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To my parents


Wherever they are, I know they’re proud of me. I’m honored to be your daughter.
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Coach Wishingham pulled a stapled-together pack of papers out of a folder and plopped them on Jessica’s desk. On top of the stack was a telltale pink sheriff’s service of process paper. Ah, so. The famous Coach had been served with a lawsuit.


“Six o’clock in the morning the doorbell rings, and there’s a deputy standing at my door with this nonsense.” Coach’s incredulous tone begged Jessica Fischer to be just as mystified by this turn of events. How could the Great and Powerful Coach Frank Wishingham III be served with a lawsuit in the wee hours of the morning like a regular peasant? Jessica kept her face neutral. “He apologized to me, said there was nothing he could do, he had to do his job. I asked him who I should call. I thought it would be good to have a lady represent me under the circumstances. He said he wasn’t supposed to tell me, but he told me to call you. Said you were a real pistol and would be discrete.”


Jessica’s first reaction was to be surprised that any of the deputies knew her name, much less had a favorable opinion of her. Then, after a second’s thought, she realized she must stand out as one of the only women to make an appearance in Ashton’s courts. She reserved the debate over whether or not being called a “pistol” was a compliment for later.


Jessica knew that in the town of Ashton, Georgia, the order of worship was first Jesus, second America, and third the high school football coach, with the second two interchangeable if it were a winning season. It was often a winning season. And here was the high school football coach, in the middle of a winning season, sitting in her office.


She was relatively new to Ashton, having moved there just three years ago from the Atlanta suburbs. On paper, it had looked easier to open a law practice here. The rents were cheap, the layperson-to-lawyer ratio was good, and she was the only female lawyer in town. She was only just now realizing what that meant in practical terms, and unsure how she felt about it.


Her paralegal, Diane, had knocked on her doorframe about a half hour earlier. “Tripp Wishingham is going to be here in a moment.”


“What’s his deal?” Jessica asked.


Diane pointed a manicured finger at Jessica. “Coach Frank Wishingham the Third, aka Tripp Wishingham, of the Ashton High School football team?”


Jessica sighed. “I don’t care about football. What does that have to do with me?”


“Honey, honey. If you want to make it in this town, you will care about football. Anyway, I don’t know exactly; he just called and said he had an emergency.”


“Mmph. Everyone thinks it’s an emergency.” She checked the time. Ten minutes before he was supposed to show up. “Well, he’s employed, so his check will probably cash.”


Diane shook her head and left Jessica’s office.


At 4:25 p.m., when she heard Coach come into the building, Jessica refreshed her lipstick and fluffed her hair. She looked at herself in the front-facing camera on her phone, trying out different expressions, seeing which one would make her look older and more knowing than her twenty-nine years would allow. Whatever the Coach’s issue was, if he were as well-known as Diane said he was, representing him could open up a world of business for her. If she could be the lawyer to the cool kids, her business would thrive.


Remember, she told herself, while doing one last check for any remnants of lunch between her teeth, don’t undersell yourself. She knew what other lawyers charged, and she knew she was worth at least that, no matter how odd the numbers felt coming out of her mouth.


Diane brought Coach Wishingham back at 4:40. Jessica could have taken him on time but didn’t want him to think she was just sitting at her desk. She was a busy and important lawyer, wasn’t she? Not just waiting for clients to walk in.


Coach Wishingham strode in through the door, taking one step for every two of Diane’s. Jessica took an instant dislike to him for the same reason, she supposed, that everyone else liked him. He was a good-looking giant of a man in his midthirties with dark, slicked-back hair and blue eyes that actually twinkled. Twinkled! It might have been the twinkle that Jessica distrusted the most.


Still, Jessica plastered on a smile and held her hand out across her wood veneer desk to shake his hand. She’d need a few more Coaches to hire her before she could afford solid wood furniture. Coach didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would notice particle board, but you never knew.


“Jessica Fischer. Good to meet you.” She made a point of looking him directly in the eye, insisting that she, too, was an alpha dog, despite the fact that she wanted to slink away with her tail between her legs. For all the classes she’d taken in law school, it was her theater training from college that helped her the most in these moments. She wasn’t Jessica Fischer, inexperienced lawyer just on the brink of competence. She was someone else who knew exactly what she was doing, and she owned this stage.


Coach Wishingham leaned forward as he crushed her hand. She was almost bowled over by the combination scent of Right Guard and Old Spice. “Frank Wishingham,” he said in a gravelly baritone. “Everyone calls me Coach. But I guess you know that.”


Then he put his other hand over hers and winked—actually winked!—and continued to hold eye contact with her until she pulled her hands away. A beam of light came in through the window and highlighted the dust swirling in the air around his head.


And now here she was, looking over the petition he’d handed her. She licked her lips and settled back in her chair to put some distance between them. When she looked up, the twinkle in his blue eyes had gone icy. She felt the ice pierce a spot in her forehead.


“Do you want me to explain this to you?” she asked.


“I get the gist, but yeah.”


“This says that you are the father of a sixteen-year-old girl. I assume you’re aware of this? Her?” She looked up at Coach. His eyes hadn’t thawed any, but he nodded, so she continued.


“The petitioner, a lady named Sarah James, asks to establish legal paternity, which means for the court to declare that you are officially the father, wants you to pay child support going forward and also back child support, and cover her health insurance.”


“How do you get me out of it?” Coach hooked his hands behind his head and leaned back, crossing his ankle over his knee. His posture seemed studiously relaxed, and his face was pointed toward the ceiling. Jessica couldn’t imagine what was going through his head at that moment. The only way she could have these conversations was by rushing through a dry recitation of facts and then bracing for the reaction. When there was no reaction, like this, it made her nervous. She understood emotion. She didn’t understand this casual flatness.


Without other options, she answered the question she was asked. “Well, the easiest way to get you out of it is if you aren’t this girl’s father. Are you her father?” Jessica heard Darth Vader’s voice in her head. Frank, are you her father? She suppressed a giggle.


“If I am, this is the first I’m hearing about it.”


“Hold up,” said Jessica. “You all both live in this little town for however long, and this morning is the first time anyone tells you that you might be this child’s father?” This was too much.


“I didn’t know shit about it until this morning. They don’t live in Ashton; they live in Parksville. I’m not saying I was a saint sixteen years and nine months ago, but I am pretty sure I never had sex with—what’s her name?” Coach Wishingham took the set of papers from Jessica and read the name off the top. “Sarah James.”


“Do you know who she is?” Jessica asked the question knowing good and well that Coach knew exactly who Sarah James was. He struck her as the kind of guy who had binders full of game stats in his office.


“Well, yeah. I went to high school with her, but she doesn’t really stand out in my memory.”


“Do you know why she would be saying you are Francesca’s father?”


“I mean, look. I was the quarterback in high school. You know what it’s like around here.” He paused for her nod to his all-but-rhetorical question. She knew it was the answer he expected, so she gave it. “It wasn’t like I had to work too hard to get a girl if I wanted her. I know I’m a big fish in a small pond, but Sarah is living in that small pond, and she wants to land that big fish.”


He didn’t seem the least bit humbled by what he was saying.


“Why now?” Jessica asked. “Do you have any idea why Sarah would wait sixteen years to get child support and health insurance and see you every other weekend for visitation exchanges?”


“Visitation? I don’t want anything to do with this girl!” Coach’s transformation from tabby cat to tiger was so quick Jessica wondered if he’d been body snatched.


“Even if she turns out to be yours?” Jessica had not gone to law school to cheat a teenage girl out of the opportunity to have a father. Then again, who knew if Coach really was Francesca’s father? Maybe he was the victim of some deluded unpopular woman who wanted attention. She reminded herself to keep an open mind. Rent had to be paid, and someone had to represent this guy. It might as well be her. Once they had more facts and everyone had a chance to digest all this new information, maybe they could have a different conversation.


“She’s not mine! Look, I slept with a lot of girls in high school. Find me a football player that didn’t. So sure, I may or may not have been at some party that I don’t remember with this Sarah chick a whole lot of years ago. Does that make me some girl’s father? A father is a whole lot more than some shit I did drunk after a game. I’m hiring you to get me out of this, understand?”


“Got it,” Jessica said. “I’ll see what I can do.” Looking for a way to take control of the conversation, she turned to the back page of the paperwork. “She’s being represented by Eric Crabtree. He’s a friend of mine. Let me call him and see if he’s in the office. He might be able to give some insight into all of this.”


Jessica turned toward the phone and dialed Eric’s number. Breaking eye contact with Coach made her realize how captivating he was. Not necessarily in a good way, but in a powerful way. Turning toward the phone was like breaking out of a tractor beam. Somehow the air felt fresher.


Although she wasn’t above lying to a client to make herself sound more in the know, she hadn’t lied to Coach. She did like Eric, and they did have a good working relationship. They’d never seen each other outside of professional settings, but they’d sat next to each other at plenty of networking events and while waiting for interminable calendar calls in courtrooms. She enjoyed his company. He wouldn’t lie to her. He might not tell her everything, not if it would hurt his client, but what he did tell her, she could count on. Plus, he was a competent lawyer, which made every experience with him something she could learn from, not that she’d ever tell him that fact.


When Eric picked up the phone, she said, “Hey, Eric. I’ve got Coach Wishingham in my office. He got served this morning. I was wondering if you might tell us what inspired Ms. James to file this now.” Jessica listened to Eric. Coach stared at her as Eric gave her the quick and dirty. Jessica could have a good poker face when she needed it, but she decided not to turn it on just now. Let Coach sweat her expressions.


When she hung up, she looked directly at her new client. “Turns out that Ms. James was never really sure who Francesca’s father was. She was at some party near the end of senior year in high school and got very drunk. She passed out on a bed in a back bedroom. A couple of guys came in. You, she thought, and some other guy she thinks was called ‘Jazz.’ Maybe someone else. She’s not sure.”


Coach Wishingham’s dimpled chin was frozen in a Golden Age of Hollywood smile. Jessica wouldn’t be surprised if he’d studied 8x10 black-and-white portraits of Cary Grant and Humphrey Bogart to get that exact blend of charm and impenetrability. He laughed. “Yeah. Jazz O’Reilly. His real name was Jeff. We called him Jazz because when he was about to catch a ball he looked like he was doing jazz hands.” Coach imitated jazz hands and then cocked his hands in a limp-wristed gesture. “Ha! What a faggot!”


So funny, Jessica thought dryly. “Right,” she said, ignoring the floor show. “Sarah says she remembers the guys saying something crude and pulling off her pants and having their way with her. She barely felt it, wasn’t even sure it happened. Then she found herself pregnant, so clearly something happened. A few months ago, she did the Gene Pool genetic testing kit thing on her daughter—you know, those things that everyone is doing to find out their ancestry—and got a hit on you.”


“Damn.” Here, Humphrey Bogart would have stuck his face into his hand cupped around a cigarette lighter. Deprived of that option, Coach licked his thumb and looked down at his boat shoe, polishing off an invisible scuff.


Jessica kept staring at the space where Coach’s eyes would have been. “Damn is correct. Eric said he had a heck of a time convincing her not to file rape charges.”


Coach’s head jerked up. Jessica was surprised to see genuine confusion there. “Rape? I never raped anyone!”


“Didn’t you? Did she give you consent?” Jessica reminded herself to lower her voice and keep it professional.


“Did she say no?” Coach’s palms were up and his hands were spread wide. Jessica tried to remember what her theater teacher called this pose, but it was supposed to convey openness and truth-telling. This entitled asshole really thought all women were his for the taking unless they tried to fight him off.


Jessica took a long breath through her nose, paused, and counted to seven, then breathed out through her mouth, counting to eight. It helped a little. This was not the time for a lecture on the subtleties of consent. She reminded herself that it was her job to convey her client’s position, not her own.


“Listen, you’re not charged with rape at the moment. Here’s my question. For her to get a hit on you through Gene Pool, you had to have done it too. Did you?”


“Yeah.”


“So? Did you get a hit on her?”


“I have no idea.”


“Can you check? I thought the whole point was to find out who you were related to.”


“I can check,” he said, taking out his phone and poking at it. “I never really looked at it after I found out what I wanted to know. We can trace our family back generations, of course, but there were rumors that my adopted great-grandfather had Black blood in him.” Coach Wishingham whispered the word “Black” in the way that Jessica’s grandmother whispered the word “cancer.” Like it was a horrible thing you could speak into existence by saying it loud enough. “I always thought that was nuts. This genetic thing proved he didn’t. That’s all I wanted to know. I didn’t bother going back to read anything else.”


Coach Wishingham swiped at his phone a few more times, then said, “Hot damn.” He pushed the phone over to Jessica, showing her the notification on the Gene Pool app: “Relative Finder notification: Francesca James. Relation: daughter.”


Jessica gave him a minute to digest the information, then said, “Do you want to think about what you want to do?” This seemed simple from a legal standpoint. He was the father; the law proscribed what he had to do. Emotionally, though, the guy had to be in turmoil, no matter what kind of a dick he was.


“What’s there to think about?” he said, sliding his phone back into his pocket. Jessica arched an eyebrow, as several possible things to think about crossed her mind. “I don’t want a daughter. I sure as hell don’t want a teenage daughter, and I’d rather keep all my money. Can’t I sign over my rights? I want you to fix this for me.”


“I don’t have a magic wand,” said Jessica. “I can’t make all this go away.” They’d only been talking about a half hour or so, but a lot of information had been exchanged. Surely he couldn’t have processed much of it. She needed to figure out how to stall to give him the time to be thoughtful instead of reactionary. “I can, however, see what I can do to minimize the damage. I don’t know how reliable these spit-in-a-cup genetic test things are. We can do a more legitimate DNA test before we take a real stand. Give me a day or so to do some research. In the meantime, brace yourself. This is all public record, and we live in a small town. Someone is going to call you and ask what you think. Promise me that whatever the question, you say your lawyer advised you not to comment on pending litigation, but that you wish nothing but the best for Francesca no matter what happens. Refer them to me for specifics.”


As soon as Jessica mentioned the possibility of publicity, Coach seemed to jump back into his own skin, or at least the skin of his own making. The matinee idol light was back in his eyes. “I’m not afraid of talking to reporters. I talk to them all the time. They love me!”


“I don’t give a crap.” Jessica had to let him know on the front end that she was here to get the job done and was impervious to his charms. “They love you because you win football games. This has nothing to do with football. Reporters love a good scandal, and there is nothing that the press loves more than seeing a hero fall. Trust me on this one. Say nothing.”













CHAPTER TWO
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Jessica sent Coach Wishingham on to Diane to check out. She shut the door to her office behind him and sank back down in her chair, staring up at the ceiling. Objectively, getting him as a client was a good catch. His hefty retainer would go a long way, and representing him well would enhance her reputation. Still, it was no small task representing someone she didn’t like on a gut level. They’d have lots of arguments before this ended, no doubt. Ah well, all for the greater good.


Diane came into Jessica’s office without knocking and clicked in on four-inch heels. Jessica had no idea how tall Diane actually was. Jessica, at five foot five, towered over her. Diane couldn’t be more than five feet tall, but she always wore shoes that made up for the fact. She flounced into Jessica’s client chair for the postmortem, her usual habit, her full skirt billowing up. Diane picked up one of the stress balls Jessica kept in a basket on her desk and tossed it from hand to hand.


Jessica needed these conversations. Diane understood the world differently than she did, and she helped Jessica frame her cases in a larger context. She was an excellent sounding board. Still, she wanted Diane to think these conversations were all about Diane’s need to know rather than Jessica’s need to organize her thoughts, so she always made Diane speak first.


“He’s just as good-looking as he was in high school,” Diane said, her eyes glinting.


“You think so?” Jessica said. “I didn’t find him the least bit attractive.”


“Liar,” said Diane. “There’s not a woman on earth who doesn’t think he’s handsome.”


Jessica laughed. “He’s handsome, I guess,” she conceded. “But handsome isn’t the same thing as attractive. He is repellant. He thinks he’s handsome, and that’s gross.”


“You think you’re so smart,” Diane said, miming throwing the stress ball at her.


“But I am smart,” Jessica said, grinning despite herself.


“Well, he is handsome,” Diane answered.


“Touché,” Jessica said, pausing to consider what made it okay for her to think she was smart but made it not okay for Coach to think he was handsome. “But I don’t think being smart gets me any special privileges. He expects the world to fall over and do whatever he wants because of his chin dimple.”


“That’s because the world does fall over and do whatever he wants,” Diane said, then grinned at Jessica again. “I would.”


“You don’t think personality has anything to do with attractiveness?” Jessica countered, never missing an opportunity for a debate. It was a quality that had served her well in school, but hadn’t always been the best for her personal life.


Diane only grinned bigger. “Honey, I’m not asking him into my bed for conversation.”


“Oh, shut up,” said Jessica, tossing a stress ball shaped like an egg that she got from the Kroger at Diane, missing her by a good foot and a half. It bounced uselessly on the floor next to her. Diane’s need for gossip appeased, Jessica chose to move on to more practical concerns: getting Diane up to speed on what was going on and what needed to be done.


“I feel like I need a shower,” she said, after she’d explained the whole sordid story. “Talking to assholes who would take advantage of drunk teenagers up close and personal is the worst. It wouldn’t surprise me if he did rape her.” Jessica picked up her water bottle to take a drink and wash away the poison from her earlier conversation as best she could.


“Well, he didn’t rape Sarah James,” Diane said with a matter-of-factness that surprised Jessica.


Jessica put down her water bottle and gaped at Diane. “Say what?”


Diane shrugged. “There’s just no way Tripp Wishingham raped anyone.”


“And you know this how?” Diane couldn’t possibly know, but of course, you never knew with her. Despite the age difference between Coach and Diane, it wouldn’t entirely shock Jessica to find out that Diane had been at that party all those years ago. Diane seemed to know everything and have been everywhere.


“Look, I was a secretary in the high school back then. I knew who they were. Sarah was this plain, mousy girl, and Tripp was Tripp. There wasn’t a girl in the school who wouldn’t have given her left leg to have a chance at him. For a girl like Sarah to score a guy like him—that was not rape, that was a victory.”


“Come on, Diane.”


“I’m serious! What happened at those high school parties was no secret. Only a fool would get pass-out drunk and expect nothing to happen. The whole point of getting pass-out drunk in high school is hoping something happens. It was for me, at least,” she said, giving Jessica an over-the-top wink. Jessica grimaced. “Look,” Diane continued, sighing, “I’m just not buying that she didn’t know till now that it was Tripp. She named her daughter Francesca. Frank. Francesca. Get it? Who names a kid after their rapist? No one, that’s who.”


Jessica could not believe Diane was defending this creep. Never in Jessica’s life would she get pass-out drunk to make herself easy prey for a football player. She hadn’t thought her morality sheltered her until she became a lawyer and she had to suddenly find a way to see the world from the perspective of people who did things Jessica would never consider. That’s why Diane was invaluable. She kept Jessica out of her own ivory tower. Truth was a matter of perspective. It wasn’t Jessica’s job as a lawyer to argue her own opinion. It was her job to argue her client’s position to the best of her ability and within the bounds of the law and ethics. It was the judge’s job to sort through all the different perspectives and arguments and find some semblance of objective truth. And anyway, they were both just guessing at what was going on in high school Sarah’s mind. All they knew was that her lawyer was saying it wasn’t consensual here, now, in 2018. Whatever the case, she couldn’t wait to get home to scrub the afternoon off her back with a high-quality loofah.


“You don’t have to like the guy, but he did just pay you to represent him, and I’m going to appreciate the eye candy going in and out of the door. This is a high-profile case, missy. You do a good job, more come in the door and I get a raise. Go home. Tomorrow we’ll get to work.”


Because she knew what was best for her, Jessica took Diane’s advice.













CHAPTER THREE
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Jessica liked baths in theory more than she liked them in reality, but she kept trying anyway. One of the things that had sold her on her house in Ashton was the huge claw-foot tub in her bathroom. She had images of herself soaking away stressful days in lavender-scented water with her hair piled on top of her head.


What actually happened was that she sloshed around in water that was either too hot or too cold, dripping oily water on the floor as she leaned over the side to get a drink of water. Mostly she was bored. She couldn’t figure out how to read without dipping the edges of her paperback in the bath, and she wasn’t one for staring at the ceiling.


She hauled herself out of the tub, trying not to flood the tile, and wrapped herself in a towel. She stood, huddled underneath it for a moment before gripping the corners and pulling them back and forth to exfoliate her back with the rough loops of the terry cloth. Her purple fluffy bathrobe waited on a hook for her—she threw the towel on the floor to sop up the water on the tile and gingerly stepped over to the hook, trying not to slide and fall on the wet ceramic.


Jessica pulled some dental floss out of a drawer and sat on her bed, methodically scraping the surface of each tooth. Truly, it hadn’t been a bad day at work. Her escrow account had grown considerably with Coach’s retainer. She was running a for-profit business, after all, not a social service agency. It was critical that she earned enough to pay Diane’s salary and her own, as well as rent on her office and the mortgage on her house.


She wasn’t yet at the point in her career when she could pick and choose clients. Still in her early years, she had to hope they would pick and choose her. Coach was a local celebrity. No doubt representing him would get her picture in the paper. In a town where you had to drive a half hour to find a movie theater and even the fast food restaurants shut down at 9:00 p.m. on the weekdays, there wasn’t much to do besides gossip. No such thing as bad publicity so long as they spell your name correctly, right? With any luck the Ashton Post would give her some free advertising while they speculated about high school Coach’s sexual prowess.


It had only been a dozen years since Jessica was a high school senior. She’d never been to one of the football parties—whatever kind of a mouse Sarah James might have been, she clearly had more social standing than Jessica herself had. Jessica would never in a thousand years have gotten drunk at a party around those assholes, mainly because she’d never have been at a party with those assholes.


Her mother taught her to value strength and control—alcohol made you weak and out of control. Feminism, her mother said, was about choices, and how could you choose if you took away your reason? It had all made sense at the time. Then Jessica went to college and took women’s studies classes and learned that her mother had allowed men to define her choices: she decided what she could and could not do based on how men would react to it.


She came home in the summer full of fire and fury, arguing with her mother in a way she hadn’t when she was fifteen and nonstop argument was expected. She didn’t come home the next summer, taking an internship instead, and then came home only for the briefest of visits until her senior year when her mother announced she had breast cancer.


Jessica shook her head. How did her train of thought travel from Coach Wishingham to her mother’s breast cancer? She didn’t like thinking about those sad years, the ones she missed and the ones she tried to make up for. Of course, she didn’t like thinking about Coach Wishingham much either. What would Donna Fischer have said about Frank Wishingham?


Stop, stop, stop, she told herself. She got off the bed, tossed the dental floss into the trash, and went back into the bathroom to brush her teeth. The bathroom still smelled like lavender. She closed her eyes and inhaled, trying to fill her brain with the scent instead of her thoughts.


Jessica slipped into bed and picked up the book on her bedside table. Better she think about someone else’s stories, she told herself, pulling out her bookmark and settling into the pillows. She read herself to sleep like she did most nights.













CHAPTER FOUR
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At about three o’clock the next day, Diane announced that Bobby Turnbull from the Ashton Post was on the phone. Her heart quickened a few beats knowing she was going on record. The few conversations she’d had with Bobby in the past were brief and substanceless. This was her first on-the-record interview about a case. She waited a few seconds before she picked up the phone so Bobby would think he’d interrupted some important task.


“Hey, Jessica, it’s Bobby from the Post. I just spoke to Tripp Wishingham, and he said you were representing him. Is that true?”


“Yes, it is.” Okay, that was a softball. She knew the answer to that one.


“Great, that’s good. Coach said that this whole thing is just a ploy to distract him from the playoff game this weekend, that this girl—Francesca?—goes to Britt High, who Ashton is playing, and that the timing seems awfully coincidental to him. Is that your official position?”


Jessica was glad that Bobby couldn’t see her smacking her forehead with her palm. She swallowed and focused on keeping her voice measured. “We don’t have an official position yet. We’re still investigating all possibilities and haven’t ruled anything out. This is all new and, of course, very shocking to my client.”


“Is he Francesca’s father?” Bobby asked, like Jessica had known he would.


She and Diane had spent the better part of an hour coming up with a response to this question that was both neutral and seemed like she was answering the question. Jessica put on her lawyer voice. “Anything is possible. At the moment, we just don’t have enough information to say one way or the other. Our hearts do go out to the poor girl who is caught in the middle of this adult drama. Whatever the outcome, we hope it is the best possible resolution for her.”


Jessica hadn’t hung up the phone all the way before she yelled out to Diane in the next room, “I’m going to throttle Tripp Wishingham with my bare hands.”


Diane appeared in Jessica’s doorway. “If anyone gets to touch Tripp Wishingham’s bare flesh, it’s me.”


Jessica had a quick flash of an image of Diane in a catsuit, slinking around Coach’s legs before latching onto his throat with her fangs. She suppressed a grin, masking it with an exasperated sigh. “The one thing I told him not to do was talk to the press, and then he immediately goes telling Bobby Turnbull that this lawsuit was just filed as a distraction for the playoff game because Francesca goes to Britt.”


“Ooooh,” said Diane. “I mean, you have to admit—that’s a brilliant plan!”


“Are you kidding me?”


“Not in the least!” said Diane. “Look, that’s great PR.” Jessica raised her eyebrows, and Diane continued. “And the timing is a little odd. Why wait sixteen years? Why wait until right before playoffs? Now he looks like the victim. Never discount the court of public opinion.”


“The court of public opinion doesn’t matter inside of a courtroom,” Jessica said, but she faltered. Truth, justice, and the American way had to count for something, didn’t it?


“We were assigned to Judge Brandywine. Seriously, Jessica. Think,” Diane said. Jessica did her best to ignore Diane’s condescending tone. “You don’t think Judge Brandywine reads the Post? Reelection’s coming up. He won’t make Ashton’s local hero look bad if he can help it.” Diane got out of her chair and walked over to Jessica and patted her on the shoulder. “Honey, you are smart, super-smart with all of those books, but you have absolutely no idea how the world actually works.”


I don’t, thought Jessica. This was her greatest weakness, she knew, fighting hard for the world to be what she wanted it to be instead of recognizing it for the cold place it was. She grabbed Diane’s hand and leaned her cheek against it. “You live in a completely different reality than I do, don’t you?”


“Honey, you see what you want to see. I see what is. You need me. Without me, you’d make brilliant legal arguments and then be surprised every time you lost a case.”













CHAPTER FIVE





[image: ]


Jessica was mostly grateful that it was Eric Crabtree on the other side of this mess. On one hand, he was crude and brash and completely convinced of his own brilliance, but on the other, he was at least honest and had a decent sense of humor. He wasn’t into playing stupid lawyer games, making things difficult because he could just to pile up billable hours. Eric cooperated with the DNA tests, and agreed, after much whining and begging on Jessica’s part, not to do much of anything until the results were in and they’d talked. The fact that she could whine and beg on a five-minute telephone call instead of having to file motions and do legal research to figure out obscure procedural reasons for delay was one of the many reasons she liked Eric. He’d made her work for the professional courtesy, but it was all in good fun. They’d also agreed to postpone the reams of paperwork associated with formal discovery, such as asking for years’ worth of bank statements and tax returns, until the end of football season.


Eric called Jessica a few weeks after their last conversation, and when she picked up, he hooted into the phone, “Who’s yo’ daddy?”


“Shut up.”


“Okay, not yo’ daddy, per se, but my client’s baby daddy.”


“Frank Wishingham the Third,” Jessica said, in her best Thurston Howell the Third voice.


“The one and only. DNA results came back, and Wishingham is a match.”


“Shocked. Shocked, I tell you,” deadpanned Jessica. She may not have known anything about Coach a few months ago, but she was a girl who did her homework, and it didn’t take much research to learn about his reputation.


“So,” said Eric. “How many thousands of back child support is he going to pay? Is he picking her up this weekend so my client can finally get a weekend off?”


“Well, let’s see there, Eric. Even assuming you’re telling me the truth about the irrefutable DNA evidence naming him the father …”


“Oh! Oh, Jessica! I’m wounded. Are you saying I’m a liar?”


Jessica froze. Had she gone too far? She thought they were friends and he knew they were joking—of course if there were a DNA test saying Coach was the father, then he was the father. Why would Eric lie about something that provable? She was trying to be light and fun. Dammit, she was no good at fun. She huffed out air through her nose in frustration. Enough banter. Back to lawyering. “No, Eric, of course you’re not lying. If the lab tests came back that Coach is the father, then he’s the father. But back child support? Please. Let’s base child support on what he was making sixteen years ago when she should have brought this up—what was that? Minimum wage in 2003 was what? Five bucks an hour and change? He was a college football player, so he couldn’t work more than say, twenty hours a week, so that would be about a hundred dollars a week, which is only fifty-two hundred dollars a year, assuming he never took a day off. Let’s base child support off of that.”


“Ha ha. Seriously, what’s his offer?”


Jessica mentally punched herself for her inability to express herself properly. It was only when she stopped joking that Eric thought she was being funny. “Seriously, how in the hell would I know? You’ve only just told me that the DNA test came back. Do you have something official you can send me? I’ll get him in to talk about it and then let you know.”


Jessica placed the handset in its cradle gently, as if it might explode if she were too rough with it. She stared at her computer screen, hoping there were answers there. She contemplated asking Siri how to break the news to a volatile guy whose sole focus was prepping his team for the playoffs. Oh what the hell, she thought, and typed, “How do you break bad news to an alpha male?” into Google. She was instantly bombarded with ads for erectile dysfunction medication. She rolled her eyes—even Google assumed she was a man worried about her dick.


Deprived of AI help, she called Diane into her office.


“Okay, my friend, we have to figure out how to tell Tripp Wishingham he’s on the hook for child support.”


Diane clicked her acrylic nails on her front teeth, then, with a jolt, transferred the clicking to the surface of Jessica’s desk. “Hmm …” she said, eventually, “I think the best way for me to tell him would be after sex. Bad news goes down best during pillow talk.”


“Diane!” Jessica had no interest in her mental image of them in a four-poster bed with satin sheets, Diane’s tiny body curled around Coach’s huge form, her hand buried in his chest hair.


“Just kidding, just kidding! Unless you think it would work …”


Jessica cut her a side eye that answered the question. “I think clinical is the way to go,” she said, shoving the prurient imagery aside and shifting into business mode. “Just lay down the facts. Don’t give him any room for maybe this or perhaps that. You’re the daddy: daddies pay child support. The only questions the judge is going to concern himself about are: ‘How much?’ and ‘Is there any back support to be paid?’ The first question is easy, but the second is brutally hard.” Jessica fell back inside her own head, stripping away the drama from the case and seeing it for its essential legal simplicity. Child support was a calculation on a worksheet. Not much to it but learning what everyone’s income was. Whether or not back child support had to be paid had more to do with the judge’s discretion and a sense of moral obligation. Now the only trick was to get her client to see it as clinically as she did. That was the part that tripped her up the most.


“It seems like you know what you’re doing. So what do you need from me?” Diane’s voice startled her.


“I don’t know,” Jessica said. “Sounding board?” She rocked back and forth in her chair, talking to the ceiling as much as Diane. “Do I just email him the results and ask him to come in? Or do I get him to come in and show him the results here? Do I call him and tell him? Do I get you to call him and tell him?” Jessica hoped Diane would pounce on this idea, knowing that while she’d much rather never have to talk to Coach again, she couldn’t relegate this job to Diane. For all Diane’s talk, Diane’s silence here meant she knew this too. With a sigh, she stopped rocking, planted her feet on the floor and her hands on the desk. Time to be resolute. “Okay, here’s what I’m going to do,” she said, the plan forming in her mind even as she spoke. “I’m going to email him the results, so he can get all the asshole things he’s going to say when he reads the results out of his system before I have to hear them. Then he can come in so we can discuss what to do next. Sound good?”


Diane stood and saluted. “Aye-aye, Chief. Glad I could be of service.”


Jessica smiled and raised an eyebrow at her. “Don’t you have work to do?”


“You want me to get the discovery out on the Rodriguez case, don’t you?” Diane said as Jessica nodded, and went back to her office.
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“The hell, Jessica,” Coach barked into the phone.


“Excuse me?” Jessica squeaked, her voice higher than she would have liked. She shouldn’t have been surprised by the phone call, and yet, here she was, surprised.


“I told you I wasn’t dealing with this shit until the season was over, and the season is far from goddamn over. Are you the only person in this shithole town that doesn’t know that?”


Jessica’s mouth opened and closed twice before her voice rose from her throat. She’d imagined a number of reactions Coach might have to the news, but mad at her for telling him the news at all was not one of them. This made her indignant, which made her mad at him, which made it easier to speak up. “The world does not stop turning during football season. The DNA results came back. What kind of lawyer would I be if I withheld that information from you?”


“The kind of lawyer who wants Ashton High to have a winning season.”


This was such a ridiculous thing to say, Jessica could think of nothing to say in response, and so she said nothing. Coach filled the silence on his own. “So, here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m gonna pretend I never got that email. You’re gonna resend it to me when the season’s over, and when I see it then, I’ll be seeing it for the first time. Got it? Great.”


Coach hung up the phone before she could answer.


Jessica picked up one of her stress balls, the dark blue one shaped like a brain with the logo from a neurologists’ office printed on it. She squeezed it hard until it disappeared inside her fist. She breathed in through her nose, held it, then let it out as slowly as she could through pursed lips. Then she called Eric.


“Hey, buddy,” she said when he answered. “New development on the Wishingham/James debacle.”


“You’re giving in to all our demands?”


Jessica chuckled silently. Oh, how she wished she could say yes just to end it. “Yeah, no. Well, maybe. Well, whatever we’re doing, I don’t know what it is, and we’re not doing it until the end of football season.” Once again, she thanked Fortuna for putting Eric on the other side of this case. She could be honest with him, and not have to make up some cock-and-bull story that would allow for procedural delay.


“Are you serious?”


“Dead. Coach is apparently too busy getting his team through the playoffs and beyond to give this matter the attention that it deserves. He is not making any decisions without being able to focus fully on the situation on hand, and believe me, you don’t want him to either. This is not a guy who can multitask.” Jessica bounced the eraser of a pencil on her desk like a drumstick on a snare drum. The reality of what she’d just said didn’t make it taste any better in her mouth.


“You realize the level of bullshittery you’re throwing at me, right?” Jessica couldn’t see Eric over the phone, but she knew him well enough to know that he would be carving finger-sized canyons in his gelled hair. You could always tell how stressful Eric’s day was by how intact his hair was.


The fact that Eric was correct only served to frustrate Jessica more and make her dig her heels in. “And you realize that you can call it what you want to call it, but it ain’t gonna change, right?”


“We’re going to get this on a calendar and let the judge deal with it.”


“Fine,” said Jessica. “Be my guest. By the time you get a court date, football season will be over and you will have pissed off Coach Wishingham beyond reason or negotiation. You don’t think Judge Brandywine isn’t watching the playoffs along with the rest of the county?”


“This is bullshit!” Eric’s voice was getting louder.


“So you said.” She couldn’t deny the fact, but she couldn’t agree on the record either. She silently begged Eric to understand this. Surely he did. Surely. Time to try to lighten the mood. “You realize, don’t you, that the pioneers used dried cow pats as fuel for their stoves. They kept warm with it and cooked their food over it. Basically, bullshit built this country. Bullshit is patriotic. As is football. Suck it, Eric. Your client waited sixteen years; she can wait another few weeks.”


Jessica could practically hear Eric deflating. “Fine,” he said. “But it’s still bullshit.”


“God bless America,” said Jessica before hanging up. She looked up at the ceiling and apologized to the universe. It really wasn’t fair that a football game was taking precedence over this poor girl’s life. But she wasn’t being paid to be fair. She was being paid to represent Coach Wishingham. Even if it did make her a little ill.
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Friday afternoon, at about three o’clock, Diane asked Jessica what she was doing that evening.


“I have big plans to be braless on the sofa with a box of wine and Netflix.” Jessica had been looking forward to this evening all week. What with Coach yelling at her for doing her job and then having to call Eric to delay the case for bullshit reasons, and the thousands of other things she’d had to do for her other clients throughout the week, she deserved a boozy night on the couch in solitude. “I’m excited about it.”


“That’s not what you’re doing,” said Diane.


“No?” Jessica gave Diane a suspicious once-over. Whenever Diane got bossy like that, there was great potential for disaster Jessica had no way of getting out of.


“No. You’re going to the football game. Ashton is playing Parksville at home.”


“Uh-uh.” Jessica lifted her foot and stomped it noisily. “I am literally putting my foot down. I hate football. The bleachers are uncomfortable, the beer is crappy, and the game is boring.” Jessica peered into Diane’s face, searching for a motive. Then it dawned on her. Coach Wishingham would be there, and Diane wanted her to see him outside of the lawsuit.


“The bleachers are uncomfortable, I’ll give you that much, but it’s a high school game, so there’s no beer, and the game is actually a lot of fun if you know what you’re looking at.”


“No beer? No way I can watch sober.”


“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Diane. “I’ve gotten stoned on plastic nacho cheese. You can do that and support the PTO at the same time.”


“No.”


“Yes.”


“Why?” Jessica whined, as visions of her peaceful night at home with reruns of Friends faded away. It was a losing battle, she knew, but Jessica hated losing, so she gave it one more whiny “Why,” this one topped with puppy dog eyes.


“Because you have a bug up your butt that Coach Wishingham is just this useless piece of meat. You don’t like anything about him.”


“That’s not true!” Jessica protested, even though it was. When she thought of Coach, she invariably thought of all those assholes in high school who never gave her the time of day.


“Isn’t it?” Diane put her hand on her hip and cocked her head. “You’ve never said anything even remotely kind, or even neutral, about him.”


“People are complex,” Jessica conceded. She didn’t hate Coach, that was too strong a word, but she didn’t see anything she liked about him either, certainly not enough to spend her precious free time in his company. Still, there had to be something redeeming in that barrel chest of his. “No one is a hundred percent bad.”


“Then tell me what you like about him.” Diane arched an eyebrow, a smile playing at her lips. She wasn’t going to let Jessica off easy, that much was clear.


“He’s …” Jessica scrambled to think of something. “He’s always well groomed.”


Diane gave Jessica a Disapproving Mommy look. “I’m supposed to be the one focused on his looks, not you. Tell me something about him as a human.”


Jessica pressed her lips in a line and finally said, “He’s confident?”


“You need to see him in his element. You need to see why everyone else falls all over themselves to please him. All you see is this case, and if that’s all you see, then yes, I get why you don’t like him. But there’s more to him. Trust me. I’ve known him since he was a teenager.”


Jessica huffed, seeing there was no way to win this. When it came to the citizens of Ashton, Diane was omniscient. “Fine.”


“Also? You spend too many Friday nights with a box of wine. You’re too young for that. I’ll pick you up at six. Wear red.”


“Fine,” Jessica said again, feeling like a teenager giving in to her mother’s demands.


Diane arrived precisely at six o’clock. She was decked out from head to toe in Ashton red, including a red hat and scarf. She looked at Jessica, who was wearing jeans and a white sweatshirt with red flowers. “Mm-mm, baby girl. No. You have got to change.”


“What? Why?” Jessica tugged on the hem of the sweatshirt. She thought she looked cute.


“I told you to wear red.”


“I’m wearing red!” She pointed to the flowers on her torso. “I’m just not trying to camouflage myself in a murder scene the way you are.”


“Don’t you have anything solid red? Or do we have to run by the Kroger to pick you up an Ashton sweatshirt?”


“Seriously?”


“Seriously. You’ll stick out otherwise.”


Diane grabbed Jessica by the shoulders, spun her around, and marched her toward her bedroom. Several rejected outfits later, Jessica was wearing a red cardigan atop a black-and-red-striped T-shirt with red ballet flats.


“I don’t understand why I can’t wear tennis shoes.” Jessica looked at Diane’s feet, which were strapped into three-inch red wedges. “How do you even walk in those things?”


“Get in the car,” Diane replied.


The Ashton High School stadium could put some college and even some minor league ball arenas to shame. The high school itself might have had a leaky roof since Diane herself was a student there, but the Ashton Red Devils played in a shiny, new stadium.


“Do you know how many tubas the money that built this stadium could have bought for the school? Or state-of-the-art science labs?” Jessica said when they pulled up. “This is insane.”


“It’s business,” said Diane.


“Business that favors one kind of kid over another.” Jessica remembered begging her mother’s friends to buy crates of oranges and ad space in the programs to have enough money to buy plywood for theater sets, resenting like hell the district-funded construction of the alternate practice field for the junior varsity football team so they wouldn’t have to compete for time with the varsity team.


“Business that attracts attention and donors. Look up there.” Diane pointed to the electronic signs that ringed the seating, all flashing the names of local businesses. “How much do you think those businesses pay to have their names up there? Every butt in every seat pays ten dollars admission, then another fifteen or so on drinks and snacks. The more attention these kids get, the more likely they are to attract colleges that’ll hand them scholarship money.”


Jessica looked at the people streaming all around her. Diane was right—again. About everything, it seemed. About the stadium paying for itself—you sure weren’t going to get this many people to pay ten bucks a pop to see this year’s production of A Chorus Line—and the fact that Jessica’s initial outfit was inadequate. All the Ashton fans were dressed head to toe in red. Women and girls were dolled up as if they were going to a five-star restaurant instead of eating chili cheese fries served up by a sixteen-year-old conscripted by the PTO. There were tented booths lining the walkway to the bleachers selling pom-poms, colored hair spray, face paint, shirts, scarves, hats, ponchos, giant foam fingers, and all manner of noisemakers. Other booths sold boiled peanuts or snow cones. Some sold nothing but gave you candy and an invitation to church on Sunday morning.


Jessica had lived in Ashton for three years now, and while she’d been aware of the high school football fanatics, she had never known it consisted of this many people. Suddenly, she was glad Diane had dragged her here, to see something that was so integrally part of the fabric of her relatively new hometown. Before now, Jessica had thought the football mania was a joke everyone was in on, but now she realized she’d been the only one laughing at the spectacle and she felt a little bit ashamed.


Snare drums echoed off the stands, beating through the noise of the crowd. People swirled in every possible direction. Jessica held on to Diane’s elbow for fear of losing her in the sea of blood-colored humanity surrounding them.


They took their seats on the forty-yard line behind the Ashton bench just as a voice boomed over the loudspeaker to introduce the team. The band played the school fight song, and the crowd stood and cheered as if Justin Timberlake himself had taken the stage. Some cheerleaders dressed far too scantily for the chill November air rolled out a red paper banner with “ASHTON” written on it in white script. An oversized blow-up football helmet crowned the exit of a red vinyl tunnel, and teenage boys larger than most men Jessica knew burst out of it and through the paper banner, running onto the field.


Before each boy headed to the home bench, he went to Coach Wishingham, who tapped each boy on the shoulder twice and looked them all in the face. Diane had led them to a seat only a few rows back, so Jessica had a pretty good view of their client. She had to admit, there was something about him, something larger than life. As spectacular as this whole event was, he outshone it all. Her eye was drawn to him. He wore pressed red twill pants, a red long-sleeved shirt, and a red windbreaker with the Ashton logo embroidered on the breast and back. The band of an earpiece stretched across his otherwise perfect hair. He carried a red plastic clipboard in the crook of his left elbow. As the announcer introduced the Parksville team, a group of boys in green and white, Ashton’s starting players huddled around Coach for final instructions.


The team captains headed to the center of the field for the coin toss. Jessica was surprised to realize she was excited when Ashton won and elected to receive. The teams lined up on their respective sides of the field, and the Parksville kicker began to loosen his leg with impressively high kicks. At the kickoff, Ashton’s receiver caught the ball and ran it to the thirty-five-yard line before being sunk underneath a pile of green-and-white jerseys.


And the game was on.


Jessica had been to enough football games in college to know what was going on, but the game itself didn’t interest her that much. Coach Wishingham, however, was fascinating to watch. She’d never paid much attention to coaches during football games. On television, you either saw them yelling at referees or players, or gazing intently and seriously off into middle distance. The images were packaged to make good visuals and didn’t necessarily reflect what a coach actually did. Jessica wasn’t sure what Coach Wishingham was doing, but whatever it was, was intense. No one seemed to do anything without checking with Coach first. Everyone nodded gravely at his instructions. Occasionally, he’d grab a player by the shoulders and lean his forehead against the young man’s. The player would tuck his helmet under his arm and walk away just a little bit taller. Other times he wouldn’t touch the young man at all. Those boys would shrink.


Just before halftime, Ashton was up 14–7 and Jessica was surprised at how quickly time had passed. Coach stretched his neck left to right and looked at the clock, then down at his clipboard before barking some instructions to his assistant coach. Jessica felt a tap on her shoulder and jumped.


“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”


Jessica looked up and saw Bobby Turnbull settling onto the bleacher next to her. “Hey, Bobby. No worries.” She turned back to the field, but then realized something, and faced Bobby again. “Wait. Shouldn’t you be in the press box?”


“Nah,” he said. “We’ve got a sports guy who covers that. I’m just here watching the game.” He lifted his bottle of Coke and took a long swig.


Diane leaned over Jessica and said, “Hey, Bobby.”


“Hey, Diane.”


Jessica put her hands on her lower back and stretched, feeling her joints aching. “All the money for this stadium and they couldn’t put backs on the seats?”


“You’re not supposed to sit back and be comfortable. You’re supposed to stand up and get excited,” Bobby said.


“You’re also supposed to be seventeen years old,” Jessica said.


“You’re basically seventeen years old,” Diane said.


“Shut it, old lady,” Jessica replied, grinning at what had become one of her and Diane’s running jokes.


“Ouch!” Diane said, punching Jessica lightly in the arm.


“Break it up, ladies. Do I need to call security over here?”


“We’ll behave,” said Jessica, folding her hands in her lap and doing her best to look innocent.


“So why are you here?” asked Bobby. “I’ve never seen you at a game before.”


“I decided that if she was going to represent Coach, she needed to see him in action,” Diane said, answering for her. “He needs to be more than a case, you know? She doesn’t know the Coach that Ashton knows.”


“That’s a great idea,” Bobby said, looking at Jessica. “I mean, what would life be like without knowing the Great and Powerful Tripp Wishingham?” Bobby’s face was neutral, but there was more than a touch of sarcasm in his monotone. Jessica wondered what the backstory was behind his tone. “Anyway, I’m going to get back to my buddies, but we always meet up at the Waffle House on Route 186 after for a postgame party. If you ladies want to join us …?”


“Maybe,” said Jessica, already yawning. As much as a Waffle House trip seemed fun, she was exhausted. “This week kinda kicked my ass. We’ll see how tired I am.”


“We’ll see you there,” Diane said. As soon as Bobby was out of earshot, which wasn’t far, given the noise of the stadium, she turned to Jessica and grinned. “That boy likes you.”


“Oh, bull,” said Jessica, but she blushed despite herself. Bobby was cute, no doubt, but he was a good old boy, wasn’t he? Ashton born and bred. Not the type to be into her, and not the type she generally liked. Bobby was a nice guy, about her age, but she honestly hadn’t considered him that way until Diane brought it up. But then again, Diane had a habit of seeing things she didn’t. So maybe she should consider it. He wasn’t bad looking at all. About five foot ten, reasonably well-built with a head of thick, curly brown hair, he had a guileless look that was appealing. Still. “Yeah, I’m gonna pass on that one.”


“Why?” Diane asked, pouting. “He’s single, employed, and doesn’t have a criminal history that I know of, and you know I’d know. What’s wrong with him?”


What was wrong with him? Aside from some assumptions, nothing really, except, well, no one in this Podunk town had paid her much mind so far, why would Bobby be the exception? Besides, wasn’t there some kind of conflict? “He works for the paper.”


“And?”


“And he wants information about Coach’s case. Dating him has the appearance of impropriety.”


“And you, my dear, have the appearance of someone who needs to get laid.”


Jessica looked toward the heavens for help. “How do you know Bobby anyway?”


“He went to Ashton High when I worked in the front office.”


Before Jessica could respond, a trumpet blasted loudly and snare drums echoed around the stadium. A roar went around the crowd, and the players ran off the field. It was halftime.


With forty-five seconds left at the end of the game, the score was tied 21–21. Coach Wishingham called a time-out, and Jessica could see helmets bobbing in their huddle as he pointed to his clipboard. They all put their hands in the center of the circle and shouted before splitting up and taking the field. The center snapped the ball to the quarterback who hopped back a few steps, cocked his arm, and threw it in a perfect spiral down the field. Out of nowhere, Parksville player number 42 shot up. He looked like he was going to snatch the ball out of the sky. The amount of anxiety in Jessica’s gut surprised her as much as the relief she felt when it sailed through his hands. Ashton player number 17 grabbed it through the Parksville 42’s arms and hit the ground running. He threaded through Parksville player after Parksville player, red and green weaving together like a Christmas wreath, eating up the field until he reached the fifteen-yard line. There, a Parksville player grabbed his legs and pulled him to the ground. There were ten seconds left on the clock. Ashton set up for a field goal and made it. Ashton won.
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