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      To everyone who’s told the truth and wasn’t believed.

      

      And to everyone too scared to tell the truth because you know you won’t be believed.

      

      And especially to everyone who has told the truth, been believed, but discovered nobody cared.
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        May, 21 AGC

      

      

      Jackhammers and the beeping of dump trucks blended with the purring of car engines in rush-hour gridlock. Marching down the sidewalk, oblivious to all the noise, thanks to the mighty-and-all-that voice in her head was a girl—no, a woman, dammit!—carrying an empty cash purse in a tattered Texas State University tote bag. She frowned meanly at the world, partially to warn those passing her against engaging her in conversation, but also because her Father was being especially chatty, and it was the last thing she needed after a long day of work that wasn’t yet over.

      I ought to report him to … whoever regulates banks.

      FOR WHAT, HONESTY?

      No! You were there. You saw it. You see nothing wrong with him withholding my receipt until I smiled for him?

      HE WAS RIGHT, THOUGH. YOU ARE MUCH PRETTIER WHEN YOU SMILE. IT IS A UNIVERSAL LAW.

      That’s not the point! Ugh! Why do I even try with you?

      BECAUSE I CREATED YOU THAT WAY.

      A car horn honked right next to her on the congested street. She knew that honk. It wasn’t a you-changed-lanes-without-signaling honk or a the-light-is-green-you-fucking-idiot honk or even an I’m-so-angry-I-just-need-to-be-loud honk. No, the precise duration of this one told Jessica McCloud it was directed at her. She knew that instinctually. However, the driver clearly hadn’t thought it through, and now, as she glared at him in stand-still traffic where his anonymity was blown, he looked away from her quickly and slunk down in his seat.

      See? I don’t need to smile to be pretty enough for creeps.

      The exchange with the bank teller was especially infuriating because, in the moment, her incredulity levels had been so extreme, she couldn’t properly yell at him when he’d held the receipt for her It is Risen deposit just out of her reach, cocked his head coyly to the side and said, “Uh-uh-uh…” like this was a game they regularly enjoyed together. In her surprise, she’d resorted to her feminine default of placating the other person, of not rocking the boat. She’d even giggled! And when he’d named his price—a smile for the receipt—she’d actually done it. Because she needed the damn receipt so she could get on with her exhausting day and get back to work.

      I could just smite him.

      SEEMS A LITTLE EXTREME.

      I don’t literally mean it. It’s just that …

      YOU’RE MAD AT YOURSELF. THAT IS CLEAR.

      You’re right. And that’s so stupid! He’s the one who was being a jerk.

      IT’S NOT STUPID. IT WAS YOUR FAULT YOU SMILED.

      Um. I think I’m done talking to you.

      “Change, miss?” hollered a homeless man crouched on a narrow, partially shaded stoop, wearing way too many layers in the Texas summer.

      Shit. She’d forgotten to bring a handful of change from the bakery with her. Or rather, she’d brought one with her, but she’d deposited it all without leaving anything for the walk back. Wendy Peterman wouldn’t like that if she found out.

      Jessica grimaced. “Sorry. I got nothing on me.”

      “Thanks anyway,” said the man, and Jessica paused in her progress, one foot hovering above the ovenlike cement. She stared at him, observing the deep wrinkles of his sun-damaged skin.

      “You’re welcome.” And now she really did feel sorry she couldn’t help. There was no “you stupid whore” tacked on the end of the gratitude. And if she wasn’t mistaken, this was the most polite interaction she’d had all day. She wanted to stop and speak with the man more, but she didn’t for a couple reasons. First, she didn’t want to push her luck with the niceties. But mostly, she didn’t have the time to spare. Not today, when Wendy was driving all the way from Dallas to chat.

      The publicist had been kind enough to allow Jessica some time to get the bakery up and running before requesting another meeting. Not that Jessica’s overwhelm wasn’t still at a ten out of ten. Running a business was so hard, it might be one giant mistake, though she wasn’t ready to admit that yet. Instead, she told anyone who asked that it was “deeply gratifying.”

      Maybe it was for the best that Chris was⁠—

      Another car honked, and she flipped the driver the bird and kept walking.

      Maybe it was for the best that Chris was all the way across the country. From their conversations, neither had much time for anything other than their new job and the bare minimum hours of sleep each night to remain lucid.

      Granted, in the month and a half since her party at the bakery, her definition of lucidity had grown rather relaxed. Just the other day she’d sworn her miracled image on a sugar cookie had winked at her. She was so sure of it that she’d yelled at God for screwing with her when she was already on the edge. He’d denied the whole thing, of course, but for once, His denial sounded genuine.

      The large metallic sign for It is Risen came into view down the block. A flash of pride at seeing her creation was quickly bludgeoned into the fetal position by her fear of failure, the never-ending list of responsibilities, and, getting its fair share of licks in, the knot of guilt in her stomach every time she remembered Miranda marching out of the party, having discovered Quentin’s secret and the part Jessica played in the deception.

      She still wasn’t sure what the right course of action would have been. Should she have outed Quentin as an angel?

      IT’S ALMOST LIKE YOU’RE TRYING TO DECIDE WHICH PATH YOU SHOULD HAVE TAKEN.

      No. That’s definitely not it. I’m done with paths. There are no paths. Life is just a random assortment of an infinite number of decisions that are in no way predetermined. Every moment determines the next, but none are set.

      DID YOU JUST GET A LITTLE NAUSEATED THINKING OF ALL THAT RESPONSIBILITY?

      No. She was lying.

      AS THE LORD AND CREATOR OF ALL THINGS—EXCLUDING, YOU KNOW, THE REALLY AWFUL STUFF—I DO FEEL IT IS MY DUTY TO INFORM YOU THAT WHAT YOU JUST SAID MAKES NO SENSE.

      That was because she’d made it up on the spot. She still wasn’t sure how it might work philosophically to refuse to follow a path set out for her; she only knew that she was firmly anti-paths.

      Opening the front door and meeting the blast of A/C with an appreciative moan, Jessica allowed herself a moment to simply enjoy the cool air she was paying so much for.

      “There you are,” came a nasally voice to her left.

      She groaned, recognizing the speaker immediately. It was Dennis. Or maybe Darius? No, what was his name …? He’d awkwardly dropped it into their overlong exchanges enough times that she should remember it.

      He grinned at her from his cafe table as she let the door shut behind her. His notably small hands clutched his coffee mug that he would probably refill three more times before they closed in two hours.

      “Hi,” she said, trying not to grow annoyed with how greasy he kept his stringy hair.

      “I was wondering if I’d missed you today. What’s a day without Jessica? Heh.”

      She forced herself to grin at him and promised that would be her last for the afternoon. Then she marched over to the register to tuck away the empty cash purse.

      Destinee McCloud, who was perched on a tall stool behind the counter, indulging obscenely in a chocolate chip muffin while no customers needed her assistance, nodded at her daughter and spoke around a mouthful of mush. “Have a good walk?”

      “Yep,” said Jessica. “It was deeply gratifying.”
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      Despite the many open chairs in the cafe of It is Risen Bakery, Wendy Peterman refused to sit. Instead, she stood straight in her high heels, shoulders back, arms crossed in front of her chest, hardly bothering to tilt her head down to properly glare at Jessica McCloud. “We had a plan, and everyone in this room has stuck to it except for you.”

      The everyone in this room was not as overwhelming a majority as was implied. Outside of Wendy and Jessica, it included Destinee and Cash Monet, both of whom had taken a seat at one of the round cafe tables for the duration of the after-hours team meeting.

      “And I’ve told you,” Jessica said, acting more confident than she felt while confronting the formidable publicist, “I’m done with other people’s plans. God’s been stiff-arming me to do whatever he thinks is best, and I’m done. No more set paths, no more imposed plans from anyone.”

      “Wow.” Cash, Jessica’s genderless social media specialist, blinked lethargically at her, shaking their head slowly. “You’re still on about that.” They turned to Wendy. “Did you know she was still on about that? I thought she would have grown out of it by now.”

      Wendy’s gaze attached itself to a ceiling tile as she inhaled deeply for patience.

      “Yes, Cash,” Jessica continued, “I’m sticking to this. If you’d had God and an egomaniacal hog-oil salesman and teachers and professors and the media nipping at your ankles your whole life to keep you going in the direction that best suits them, you’d be right where I am.”

      Cash rolled their eyes. “You’re right. No one has ever told me to stay in my lane. Announcing that I was genderless when I was fifteen was instantly and universally accepted.”

      Jessica paused, sensing the sarcasm, but more importantly wanting to ask a question so badly she thought her head might explode. “So before that you were a …?”

      “A different person.” Cash grinned petulantly.

      Wendy uncrossed one of her arms to snap and bring the attention back to her. “Focus. I didn’t call this meeting because I wasn’t sure whose life was a bigger ‘screw you’ to society. I drove down from Dallas because Cash has been working their butt off, and still your social media follows have stagnated and your overall relevancy score hasn’t increased in three weeks.” She stepped closer, hovering over Jessica. “You, my dear, are in danger of becoming irrelevant.”

      “Hot damn,” said Destinee. “That sure would be a relief, wouldn’t it, baby?”

      Jessica nodded but Wendy cut in with, “A relief for Jimmy Dean, sure. And a relief for any competing bakery in Austin. And a relief for Eugene Thornton and every other Jessica hater out there who mindlessly protects the status quo.”

      Destinee sank slightly in her chair, grumbling under her breath.

      “What do you want me to do?” Jessica said. Time wasn’t a luxury she had, and this meeting was dragging out already, meaning it was taking up any space at all on her already theoretically full schedule. Humoring her publicist was a much easier way to bring this meeting to a close than arguing with her.

      “Anything,” Wendy said. “Absolutely anything that isn’t spending all day and all night in this bakery.”

      “But I like spending all my time in this bakery,” Jessica said.

      “First of all, no. You’re suffering small business Stockholm Syndrome. I’ve seen it a thousand times. You start a business, it takes over everything, and then you think you need it to rule you to keep on living. Second of all, and Destinee”—Wendy pointed at her—“don’t come at me for what I’m about to say. I know you can fight, but so can I. You might beat me since I’m in a skirt and heels, but I’ll get my blows in.” She turned back to Jessica. “Second of all, your products are okay. They’re not great. I can get a croissant as good as yours at the Starbucks a block over. Or the one two blocks over. Yes, yours are gluten-free and they have that going for them. What I’m saying is that your success, the reason you have a business is entirely because of who you are, not your baking skills. If you don’t keep building your personal brand, your business will stall, and you’ll be stuck in the lifestyle you’re in right now indefinitely. Or worse, your star will fall, and your business will go with it.”

      “You have a point,” Jessica said quickly to lower her mother’s hackles, “but that seems lame. Shouldn’t my business be able to stand on its own legs without me exploiting my curse?”

      Wendy shrugged. “No. Not necessarily. Every successful business has something memorable about it. McDonald’s has a clown and has spread across the world like antibiotic-resistant syphilis. Its food isn’t great, but you see a sign and you trust it because, hey, if the rest of the world embraces it, maybe it’s not that bad. Their thing is clowns and yours is Christ. Not that different.”

      Jessica glanced at the large clock above the front door. She needed to be back here in five hours to start her day all over again. But more importantly, Destinee needed to be back in eight. If her mom didn’t get enough sleep, the customer service skills she’d developed over years of working at a pharmacy went out from under her in a flash. Jessica wasn’t looking to spend all the next day soothing over tensions by giving away free food.

      “What’s your proposed solution?” she said.

      Wendy smiled. “I’m glad you asked. Because I spent quite a long time asking myself the same question until I had a stroke of genius. Remember at that party you had before you opened, where everyone got a little too drunk and some pictures surfaced that resulted in my canceling multiple dates with important and sexy men to fix it?”

      “I didn’t know that was a part of it, but yes, I know which party you’re talking about.” How could she forget anything from that night? It was the last time she’d spoken to her best friend and the first time she’d met her half-brother in the flesh. Those sorts of things lodged themselves in your memory.

      “And do you remember the single silver lining that came from those pictures?”

      Jessica’s eyes darted to Cash, whose pleasant smile hinted at murder. “Uh, no, but I think Cash might.”

      They smiled. “Oh, I do. I remember it vividly because it was the clearest sign of a divine being I’ve ever encountered. From the mounds of social media shit rose this one gem that I like to call the Holy Trinity.”

      Wendy nodded. “And as sacrilegious as that is, that’s a great way to think of it.”

      “You’re still worried about sacrilege?” Jessica asked.

      “Constantly,” said Wendy. “But I’m not going to let that stop me from doing my job.”

      “Noted,” said Jess. “Enlighten me: what’s the Holy Trinity?”

      Cash was ready for it. They flipped open their laptop bag, pulled out a tablet, and woke it from sleep mode with the touch of a button. The picture was already cued up.

      “Ah yes,” Jessica said, glancing at it disinterestedly, as if that precise moment hadn’t planted a seed of a fantasy that she’d let grow and bloom in the weeks since.

      Cash and Wendy called it the Holy Trinity, but Jessica had always thought of it as a Yes Please Sandwich.

      It was a kind of picture that most people had taken with friends at some point. Except most people’s didn’t include Jameson Fractal.

      And, admittedly, most people’s didn’t include Chris Riley. Not that she knew about, at least.

      In it, the two men were seated on either side of her at a table only a few yards from where she sat now. Each one was a little red in the nose and planted a kiss on Jessica’s cheek. Her face was scrunched up like a chipmunk, which she regretted immensely. If she were ever going to take a good selfie, this should have been the one. But as it was, she usually placed her thumb over her face when she stared at the picture, which she did more often than she would ever admit.

      “You think I should have a threesome?” she asked, slathering sarcasm over her words to disguise the burning hope. Chris would never go for it unless she had a signed order from someone like Wendy. Of course, with God’s overprotectiveness, it would have to be a non-penetrative threesome, which seemed okay all the same.

      “No,” Wendy said. “But I do believe stoking the flames of Team Jameson might be a quick and easy way to land you as a trending topic for a while.”

      Cash jumped in. “We would probably end up with multiple trending topics. Hashtag Team Jameson, hashtag Jessica Christ, maybe even hashtag Jessison. Or Jamica?” They shrugged. “We’ll have to see how it plays out. Celebrity couple names are best when they form organically.”

      Jessica cringed. A threesome was one thing, but being a trending topic with another man was just plain cyber-cheating.

      Jessica turned to her mother for backup, and Destinee shrugged. “I’d go with Jamica myself.”

      Okay, she was no help here. “You forget that I’m Team Chris all the way.”

      Cash put a hand over their heart. “Oh, that’s tragic.”

      Wendy cringed. “Yeah, you probably shouldn’t go around saying that. The depressed ex thing is not going viral like it used to.”

      “Depressed ex thing?” Jessica paused, trying to get her feet under her. “Chris isn’t my ex. We’re still together.”

      Wendy and Cash caught each other’s eyes, then the publicist said, “Really? That’s still going on?”

      “Yes!” Jessica bristled. How dare they assume that just because Chris lived in Philadelphia now and had his own whirlwind life to attend to and the two of them almost never spoke in real life outside of a few daily texts that it meant their relationship was over. It wasn’t over! It was just long-distance. They still had plenty of time together in their dreams, anyway. And, now that Jesus wasn’t there to interrupt and Moses was back in retirement, their dream sex life had never been so … bountiful? Eh, that wasn’t quite the word.

      “I apologize,” said Wendy. “I don’t know why, but for some reason I was sure that whole thing was over. Well, hey, even better! The continued possibility of a Team Chris will only invigorate Team Jameson.”

      Jessica held up her hands. “No thanks. I’m out. I don’t have time for drama in my life.”

      “It’s not like you actually have to sleep with the guy, which is the first time I’ve ever had to reassure someone they won’t have to sleep with Jameson Fractal. Just be seen in public with him a few times. Chum the water. He’ll be in between projects in September, so you have a few months to think it over. In the meantime, we can find a way to get the rumor mill started, right Cash?”

      Cash nodded. “Just give me the word, Jessica. I beg of you. Give Team Jameson the room it needs to spread its wings and I will have your social media ranking flying into the stratosphere.” They clasped their hands together in a greedy prayer.

      “Sorry, but no. Chris isn’t going to like that.”

      “Give him a heads up,” said Wendy. “Let him know why the rumors will be flying around. Hell, I’ll call him myself.”

      Chris had always had a soft spot (or hard spot) for Wendy and her form-fitting A-line skirts. It was entirely possible the publicist could convince him this was a good idea via video chat, but Jessica still didn’t want to go there.

      And not because her relationship was holding on by a thread. No, of course not that.

      “Still no,” she said, watching as Cash rolled their eyes and Wendy’s jaw tightened. “We’ll find another way. Maybe something that involves the bakery. I know I’m going about everything the hard way, but I want to be known for something I created, not who created me. No offense, Mom.”

      Destinee pooched out her lips and waved it off. “Totally get it.”

      “I don’t,” Wendy said curtly. “But you’re technically my boss, so I guess I gotta roll with it. Just do me a favor, and before you reach total burnout and do that thing your generation does where you decide it’s time for a small lifestyle shift so you scorch literally everything you have, write long social media posts explaining why you’re leaving social media, and then move to Portland, give me a call and we’ll try the Team Jameson tactic.”

      “Yeah, fine.”

      Wendy checked her rose gold wristwatch. “One more thing before I head home. Have you heard from Jimmy Dean lately?”

      Ugh. This was about the ongoing law suit, wasn’t it? Initially, the idea of suing Jimmy for falsely claiming she’d written the foreword to his book felt like sweet revenge, but now it just meant the two of them were tied together in a new way.

      Meanwhile, the news had rediscovered its love affair with the reverend after he’d won the primary for Texas Railroad Commissioner. The tail of that was only just ending and now Jessica was asked to think about him again? “No. He’s left me alone. Guess he’s too busy rallying support for November.”

      Wendy crinkled her nose and chewed her bottom lip. “Jimmy would never be too busy to harass you, Jessica. He lives for it.”

      “It’s true,” said Destinee.

      Wendy continued. “Perhaps his lawyer has advised him against making contact with you until the suit is settled. But my educated guess is that he’s up to something.”

      “No shit,” Jessica said. “When has Jimmy ever not been up to something? Never, that’s when. So, while I know that him leaving me alone just means he’s going to show up on my doorstep with an extra helping of horseshit later on, I’m not going to let that ruin the fact that he’s leaving me alone. It’s called being present in the moment.”

      “Suit yourself,” said Cash. “But so you know, I’ve been keeping data on him—his resurgences in your life and their effect on your online mentions—and he’s well overdue for a disruption.” When Jessica narrowed her eyes at them, they said, “What? It’s just data science. Don’t look at me all skeptical when it’s you who can raise the dead.”

      Jessica leaned back in her chair, kicking out her legs, which was something she’d learned to do in a listicle called Ten Ways to Harness the Power of Manspreading that she’d read on her phone on the toilet the night before. “Here’s what I’m going to do: the same thing I’ve been doing. I’m going to keep working my ass off at this bakery because I want to do things the hard way for a while. Maybe I’ll change my mind later, but for now, I’m enjoying the grind. The next time I’m a trending topic, it’ll be alongside hashtag It is Risen or hashtag self-made, not hashtag Team Jameson or hashtag Jimmy Fucking Dean. That’s what I’m giving you to work with. If you two want to push some coverage of my bakery, I’d be all for it.”

      “Ooh,” Cash said dramatically. “Bakery exclusives? Internet, prepare to be broken!”

      Wendy bit back a smile. “Hear you loud and clear, Jessica.” She grabbed her clutch from the table. “We’ll be in touch whenever Jimmy Dean drops another bomb. Let us know if you change your mind.”

      “Will do.”

      Once they’d left, Destinee sighed loudly and pushed herself up to standing. She walked to the tray of the day’s remaining goods and made quick work of a cheese danish. “Think you’ll change your mind on this?”

      “Maybe,” Jessica replied. “Who knows? I’m not on any single path anymore. I’m in a field that spreads out in all directions, and I get to follow my whims.”

      She’d been piecing together that metaphor during dough prep in the mornings.

      Destinee licked her fingertips and shrugged. “Whatever you say, baby. Having that many decisions to make every step of the way sounds goddamn exhausting to me.”
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      Judith brought a tray of freshly baked sugar cookies out from the back and set them on the checkout counter for Jessica.

      Was it already three pm? How had the time flown so quickly?

      “Shall I ring the bell, my lord?” Judith mumbled, arching a mocking brow.

      “Stop. You know I hate this as much as you do. Maybe even more.”

      Judith turned toward the bell, saying, “And yet, here we are.”

      Jessica reminded herself that having Judith on the team was a blessing. Her NAO sister had only been there a matter of a week since her college graduation and insisted that her English degree qualified her to work for minimum wage for the rest of her life. And because she had experience working with Jessica in the food trailer before it was burned to the ground, the former Nu Alpha Omega was perfect for the job.

      Destinee hadn’t complained about getting a few days off each week, either.

      The bell echoed through the cafe, and Jessica felt the eyes of the few post-lunch-rush patrons shift her way.

      When Wendy had first suggested this ritual should become part of It is Risen tradition, Jess had adamantly opposed. But then, Wendy did have a point. There was the brand to think of. Stoking Team Jameson flames went too far because it was focused only on Jessica’s personal life. This, though, while exploitative of Jessica’s unique position in the world, directly related to her bakery.

      So she’d agreed to try it once weeks before. It proved to be too big of a success to ignore, and after word traveled throughout the city that at three pm every day, you could go witness a miracle being performed at It is Risen, the crowds had made the decision for her.

      However, it appeared that even a miracle could lose its appeal after enough repetitions.

      How many were there today, seven? She did a quick headcount. Nine. Nine people watching her. Nine people sitting and watching her. Three weeks ago, it’d been standing room only, and now there were nine people sitting and watching.

      Oh, no, now there were only eight. One of them had turned back to her phone.

      Better get to it before anyone else loses interest.

      She closed her eyes, and summoned the miracle from deep within.

      Not that deep, though. This particular set of miracle muscles was toned from use. She didn’t need to close her eyes and focus anymore to draw forth her heavenly ability to turn any baked good gluten-free. She didn’t even need to focus to make sure the burned imprints of her face weren’t doing anything awkward like blinking or sneezing. It just came naturally, and when she performed this in the back without an audience, she could do it with her eyes open while scrolling through her secret Instagram, double-tapping her favorite wildlife photos.

      But out here, people wanted a show.

      Well, eight people—she cracked an eyelid—seven now, seven people wanted a show.

      The miracle pulled free of her without much resistance, and she opened her eyes and said, “Come and get ’em.”

      Three of the customers bothered to get up and grab their free miracle.

      “Nobody else?” she held up the tray. “Last call before they go in the case for sale.”

      The girl on her phone looked up. “What’s that?”

      “Free cookie,” Jessica said.

      The girl blinked a few times. “Oh, cool. I’m good, though.” She returned to her phone.

      Jessica smiled, grinding her molars as she did, and then carried the tray over to the display.

      Judith helped her transfer the cookies. “You can probably stop doing this.”

      “It’s a fucking miracle,” Jessica whispered. “How has the novelty already worn off?”

      “Don’t take it personally,” Judith said. “I’m sure you’ll discover a new miracle soon enough and it’ll be all the rage.”

      As Judith carried the empty tray into the back, a presence at the counter tugged at Jessica’s attention while she arranged the last few cookies so that her brand was clearly visible.

      She dusted the sugar granules from her hands and stood, intending to tell the customer she’d be there in just one minute. But then she saw who it was.

      “Mrs. Thomas?”

      Jessica’s former teacher and current business partner grinned back at her from in front of the register. “Did I miss the free cookies?”

      “Never. Should I grab you some free coffee to go with it?”

      “Ooh, yes please!”

      “Have a seat and I’ll bring it over.”

      Jessica carried out a small stack of sugar cookies and two coffees on a tray and set them out at the table in front of Mrs. Thomas. “I could use a coffee break myself. Caffeine and sugar. That’s the ticket.”

      “I agree,” said Mrs. Thomas. She nibbled a cookie and moaned her satisfaction. It seemed a little put on to Jessica, but she appreciated it all the same. “I’m so proud of what you’ve done here, Jessica.”

      For a moment, Jessica thought she’d gotten a bit of cookie caught in her throat. But nope, just a hunk of emotion and overwhelm. She attempted to swallow it without choking.

      “Thanks. That, um, that means a lot to me.”

      Don’t cry! Don’t cry!

      She didn’t understand why it mattered so much to have Mrs. Thomas’s approval, but it did. Maybe it was that the woman didn’t hand out praise she didn’t mean. Or maybe it was that Mrs. Thomas had invested so much money in the business that Jessica lived with a constant rattle of anxiety in the back of her mind that would be there until she could repay Mrs. Thomas. Or maybe she was overtired or hormonal or not as grown up as she pretended to be or …

      “I’m sure you’re wondering what brings me to Austin today,” said the teacher.

      Jessica nodded.

      “I’m here on a specific mission. I need to find a place to live.” She brought her coffee cup to her lips, grinning coyly.

      After the initial ludicrous question of Is she homeless? flitted its way through Jessica’s brain, she asked, “Seriously? You’re moving to Austin?”

      Mrs. Thomas nodded. “Yes. Just accepted a job here. Same school as Brian Foster, actually. Didn’t realize it at the time. I’m sure he won’t be too excited to see me. Never liked me. Don’t understand it.” She shrugged. “Part of being an assertive woman, I guess. Just rubs some men the wrong way. You’re learning that lately, I’m sure.” She winked.

      Jessica hadn’t comprehended the sheer weight of responsibility on her shoulders until Mrs. Thomas appeared and unintentionally lightened the burden by half. Doing things the hard way was fine. But if she confined herself to making sure she always did things the hard way, wasn’t she, in essence, turning her big open field of possibility into yet another narrow path? Her eye twitched. It was too much to think about until she had another cup of coffee. “I’ve always rubbed men, and women, the wrong way, so I don’t know that anything has changed.”

      “And how’s everything going lately?” Mrs. Thomas sipped her coffee. “I haven’t heard from you, so I assumed no news was good news.”

      “For the most part, yes. It’s, um, a lot more than I thought it would be.”

      “Ah.” Mrs. Thomas nodded slowly then nibbled more of her cookie before speaking. “You can ask for help, Jessica. You know I’m always here for you. Is it more money you need?” She smiled.

      “No, no. Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Chris and I discussed it, and he’s ready to pay back investors, starting with you. He can pay you in full next month.” Jessica had hoped it would come as good news, after all, consolidating her personal debt to a single man who loved her was something she’d looked forward to for months now.

      What she wanted more than anything in the world was financial independence for herself and the bakery, but she couldn’t get there all at once. Narrowing down her obligations was the first step. No more loan repayment, no more mortgage—she would be free and clear outside of owing Chris. And deep down, she knew he would never accept repayment. And if they ended up getting married—a consideration they’d agreed to put on hold until they settled into their new careers—would it even matter?

      So, yes, she wanted to do things the hard way, but if an easy way presented itself and it didn’t put out anyone too much, she wouldn’t turn her nose up at it.

      But Mrs. Thomas’s smile faded, and the corners of her mouth stretched down into an apologetic cringe. “I hate to remind you of this, but the contract we both signed doesn’t allow for early repayment.”

      Jessica almost laughed, but controlled herself before she did. “What do you mean?” That was the most insane thing she’d ever heard. Who didn’t want their money back sooner?

      “It was at the bottom. It might seem silly, but I’ve had enough people try to empty their life savings to pay me back, so desperate to be debt free that they don’t think straight, and then some unexpected cost comes up—a health scare, a car breaks down—and they’re unable to handle it because they no longer have anything in savings. I usually only find out about it after the fact because they were too embarrassed to ask me for another loan, so they go and take one out with a bank or open a new credit card instead, which is much more costly in the long run thanks to compounding interest. Long story short, I now include it as a way to protect the borrower from a similar fate.”

      It made a strange kind of sense, the same way most of Mrs. Thomas’s altruism did. Years of being a teacher had clearly made the woman a pro at saving people from themselves.

      “Okay, but we’re not going to run out of money anytime soon. Chris signed a four-year contract, and what I owe you is only a tiny portion of one year of his salary.”

      “I understand that,” said Mrs. Thomas. She inspected Jessica thoughtfully, tilting her head to the side as a faraway look came into her eyes. “You haven’t actually read the contract yet, have you?”

      Jessica felt the heat rush through her neck to her face. She should have read it by now. Add it to the list of things she should have done but hadn’t yet. In her deepest bouts of overwhelm, the blood pulsing in her ears often sounded like should, should, should …

      “Um. Did … did you ever send it? I don’t remember seeing it in my inbox.”

      Mrs. Thomas straightened. “Of course I sent it! I sent it the morning after your get-together here. Although I understand if you had a little too much fun that night with Chris and Jameson and it got lost in your inbox the next morning.”

      Jessica’s face was on fire. “No, it’s not like that with Jameson.”

      Mrs. Thomas shrugged. “It could be and that wouldn’t change the way I feel about you one bit. He’s a handsome young man.” She nibbled the cookie and said, “If it’s not financial help you need, what are you looking for?”

      Jessica dunked her sugar cookie into her coffee, swirling it around. “I dunno. Guidance?” She took a bite before it became too soggy. “Dr. Bell thinks I should hire more people to help me, but I’ve never been a boss before. You have.”

      A wide grin dawned on Mrs. Thomas’s face. “Dr. Bell. That’s your old business professor, right?” Jessica nodded. “She’s absolutely correct. And hiring people is a big step. I can see why you would feel nervous about it. Hiring is what makes or breaks a business.”

      Jess knew Mrs. Thomas would understand. “I don’t even know where to start. Where do I find people? Do I have to write job descriptions? What if I don’t know how to do a job myself? How do I interview? What don’t I know about discrimination laws? The list goes on.”

      Mrs. Thomas cleared her throat and cupped her hands around her mug on the table. “It is a lot, which is why some corporations hire someone to be in charge of hiring!” She chuckled. “And I imagine you’re overwhelmed with all the things you’ve already learned and are beginning to implement. My husband has always had a knack for hiring people for his campaigns and staff. I know plenty of good people you could hire. In fact, many would probably be thrilled to find a job outside of the amoral world of politics!”

      “I wish I could just make you my hiring manager,” Jess mumbled halfheartedly.

      “I would if I didn’t already have a job lined up in town. But how about this: you send me a list of things that need doing, and I can whip it up into a few separate positions you’ll need to fill. Then I can recommend candidates for each one.” She held up a hand to manage expectations. “Not forever. Just to get you started.”

      Once again, Jess felt like crying. “Thank you. And, you know, I would just hire whoever you told me to at this point. If you know someone’s the right person for the job, I trust your judgment more than I do mine. You can just give me their name and I’ll tell them they’re hired.”

      Mrs. Thomas chuckled. “Probably not the wisest approach in general, but seeing as how it’s me we’re talking about, and I do know you better than just about anyone, and, of course, I trust myself implicitly”—she winked—“I’m happy to go along with it. Especially if I can lighten the burden for you.” She leaned forward and placed a hand on Jessica’s forearm. “I hope this doesn’t come off the wrong way, but you look like you’ve been through it lately.”

      “Do I?”

      Mrs. Thomas nodded. “Yes. Dark circles under your eyes, and it looks like you’ve lost some weight in your face, which isn’t too unusual for someone entering their mid-twenties, but is of note for someone entering their mid-twenties who works at a bakery.” She leaned back in her chair and sipped her coffee as she continued inspecting Jessica closely. “I know you mentioned Chris a bit ago, but are the two of you doing okay? I just mean, is the relationship still serving you?”

      “Yeah, it’s great,” Jess answered quickly.

      Rather than looking relieved, Mrs. Thomas’s round face shined with even more sympathy. “Long distance is hard, especially when you have so much on your plate in your present location. You can’t be two places at once, so to speak.”

      “We’re making it work. Some Chris is better than none.”

      Mrs. Thomas’s brows pinched together as a deep line appeared between them. “Jessica, dear, I wish you’d have a little more faith in your ability to make new friends and meet new lovers. I know you and Christopher go way back—I probably remember it better than you two, you were so young—but people change and drift apart, and that’s perfectly okay, even if it is a little sad. If Chris left you, it wouldn’t be the end, you understand that, right?”

      “Why would Chris leave me?” The notion was ridiculous. Chris might cheat on her, sure. Everyone gave into temptation now and again. She knew that from personal experience. But the thought of Chris leaving her, that had never crossed her mind. Could he leave her? He was an angel and drawn to her by nature. She supposed he broke up with her that one time in college, but that was as a result of her actions, and they’d mended it later on. And when things had fallen apart with Mason, Chris had shown up for her in a heartbeat. He had always been around.

      Leaving her?

      Leaving her?

      Like, what, just losing interest? Walking away? Pretending she didn’t exist anymore? Would she become “one of my exes” in his stories to other women?

      Mrs. Thomas brushed off the question with a wave of her hand. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m just saying, were something unexpected to happen, I hope that you understand you would be fine. You’re more resilient than you give yourself credit for. There are all kinds of men who would appreciate you for the bright, hardworking woman you are.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” she said honestly, still in a haze from the thought that Chris might someday leave her.

      “How about Miranda?” Mrs. Thomas said. “You two keep in touch much?”

      Talk about from bad to worse. Thinking about Miranda was even more painful than considering the possibility of Chris leaving her. Because Miranda actually had left her.

      “No, we haven’t talked since the party.”

      “Oh no,” Mrs. Thomas breathed in between nibbles of her cookie. “What happened at the party?”

      How did she explain it? Did Mrs. Thomas know she herself was an angel? It might be unwise to broach that topic if the woman was unaware of her own situation.

      But how could Mrs. Thomas get this far and not know? As Dr. Bell had explained it, angels either realized and accepted that they were angels after a certain age or they went a little batty. Case in point: Jeremy Archer, Jessica’s across-the-hall neighbor and Jesus’s new roommate.

      Still, it seemed wise to work in broad terms. “Quentin hadn’t told her everything he should have, and she found out. And then she found out that Chris and I knew about it the whole time and didn’t tell her. She wasn’t happy. She left, dumped Quentin, and we haven’t heard from her since.”

      Mrs. Thomas tsked, and for a second, Jessica thought it was directed at her. “That’s too bad. I could see … Well, no, I shouldn’t say it.”

      “No, what is it?”

      Mrs. Thomas pressed her lips together on an inhale. “I never wanted to say anything, since the two of you were so close, but I’ve always felt like this is a long time coming. It’s not your fault,” she added hurriedly, “but it seems unlikely that her anger and resentment had anything to do with what happened at the party.” Mrs. Thomas clasped her hands together on the tabletop, staring vaguely down at them before continuing reluctantly. “When the two of you were together, even as young children, all eyes were on you. And again, it’s not your fault! But with you being who you are, she never could break through from being a very important person’s friend to a very important person, could she? She is incredibly talented at a variety of things, as you know, and I imagine playing second fiddle to you no matter how much she achieved … I believe her blow up was years in the making.” She sighed, shaking her head and staring at her coffee cup. “I’m sorry that happened. And I’m sorry I said nothing before to warn you it might. I have to watch myself, you know. I feel incredibly protective of you, always have, but you’re an adult now, and I can’t keep intervening when I see someone trying to hurt you.” She returned her attention to Jessica. “I can only imagine the abandonment makes everything harder. Starting a business is socially isolating enough. To have your best friend and your boyfriend leave you ...”

      Jessica swallowed down the lump in her throat and dipped another cookie into her coffee, swirling it around. “Chris didn’t leave me.”

      “No, no. Of course not. I just mean he is in another state now, so physically, he’s gone. And Miranda will be leaving for grad school soon, if I’m not mistaken, so even if the two of you do make up … I imagine this is terribly difficult for you.”

      When Jessica pulled the cookie from her coffee, the bottom half fell off, oversaturated, into her cup.

      Shit, shit, shit, SHIT!

      She gritted her teeth and held it together.

      “And I’m glad I came by today,” Mrs. Thomas added. “You don’t always let on when you need help, you know. But there are people like me who are here for you over the long haul, who aren’t going anywhere. You just have to let us know.”

      A man’s voice interrupted from behind her. “Um. Can I get some service over here?”

      She cast a glance back at the register, where a man in a red plaid shirt and skinny jeans raised his eyebrows at her curtly, like an invitation to fight.

      “Yeah, Judith will be with you in a second.”

      When she turned back around, Mrs. Thomas was finishing the last of her coffee, as she crouched, midway out of her chair before standing upright. “I need to get a move on. You take care of yourself, okay, Jessica? You have decades of life ahead of you. Can’t go burning yourself out yet.” She grabbed her purse from the back of the chair. “Email me the list of things you want someone else to do, and I’ll get to work right away on finding the right people for the job.” She hitched her fuchsia purse up over her shoulder and inhaled deeply, adding on the exhale. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Jessica had taken the hint and stood as well. “Thanks, Mrs. Thomas.”

      “Dolores, please.”

      Jessica nodded, but, nope, still couldn’t bring herself to use her first name.

      After a quick hug, Mrs. Thomas turned to leave, pausing on her way out to add, “No matter who leaves you. I’ll always be around.”

      Jess nodded, forcing a smile while fending off an incoming wave of fresh dread.

      Why was she upset? Chris was still with her. And Miranda might come around.

      Or maybe it was just the caffeine and carbs coursing through her digestive system providing a pop of hopeful optimism.

      Baked goods really were a miracle, gluten-free or not.
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      Jessica stared into the cosmos as she lay on her back in bed.

      Not her real bed. Her dream bed. The one she shared nightly with Chris. Somehow, despite being concocted entirely from fantasy, the mattress on this one was never as comfortable as the memory foam one she actually slept on.

      She could feel Chris’s warm naked body next to hers, and though it didn’t inspire the feelings it used to, it was still nice and welcome.

      “I dunno,” she said, “what do you want to try?”

      “Umm …”

      Chris was drawing a blank tonight, too. So, she threw out the first suggestion that came to mind. “What about where one of us does a handstand? That was kind of cool.”

      He hesitated. “Do you want to do a handstand? Because I don’t want to do a handstand.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, me neither. This mattress is really comfortable.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “Lady on top?”

      “Sure.”

      Damn. That meant she had to do all the work. How was she so tired in her dreams? Had the exhaustion really seeped into her this deeply?

      Lady on top was their go-to lately, and it was okay. It got a little boring unless they spiced up the surroundings a bit. So that’s what she did once they got going.

      “Are … we … in … The Dead … Sea?” Chris asked as Jessica went through the motions.

      “Is that the one with all the salt?”

      Chris nodded.

      “Yeah, that’s where we are.”

      “Can you … bring … back … the mattress?”

      “Sure.” The buoyancy of the water wasn’t as great as she’d imagine anyway.

      And now they were floating on a mattress in the Dead Sea, and Jessica procured mild amusement out of seeing just how high up and down she could make it bob.

      After a few minutes of refraining from asking him if he were close, she asked, “Are you close?”

      Before he could respond, verbally or otherwise, a timer went off. Wait a second, she recognized that sound …

      “Is that … the oven at … your bakery?” Chris asked.

      She cringed. “Yeah. Sorry.”

      He pushed her gently off of him and raised onto his elbows. “Did you put me on a timer?”

      “What? No!”

      “How am I supposed to get off when I know I’m being timed? It’s not like I take longer than you. You have somewhere to be?”

      Two sparrows flew overhead, one chasing the other, both squawking. “No, of course not. Sorry. I guess I still have work on my mind.”

      Chris sighed, his expression softening. “It’s okay. Don’t stress about it.” He brushed the hair back from her face. “This is supposed to relieve stress, not create more.”

      “You’re right. Another try?”

      He nodded, grinning greedily. “How about gentleman on top?”

      “I think it’s called missionary, Chris.”

      “Let’s not bring religion into this, okay? We just got Jesus and Moses out of here.”

      While she was grateful for it, now that the threat of being caught was gone, so was some of the thrill. She’d never admit to that, though.

      Chris took over, and Jessica was glad to be able to enjoy the mattress for a while. This seemed a much better set-up for him, too, and the end of round one was well in sight when⁠—

      Beep-beep beep-beep beep-beep.

      “Dammit!” Chris punched the pillow next to Jessica before grabbing it and biting it ferociously as he rolled off of her. He moaned and whimpered.

      “Sorry!” she exclaimed. She propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at her writhing, frustrated boyfriend. “I’m not impatient, I swear!”

      Movement caught her eye just beyond the edge of the mattress on the other side of Chris, and for a moment she thought Jesus was hurling across the surface at her at full speed.

      Except Jesus couldn’t land a tackle like this guy.

      She was all limbs as she flew backward, tumbling off the mattress and into the salty sea. She surfaced and swam the short distance back to the mattress, blinking the water from her eyes. “Christopher Riley,” she growled, climbing back onto their sex raft. “I swear to whoever …”

      Chris’s expression was nothing short of horror. “I am so sorry, Jess. I guess my mind is stuck at work tonight, too.”

      “Yeah, I’d say.” She glanced behind her where the massive man in a white and blue jersey with the number 94 on the back doggy paddled into the distance.

      Chris added hesitantly, “You want to keep going, or⁠—”

      “No,” she said, rubbing her banged up sternum and trying not to yell. “I’d say the mood is gone.”

      “At least he used good form. No helmet to helmet.”

      She glared at him. “Could that be because I don’t wear a helmet while we screw?”

      Chris bolted up into sitting. “You’re angry. I get that. Although to be fair, the oven timer disruption was all you.”

      “How about we put a pin in this for now and come back tomorrow with fresh ideas?”

      Chris looked around. “Yeah, the Dead Sea isn’t the most romantic.”

      “And we could both clearly use some deep sleep,” she added. “Busy day tomorrow.”

      He shot her a finger gun. “Good point.”

      After a quick kiss, Chris disappeared in a puff of powdery white, and Jessica, heaving a sigh, returned to a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      The oven timer beeped, and Jessica pulled out the tray of kosher pigs in a blanket. These things went quick around lunchtime, which was coming up in a few short minutes. She hurried to miracle her mug onto each of them, then carried them out to the front. The line was three people deep. “I’ll be right with you.”

      Destinee stood behind the display, chatting back and forth with a customer who pointed at various options with an overly serious expression. Just pick one. Why was it so hard? If you want another one, come back another time.

      SOMEBODY ROSE ON THE WRONG SIDE OF THE TOMB.

      I’m fine. Just didn’t get great sleep last night.

      BECAUSE YOU AND CHRISTOPHER SPENT HOURS LYING TOGETHER?

      Not that. I mean we did. We just— Wait. No, I’m not talking about this with you.

      SHALL WE SPEAK OF SOMETHING ELSE?

      I already know you have something in mind. Just spit it out.

      TODAY IS AN IMPORTANT DAY FOR YOU.

      Why’s that?

      YOU’RE ABOUT TO FIND OUT.

      Did you just drop by to fill me with foreboding? Again?

      AND ONE PIECE OF ADVICE.

      Oh, you’re going to be helpful now! Is this God’s love people keep talking about?

      DO NOT LET HIM TOUCH YOU.

      What the— She scanned the room all around her. Are you kidding me? There isn’t a creepier thing to whisper to a woman. You understand that, right? Don’t let who touch me?

      JIMMY DEAN.

      Jimmy Dean?

      YES. JIMMY DEAN.

      When would he even have a chance to … oh for fuck’s sake.

      The door to It is Risen opened with a tinkle of the bell above it, and Jessica leaned her head back and groaned at the ceiling. “Not today,” she murmured. “Or any other day.”

      Even dressed down in a tight black T-shirt and aviator sunglasses, Jimmy just couldn’t let it go with the sleazy reverend thing. She saw through any attempt by him to go incognito, because if he’d actually wanted to, he should have left the red hog-hoof stole at home.

      The hooves dangled by his waist, clopping together every few steps as he slid into the bakery. He kept his sunglasses on.

      “No,” Jessica said loudly. “Not today, Jimmy.”

      The name was a trigger for Destinee, who shoved a stuffed paper bag at the customer she was helping and hurried over. “Get my gun!” she said on impulse.

      “There’s no gun,” Jessica announced to the anxious customers. She shot Destinee a warning look. “Don’t make this worse. All we want to do is get him out of here without a scene.”

      “Jessica, my darling girl,” Jimmy swooned. “Ah, but you’re not a girl anymore.” He held out his arms, palms raised. “You’re a young woman now. It’s so charming when women open a business in lieu of starting a family. The determination of the fairer sex is truly something.” He clapped his hands together. “If only it could be harnessed for good. Aaaanyway.”

      “You need to leave,” Jessica said firmly, taking pride in not yet having shouted “fuck.”

      “Or else I’ll make you,” Destinee said, standing just over Jessica’s shoulder and glaring across the counter at Jimmy.

      He sighed as he passed up those waiting in line, inserting himself between the woman at the front and the counter. “While I wholeheartedly support the right of small businesses to refuse to serve customers for any reason whatsoever, I ask that you allow me a moment of your time, old friend.” He addressed Jessica directly.

      “How about twenty seconds to leave, and I’m filing a criminal trespass notice this afternoon. That work?”

      Jimmy’s posture restricted, and she saw a muscle in his jaw tick. That got to him. Huh. Threats like that had never gotten to him before. He’d always thought he was above the law. What had changed?

      He leaned closer, lifting his sunglasses so she could see his eyes. Whatever dark circles she might have under hers were nothing compared to his. “Please, Jessica,” he whispered, “I need your help. I know you hate me, but if there’s any mercy in you, please. Just a minute.”

      That wasn’t Church Jimmy speaking. She could tell by the rushed, jagged cadence of his speech. This was Ice Cream Jimmy, the one who she’d seen as a surrogate father figure for two years of her young life. And boy did Ice Cream Jimmy look like he’d been put through the wringer.

      It was almost enough to make her feel sorry for the guy and hear him out.

      “You got a lotta gall,” Destinee said. “You ain’t got no right to come up in her business asking for favors. Not after that bullshit memoir, you lying sack of crap. If I had my shotgun with me⁠—”

      “Which you don’t,” Jessica said, mostly addressing the customers in the line. “So everyone is safe.”

      “Okay,” Jimmy said, chopping the air with his hand and leaning as far as he could over the counter. “Just one quick thing. I just want to say one quick thing. And if you don’t want other people to hear, I can just whisper it to you.”

      The line had doubled in size as the start of the lunch rush trickled in.

      Jimmy was nothing if not a stubborn son of a bitch. “And then you leave?” asked Jessica. “You never step foot inside this bakery again?”

      “Yes! Yes, I’ll leave and you can file the criminal trespass if you want, or I can save you the effort by not coming back here ever again.”

      Jessica stepped forward. “Fine.”

      He motioned her closer with a wave of his hand.

      Rolling her eyes, she leaned closer until his mouth was only inches from her ear. “You and me, Jessica, we’re two sides to the same coin. You want to push me away, but you can’t. When you rise, I rise. I’m a part of this business just as you are, and someday you’ll realize it, and when you decide to thank me for all that I’ve sacrificed for you, I’ll be the bigger man and let you have a place by my side.”

      Jessica’s eyes went wide and she did the only thing she could: she laughed.

      Jimmy was out of his gourd. He’d become completely unhinged. None of his words struck a chord with her. It was completely untethered from reality.

      She continued laughing, partly because it remained funny, but also because she enjoyed laughing at Jimmy. After all the mud he’d dragged her through, hot damn, laughing at him felt liberating. It felt even better than yelling at him or fantasizing about his death, both of which felt pretty incredible.

      When she straightened up to look him right in the eyes, heightening the enjoyment of laughing in his face, he was laughing too.

      Wait, why was he laughing?

      It happened in a flash. Literally.

      The phone’s camera flashed, temporarily blinding her, and it was only after that shock wore off that she realized Jimmy had grabbed her hand and was shaking it.

      Ohhh no…

      She’d let him touch her.

      When she yanked her hand free, Jimmy grinned and hollered, “Sooie!” before rushing from the bakery with the conspiring paparazzi close behind him.

      From beside her came a grunt followed by Destinee saying, “I didn’t want to tell you this before ’cause I knew you’d be mad, but I got a pistol out in my glove box. Want me to bring it in?”

      Yes. Yes, she did want that. “No, Mom.”

      “It’s only a Ruger thirty-eight,” Destinee whined. “Hardly more than a nip at him. He’d survive, and if he didn’t, you could bring him back and he’d owe you one.”

      “I wouldn’t bring him back,” Jessica said through gritted teeth.

      Destinee put an arm around her daughter’s shoulder. “I don’t think I tell you enough how proud I am of the woman you’ve become.”

      As tempting as it was, Jessica shook her head. “No. I don’t want you going to jail for him. I’d have to hire someone to fill your spot and that’s the last thing I need on my plate.”

      Destinee nodded and gently moved Jessica away from the register, likely sensing that her daughter could use a minute.

      And as Destinee greeted the customers, acting nicer than usual to compensate for the minor interruption, Jessica headed to the kitchen, wondering how many horrible outcomes could result from one simple picture of Jessica and Jimmy, laughing and shaking hands.

      Would it effect her lawsuit against him? She’d better give Wendy a head’s up.

      Before she could take action, the oven timer beeped. Kolaches.
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      “You ever wish that everything could just stop?” Jessica asked, staring up at one of the twelve nearby televisions showing ESPN. The bar was empty, but then again, it was a Tuesday during the summer, and baseball didn’t draw the crowds it used to.

      And that was why Judith had suggested this place, she supposed. Well, that and the fact that the drinks were so cheap she and Judith referred to it as Shithoused, rather than its actual name, which was Smashmouth.

      When Jessica looked away from the screens and back at Judith, who sat across from her at the high-top table, her friend said, “Are we talking suicide or apocalypse here? I can’t tell with you.”

      “Neither. More like a pause button.”

      “I think what you’re talking about is overwhelm, and don’t worry; everyone I know has it. For all intents and purposes, it’s emotional HPV.”

      “Are you overwhelmed?” Jessica asked. She hadn’t even stopped to think about how her stress might translate to those she worked with.

      Man, I’m a terrible friend.

      And an even worse boss.

      “Yeah.” Judith shrugged. “But not about work. Just, you know, overwhelmed with how terrible the world turned out to be.”

      Day by day, Judith was starting to sound an awful lot like someone else Jessica knew. “How are things going with Brian?”

      Judith grinned coyly. “You know, good.”

      “It’s just a one-bedroom, right?”

      Judith nodded, sipping from her longneck.

      “You’re not driving each other up the wall?” Jess asked.

      “No. We’re doing other things against the walls.”

      Jessica’s mind flashed to Jameson Fractal and the things she’d seen him do with women against walls in his films. No matter how many times Jessica had done the same sort of things with Chris, thinking back to Jameson made her feel confused, scared, and uncomfortably turned on. “All right, enough of that,” she said. “I don’t need to know the details.”

      “It’s still weird for you?”

      “Uh yes. He used to be my teacher.”

      Judith chuckled. “I truly don’t know how you handled that. He was your college counselor, too, right?” Jess nodded. “And you never tried to bone him?”

      “Jesus Christ, Judith.”

      “Not even once?”

      “No! Not even once.” Jessica flagged down a waiter as he passed. “Can we get some loaded fries over here?” When he nodded, she turned back to Judith. “I’m gonna need some food on my stomach if we’re going to keep talking about banging Mr. Foster.”

      “Speaking of which, he wants to have dinner with you and Chris whenever Chris comes into town next. He said something about the last time the three of you went out, I dunno, something happened.”

      “I smote a fire hydrant. But only after some dick pulled a gun on us,” she added hurriedly.

      “Nice,” Judith said, nodding approvingly. “When you finally gonna smite someone for real, Jess? You know there’s a whole subreddit on you, and anything having to do with that gets upvoted like a motherfucker.”

      Judith had lost her attention, though.

      “Jess?”

      One of the screens behind the bar, the only one not tuned to a sports station, had been running on a 24-hour news channel. And on it appeared a familiar face. It was like Jessica knew that face would be on there before she ever saw the screen. She could feel it. She could feel him.

      “Two sides of the same coin.”

      What did that even mean? What a load of gibberish.

      She stood from the table and walked over to read the closed caption. “Hey,” she called to the woman tending the square bar at the center of the room. “Can you turn this one up?” In the meantime, Jess read along.

      Because of the lag, it was difficult to tell who the captions belonged to, but Jess thought it was the host, a stony-faced black man in a slate-gray jacket who looked incredible concerned and intrigued as his lips moved minimally.

      The captions read, “But does it matter that the payments came through White Light Church? The accusations are against Dean, and the payment came from a church that he started. It becomes quite difficult to separate out the man from the establishment. He’s worked very hard for that to be the case, and now he wants to distance himself?”

      A redheaded woman on the panel began speaking animatedly. Jessica waited for the captions to catch up “Fitzpatrick: People are asking the wrong question here. It’s not a matter of did Reverend Dean pay the hush money or not. We know it came from him either directly or indirectly, which obviously raises questions for his campaign. No, the real question here is how many female victims have to come forward before we as a country decide to believe them? Two women claim to have been suckered into a mind-control doomsday cult with some suspiciously predatory rhetoric when they were only girls, and we can’t stop talking about the payments to keep them quiet. We’ve seen this pattern time and again. When will we turn our focus to the moral misdeeds rather than asking what campaign finance rules might have been broken?”

      A large gray-haired man with beads of sweat glistening across his pale forehead followed up with, “Jacobs: Of course we care about the victims. But with the money they claim to have been paid, they could have easily afforded some therapy or what have you. If they didn’t do that, it’s on them. Or maybe they never received any payments. We just don’t know. It wouldn’t be the first time in history two people conspired to take down a powerful man. Just look at Julius Caesar!

      “Fitzpatrick: You did not just compare two victims of mental and religious abuse to Brutus and Cassius.

      “Jacobs: Frankly, I don’t see how any of this is relevant to whether he
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