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      AGC 16

      

      Midway through dragging the straightening iron down a chunk of her ash brown hair, Jessica McCloud paused to focus on the voice coming through the television in the living room. She recognized the speaker instinctively, despite how long it’d been since she’d last spoken with him in person. Maybe that had to do with the fact that it was one of the first voices she’d ever heard. Maybe that was why it was lodged in the recesses of her mind like a piece of spinach between unbrushed teeth.

      A rancid burning smell reminded her of what she was doing. “Shit!” She pulled the iron the rest of the way down the strand and then dodged out of the bathroom and into the dim living room.

      The first thing her eyes landed upon, though, was Destinee and Coach Rex on the couch, his arm slung over the back and around her mother’s shoulder, both sets of eyes glued to the television, their after-dinner Dos Equis still nearly full, sweating and forgotten on the TV tray in front of them.

      “What’s he doing on the news?” asked Jessica, positioning herself next to the couch to get a better look.

      Destinee shushed her. “Just watch.”

      Jimmy’s face smiled back from the TV. His teeth looked whiter since the last time she’d seen him, and she suspected that was from no lack of effort on his part. With the money he was pulling in now from his religious endeavors, he could afford the best teeth whitening Midland had to offer, she was sure. His hair, though, looked just the same, slicked back into a perfectly gelled swoop that never moved but somehow also looked natural and like it’d been styled by the hand of God Himself. Of course Jessica knew for certain that wasn’t the case.

      “… And so it seemed there was really only one thing that I, a humble servant of the Lord, could do to put the God back in government.”

      “Put the God back in government?” Jessica echoed. “I thought He was never supposed to be there in the first⁠—”

      “Shh!” Destinee hissed. “Listen.”

      “So on this glorious Texas day in May, before all of you, many of whom have been loyal members of the White Light congregation for years, I’m officially announcing my candidacy for Mayor of Midland, the greatest city in the greatest state in the greatest country of the world. No questions please. Thank you.” And just like that, Jessica felt nauseated.

      Jimmy was making a play—there was no doubt in her mind about that—but she had absolutely no idea what the play actually was.

      I should have spent more time learning chess.

      “So is this bad?” Coach Rex asked hesitantly.

      THIS GUY. WHAT AN IDIOT.

      Hush!

      “Yeah,” Destinee said. “It’s bad.”

      Rex nodded slowly like he understood, then said, “So it’s bad because …”

      Destinee sighed. “God only knows.” Then it seemed to occur to her what she’d said and she turned to Jessica. “Does He know?”

      Do you know why this is bad?

      OF COURSE.

      Why is it bad?

      BECAUSE JIMMY IS THE WORST.

      Could you be more specific?

      DO YOU WANT ME TO SPOIL THE ENDING FOR YOU?

      She thought about the last divine spoiler he’d given her, how it’d left her stomach churning and her heart racing for the duration of the state championship, how she’d developed severe acid reflux in the days following the victory—though perhaps that was more from the fallout of kicking a hundred-yard field goal and kissing two different boys in the course of one evening on what turned out to be a national stage than it was from God’s spoiler.

      Six in one hand, half a dozen in the other, really.

      No. Please don’t.

      She returned her attention to her mother, who was waiting patiently. Rex seemed concerned. He was still having difficulty adjusting to Jessica’s regular mental lapses while she spoke to her Father. “He said it’s bad because Jimmy is the worst.”

      “Amen,” Destinee said. “At least He’s got that right.”

      REMIND HER OF THE MANY THINGS I GOT RIGHT THE NIGHT WE MET.

      Nope. Go away.

      TELL HER.

      Isn’t one of your commandments about jealousy?

      COVETING. AND SHE’S NOT HIS WIFE, THANK ME. BESIDES, THAT DOESN’T APPLY TO ME BECAUSE I AM GOD.

      So you keep saying.

      SO YOU KEEP FORGETTING.

      I wish.

      Jessica headed back into the bathroom to finish her hair and put on a touch of mascara before she left for the night. There were a million ways Jimmy could use politics against her (and she had no doubt that was part of whatever dangerous web he was spinning), so there really wasn’t a point in worrying about it yet, especially when she had more immediate things occupying her mind …

      To say she was nervous about attending her first kegger would be a gross understatement akin to saying Jesus had an okay pain tolerance or Moses had a poor sense of direction. Junior year had been such a whirlwind of football, media (mis)management, AP classes, and, whenever she had time, trying to maintain relationships, that parties never quite made it onto her radar. The busyness had served her well, though, when it came to avoiding drama. Sandra and Courtney and even Greg had tried to start it multiple times, prodding her with rumors and admittedly creative accusations to get a response, but she’d been too preoccupied to ever address the nonsense, so nothing had stuck. Finally her antagonizers gave up on using her as a source of sadistic entertainment and simply began ignoring her, which Jessica much preferred.

      A knock on the front door pulled her from her anxious preening, and she heard her mother casually greeting Chris.

      Best not to leave him alone with Destinee and Rex too long, though, so she hurriedly brushed her teeth, grabbed her shoes, and ran out into the living room to meet him.

      “Hey.” He looked her up and down and grinned. “You look … pretty.”

      Pretty? She wanted to look hot. But maybe that’s what he meant.

      “Now remember,” Destinee said in a lecturing tone that sounded one hundred percent synthetic, “no drunk driving.”

      Rex added, “Or tipsy driving.”

      Destinee’s head hitched slightly to the side. “Well … Yeah, probably that too. But you don’t want to be a square at the party.”

      “Pretty sure God’s got me covered,” Jess said, itching to get out the door so she could, firstly, not have to worry about something embarrassing that would come out of her mother’s mouth, and secondly, make out with Chris, who she hadn’t seen in a good twenty-four hours since school let out for summer the day before.

      “Be that as it may,” Destinee said, “you can still get in a heap of trouble getting caught, even if you don’t hurt nobody.”

      “I understand,” Chris said. “You don’t have to worry about it.”

      Destinee nodded, pacified, and Jess took that as her opportunity to herd Chris out the door.

      “Oh wait!” said Destinee before they could even take two steps. “Wait here.” She hurried into the kitchen and then came back out with a twelve-pack of Dos Equis cans. “You don’t want to be the asswipes who show up without anything.”

      Jess shut her eyes. This was that embarrassing thing she’d tried to avoid; she just hadn’t known it would take this form. She sighed and looked at Chris. He didn’t seem embarrassed at all. “Thanks, Mrs. McCloud!” He stepped up and grabbed the case from her, grinning widely.

      “Uh,” spoke Rex from the couch, “I hate to be the one to say this …”

      Destinee turned toward him. “Then don’t.”

      “But the football team has a strict no-alcohol policy.”

      She threw her fists onto her hips. “Is it football season?”

      “Uh, no. But I mean …”

      She waved him off and then turned back to Jessica and Chris. “Go have fun. Tell Colton I said congrats, too.”

      “Will do,” Chris said, but Jessica knew it probably wouldn’t happen. From what she’d heard of Colton’s graduation party, everyone from Mooremont and their cousins would be there. Chris and Jessica would be lucky if they even got a word in with Colton the whole night.

      Chris opened the door and headed out toward his truck, and Jess paused when Destinee whispered her name. She turned back to look at her mother, wondering what it could be now.

      “You got your …” Destinee made a ring with the thumb and pointer finger of her right hand and then poked the pointer finger of her left hand through it.

      It took a second, but once she realized that her mother was pantomiming rolling a condom on a penis, her eyes darted over to Coach Rex. He squinted, still puzzling over the gesture. Jess shot her mom a harsh look and waved for her to put her hands down. “Yes. You put them in my purse this morning.”

      Destinee nodded. “Oh, that’s right. Almost forgot.”

      Jess hadn’t forgotten. Not that she would need condoms with Chris. Not yet, at least. Though she didn’t know how much longer the center would hold on that.

      She’d hardly set her purse down on the floorboards before Chris grabbed her and pulled her in for a kiss. After almost a year and a half, simply making out with him was still good enough for her. She was about seventy percent sure it was still good enough for him, too.

      When he finally disengaged, he breathed in deeply and said, “I’ve missed you. I almost wish we didn’t have to go to this party so I could have you all to myself.”

      Jess laughed. “We better get going. Miranda’s gonna be pissed if we pick her up late again.”

      Chris frowned slightly, his brows pinching together as he shook his head. “No, we’re not picking her up.”

      “I thought we were.”

      “No. I texted her to ask, but she already has a ride. Figured you knew.”

      “With who?”

      “Quentin.”

      “Quentin Jones.”

      “Yep.”

      Jessica leaned back in her seat, staring vaguely ahead. “Huh.”

      “That’s what I said, too.”

      So maybe she hadn’t kept up with Miranda the past few weeks like she should have. She’d have to ask her once they arrived at the party. And speaking of which …

      “You ever been to one of Colton’s famous bonfires?” she asked.

      Chris shook his head. “Nope.”

      “I don’t know why,” she said hesitantly, “but I’m kind of nervous.”

      She’d expected his reply to be the usual confident chuckle, followed by an assurance that he wouldn’t let anything happen. But instead what he said was, “Yeah, me too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The F-350 crunched the gravel beneath its tires as it prowled down the Brookses’ private drive. The ranch house came into view, backlit by the legendary bonfire that had been the setting for some of Mooremont’s best rumors and gossip. Jess had never seen it herself, but if the intensity of the glow was any indication, it was just as large as everyone described it.

      The truck turned sharply to the side and jolted to a skidding stop as Chris sucked in air. Jess jerked her head forward just in time to see the reason for the sudden veering.

      “Oh shit. Is that Stephanie Lee?” Chris said a moment after the girl stumbled out of the path of the headlights that cut through the dust swirling in the still night air.

      Jess squinted to get a better look. “A drunk version of her, at least.”

      “I almost killed her.”

      “Glad you didn’t.” Despite Stephanie preferring the company of Sandra, Emma, and Courtney, she herself wasn’t all that bad. Sure, she would smirk along with Courtney’s frequent disses and giggle when Sandra hissed mean things about Jessica into her ear. But it still wasn’t enough to leave Jess wishing Chris would take the girl out with his death machine of a truck. Plus, running over the only Asian student at Mooremont would most definitely be suspect, regardless of the circumstances. The last thing Jessica needed in her life right now was the judicial system.

      As they pulled around the circular drive toward where the rest of the trucks and a Prius were parked, Jess got her first actual glimpse of the raging bonfire where dozens of silhouettes she couldn’t identify wandered back and forth in what appeared to be an entirely aimless pattern.

      “This is like … a lot of people,” she said hesitantly. Her aversion to crowds had only intensified in the past year as the news coverage of her life increased and people at Mooremont became more polarized as to whether she was the embodiment of good or evil. She longed for the days when most people were still on the fence about it.

      “You’ll be fine,” Chris said. The confidence was back, but his words still lacked the necessary gusto to make them entirely believable.

      He turned off the engine and climbed out, circling around to her side to open her door and help her down. Weaving her fingers with his, she followed a step behind him but only made it a few feet before she heard someone holler her name.

      “Is that McCloud? And goddamn if that ain’t Riley, too!” Colton shoved a girl that Jess didn’t know off his lap where he sat on the rear bumper of a truck, and jogged over to them.

      Chris held out the twelve-pack of Dos Equis. “We brought something. Happy graduation from Destinee McCloud.”

      Colton gasped and covered his heart with both hands. “It’s exactly what I wanted!” He looked at Jess. “Your mom’s still single, right?”

      Jessica rolled her eyes. “You’ll have to fight Coach Rex for her.”

      He inhaled like he was actually considering it. “Worth it.”

      “Don’t think she’ll mind?” Chris said, motioning at the girl who stood by the truck, waiting impatiently to pick up where she and Colton had left off.

      He turned to see who Chris was referring to, then waved her off. “Psh. Nah. I can’t shake that one, to be honest.”

      “She from Mooremont?” Jess asked.

      “Mooremont? No. Elbow.”

      “Elbow?” Chris said hesitantly. “You sure you want to mess around with an Elbow girl? You know they have a reputation.”

      “Hey,” Colton cut in quickly. “Easy with the slut shaming. That’s my cousin you’re talking about.”

      “Your cousin?” Jess said, hoping she’d misheard.

      Colton shrugged. “Well, second cousin, I think. Listen, I’m probably not gonna bang her.” He took the beer from Chris’s arms and motioned for them to follow. “Keg’s inside.”

      Not only was the keg inside, but so were probably seventy people, only some of whom Jess recognized from Mooretown. She kept her head down as she followed Chris who followed Colton, snaking through the musty crowd, and hoped that no one would notice her, thereby minimizing the odds for conflict. Why had she even bothered to come? What made her think a party with everyone she knew could be anything other than a bad idea? Maybe even the worst idea?

      They’d just made it into the kitchen when a familiar face caught her attention.

      “Miranda!”

      Her best friend braced a hip against the counter as she faced Quentin, who was less than a foot away, his back to Jessica. He was leaning forward, his gaze aimed down toward Miranda who was tall for a girl, but still not close to Quentin’s height. Jessica immediately recognized his posture as one she’d seen from Miranda’s current perspective many times during her fake relationship with him.

      “Miranda!” Jess called again, and that seemed to snap her out of her trance. She looked over at Jessica and her face lit up.

      “Jess! I wondered when you were coming!” She hustled over and gave her a hug, but before Jess released her, she whispered into Miranda’s ear, “Why didn’t you tell me about Quentin?”

      Miranda chuckled and pulled away, back to her new fling. “It’s recent, don’t worry. We started talking at the athletic banquet on Tuesday.”

      Jess nodded and grinned. “Okay then.”

      “He’s leaving for UT in a few months, so it’s nothing serious,” Miranda added.

      Jess held up her hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I’m not judging. He was a fun fake boyfriend.”

      Even just seeing Miranda—and Quentin, too, actually—helped to calm Jess’s nerves.

      “Here.” She turned at the sound of Chris’s voice behind her to find him extending a Solo cup of beer her way. What kind of beer? Probably didn’t matter.

      She drank it as quickly as she could.

      Quentin sauntered over. “Jessica McCloud! My favorite child of God!” He grabbed her and pulled her in for a hug, planting a sloppy kiss on her cheek. He pulled back slightly and mumbled, “He doesn’t mind if I say that, right?” His eyes flickered up toward the ceiling.

      “No, I think it’s fine.”

      Quentin nodded and stepped back, and Jessica glanced over at Chris. When she saw that he was laughing at Quentin’s display, she was able to relax a little herself.

      “This joker still treating you right?” Quentin asked, nodding at Chris.

      Chris threw him a middle finger.

      Jess grinned as she felt the first effects of the beer start to relax the muscles around her lips. “Yeah, he’s all right, I guess.”

      Quentin pointed at Chris. “Better stay that way. If I have to drive my black ass back from Austin to this shitty, racist town to beat your ass, Riley, I’m gonna make it count.”

      Chris chuckled. “Easy there. And don’t you think that her Father probably has the ass beating covered if I fuck up?”

      Clearly Quentin had never thought of that, and he nodded and ahh-ed as the idea sank in.

      “Also,” Jessica added, trying not to let her annoyance spoil her mood, “don’t forget that I can handle my own life.”

      “Oh yeah!” Quentin shouted excitedly. “I forgot you can smite! Ha! Riley, you better not try nothing, or she’ll smite that big ol’ dick of yours right off!”

      Miranda spat out a small portion of her mouthful of beer before swallowing down the rest then allowing herself to howl with laughter. Chris chuckled along uncomfortably, and Jess realized that this was not the first time such an idea had occurred to him.

      Huh. Maybe that’s why he’s never tried anything.

      Most of Jessica’s teammates had graduated that morning, so she made the rounds, tracking them down, saying bye for now, apologizing for missing graduation. It was a deliberate move, though, and most of them seemed to not only understand, but also appreciate the gesture, which had allowed them to have their time in the spotlight.

      The night flew by, and hours later Jessica found herself fully content and relaxed, leaning back in a lawn chair by the bonfire, Chris to her left, Stephanie Lee chugging a glass of water someone had mercifully brought her to Jessica’s right.

      She turned when she heard Eddie’s voice hollering from the house behind them. “Riley! Where’s that beer you brought?”

      Chris turned in his chair as Eddie approached. “It should be in the fridge. That’s where Colton put it.”

      Eddie pressed his lips together in a frown. “Fridge is empty.”

      “Well fuck. That’s what the keg’s for.”

      “Keg’s floated.”

      “Oh.”

      Stephanie’s speech was severely impaired as she hollered, “We’re outta beer?”

      “Easy, girl,” Eddie said curtly. “You don’t get anything else tonight anyway.” He turned back toward Chris. “Yeah, guess we’re outta booze.”

      “Don’t Colton’s parents have a liquor cabinet?” Marcus Mason asked, his massive frame appearing from the other side of the fire. His hands rested on his hips, and he looked more serious than Jess had ever seen him, even during the past two championship games.

      “They do,” Eddie said, “but it’s locked up.”

      More people had gathered around at the signs of controversy and began asking the same questions over and over again. “Wait, we’re outta booze?” Drew Fenster said.

      Eddie nodded concernedly.

      Dennis Rivera, arms folded across his chest, appeared behind Eddie. “Wait, there’s no more booze?”

      Eddie nodded again.

      Gary Higgins, Jess’s once temporary biology partner and well-known busty cat lady enthusiast appeared next to the fire on the other side of Stephanie. Who the hell invited Gary? “You mean there’s no beer left?”

      “God dammit, Gary,” Jess said, irritated by his presence. “Yes. He’s just said it three times.” She looked to Chris. “I guess it’s late anyway. We should probably head out.”

      The voice of a person she’d done a good job of avoiding all night cut through the worried murmurs of the group that had amassed around Eddie, Chris, and herself. “Hey Jessica. If you’re really the daughter of God, why don’t you just turn some water into wine for us?”

      Trent Wurst shoved his way past Gary and grabbed Stephanie’s glass of water, holding it out toward Jessica. “Come on, Girl Christ. Can you perform miracles or not?”

      “God dammit, Trent,” Chris spat, standing from his chair. “You should know better.” His former friend stared at him, and a meaningful look passed between the two boys that left Jess wondering if Trent might actually back down. But then he scoffed. “What, Chris, worried you might be banging the Antichrist?”

      The group around them had gone silent. Jess stayed silent, too, wondering what Chris might say as a response. Would he say they still hadn’t had sex? Or would he lie and say they had?

      But instead he took a drastically different approach. “That’s not a nice thing to call your mom.”

      The crowd responded accordingly with “ooooh”s and cackles.

      Trent’s lips curled into a snarl. “Good one, Chris. But my mom’s not a slut like yours and Jessica’s. Doesn’t matter. Obviously she can’t do a simple thing like turn water into wine, but I coulda told you that. Because she’s not God’s daughter.” Trent seemed pleased with himself and swigged from the bottle of Big Red he clutched in his fist. The coloring had dyed the skin just above his lips in a small semicircle that overlapped onto his blond, wispy attempt at a mustache.

      There was nothing that Jessica wanted to do more in that moment than turn that fucking water into fucking wine. Except maybe turn Big Red into cyanide.

      PROBABLY DON’T WANT TO TRY IT.

      Why not?

      BECAUSE IT’S NOT ONE OF YOUR MIRACLES.

      Oh, now you’re all about telling me what my miracles are?

      ONLY BECAUSE I HATE THIS KID.

      Can I smite him?

      NOPE.

      She remembered a phrase she’d heard Mrs. Thomas use when the woman had added custom-made football pads that fit Jessica’s feminine frame to the school athletic budget: Better to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.

      Yep. That sounded good.

      The glass of water exploded in Trent’s hand, and the shock caused him to spill his Big Red down his front and arms. For a moment nobody moved, not even Trent. But as the Big Red started to mingle with the blood from his fingers, causing the whole scene to seem much gorier than it actually was, Jessica knew two things. First, she’d established her place in the annals of Brooks bonfire lore, and secondly, it was time to head out. And quick.

      Chris didn’t need telling. As soon as she was out of her seat, he was behind her, his hand on her lower back, pushing her toward the ranch house. Courtney Wurst flew by them at the sound of her brother’s screams, and Jess put a little extra hop in her step to avoid having to face the wrath of the Wurst sister once she pieced together what had happened. They were almost all the way through the house and out the front door when Jess remembered. “Miranda. We should grab her. Quentin is way too drunk to drive.”

      Chris nodded. “Okay. Then we should grab Quentin, too.”

      “Are you good to drive?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I stopped drinking like an hour ago. I’m fine.”

      Neither Miranda nor Quentin had been out by the bonfire, so Jess took the house while Chris headed out front to search.

      Living room? She took a few steps in, peeked around. Nope. A couple writhed together on the couch, and a few more looked only minutes away from taking things outside to writhe in the back of a truck, but no Miranda or Quentin.

      She checked the kitchen again but quickly ducked out when she sensed the restlessness of people as the news of no more booze spread from person to person, sometimes needing to be repeated multiple times before it penetrated the drunkenness.

      She headed down the hallway toward rows of doors, stopping at the bathroom. Someone was in there, judging by the light coming out from under it and the sound of retching.

      She knocked. “Miranda?”

      When a male voice responded, she asked, “Quentin?”

      “No! Leave me alone! I’m fine.”

      Not Quentin. Maybe there was another bathroom somewhere.

      She wandered down the hall and poked her head into another room.

      “Oh shit.”

      The light was off, but enough illumination from the bonfire made its way through the open blinds for Jess to make out two figures on the bed in varying degrees of undress. “Miranda! God dammit, Miranda …”

      Her friend looked up from where she was pinned underneath Quentin. “Jessica!”

      Finally Quentin seemed to notice that they weren’t alone, and his eyes shot open and he leapt off the bed, his arms raised above his head. “She told me to!”

      As he stood there in only his boxer briefs, Jessica tried not to stare. She turned her gaze to Miranda instead. “Oh sheesh. Put on your shirt. And pants. It’s time to go.”

      Quentin hopped back into his clothing quickly, but it took a little searching before Miranda was able to locate her shorts and tank top to slip on again.

      Jessica waited impatiently outside the bedroom door until they emerged again. “Party’s over. Time to get the hell out.”

      A shrill female voice hollered from the back door in the kitchen, “McCloud!”

      “Shit.”

      Miranda’s head jerked in the general direction of the sound. “Wait, what happened? Who’s yelling for you?”

      “Sounds like Courtney. We gotta go. I’ll explain in the truck.”

      Quentin and Miranda were compliant from there on out as they followed Jess to the front door, where Chris was just about to walk through. “Found ’em,” Jessica said.

      “Where were they?”

      “Tell you later. Let’s get out of here. Courtney’s pissed.”

      That was all she had to say until they were loaded up into the truck—Jessica in the front, Quentin and Miranda in the back seat, already putting hands on each other.

      As Chris steered the truck in the necessary zigzags to avoid the potholes in the gravel, Jess glanced in the back seat to see Miranda and Quentin trying to steady themselves on each other as they continued a sloppy attempt at sucking face.

      The truck’s front tire was jolted by a sneaky pothole and the driver’s side of the truck bobbed up and down, sending Miranda’s forehead into Quentin’s nose. They both groaned at the pain, and Jess turned away to face front. Maybe that’d cause them to cool it. There was something terribly disconcerting about seeing her best friend like this.

      “I think we should probably drop off Quentin first,” Jessica suggested. A tough-love conversation with Miranda seemed in order before they could leave her at her mom’s house. Cheyenne Forte wouldn’t be thrilled about Miranda’s state, so the girl needed to pull it together, hurry to bed, and sleep it off before her mother caught on.

      “That works,” Chris said, squinting through the high beams at the dusty road ahead. “Quentin! Where do you live?”

      “Palo Alto Road.” With his hands still cupped around his nose, the words came out muffled and Chris made him repeat it louder.

      “I’m only about half sure I know where that is,” he mumbled so only Jess could hear.

      “Are you sure you’re good to drive?” she asked. The amount of concentration he seemed to be exerting just to keep the truck on the road hinted that he was not good to drive.

      “Yeah, I told you, I stopped drinking an hour ago.”

      “You seem anxious, I guess.”

      “I am anxious!”

      Taken aback by his tone, she decided it was best to not reply, and finally they made it onto a paved farm-to-market road.

      Chris’s anxiety didn’t dissipate, though. In fact, it only intensified. When she glanced at him again, there was a vein bulging in his neck and another bulging in his temple. Was it the exploding glass? Was that what had him so anxious?

      Sure, there was a good chance he had a little PTSD from kindergarten, but who didn’t?

      Still, though, it was like his heart rate was emitting rapid pulses into the cab of the truck, making her heart race as well. As the truck slowed down for a four-way stop, Jessica looked into the back seat again. Apparently Quentin’s nose felt much better now.

      “For God’s sake,” she said, “at least put on your seat belts.”

      Then she immediately regretted the order, as Quentin unlocked his lips from Miranda’s, buckled himself in, and then used buckling Miranda as an excuse to wrap his arms around her and grab a fistful of her ass while he leaned over.

      Rolling her eyes, Jessica turned to face front again. What was her duty as best friend here? Should she try to stop Miranda, who was obviously too intoxicated to make any important decisions, or should she let her continue? She seemed to be enjoying Quentin’s hands on her. And they’d arrived at the party together, so perhaps she’d been hoping for this the whole time, even before she got trashed.

      Jess continued philosophizing over her social obligation as the F-350 pulled past the stop sign.

      For a truck as large as Chris’s, the thing had giddy-up and go, and as he accelerated into the intersection, a sedan, headlights off, blew through the stop sign on their left. Jessica’s mind hardly had time to sync with her peripheral vision before the moment of impact.

      The car clipped the front of the truck and jolted them, locking Jess’s seatbelt to hold her in place as the truck spun clockwise. Less than a second had passed and the sequence of events already began to tangle together in her mind—had she seen the car first or heard Chris hiss, “Shit!” first?

      The sedan spun in a tight circle until centrifugal force sent it rolling on its side—once, twice, five times—until it came to rest, nose down in a trench on the side of the road.

      “Oh my god! What just happened?” Miranda slurred from the back seat.

      Jessica was too stunned to reply. She did a quick mental sweep of her body, found she was okay, and glanced over at Chris, whose side of the vehicle had taken the brunt of the collision.

      “Are you okay?” she croaked above the sound of deflating airbags.

      His eyes were opened so wide that the lids were completely invisible. His jaw hung slightly open as he continued to white-knuckle the steering wheel.

      Quentin moaned in the back seat, and it seemed to break whatever spell of horror Chris was under.

      “Shit,” Chris said. “Fuckin’ shit.”

      “Are you okay?” Jess asked more urgently. Chris nodded quickly.

      It wasn’t until she’d hopped out of the truck that Jessica could fully assess the damage, which was thankfully minimal. The driver’s side headlight had been completely demolished, but the rest of the truck was mostly unharmed, and his deer guard was scratched, but otherwise fine. The one headlight that remained was pointed ten yards to the left of where the sedan had finally come to a rest, allowing only the softest, outermost light of the beam to land upon the wreckage. As she and Chris jogged up to the car, smoke poured out of hood, and a change in wind direction sent it blowing into Jessica’s mouth and nose. She coughed and waved at the air in front of her face, trying to clear it.

      The wind changed again as Jessica made it to edge of the road. And it was just before she’d started down the incline toward the driver’s window, which she could tell even from this distance had shattered and fallen out, that she noticed the bumper sticker.

      “Oh shit.”

      Chris paused before he headed down. “What? What is it?”

      She grabbed his arm and pulled him next to her, directing his attention at the sticker, which might as well have read, Congrats, Jessica! You’re officially fucked!

      “We’re fucked,” Chris said, and Jessica’s eyes lingered on the bumper sticker for a moment longer, hoping maybe the words would magically change to something other than they were:

      
        
        White Light Church

        Sumus omnes porcos, sed Deus est Aper.
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