cultures would cause her to go postal, or the Almighty Peanut Gallery in her skull, who was—surprise surprise—not amused with the professor’s and textbook’s take on the concept.

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

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

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

      “Jess,” Chris whispered from beside her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I’m going to kill Jimmy.

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

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

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

      Jessica beamed politely.

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

      Nobody asked you.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She deleted the voicemails from him without even listening.

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

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

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

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

      “Hail Satan!” shouted someone from the crowd.

      Nope. Time to go.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Wait.”

      Judith nodded understandingly. “Yeah, I know.”

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

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

      “Nope.”

      “Want one?”

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

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

      “So who are those people on the stallions?”

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

      “They hate gays?”

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

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

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

      “No. I did one for writing, though.”

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

      “It wasn’t any good.”

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

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

      “Professor Stewart might disagree.”

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

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

      “Good thinking. See ya in class.”

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

      

      
        
        Hi Jess!

        

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

        

        All my best,

        Dolores

        

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

      

      

      

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

      More like Boretown.

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

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

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

      Well, because she’d never tried it.

      Okay, so maybe Mrs. Thomas was onto something.

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

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

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

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

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

      Okay, you win. You’re real.

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

      Real annoying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

      IT’S BECAUSE YOU DON’T BELIEVE IT.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Can I help you?”

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

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

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

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

      And he continued to be silent.

      He sure was taking his time.

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

      He was still silent.

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

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

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

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

      Jessica nodded.

      “Did you really play high school football?”

      “Yes.”

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

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

      “Yes …” she said cautiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Crack!

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

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

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

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

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

      He’d called her smiting a party trick.

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

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

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

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

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

      HE’S CHEATING ON HIS WIFE.

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

      I HAD HOPED SO, YES.

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

      IT GOES WITHOUT SAYING THAT⁠—

      Then don’t say it.

      LOOK WHO IS SNIPPY TODAY.

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

      I FORGIVE YOU.

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

      Was that what I’ve been
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