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Chapter One
 
 
 
Judas, we need to get close to him. We need to get right up to him. Can you help us?”
I, Judas Iscariot, looked at the men around me. I saw the fervor in their eyes and the money in their hands. If I played this right, it could solve all my problems. If I played it wrong, it would be a disaster. 
“Yes,” I said with resignation. “Yes, I can get you so close to him you can touch him. I can make this happen.” My eyes went to their money. “But I need something from you.”
The men exchanged an eager glance. “Name your price.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but the sound of music interrupted me.
I pulled out my phone. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this.”
I stood in the student parking lot of Kennedy High School between my own red Mustang and some blue piece of crap owned by one of the two “men” I was speaking with. Wisps of morning fog from the ocean streamed overhead with a passing seagull and the distant smell of brine, but the sun had almost finished burning through and was already on its way to making the day hot enough that I would rather be at the beach.
Students streamed through the parking lot toward the school entrance, almost entirely in a safe and good-natured dance with the cars pulling in and the parents dropping off the freshmen. Some announcement about homecoming crackled over the P.A. The breeze rustled the ash trees clustered here at the edge of the parking lot, where we stood.
I turned my back to the punks and brought the phone to my ear. “Whazzup, Zilch? Whatcha got for me?” I listened and hummed my responses. “Okay, I’ll be right in.”
I pocketed the phone and walked back to the two “students,” who were both probably twenty and looked like they’d crawled out from under a trailer park in Stockton. Apparently, the uniform of this subculture was dirty plaid button-ups, torn jeans, scraggly facial hair, and messy hair. I wasn’t into profiling—who was I kidding? of course I was into profiling—but if I’d been a cop, I would’ve arrested these two on sight.
Just the kind of gentlemen I needed.
“So do we have a deal or what?”
The two looked at each other again and then at me. “You said you could get us close,” Scumbag One said. “How close?”
I came to stand between the two and put my arms around both. “Boys, you’re fans of The Black Death. I don’t blame you. Quality band. Good music. But front row seats are impossible to get—and backstage passes cost a fortune. To be able to meet Slash Hayden himself…?” I whistled. 
Scumbag Two wiggled out from my arm with an expletive. “You messin’ with us, bro? You said you could—”
“Hang on, man,” I said. “Chill. I said it would be hard to get you close to Slash. Almost impossible.” I produced two oversized tickets from my pocket. “Unless you’re me. Which I am.”
Scumbags One and Two all but salivated over the tickets. Number Two snatched them from my hands. “‘VIP. Backstage Pass. Musician’s Friend’? Dude, how did you—”
“Never ask a magician how he does his tricks.” I snatched the tickets back. “Now, do I have your attention?”
Scumbags One and Two exchanged a high five and chest bump.
“What do you need us to do?” Scumbag Two asked.
I smiled. “Excellent. Now, do you see where my car is parked? Do you see exactly where my car is parked?”
They nodded dumbly, and I explained the plan.
“You mean you don’t want our money?” Scumbag Two asked when the explanation was done.
“No, you can keep your bag of silver. Just do what I ask, and you can get right up to the man himself.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
In a large hunting ground, there will be multiple predators. Lions, hyenas, crocodiles, pythons, tigers, hawks, and wolves. They all use stealth and guile. They all lie in wait. 
And when the conditions are perfect, when the prey has been defeated before its killer has even been revealed, the predator strikes.
I approached the double doors of Kennedy High, and underclassmen sprang out of my path. My lieutenants, Zilch and Stucco, fell in and together we passed inside like Nazi leadership. Two popular girls kissed me on the cheeks and slipped notes into my hands. 
I turned toward senior hall, and Stucco, my younger lieutenant, whispered an update and merged into the clamoring crowd.
The warning bell rang.
Zilch and I reached our lockers and opened them. Fliers about homecoming fell out, and we just let them join the others on the floor. 
Zilch was taller than me and thirty pounds heavier. He was white and his hair, a curly brown mat, already receded from a high and wide forehead that seemed ever to be troubled by zits. His face was puffy and he had a unibrow. He seemed always to be in the back of a crowd. Always watching but never noticed. The perfect lieutenant.
I pulled books from my locker and put them in my backpack. “The parking ticket?”
“Taken care of.” Zilch stuffed his own backpack. 
“The new phone case?”
“In her locker with a pink bow and a secret admirer card.”
I nodded. “Good. But her favorite color is robin’s egg blue.”
“Duh,” Zilch said, zipping his bag. “I’m the one who told you that, remember?”
“So?”
“So…that’s why the new phone case is robin’s egg blue. But I thought the pink was a nice accent color.”
I regarded him silently, noting an oily sheen on that wide forehead. “Accent color?”
“Right. No reason her secret admirer can’t have good color sense.”
“Hmph.” I noticed a football player rounding the corner wearing a jersey. I jutted my chin in that direction. “And the wide receiver problem…?” 
Zilch looked and then turned back. “Also taken care of. He’ll leave her alone from now on.”
Now that I looked, I did notice a bit of a limp on the guy. “Hope it doesn’t hurt our playoff chances.” I slammed my locker shut, spun the combination dial, and slapped Zilch on the shoulder. “As always, my friend, you have done well. Expect a little something extra in your check this week.”
That made the unibrow bounce. “Thanks, man.”
We turned together toward our first classes, joining the thinning throng. 
“Speaking of something extra,” Zilch said, leaning in. “I know you’ve heard, but now that Maggie’s dumped her boyfriend, she’s…open for business.”
“Hmph.” I spotted Maggie in the crowd ahead. She was gorgeous, no doubt. And easy as Sunday mornings, which was always a plus. But anybody can do easy. I chuckled at my joke. “Nah, she says she’s swearing off guys.”
Zilch scoffed so loudly that half the hallway, including Maggie, turned toward the sound. With a double wink, Zilch shimmied off to class.
Maggie’s gaze searched the crowd and landed on me. She burst into a beautiful smile and turned to come toward me. 
With that stunning visage pointed at me, and despite the fact that someone else had my heart, I found I could see my way clear to liking her, after all. At least for a good time. She neared me in the crowd so I prepared my opening line.
But her eyes slid past me to someone behind. “Eli!” she said, and it was clear that she’d never been looking at me at all. 
I turned around and found myself walking next to Eli, and then Maggie too. 
“Hey, Scooge,” I said.
“Judas.”
Eli was two inches taller than me but skinnier. He had the olive skin so common—and so mixed—in SoCal that it was often impossible to tell if the person were Hispanic, Indian, Asian, Polynesian, Middle-Eastern, or just sunbaked. His hair was short but bushy, either from hours of primping or, more likely, from living and working so close to the beach. He had an open, friendly face that, even in elementary school, girls had always loved.
“Eli!” Maggie said, hugging his arm. “Grams is two weeks sober today!”
Eli smiled at her and at me. “Great to hear, Mags.”
“Used to, she’d be too drunk to talk to me, or else she’d be naggin’ me about everything. But now, she’s all, ‘God told me this’ and ‘Maggie, let me read you this from the Scripture.’ Eli, what did you do to her? Now I can’t get her to shut up! But I love it!”
“I didn’t—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Maggie said. “I don’t even care. I just…” She seemed to flail for words, but then a wild smile overcame her face and she gave Eli a big kiss on the cheek. “Thank you!” She let out a little squeal and turned her eyes on me, and in her excitement gave me a kiss too. With a happy little shudder, she jetted off to class.
I turned to Eli with a smirk, but Eli was looking at me so seriously that it sobered me instantly. “Dude, what?”
Eli wiped the wetness from his own cheek and stared thoughtfully at his fingers. “So many meanings a kiss can have.”
I didn’t know what to do with that, and anyway I saw someone important heading toward my classroom door. “Totally, right? Especially from her. So, yeah, gotta run, Scooge.”
There she was.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
Mary Valdez walked in beauty. She glided down the halls of Kennedy High like a princess, like a dancer on TV. 
 She was Hispanic, so her skin shone like mocha. Her hair flowed in long, graceful, black curves down her back. Her face was friendly and guileless, and something about her smile and the kind tilt of her head had always made me feel safe, and like a better version of myself. She was exactly five inches shorter than me, and she remained as elegantly slender as she’d been since kindergarten.
Today, Mary wore a bright red Kennedy High spirit shirt, which she somehow made seem like high fashion. She wore tastefully torn jeans of a very light blue denim over white tennis shoes. Tiny diamond studs glittered on her ears, and I glowed with the knowledge of where she’d gotten those. Somewhere in her purse or bag was probably a phone in a new robin’s egg blue case.
Because I had positioned myself so carefully, my next move seemed absolutely accidental. I turned to look behind me and walked into Mary’s left shoulder, pushing her gently into the wall just before she could step into class.
“Oh, I’m— Mary? Oh, hi. I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you. Are you all right?”
She stepped back, her wrists bent upward in the cutest pose of Snow White delicacy. “I’m fine, Jude. No worries.” 
I didn’t step away from the wall to let her pass. Behind us, the other kids swept inside. The bell would ring any second. 
“I’m so clumsy,” she said.
For some reason, that angered me. “Don’t say that. Mary, you’re the most graceful girl I know. I don’t like it when you say bad things about yourself. No one gets to do that.” I make sure of that. “Not even you.”
She tilted her head and gave me an Aw, what a cute kitten face. “You’re so sweet, Judas. You’ve always sweet to me.” She placed her hand on my wrist.
And all my rehearsed words vanished. “I… You were… It’s…” I squeezed my eyes shut. “It’s lucky I saw—ran into—you. I wanted to…” I had to take a breath. I pointed at one of the Kennedy Rockets’ homecoming fliers on the floor down the hall, but there was no way she could know what I was looking at. “I… With all the… So I was wondering if you wanted to…”
Her eyes flicked away, but her face didn’t move. Then her face slowly swiveled away and slightly upward, but her eyes stayed on me. Finally, her eyes gave in and looked.
I turned. Braylen Cox, captain of the basketball team, loomed over me. He was tall and had sandy-blond hair and a ridiculously strong jaw. What was he doing here? He wasn’t in our class. A look back at Mary, and I knew I’d lost her. 
 “Braylen,” Mary said, moving around me and entering the classroom with the jock, “are you in my class now?”
Basketball wasn’t even in season, so was he really a captain of anything right now?
The tall jerk bobbed his stupid head. “Hi, Mary! I guess so. Got moved up to AP History. What does ‘AP’ even stand for?”
I, forgotten, walked behind them like an omen. A Primate, I thought. AP stands for
A Pig. Aggravating Pinhead.
The bell rang and I sat at my desk.
Probably, the teacher talked about American history for the next fifty minutes. All I did was fill two pages of my notebook with other meanings of A.P. 
The one I circled was A Problem.







Chapter Four
 
 
 
I burst through the exit closest to the Mustang. It was also an exit that didn’t have a security desk, which meant my bit of extra violence to the door would probably not be challenged. 
The morning had indeed turned hot. I felt the air conditioning get whisked off me by the backdraft of the door slamming behind. The sea of parked cars shimmered in the heat of the black asphalt. For there to be so many objects capable of movement assembled here, the expanse was eerily still. A lone golf cart snuck along on battery power to my left.
I leaned back against the brown brick wall of the building I’d just left. The hot bricks seared me distantly, like well-deserved punishment. What was I going to do about Braylen “AP” Dorkface? This messed everything up. How was my plan going to…
Wait a minute.
I pulled out my phone and sent a text to the Scumbag Twins: “New wrinkle in plan. More players. Will explain l8tr.” I put the phone away, wondering who I could ask t—
With a whine, a whirr, and a click, I found myself in front of the golf cart I’d seen. In the driver’s seat, smiling at me with that goofy grin, was Eli.
“Hey, Jude.”
I hmphed. “You just make that up?”
“Yup.”
“Whazzup, Eli?”
Eli turned the golf cart off with a soft click. “Don’t you have class right now?”
“Don’t you?”
“This is my class.” Eli reached to the floorboard of the passenger seat and pulled up a sparkly disco ball. “Homecoming dance. Mrs. Carson needed it out of storage, and I’m her TA, so…” He shrugged.
I sat in the passenger seat, enjoying how my weight rocked the cart. I took the disco ball into my lap.
Eli turned the power back on. “Where you going? I’ll drive ya.”
“If you’re going to drive me where I’m going,” I said, holding onto the cart’s frame as we buzzed forward, “take me to my car.”
Eli stopped the cart abruptly. “Going somewhere?”
“Yeah, home. No more school today for this boy.”
With a shrug, Eli turned the cart toward the parking lot. “Don’t tell Mrs. Carson.”
“I’m parked way at the edge, past the stadium, right by the ash trees.”
Eli whistled. “That’s a remote spot. Good thing you’ve got a car to get to your car.”
“Yeah,” I said softly.
We rode together in silence. The wind in my face felt surprisingly wonderful. The cart was silent except for the slight whine of the electric motor.
“Is this what surfing is like?” I asked. “Quiet and peaceful. Wind in your face.”
Eli smiled sadly. “You really need to let me teach you. There’s nothing else like it. Except windsurfing. But I guess that’s the same.”
We rode quietly again, until Eli navigated the lanes and pulled to a stop behind my Mustang convertible. 
I didn’t get out, so we sat beneath the whispering ash leaves. 
“What’s on your mind, buddy?” Eli asked.
I sighed. “Do you ever… I mean…” I rubbed the stubble on my chin. “Have you ever wanted something so bad that you were willing to do almost anything to get it?” 
Eli’s gaze became distant, but he didn’t reply.
“Maybe even willing,” I said, “to do things you probably shouldn’t. Things that, I dunno, some people might consider wrong or too far or whatever.”
Eli looked at me with one raised eyebrow. “By ‘some people,’ you probably mean…”
“Police.” We said it together.
“Or,” I raised my hand and shrugged, “whatever.”
“Well,” Eli said, scratching the back of his head, “yeah, I think so. I can imagine wanting something so bad that I’d be tempted to kind of break the rules to get it.” His smile was back. “But then I try to just, you know, let it go and see if…” he wiggled a finger toward the sky “the shepherd of the universe made a way for it to happen even without me breaking the rules.”
“‘The shepherd of the universe’? You want the universe to solve your problems?” I hmphed. “Typical surfer.” I stood and handed the disco ball back to Eli. “You are one weird dude, Scooge.”
Eli nodded deeply. “Why, thank you, kind sir.”
I fished for my keys and the golf cart pulled away. It wasn’t until I was almost out of the parking lot that Eli’s comment about the universe registered and I remembered that his last name was Shepherd.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
Lupe, I’m home!”
I tossed the keys to the ‘stang on the circular glass table in the vestibule and headed up one of the two curved staircases that emptied there. 
I saw a shadow dim the shine on the chessboard marble floor. A Mexican maid—sorry, a Mexican-American maid—in a black shirt and white apron hustled into the foyer with a yellow-handled broom on her shoulder. Lupe was in her early forties, broad in the hips and with a hairdo that always reminded me of the 1950s.
“What are you doing home, Señor Jude? You are supposed to be in class, si?”
I just continued up the steps. “Thank you, Lupe.”
A text arrived as I walked toward my bedroom, and I was so engrossed in it that I missed my door, reached my sister’s, and had to go back ten paces.
It was from Zilch: “confrmd, he askd her to h-cming; she sed yes”
I slid the double doors to my room shut, dropped my backpack to the wood floor, and collapsed onto my bed so hard the sleeping curtains rattled on the side rails overhead. I lay back and stared at the parallel lines of wood on my ceiling.
Stupid basketball players.
The new plan would work. Might even work better. But there were a lot more variables at play with only one new person added to the situation—and I was about to add a second. 
Variables meant it took longer for the predator to gain the advantage over the prey before the attack even happened. Not that Mary was prey and I was…
What was I thinking? That’s not what this was. This was about demonstrating something. Just presenting it. Making the case. Laying out the evidence. Because when she was reminded of those things, her conclusion in my favor was assured.
Or would’ve been. Was. Before the other predator had come sniffing around. How many foxes was I going to have to chase from the chicken coop before I reached my goal?
I propped myself up on one elbow and stared across the room to my computer, which sat beneath the lovely black and white art print of a woman’s crossed legs. How Mother had fought me over that new decoration! I got up and kicked my shoes off, then padded in my socks over to the computer.
I woke the computer from its slumber and checked my e-mail. Blah, blah, blah. I checked my specialized news fetches. Blah, blah, blah. I checked my investment performance. Meh. 
I turned my head toward the settee, and my eyes went to the shadow beneath the purple beast. I went to my knees and pulled out a scrapbook. “Alexa,” I said to the room computer, “meditation mode.”
My windows, which looked out over one of the pools, dimmed. Recessed blue and white lights came on, and innocuous New Age music filled the air.
I tossed my phone on the bed and flopped down beside it with my oversized brown scrapbook. I opened the cover and it fell with satisfying weight onto my comforter. My eyes rested on the yellowed newspaper articles on the opening pages, but I didn’t really read even the headlines. I knew where I was heading, and in exactly seven flips of magnetic film-sealed page boards, the important spread lay before me.
BOY HONORED FOR SAVING GIRL FROM SCHOOL FIRE: “I DIDN’T REALLY MEAN TO BE A HERO”
My finger traced the words and I read them aloud. 
“‘When 9-year-old Thomas Rich noticed his classmate and friend in the window of his burning school in June 2003, he didn’t think twice about his own safety. He just went on instinct and rushed inside to rescue her.’”
My finger skipped down to the key paragraph, and I closed my eyes and recited from memory.
“‘Hearing Kylie cry, he made his way to the classroom door and called to her. She ran into his arms.’” I squeezed my eyes shut. “She ran into his arms. She ran…ran…ran…into his arms.” A smile twitched my cheek. “‘He picked her up and, carrying her, retraced his steps to the front door and got out safely.’ Hear that, Judas, ol’ boy? He picked her up and carried her to safety.”
I opened my eyes and actually read the last paragraph as if for the first time: “‘Eleven years later, the story got even better. “Thomas and I kept in touch over the years and we graduated high school together,” Kylie recalls. “One day in college, Thomas called and asked me to dinner. In the middle of this nice restaurant, Thomas got down on one knee and asked me to marry him. Of course I said, ‘Yes’! Of course I want to marry my rescuer.”’”
I shut the scrapbook and put my head on the pillow, feeling some of Thomas Rich’s power glowing in my heart. 
Of course she would marry her rescuer.
This was going to work. But with the basketball player in the mix, I suddenly needed a plus-one, and my informant network had saved me once again.
I found the number on my phone and touched the little green call icon. I rolled to my back and stared again at the lines on the ceiling. 
“Jude?” the girl’s voice said. “What do you want?”
“Whazzup, Maggie?”
“Nothing.”
“Hey, it’s great that your gramma’s doing better. I think that’s awesome.”
She paused. “Yeah…?”
“So, this is really late and all, and…” I pulled the phone away and blew out through my mouth as if I were nervous, “but…that is…I’m wondering…because I know you’re just out of a relationship and all…so…”
“Jude, I’m not gonna sleep with you, even if I don’t have a boyfriend. So if that’s what this is—”
“It isn’t!” I actually managed to sound indignant. “I don’t think that way about you, Maggie. Come on, how long have we known each other?”
“Like, a month.”
Oh, right. “And in all that time, have I ever hit on you?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, well, whatever. That’s not what this is about.”
“So then what do you want, Jude? I’m doing something.”
She’d flustered me. Had I really hit on her? Oh, yeah, I probably had. Hey, she was a babe. Babes must be hit upon. Everybody knew that. Maybe one of them would take a chance on me. 
“Hello?” she said, sounding irritated.
“Okay, look, Maggie, it’s about homecoming. I wanted to ask you to homecoming. To the game, I mean, not the dance. Not that we… Anyway, yeah, I need a date to the game and maybe you need one too and I thought we could go together.” In my mind, I saw the smile she’d given me (well, really, the smile had been for someone else) and I remembered that I’d felt like I could go for her.
No, not just for sex. Okay, yes, just for sex. But she was pretty. No one would kick her out of bed.
“You want me to be your date to homecoming?”
“Yes. To the game.”
“And this isn’t some kind of trick?”
“No.” Well, yes, it totally was, but not like what she was thinking.
“You want me to be your date even knowing you won’t be getting any?”
“Of course.” I tried to sound mildly offended that she would think that of me. Ha. “Unless…someone else has already asked you.”
She sighed on the phone. “No. Well, no one I’d consider going with.”
Really? She’d consider going with me? Or was she not saying that? “Well, I thought maybe there was…a special someone you were hoping would ask you.”
“What do you mean? What do you know?”
Ooh, I must’ve hit a nerve. “Nothing. But I saw how you looked at Eli today.”
She was silent for a while, and her reply was so soft I had to ask her to repeat it. “I said he hasn’t asked me.”
Interesting. “So…you’re free to come with me?”
“Sure, okay,” she said.
“Really?” I found myself moved. Did I have a shot with her? How awesome to have a girl like her on my arm. “Okay, great!” 
As we worked out the details, I toyed with the idea of actually being who I was pretending to be. What if my behaviors matched my thoughts for once, for this one night, and I left all my stratagems behind?
Nah.





Chapter Six
 
 
 
Jude, I swear you have passed seven parking spaces. Do you want to go to this game or not?”
Maggie was gorgeous when she was mad. I’d seen her all smiles and I’d seen her pouring out tears, but the mode that felt most right for her was this one.
She wasn’t exactly dressed up for tonight’s homecoming game. Just blue jeans and a bright red Rockets shirt. It might’ve been the soft evening light on her or just how good she looked inside my Mustang, but her face seemed to glow and confidence flared in her eyes.
“There’s a spot I like to park,” I said. “It makes for a quick exit once the game is done.” I pulled into the correct aisle of the parking lot and put my eyes on the ash trees. 
“Here?” she asked. “I don’t see any open spots. If you’ll just turn around and—”
“You never know. Oh, look. It’s our lucky day.” 
Sure enough, a blue piece of crap pulled out of the spot.
“Hey,” I said mockingly as if to the other driver, “it’s home-coming, not home-going. Am I right?”
Maggie just shook her head.
The car drove away and I pulled into the spot. Perfect. 
I put it into park. “You know, some girls would be nicer to the guy who took her out on a date, bought her ticket, picked her up in a fantastic sports car in the school’s colors. Some girls would think they were lucky to be in that car. They might even think of ways to show their appreciation.”
She grabbed her little purse and opened the door. “You’re not getting any.”





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Uh oh,” the announcer said over the stadium loudspeaker, “there’s mustard on the lettuce.”
Even after saying that at every game for the last five seasons, the stale joke about a penalty flag being thrown still got a laugh. Maybe this time it was because it was homecoming and some of the recent grads found it nostalgic.
Maggie and I emerged from under the concessions roof and out into the packed Kennedy High stadium. The bass drums from the marching band throbbed, and the fans—a sea of red—did the wave from our left to our right. I smelled popcorn, hot dogs, and weed. The soles of my shoes stuck to the concrete from mostly dried spilled soda. The wave reached the right edge of the stands and came back again with a sweeping yell and cheer. 
People were morons.
A burly school counselor, Mr. Colquitt, and an equally burly female police officer converged at the railing toward where Maggie and I were descending. They conversed, looking frustrated, and they scanned the crowd. The policewoman’s nostrils flared. 
I stepped to them and leaned forward conspiratorially. “They’re usually under the bleachers, officer.”
Colquitt straightened. “Who might you be referring to, Mr. Iscariot?”
“Nobody, sir. I just hate to see this important game going to pot.” I extended my hand to Maggie, who sort of took it. “Come, darling, let us find a favorable vantage point.”
I smirked and raised my eyebrows as the two burlies bustled off to find the stairs that led below the bleachers. Some potheads were about to have their party pooped.
The fans cheered, and my attention was drawn to the field, where various thugs in red and black rolled around on the grass with various thugs in blue and yellow. I vaguely wondered if a certain wide receiver were in the game or sitting this one out. Which reminded me…
As if on cue, I spotted Zilch. He stood about five rows up, mostly concealed by the crowd. He wore a Kennedy Rockets cap (backward) and took a big bite of an oversized pretzel. I bugged my eyes at him and shrugged. Zilch bounced his unibrow and threw his head over his left shoulder. I followed his gaze.
There they were. 
A full section over and three more rows up sat Braylen Cox, assorted tall dorks, several pretty girls…and the queen of the universe.
Mary wore white. Because…naturally. She wore a feminine dress that probably came down to her knees but wasn’t long enough, in my mind. Especially when she sat on those red metal rails disguised as bleachers. And especially when she was with someone who wasn’t, well, who wasn’t me. She should be clad in burlap and barbed wire, as far as I was concerned. Or at least blue jeans. But there she sat, resplendent in virginal white, her face open and kind and fragile and good. Somewhere, she was probably toting her phone in its new robin’s egg blue case.
Braylen made some joke and put his hand on Mary’s bare knee. Blackness narrowed my vision, and it was all I could do to not rush up there, lift him with the sort of supernatural strength that comes to mommies saving babies, and toss him over the visitors’ side of the stadium and into traffic.
“Hey,” Maggie said, “we gonna just stand here or what?”
“Hmm?” I turned back to her.
Maggie jutted her chin toward the scoreboard. “Looks like they picked the right team for homecoming.”
I checked the score. Home 26, Visitors 3. “Wow,” I said. “Isn’t it just the first inning?”
“That’s baseball, nerd,” she said, not unkindly. “But yes, it’s just the first quarter. I think there’s some rule that says you pick the district’s worst team to play against for homecoming. But I wonder who this team picks.”
I tugged briefly on her upper arm. “Come on. I’ve found us a place.”
“Okay,” she said, following but still watching the field. “So long as it’s someplace where I can watch the halftime festivities.”
“Hmph. I think you’re too new to be named homecoming queen, Maggie. Maybe next year.”
She rolled her eyes. “Ick. But don’t you guys have the streakers or whatever?”
“What?”
“Yeah. The boys’ water polo team. I heard they—”
“Oh, right. Yeah, the Speedo Dash. Oh, trust me, you won’t be able to miss that.”
She fell in behind him then. “Good.”
“You know, if you want to see a guy in a Speedo close up, let me know. I think I can arrange it.”
“Ha!”
At the other end of the stadium, the marching band—sitting for now in the bleachers—struck up a song, and a gaggle of cheerleaders led the crowd in a chant whose primary word seemed to be “Hey.”
The crowd gave a collective wince and the announcer proclaimed over the P.A. that a player was down and, while the trainers tended to him, fans should thank the PTO, the band parents, the Lions Club, and Jim’s Carburetor Repair for…something. 
I led Maggie to the bottom of the steps we would need to ascend to reach Mary and the riffraff. So far, she hadn’t spotted me. 
I felt my mouth go dry. Was I really going to do this? What if it didn’t work? What if she found out and it all backfired? I had the sudden urge to drop to my knees and crawl down to where the potheads were getting busted.
“Come on, Maggie,” I said, “let’s go back t—”
“Oh, look! There’s Eli!” Maggie said, erupting into a full body wave. “Eli! Eli! Hi!”
I scanned the section of fans to my left and eventually spotted Scooge sitting with a bunch of random freshmen. Both Pete and Tommy were on the football team, which left Eli going solo if I didn’t hang out with him. I felt a pang of responsibility that I hadn’t given Eli a second thought before the game. No worries: There were plenty more games to come, and this one needed to be a no-Eli-zone anyhow.
Maggie was halfway up the steps before I knew what was happening. I followed her up a few, as if caught in her wake. This wasn’t the plan. 
“Hi, Jude.”
Mary’s voice electrified me, as usual. I turned to her, almost against my will. It took a few brain cycles to make sure my voice sounded stable. “Hi, Mary.” Oh, my God, she looked amazing. I turned to face the field as if I couldn’t take my eyes off the game. “Pretty good…” The words failed me, so I just pointed at the field. 
“Oh, yes!” she said, bouncing her feet daintily. “Isn’t it exciting?”
I found a presence looming above. Braylen stood over me, not only because of his extreme height but also because he was standing on a step above me. 
“‘Sup, man. I’m Braylen.”
I craned my neck and shook Braylen’s hand. “‘Sup. I’m Jude.”
Braylen sat beside Mary and put his arm around her. “Scoot over, Sugar. You wanna sit, Jude?”
Mary moved over, not seeming to mind his touch.
“Naw, I… Well…” I looked up the steps and found Maggie descending. “Oh,” I said, watching for any reaction from Mary, “here’s my date. Mary, you know Maggie.”
“Of course.”
Mary stood and she and Maggie embraced as Braylen and I looked at each other awkwardly. 
“And Maggie, this is Braylen.”
“Hey, Mags,” Braylen said with a tone that suddenly gave me new information.
Maggie folded her arms. “Hello, Braylen,” she said stonily. 
The story of whatever had happened here, and I could guess, might be useful information for the future, but right now, I needed to know something else. 
The crowd applauded at something, and both Maggie and Braylen turned toward the field. 
I took my opportunity and leaned close to Mary. “Maggie’s my homecoming date.”
“So I see.”
“She’s totally with me.”
She tilted her head. “Because…she’s your date.”
“Right. Maggie’s my date. So…what do you think?”
That perfect forehead furrowed. “What do I think?”
“Of Maggie.”
She shrugged. “I think she’s nice.”
This wasn’t going as I’d hoped. “You’re not…? I mean…some people think she has not the best reputation.”
A one-shoulder shrug this time. “You’re a big boy.”
“Hey,” Braylen said, “what are you two talking about?”
“Nothing,” I said.
“I was just saying,” Mary said, pulling Maggie over to sit beside her on the bleacher, “how happy I am that Maggie and Jude have found each other. You know, it’s so nice.”
Whatever Maggie said in reply to that was lost in the squeal of the P.A. system and some announcement about the homecoming dance.
There wasn’t enough space for me on the other side of Maggie, and anyway, I wanted to be close to Mary. So I sat on the bleacher in front of her, my back “accidentally” brushing her knees as I pretended to become engrossed in the game. 
Without even trying to, I spotted both Peter and Tommy on the field. They looked suitably grassy and tired, so I assumed they’d been getting lots of playing time. The score was now somehow 32-3 and it was the second inning. Second something. The scoreboard said the Q was 2.
I concentrated on leaning back just enough to feel the heat of Mary’s legs through the back of my t-shirt. Blessed warmth. This effort had the effect of heightening my hearing, as well, and I found that Maggie was giving Mary a recap of her grandmother’s drinking habits and, of course, Eli’s coincidentally timed prayer for her healing. Who cared? Blessed kneecaps of joy!
“Hey.”
I physically jolted in surprise. Braylen now sat beside me. “Uh, hey?”
“I just noticed something,” Braylen said, turning to the girls and making sure they were listening. “You and I have brought to this game, as our dates, the two most beautiful women in this entire stadium.”
The girls giggled. Some of Braylen’s teammates, and their dates, protested—“No, my date’s the most beautiful!”—but I couldn’t disagree with Braylen’s assessment.
I looked directly into Mary’s eyes. “He’s not wrong.” 
If she caught my meaning, she didn’t let on. She seemed to have eyes only for What Does AP Even Stand For.
I turned my eyes to Maggie quickly, to make it seem that I’d meant to include her in the compliment too and had only accidentally looked at Mary first. 
Maggie regarded me pleasantly but thoughtfully, and I recognized the look I myself probably wore when filing away information for later. Was I busted?
Not yet, apparently. Maggie surprised me with a friendly smile and turned back to the football game.
“It’s gonna be halftime soon,” Braylen said, “and concessions will take forever. Jude, let’s you and me go get something now for our girls and beat the crowd.”
I was torn. On the one hand, time away from Mary was bad. On the other, taking Braylen’s hands from Mary was good. “Okay.”
“Good.” Braylen nodded. “Sugar, you probably just eat salad and little cucumber sandwiches, don’t you?”
No, idiot. She likes chicken salad with pickle chunks and spinach. She likes pineapple pizza dipped in ranch dressing. She hates chocolate but loves caramel. She drinks sparkling blueberry Izze and, on special occasions, pink champagne.
“Actually,” Mary said, “I saw someone with nachos that looked good.”
What? What? If she was willing to eat stadium cheese for this bonehead, I really was lost.
“Okay,” Braylen said, standing. “Nachos and Cokes for all.”
I stood and looked to Maggie, who only watched me bemusedly. “We’ll…be back, I guess.”





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Has she laid you yet?”
I turned from my examination of the concessions’ prices to look up Braylen, who stood beside me in line. “I’m sorry—what?”
The concessions area and ticket gates were under the top portion of the stands and press box. The space was cramped when no one was there, but during games when people came for refreshments or waited in line for the ladies’ room, it was hot and tight and loud. If not for the open breezeways on all sides, people would probably suffocate and die from popcorn fumes. It was bad now, but halftime was approaching.
“Maggie,” Braylen said, only slightly keeping his voice down. “Have you gotten laid by her yet?”
“Oh. Um, no. I don’t really…”
“She’s something—let me tell you,” he said with a wide leer. 
So, my suspicions from earlier were confirmed, but I didn’t like the idea any better. Braylen had had Maggie too. Come on. How loose was this girl? Seems like she’d played the whole field in just a few weeks. And how was she not pregnant? Had her Grams taken her to the doctor to get her on the pill, or was Maggie just taking her chances? 
Still, if she had given herself to this doofus, then maybe, if things didn’t work out with Mary…
No. None of that. Well, maybe. But things would work out with Mary. She would finally be his tonight.
“What do you think of Mary?” Braylen asked with licentious tick of one eyebrow.
What could I do but answer honestly? “Mary is perfect.”
Braylen grinned toothily. “She is, isn’t she? Oh, man, I can’t wait to get her out of that little white dress.”
Rage arose in my mind. The thought of this…filth…touching Mary in that way…
“Can I take your order?”
I blinked in confusion. Somehow, we’d gotten to the front of the line. With Braylen’s help, we placed our order. I had to sit there quietly while Braylen thought my silence meant I was applauding his plan to violate Mary, whom I knew to be unspoiled. What I really wanted to do was take one of the heating elements the hot dogs were rolling under and drive it through Braylen’s heart.
Then I remembered my plan, and a calm fell over me. This was actually perfect. The hardest part of the execution had been placed in my lap. I felt a smile creep over my face, even as I lifted a cardboard tray of creamy orange goop.
“Hey, Braylen,” I heard myself saying as we worked back against the crowd, “I’ll bet you’d like another shot at Maggie, wouldn’t you?”
“Duh. But I think she wouldn’t like the idea so much. She thinks I was a little…rough last time. Besides…” his eyes gleamed “…Mary.”
“Right.” AP stands for Aggravating Pinhead. “But hear me out. I’m rich, you know.”
Braylen lifted his tray of sodas over the heads of some sophomores. “I’d kinda heard that.”
“I live in a mansion.”
“Seriously? Whoa. Invite me over sometime.”
Too easy. “How about tonight?”
The sound of distant music reached my ears. The visiting team’s band was on the field—a tiny, pathetic group—doing their number while facing the other side of the stadium. Mainly, I heard bass drums thumping and the occasional crescendo of music when they turned this direction in formation. Braylen and I finally emerged from under the overhang into the fresh air. People milled around, generally ignoring the other band. 
“What do you mean?” 
“What would you think about a foursome? In my pool. At my mansion. With the two most beautiful girls in school.”
Braylen looked shocked. Shocked and in ecstasy.
I leaned closer. “My parents are gone. The house is ours.” It wasn’t true in the slightest, but he didn’t need to know that.
“Dude, really?”
“Straight up.”
“I would like another go at Mags. You wouldn’t mind? She’s your date and all.”
“You’d be welcome.” Oh, he was so in my pocket now. “And we have to go in style too. All four of us, in my 2018 Mustang GT Premium Fastback convertible, screaming down the highway at one-ten. Sound good?”
He nodded, then his face clouded. “But my car?”
“I’ll have the chauffer bring you and Mary back, after. But you might want to just sleep it off at my place and get the car in the morning. I’ll have Lupe make flapjacks.”
Braylen smiled dreamily. “Lupe. Flapjacks.”





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
When we got back to our place in the bleachers, both Maggie and Mary were up the steps, talking with Eli. 
The pang I felt wasn’t jealousy, exactly. It was hard to be jealous of a guy like Eli. The dude had never shown romantic interest in anyone, male or female. So how could I be mad that a guy like that was talking to my girl? One, Mary wasn’t even my girl. And two, Maggie, who was my date, also wasn’t my girl. 
Still, if Eli could fall for anyone, it would be Mary. I mean, male humans were powerless to resist her. She attracted them effortlessly. 
It was up to me to chase them all away.
“Mary,” I yelled. “Maggie.” I lifted the tray. “Food.”
They came down the steps, one after the other, two visions of loveliness and grace. I felt like I was watching the Miss America pageant—football gown competition. 
Mary smiled chastely at me as she passed, and all but cooed at Braylen as he presented her with a cardboard bowl of slop that would probably stain her dress. 
“What I want to see,” Maggie said when she neared me, “is white boys in skimpy swimsuits.”
Adrenaline shot through my chest. How did she know? “Oh, we’re not really going to—”
But she let out a whoop and rushed past me to the railing. Dozens of girls gathered, all squealing and whistling, and finally I understood.
The Speedo Dash. 
Relief flooded my body as quickly as the boys’ water polo team running across a football field while wearing itty-bitty red swimsuits. Two of them wore skin-colored suits. At least, I thought there was some fabric there. 
The crowd roared and the girls cheered like they were at a skanky bachelorette party. Even Mary.
The dash ended and I saw the homecoming court, whose crowning I’d evidently missed, walking with the cheerleaders and the band back toward the stands. The second half would begin soon.
“Now where’s that food?” Maggie asked, hustling back up the steps. 
I caught Mary’s arm as she turned to climb back toward Braylen. “Mary, how well do you know Braylen?”
She looked down at my hand in irritation. “What do you mean?” 
“I mean,” I said, bending down exactly five inches to her perfect ear, behind those perfect gentle locks, “that he does not have…honorable intentions toward you tonight.”
Her eyes flashed, and I suddenly feared what it would be like to have Mary angry at me. “I don’t believe you.”
“It’s true—I swear.” Adrenaline flooded me again, and I was freewheeling, going off-script. But the intimacy of this moment, of her closeness, undid me. I was vaguely aware that, if I succeeded in warning her off, my larger plan could be in jeopardy somehow, but it was hazy beneath the blackness ringing my vision. “Mary, he told me, when we were getting food.”
She yanked her arm away. “I don’t believe you. Braylen would not.”
I reached for her, but she marched away. She sidled up to Braylen and, it seemed to me, made a point of pressing herself against him. She looked at me, daring me to object. 
Braylen looked up at me too and shot his eyes toward Mary as if to say, Dude, whatever you just said to her worked! She’s all over me now.
I put my face in my hand and rubbed my forehead.





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
I wonder what the record for biggest butt-whupping in a high school football game is.” 
Braylen had his arm around Mary, and she burrowed into his side. 
I had no idea how she was able to walk across the parking lot in that position. “I’ll bet it’s more than 46-6, though.” 
The four of us waited as the burly policewoman guided traffic with her lighted pointer baton. The night was still hot and the exhaust fumes of the passing cars didn’t help. Maggie had grown sullen and she didn’t speak much now. Finally, the officer halted cars long enough for our group to cross to the back part of the parking lot.
“Seriously, Jude, where the f— you park?” As the evening had gone on, one of Braylen’s teammates had slipped him a couple of beers, and he’d begun dropping the f-bomb in conversation. Apparently, since no one had objected, he felt this was okay.
“Someone,” Maggie said, rousing herself to speak, “said we’d get out of here quicker if we were way out here.”
Mary pulled away from Braylen and walked at his side. “I still don’t understand why we’re going to Jude’s car at all.”
“I told you,” I said quickly, “I have something in the car I told Braylen I was going to let him borrow.”
Braylen winked at me. 
We split apart to avoid a car that was backing up. This far out in the parking lot, there weren’t as many overhead lights. But the combined headlights from so many cars in line, plus the glow from the stadium lights, gave us enough.
Ahead, blooming in front of a low streetlight from the road beyond, was the stand of ash trees. My Mustang sat alone. All the other cars were gone from around it. Dark forms hunkered at the base of the tree trunks, if you knew where to look.
I felt sweat grease my palms. Thomas Rich, lend me your power.
I pulled out my key fob and triggered the trunk release. The headlights and taillights flashed, the horn beeped, and the trunk popped open, revealing an interior light. I hurried to the trunk and, as rehearsed, bent into it as if digging for something.
“Dude,” Braylen said, “what the f— you doin’? Let’s get to your house.”
I winced. “Shut up.”
“House?” Maggie approached the car. “What’re you talking about?”
“Party!” Braylen said. “Party at the mansion. Livin’ large. Four on the floor. Pool party! Didn’t bring your suit? No f— problem.”
 Maggie cussed. “Jude, what’s he talking about?”
“Yes,” Mary said, sounding worried, “I have to get home in fifteen minutes.”
Where are those guys? I stood away from the trunk and was trying to think what to say when the Scumbag Twins finally made their appearance.
“Hey,” one of them said in a ridiculously low, gruff voice, “get away from the car.”
Mary squealed and Braylen dropped another f-bomb. 
Scumbag One and Two, both clad all in black and with black ski masks on, rounded the Mustang but kept to the shadows. They both held pistols. I wondered where they’d gotten handguns and where they’d found ski masks in Southern California in September.
“What do you want?” I said, hands up and stepping toward Mary.
“Your keys!” the other scumbag said in some sort of fake European accent. He sounded like Pepe Le Pew. 
“Okay,” I said, tinkling the key fob in my right hand. “We don’t want any trouble.”
Scumbag One snatched the keys away. He pocketed them and flicked his muzzle toward Mary. “You’re pretty.”
Mary froze. Braylen dropped the f-bomb. Maggie looked over her shoulder toward where the policewoman had been directing traffic. 
I was just glad the scumbag had correctly identified Mary over Maggie. All that drilling about which was which had paid off. It was a good thing, because this wouldn’t work if they’d threatened the wrong girl.
“Now, wait just a minute,” I said, stepping in front of Mary so the gun now pointed at me. “You’ve got the keys. Just go. Nobody has to get hurt.”
How many times I’d imagined this moment. How many times I’d rehearsed these lines. Now it was happening, and all my dreams were about to come true.
“The girl too,” Scumbag One said. “She comes with us.”
I shook my head. “Not gonna happen.”
Scumbag Two approached from a different angle and pointed his gun at Mary. “You heard the man. Do it now!”
The next moves unfolded in my mind with perfect clarity. The karate chop to Scumbag One’s gun arm, the elbow to the face, the leg sweep and takedown. The knee to the ribs and the disarming. The turn of the gun on Scumbag Two and the resulting scuffle. I tensed to begin the dance.
But Braylen moved. His sneakers scrunched some gravel, causing both scumbags to swivel their guns toward him. This was not in the script.
“F—, don’t shoot me!” Braylen grasped Mary by the shoulder blades and, as if he were doing a chest pass of a basketball, he shoved her toward the guns. “Take her!”
Mary stumbled forward and fell into Scumbag Two’s knees. He collapsed with a grunt, and his gun hand went to the asphalt to catch his balance. 
The gun went off.
That tore it. Mary screamed from the ground. Maggie took off running. I cussed—had he seriously pointed a loaded gun at Mary?
And Braylen panicked. His body contorted crazily, so instead of running away with Maggie, his feet somehow launched him forward and sideways, and with a lurch and the beginning of another f-bomb, he propelled himself head-first into the edge of the Mustang’s trunk. He hit his head hard and collapsed unmoving behind the rear wheel.
“Braylen!” Mary cried.
Now I was mad for real. I stepped over to Scumbag One and punched him directly in the face. 
He reeled back, looking surprised but largely unhurt. Then he seemed to remember what was going on and affected a fall into the ash trees.
Scumbag Two was untangling himself from Mary. I pulled her away, and she scrambled behind me. I kicked him in the ribs. I was playing the part and I was mad, but I was also stupid. If he really got angry and pointed that loaded gun at me or Mary…
But in his pain, he dropped the gun and held his side with both hands. I kicked the pistol away and laid into the scumbag with fists blazing. 
In the middle of my punching, I looked over to be sure Mary was watching.
She wasn’t. She was kneeling over Braylen, lifting his head into her lap.
I set off an f-bomb of my own.
I reared up to wail on the scumbag again, but both of them were now up and backing away toward the ash trees, stuffing their pistols in their pants. Scumbag One tossed my keys into the grass, as planned. “Thanks for the tickets!” he whispered and they ran off.
I went ahead and finished the script. “You’d better run! And don’t you ever threaten Mary again!” 
I pocketed the keys and turned back to Mary. What a disaster. “Did you see that, Mary? I beat them off. I protected you. Did you see me?” I felt pathetic saying it. It was like I was a puppy hoping for his master to pet him. I was completely at the mercy of another, completely in Mary’s power to approve me or reject me. It was a helplessness I worked very hard to avoid.
Mary paid me no heed. She cradled Braylen’s head in her lap, brushing his hair back and humming. He moaned softly. I noticed that Mary’s right knee was scraped and bloody from her fall—not from the gunshot, surely. Hopefully, the bullet had gone straight into the ground or ricocheted away harmlessly.
I scanned the parking lot. The cars were still queued up. No stampede of concerned citizens was heading toward us. I didn’t see the policewoman anymore, but I wasn’t sure where she’d gone. Apparently, you can fire a gun here and no one would come to investigate. Good to know.
I thought about pulling out my phone and calling 911, but then I almost laughed out loud at myself. As if I wanted police sniffing around a crime scene I had orchestrated. 
How had things gone so wrong? Was it really Braylen’s cowardice that had wrecked everything, or had my plan been boneheaded from the outset?
Well, one thing at least had come of it all: Mary’s virginity probably wasn’t at risk anymore tonight. I really had saved her, but I had a feeling that fact was going to be lost.
“Is he okay?” I asked.
“He’s fine,” She cooed. “He’s only sleeping.”
Braylen coughed and lifted his hand, but Mary shushed him and sang again.
How could I make her see? “Wow, your knee looks pretty bad from when Braylen pushed you to save himself. Can you believe he threw you under the bus like that?”
Her singing continued without pause or deviation.
“He was hoping to have sex with you tonight. You know that, right? He told me.”
The humming continued.
“He’s a complete douche, actually. You’re only a conquest to him.”
Mary stiffened at that and looked up at me. I thought I’d finally gotten through to her. But she broke into a smile. “Help is here!”
“What?”
Sure enough, Maggie was approaching. The silhouette beside her wasn’t the burly policewoman.
It was Eli.
“Are they gone?” Maggie asked, gripping Eli’s arm.
“Yeah,” I said boldly. “I…fought them off.”
The two of them neared and stopped to stare at me. “You did what?” Maggie asked, out of breath.
I shrugged and looked at the knuckles of my right hand. “Had to protect Mary—and you guys.”
“There’s Braylen!” Maggie said, moving past me. “I saw him go down, but I didn’t know he’d still be out. Can you help him, Eli?”
“He’s fine,” I said, not knowing if that were true or not.
Eli’s eyes scanned the whole area, and he looked pointedly at me. Sometimes he seemed to see or know things he couldn’t possibly. He approached Braylen and Mary and knelt down. “I don’t know what you think I can do, Maggie. Have you called 911 yet?”
Maggie put her hands on her knees to catch her breath. “No. Just ran. Couldn’t find police. Saw you.” She reached for her phone. “Should I call? Can’t you just…like with Grams?”
Eli touched Mary’s shoulder. “Mary.”
She smiled. “Hi, Eli.”
“Where is he hurt?”
Mary sighed. “His head. But I think his heart is rotten too. Can you help him?”
That sounded promising. Had she heard me talk sense after all? 
“I don’t know,” Eli said. “One’s harder than the other.” He felt around Braylen’s head, eliciting a moan, then paused. He gave a sharp intake of breath, then nodded and put Braylen’s head back in Mary’s lap. “I’m not really sure what I can do. Maybe he’ll be okay.”
I wanted to say something, to play a last card and somehow salvage the situation. But it seemed like my moment was gone.
Eli looked at me and then at Mary. “It seems like Jude may have protected you tonight.”
What was this? Could it be?
Mary turned to look at me, and her eyes seemed to regain their focus. “Jude, I—”
Braylen awoke with a gasp and immediately sat up, all but head-butting Mary in the process. He looked around, chipper as Christmas morning, and smacked his lips. “Who’s hungry?”
“Braylen!” Mary said, holding his face in both of her perfect, soft hands. “You’re all right!”
“Of course I am.” He looked at all our faces. But when he turned to Mary again, his licentious leer returned. “Hello, beautiful—want to get naked with me?”
To my surprise, and before I could even register the anger rising in me, Mary reared back and slapped Braylen so hard I thought it would knock him out again.
“That’s for treating me like a tramp.” Mary stood and gingerly picked the fabric of her dress, now soiled and a little bloody, from her knee wound. She turned to me and smiled, but it was a sad smile. I felt my hopes both surge and be dashed by her look. “You protected me tonight, Jude, and for that I will always thank you. But you also promised to help Braylen rape me. Braylen told me during the game about your little party and how you said he could have his way with me. For that, I will never forgive you. Goodbye, Judas Iscariot. Never speak to me again.”
I watched her turn away. She had it wrong. She had never been in any danger from Braylen. That had all been a ruse just to get them all out here to spring my trap. But because of what I’d arranged, she really had been in danger from the idiot and his live ammunition. I couldn’t exactly tell her that the foursome in the pool had been a lie to enable the attack in the parking lot, which had also been a lie. 
What could I say now to keep the love of my life from erasing me completely from her heart? 
In my mind’s eye, I saw Thomas Rich carrying Kylie out of the burning school. I could also see me carrying Mary, the waif in white, over the prone bodies of two ruffians I’d beaten to a pulp to rescue her. I saw Thomas and Kylie saying their wedding vows. I saw Mary and me saying ours. 
Only now…it was gone. The image dissolved in smoke and blew away on the Pacific breeze.
Mary went to Eli and took his arm, and they turned to leave. As I watched them leave, something changed in me. Something broke. This was a turning point for me, somehow I knew that. 
Braylen stood then and scanned the parking lot, and I expected him to say, “Dude, like, where’s my car?” The line of cars leaving the stadium parking lot had dwindled now to almost nothing.
I felt a touch on my shoulder, and I saw Maggie there. 
“Hey, Mags.” I just stared at her, and then at the ground. I sighed. “I guess I ought to take you home, huh?”
“You got your keys back?”
I sighed. “Yeah. What do you say? Will you ride with me?”
I expected an angry reply, but instead, she gripped my arm in hers and put her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry for what happened.”
That threw me. “What, uh… Hmm?”
“I know you’re in love with her. I’ve known it for a long time. She knows it too.”
Tears wet my eyes, betraying me. I wanted to speak, but all I felt was a sob welling up, so I kept myself clamped down.
“People would like you, Jude,” Maggie said, smiling at me wanly, “if you’d just be you.”
Ha. “Just be me?” I managed. “You don’t know ‘just me.’ Just me is…” What? Worthless? Stupid? A terrible person? Not enough? Broken? Flawed? Hideous?
“Oh, I know you.” Maggie smiled and put her cheek on my shoulder. “Stop trying to be more than you are. What you are is enough.” Then she punched me in the shoulder, knuckles first.
“Ow!”
“Now take me home, Mr. Iscariot. And don’t bother asking, because you’re not gettin’ any.”
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