

[image: images]






“Curious, funny, and heartfelt.”


—Albert Borris (Crash Into Me)


“A powerful, thoughtful story about the wonders of first love.”


—Francisco X. Stork (Marcelo in the Real World)


“Delivers on all fronts. I would recommend this book in your survival kit instead of bottled water and extra batteries.”


—Eileen Cook (Getting Revenge on Lauren Wood)


“Smart, honest, and thought-provoking. Like nothing I’ve read before.”


—Lisa Schroeder (I Heart You, You Haunt Me)


“An unflinching exploration of faith, devotion, and doubt. Klauss asks us, and his characters, the essential questions.”


—Lauren Strasnick (Nothing Like You)


“Razor-sharp, hilarious, and so smart…. The book you were afraid to let yourself want.”


—Hannah Moskowitz (Invincible Summer)


“Apocalyptically wonderful.”


—Kristen Tracy (A Field Guide for Heartbreakers)


“A moving tale of the things that bring us together and the things that tear us apart. Klauss navigates the fragile landscape of faith, friendship, and love with wit and insight.”


—Carolee Dean (Take Me There)


LUCASKLAUSS.COM









PHILLIP’S SOPHOMORE YEAR Is off to a rough start. One of his best friends ditches him for a group of douchebags. His track coach singles him out for personalized, torturous training sessions. And his dad decides to clean out all of the emergency supplies from the basement, even though the world could end in disaster at any moment … and even though those supplies are all Phillip has left of his dead mom. Not that he wants to talk about that.


Then Phillip meets Rebekah. Not only is she unconventionally hot and smart, but she might like him back.


As Phillip gets closer to Rebekah, he tries harder and harder to turn himself into the kind of person he thinks she wants him to be. But the question is: Can he become that person? And does he really want to?
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For Mom and Dad





ONE


Ow.


Ow.


Ow.


Pain cuts through my foot each time it hits the pavement. I hobble and curse, and then I stumble onto a nearby lawn. The muggy air feels like gauze against my face.


Asher and Mark stop running too. We all catch our breath.


“What happened?” Asher says, planting his hands on his hips and doing that thing where he shows his top row of teeth as he inhales. The front two are perfect and white like crunchy gum.


With my butt perched on the curb, I lean back on my hands. The grass feels soft but prickly and it smells as much like chemicals as gas.


“I bent my foot,” I say. “On the curb.”


“What?” Mark says, cocking his head sideways.


“He stepped on the curb,” Asher says. “And his foot bent.” He demonstrates with his own foot, twisting it sideways.


Mark starts to jog in place. He’s lanky and looks kind of like a giraffe when he runs. “Dude, get up,” he says. “If Ferret sees us just standing around, he’s gonna—”


“Yeah, I know.” Ferret, otherwise known as Randy Farragut, is the thirty-year-old assistant coach of boys’ cross-country. During practice he rides his bike along the course to make sure everyone is running as fast and as far as he thinks they should.


And he despises the three of us.


Partially because we sometimes don’t run as fast and as far as he thinks we should. Partially because we obviously don’t care. Partially because everybody started calling him Ferret this summer and he decided that we were responsible. And we kind of were, but …


Anyway, it’s mostly because he’s a dick.


And even if he does believe that I injured myself, which he won’t, he’ll still bust Asher and Mark for standing around.


Which means sprints. A lot of sprints.


And a lot of public mockery when girls’ cross-country catches up to us in a couple of minutes.


“Try to get up,” Asher says. “Maybe it’s okay now.” He wipes the sweat around his sports goggles with his ratty Atlanta Cup tournament T-shirt, from when we still played soccer.


I push up from the grass, take a step, and grimace from the pain. I sit back down.


“Just go,” I say.


“You sure?” Asher says.


Mark kicks the toe of his sneaker against the asphalt and glances behind us again.


I shake my head. “Save yourselves.”


They laugh at me, and I think: This is why we’re friends. Because if either of them were in my position, I’d leave them, too.


Mark points behind me. “Hide behind that mailbox.”


In a yard off the nearby cul-de-sac, I see it. As big around as a column and made of brick, it’s more like a mail fortress. It’s perfectly sized to conceal a crouching coward, but—


“Just rest for a minute and take the shortcut,” Mark says. “We’ll meet you.” He looks back again, his eyes a little panicked. The Slow Freshmen—the only group of boys slower than us—are about to catch up. “Come on, dude.”


“Okay, okay. Go.”


Asher and Mark take off, and I push myself up again. I press my weight onto my good leg and limp to the cul-de-sac, flexing my hands and cringing as I go. I plop down onto a patch of shady grass behind the mailbox and shift myself so I can’t be seen from the main road. I gasp.


And then I hang my head and say, “Dammit.”


Because now I’m trapped. My ankle already really hurt, and I just made it worse. There’s no way I can meet up with Asher and Mark before Ferret sees them. And when he sees them and doesn’t see me, he’ll come hunting for me, the lame gazelle at the watering hole. Or whatever ferrets hunt.


I’ll be embarrassingly easy to find. But, to Ferret, the fact that I’m even trying to hide will be proof that I’m faking, that I really am as lazy as he keeps saying. Even though he’s the one who rides around on his Schwinn while the rest of us suffer.


He’ll insult me. He’ll humiliate me. He might even suspend me from the team.


And I’ll try to defend myself, but not hard enough. I’ll just take what he dishes out and call him Ferret behind his back. Because that’s what I do.


I hear a group of girls run by, their sharp breathing and the clap of their shoes against the pavement. I imagine Ferret barking at them to come see Phillip the Gutless Wonder.


I can’t stay here. After the girls pass, I’ll stagger away, no matter how much it hurts. I’ll limp through people’s yards and sneak back to the locker room and never come back.


I mean, I might come back if—


Footsteps.


I hear footsteps.


One set of footsteps. On this street. Coming closer.


I didn’t hear Ferret’s bike, but I wasn’t really paying attention.


No no no.


My body tenses up. A cold drop of sweat dangles from my eyebrow. I want to swat it, but only my heart moves, like a dragonfly hovering in my chest.


The footsteps move softly. Closer.


I look up.


Standing, towering over me, green eyes catching the light.


There’s this girl.





TWO


I’ve never seen her before. I would have remembered.


Her cheeks are round and faintly freckled. Her hair is a deep, dark brown, and her curls strain against the blue stretchy band that lays them flat against her head. She wears black baggy soccer shorts and a gray tank top over a purple sports bra.


Her boobs are amazing.


And her legs. They’re toned. And her body is lean, but not angular and tiny, like how hot girls are supposed to look. She’s unconventionally hot.


That’s how I’ll describe her to Asher and Mark. They’ll know exactly what I mean.


“Hi,” her mouth says.


I mean she says. She’s talking to me. And looking confused and a little weirded out.


My mouth has to say something.


Say something.


“Hi,” I say. “I’m just …” I wave toward the street, trying to figure out how to explain this. I look back at her. Her eyes pin me to the ground.


I should just tell her. “Okay, so I bent my ankle over there. Running. And it really hurt. So I couldn’t run anymore. And then I came over here to … rest. And kind of to hide, I guess. But obviously that didn’t really work, so …”


She looks at me like I’m a barely amusing child. “Hide?”


Awesome. She already thinks I’m an idiot. “Well,” I say, “mostly hiding from Ferret. I mean, Coach Farragut, but—”


She laughs. “Is that what you guys call him?”


“Yeah,” I say. “Actually, I came up with it.”


Mark would claim he did, but he totally didn’t.


And even if he did, he’s not here right now. That laugh was for me.


“That’s mean,” she says. She’s still smiling, though.


“Well, he’s kind of mean.”


She looks off toward the road, her smile fading, and she shrugs.


What does that mean? Did I offend her? Should I apologize? I try to figure out the right thing to say, but the silence stretches on, and she’s still looking away from me.


Shit. This happens every time I try to talk to a girl. I make things awkward, and then I panic and make things more awkward.


And then I slink away. “I should probably get back before—”


“He’s coming.” She points at the road.


“What?” I say, twisting back to see, but the rise of the yard blocks my view.


“Ferret.” Her lip curls up just a little as she says it.


She still thinks it’s funny.


She still thinks I’m funny.


She needs to leave. Now. Because it’s about to get really not funny.


“Um,” I say, “he’s probably going to yell at me, so …”


She looks at the mailbox, silent. Her lips hang open just a fraction of an inch. She stares at the box, like she’s trying to see into it.


“What’s your name?” she says.


“Phillip.”


“I’m Rebekah. Like in the Bible.”


It must be obvious that I’m trying to figure out what she means, because she attempts to explain.


“With a k and an h.”


I nod to pretend I know what she’s talking about. And then I hear the whirr of rubber against the blacktop.


“Hi, Mr. Farragut,” Rebekah says, waving toward the street.


I look at her amazing boobs again. It’s only fair. I’m about to be fatally humiliated.


“Ms. Joseph,” Ferret says, in his sleaziest Georgia drawl. “I keep on telling you to call me Randy.”


He doesn’t coach the girls. How does she know him?


Ferret skids into view, brakes with a squeal, and glares down at me, face tight with disgust. “Flowers,” he says. Never my first name. Always Flowers.


“Coach,” I say, nodding, wishing I’d called him Randy.


“What’s goin’ on here?” he says, squinting against the sun. He swoops his leg over like he’s dismounting a motorcycle and leans the bike against the mailbox. “Lounging around as usual, Flowers?”


He smiles a little Ferret smile.


I grab a fistful of grass in my hand, trying to think of something to say that won’t sound obnoxious or whiny.


But she does it for me. “Phillip hurt his ankle,” Rebekah says. “So I told him he could rest in my yard.”


Her yard. I was cowering behind her mailbox.


“I didn’t realize you two knew each other,” Ferret says. His tan skin shines like leather. “Anyway, your friends told me about your ankle too. Funny how you got all the way over here, Flowers.”


“I wanted some shade. I kind of stumbled over.”


“Sounds to me like another one of your funny stories, Flowers. Looks like you even tricked a nice young lady.”


“He didn’t trick me,” Rebekah says.


Ferret raps his fingers along the hard cushion of his bike seat. “Ms. Joseph, I know you wouldn’t lie. But Flowers is known to exaggerate the truth—poorly—and I would hate it if he made you an accomplice. I don’t know what you were doing, but I saw y’all from over there.” He points to the road. “And it seemed to me like you were just having a nice little chat.”


“We were,” she says, her voice sharp.


Ferret’s eyebrows rise. “Really? What about?”


She hesitates for a second. “Phillip was just saying he might want to come to Wednesday nights.”


Ferret guffaws.


I stare at her, expecting some clue as to what that means, but she’s just looking at Ferret and fiddling with her ponytail.


He points at me. “I thought you were Catholic or something, Flowers.”


I shake my head and wipe a creeping bead of sweat from my face. “Nope.”


I have no idea why he thinks I’m Catholic or what that has to do with Wednesday nights or what the hell is going on right now.


Rebekah crosses her arms over her chest. “What if he was Catholic?”


Ferret’s grin disintegrates, and he ducks his head to pretend to inspect the rubber on his handlebar. For a second he’s speechless. “No, you’re right, you’re right,” he says, nodding at Rebekah. “We welcome everyone, no exceptions.” He pauses, and the grin crawls back onto his face. “Even you, Flowers.”


I rip a fistful of grass.


Silence settles between the three of us. I hear the hum of a distant lawn mower. And the rhythmic steps of runners passing us by. Ferret and Rebekah turn their heads.


“You gonna let those girls pass you by, Ms. Joseph?” Ferret says.


“No,” she says.


“Better get back out there, then.”


“I will. Once I get some ice for Phillip.”


Ice? Why is this girl being so nice to me? Did I accidentally woo her?


Ferret bites his bottom lip and nods his head slowly, as if he has the power to give her permission. “Alright,” he says finally. “Flowers, I’ll pretend I believe you this time. I have no idea how you plan on getting back to school with your ankle so busted up, but I’ll let your friends know where you’re at so they don’t leave you.” He mounts his bike, twisting his hands around the handlebars like he’s revving the engine. He squints at me. “And I do look forward to seeing you Wednesday night. You too, Ms. Joseph.”


And with that, he plants his foot on the pedal and charges off. The sound of his tires fades, and then it’s just me, her, the noise of the lawn mower, and my throbbing ankle.


I look up at her. I have a million questions.


Rebekah looks at her black sports watch. “Hold on,” she says, and she sprints past me. I watch her run up the driveway, into the garage, and then into the house. The door slams.


Okay now.


I breathe. Deeply.


I test my ankle. Ow.


Okay. Okay. Okay. What is going on?


Apparently I’m going somewhere on Wednesday night. Ferret will be there. Rebekah will be there. And I didn’t want to admit it at first, but it sounds like—


Like a church thing.


The door slams again. I turn back to see her walking out of the garage carrying a bulging brown plastic grocery bag and a wooden crutch.


“My aunt broke her leg last year,” Rebekah says. “So she still has this.” She stands over me, holding up the crutch. Then she squats down and plops the bag of ice in my hands.


We sit there for a moment, barely looking at each other.


“I don’t exaggerate the truth,” I say.


“What?”


“Ferret said that I ‘exaggerate the truth,’ but I don’t. He just confuses bad excuses with lies.”


She smiles. “Put the ice on your foot.”


“Oh. Right.” I put it on my foot. It’s so cold I suck air through my teeth.


“You don’t have to go on Wednesday if you don’t want to. I’m sorry.”


“No, I—”


“Because that wasn’t fair.” She lays the crutch on the grass next to me. It lies just off parallel to the sheer edge of the driveway. “I shouldn’t have put you in that position. I just felt like he would go easier on you.”


“Yeah.”


She moves the crutch like she’s trying to get it exactly parallel with the cement line. The thin beams of wood trample the grass as she shifts them back and forth. Her hands, small and surprisingly delicate, are so close to mine.


This never happens when I try to talk to a girl.


“You really shouldn’t worry about it,” she says. “It’s not—”


“I’ll go,” I say.


For a moment she’s still. Then she lets go of the crutch and jumps to her feet. “Good. It’s Wednesday night at seven thirty at Wesley Road Faith Church. Okay?”


“Wednesday, seven thirty, Wesley Road Faith Church.”


“Okay.” She jogs toward the street. Her baggy soccer shorts make a sound like rustling paper. “I’ve gotta catch up with everybody. I’ll see you. Bring friends if you want!” She runs, and disappears in front of the mailbox.


“Thanks,” I call out.


And now it’s just me, and the purr of the lawn mower, and the crutch, and the bag of ice, and my throbbing ankle.


And the hot, thrilling air in my lungs.


I’ll go.





THREE


“One of you guys has to go with me.”


As soon as I say this, Mark suddenly becomes very interested in his chicken sandwich, and Asher looks somewhere across the lunchroom like he didn’t hear me.


I drop my pizza slice, and it lands with an oily slap. “Dudes,” I say.


Dude is bond.


Dude should make one of these a-holes have to come with me to church.


“I don’t know, dude,” Mark says. “Like, youth group?”


“I guess,” I say. “It’s just some people.”


“And some girl,” Asher says. He brings a forkful of pale corn to his mouth. “Since when were you such a ladies’ man?”


“Shut up. I didn’t even do anything.”


Asher leans back. “She just sounds a little—”


“Weird?” Mark says, and they laugh.


“What?” I say, my face heating up. “How is she weird?”


Asher shrugs and looks to Mark for words.


Mark is always happy to provide words. He gesticulates with his chicken sandwich. “Well, this girl that you’ve never seen before comes up to you out of nowhere and then tricks you into going to church? And she’s supposedly hot?”


“Unconventionally hot. And she didn’t trick me into going.”


Mark points at me with the sandwich. “She told Ferret you were going to be there. She may be unconventionally hot, but she tricked you, dude. Because she wants to convert you.” He takes a bite. “Not that you don’t need it.”


“Shut up,” I say.


I look up at the blue and yellow banner hanging across the lunchroom that reads WELCOME BACK TO BAXTER HIGH, BOBCATS! and I have this urge to pitch my apple through it. I’m not angry because Asher and Mark are making fun of me—we do that all the time. I just really needed one of them to help me.


Because I can’t be alone with this girl again. Coming up with a funny animal nickname for your coach only gets you so far. This time I’ll have to have a real conversation with her, and I have no idea how to do that. I spend most of my time reading fantasy novels, playing computer games, and worrying about ways that human civilization will probably come to a fiery and terrible end.


I’m pretty sure girls don’t like talking about those things. So I need someone to help me not talk about them. To say other things. To just be there.


Plus, there’s no way I can tell Dad I’m going to church. Just no way. So I don’t have a ride, and I need one of these people I’m tentatively calling my friends to provide one.


But I drop it for the rest of lunch, and we talk about other stuff, and they forget about it, and I pretend to forget about it. Finally the bell rings. The room erupts in a huge squeaking of metal chair legs and a great crushing of plastic trash.


One of these guys has to go with me. I decide to hone in on Asher. Yes, he’s technically Hindu, but I’m vaguely atheist, and he’s much more easily guilted than Mark, who’s allegedly Catholic but actually a devout Mark-ist.


Asher scoops up his tray and heads for the trash. I follow, limping slightly, and catch his eye. “So you wanna help me out? Wednesday night?”


He sighs. “Yeah. I’m going. We were just messing with you, anyway.” We toss our trash in the bin.


“Right, I know.” I take my phone out, pretend to check the time. “So your dad can drive us or—”


“Yeah.”


“Awesome.”


Mark pushes through us, his bobbly head leading the way. “See ya later, turds.”


Asher and I roll our eyes, flick him off behind his back, and turn separate ways to go to class.





FOUR


“Who is Margaret Thatcher?” Dad says.


Swoop-swish. He circles one of the $200 squares on the hand-drawn grid we use to keep score.


On TV one of the contestants buzzes in, and Alex confirms that “Who is Margaret Thatcher?” is the right question. But Dad never waits for Alex. He disdains Alex, as well as most of the people who appear on this show.


“I knew that,” my brother says. Chris lies back in his usual spot on the big gray recliner, the cushions swallowing his skinny frame.


“Then why didn’t you say it?” Dad asks. He combs the tuft of hair at his temple with the pen. His smile is a taunt.


“Didn’t want to,” Chris says, flicking his sock lint in a high arc toward Dad.


I need to get the next question. We did this all summer, and I could usually answer a few right away. But today I haven’t gotten one yet, and Dad’s closing in on me, even though he always starts off with negative $5,000 to help us out. It’s just kind of hard to concentrate on the game right now—at this time tomorrow I’m supposed to be at church already.


Alex reads: “‘In one of his finest hours, this prime minister …’”


I’m watching the screen, but from the corner of my eye I see Dad mouth something to Chris.


“Who is Churchill?” Chris says warily.


“Yep,” Dad says. He leans over the table, circles the $400 space, and writes Chris’s initials.


“Bullshit!” I say. “I saw that.”


For a second Dad keeps a straight face, tapping the pen against the paper. But then his features melt into a smile and he leans back on the couch. “Okay,” he says, laughing. “Four hundred dollars for Phillip.”


“Daaaad,” Chris says, rolling his eyes and pulling the lever on the side of the recliner so that he lies nearly flat.


Those are the rules. If Dad tries to help one of us and the other calls it, it’s Bullshit, and the Bullshit Caller gets the points instead. Dad hasn’t tried that in a while. He’s a terrible liar.


And so am I, which might be a problem.


“You’re right, you’re right,” Dad says. “You knew that one without me.” He scratches his head with the pen, leaving a contrail of red on his shiny peach scalp. Meanwhile, the show’s gone to commercials. Dad hits the mute button and starts adding up the scores so far.


This would be a good time to lie to him. He’s focused on something else, and I’ll have an excuse for not looking him in the eye.


I remind myself that he’s making me do this. Even if he doesn’t know it.


Because my dad isn’t just an atheist—he’s an atheist enthusiast. He goes to see authors of atheist books when they come to Atlanta. He’s helped pay for pro-atheism ad campaigns in New York and Los Angeles. He has a T-shirt with a design that’s just the word “God” in a red circle with a red slash across it.


He never wears it in public, but still, he would freak if I told him I was going to church. I know from experience, actually.


But I have to go. I told her I would.


So I have to lie. Now.


Lie to him now.


“Hey, Dad,” Chris says, popping up from his prone position, the gears of the chair complaining. His Flowers-brown hair flips into his eyes. “You know soccer practice starts next Tuesday, right?”


Dad’s pen stops mid-zero. He looks up, the thought-creases creeping up his forehead. “Oh, right. Yeah.” He nods. “Is that three days a week now?” He draws perfect cubes in the margins of the score sheet. He’s an engineer, and when I was younger and used to draw, he gave me tips on how to make precise lines and shapes.


“Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday,” Chris says, pride creeping into his voice.


“Wow, that’s a lot of work,” Dad says. He’s quickly drawn a small army of cubes. “I guess we won’t be able to do this a whole lot anymore. Us three. It’ll be just me and Phillip facing off most nights.” He punches my thigh and smiles weakly.


This hurts.


“Uh, actually …” I say.


Dad looks at me quickly and then starts drawing more cubes. “Yeah?”


“I have, uh, this thing on Wednesday. Like, a study group. With Asher.” My chest feels tight.


He leans back on the couch, dropping the pen onto the score sheet. It rolls in a small circle until it clinks against a coaster. “A study group already? The semester’s barely begun.”


“Chemistry looks pretty hard. And you know I’m not good with, like … science.”


“Yes, you are. You just don’t give yourself enough credit.”


“Well, also it’s that Dr. Baker wanted us to have study groups.”


I just know he’s going to call me on this. I’m sweating.


But he doesn’t notice.


“Okay,” he says. “We can work it out with Chris’s practice. I’ll drive you.”


“No! Actually, Asher’s dad is picking me up.”


He looks at me, confused. Finally he smiles, just barely.


“Yeah,” he says. “Of course.”


He goes back to drawing cubes. When the commercials end, Chris has to tell him to turn the sound back on.





FIVE


Okay. My mom is dead.


It was a long time ago.


Everyone has their shit.


I’m fine with mine.


That’s all.





SIX


“You two were planning to attend this meeting, correct? Or just observe from here?”


Mr. Venkataraman, Asher’s dad, eyes me in the rearview mirror. He and Asher and I are sitting in the Venkatara-van (a name Asher still refuses to find funny), in the parking lot in front of Wesley Road Faith Church. The church is squat, flat, and brown, like an enormous toad. Above the big glass front doors, the word FAITH is spelled out in large white letters.


And the big lawn to the side of the church is alive with them.


There are so many of them. They play basketball on a half-court. They play volleyball, ten to a team, with a crisp, white net and chunky sand. They sit on benches in front of another brown building labeled YOUTH CENTER, with their legs folded under them, and they braid each other’s hair.


“Do you see anybody we know?” I ask.


“Maybe,” Asher says. “I mean, there’s Corey Nash.”


“People we know.”


“Oh. Well, then. No.”


“I don’t see Rebekah, either.”


“Oh, my, my, my,” Mr. V says, grinning. “Who is Rebekah?”


“Dad, come on,” Asher says.


“What? I’m allowed to drive you here and back but I’m not allowed to know who Rebekah is?”


“She’s just a girl,” I say.


“Then what are you waiting for?” Mr. V says. “Go tell her she looks pretty.”


“Dad,” Asher says, “that’s not how it works.”


Mr. V throws his hands up. “You boys think you know everything.”


“I don’t,” I say.


“Then this one does,” Mr. V says, reaching over and attempting a noogie on Asher. “He gets it from me!”


Asher ducks and tries to block the noogie, but Mr. V is unfazed. He clicks off his seat belt and reaches over with both arms. “Dad! Come on!” Asher says. He climbs out of the van and slams the door.


So I guess we’re going to church now.


“Thanks, Mr. V,” I say.


“No problem. Tell her she’s pretty,” he says.


I slide open the door. Asher and I look at each other and then at everybody else and then back at each other. Then we, the atheist and the Hindu, walk across the warm asphalt toward the church, listening to the bright sounds of the Christians.


“Do you see her anywhere?” Asher says.


“Not yet,” I say. We’ve walked into the middle of the crowd. All around us people talk, laugh, chase each other, and even dance. But none of them are her.


Asher squints at his watch. “It’s about to start. I don’t want to go in there if we don’t know anyone.” He adjusts the arms of his glasses around his ears.


I haven’t seen Rebekah at school, and I haven’t been at practice since Monday, but I know I remember what she looks like. I scan the crowd again—and make accidental eye contact with a slightly older girl, probably a senior. Her hair is shoulder length and quiet blond, and she wears a bright red T-shirt that says THIRD ANNUAL YOUTH IN CHRIST CONFERENCE: WHAT WOULD JESUS THINK?


She smiles and starts walking toward us, her eyes locked on mine.


She’s coming to reap our souls.


I shove my hands in my pockets and look elsewhere, but she smiles and weaves her way back into my vision.


“Phillip,” Asher whispers urgently.


But it’s too late. She’s here.


“You look like you’re lost,” she says. Her round cheeks are flush with cheer.


“Sort of,” I say, desperately searching the lawn. “We’re waiting for somebody. I mean, we’re supposed to meet them. Someone.”


I’m so sure she’s going to say, “I think you mean Jesus.”


But she doesn’t. “Who are you meeting?” she asks, still smiling.


Asher looks off across the parking lot like he’s considering a quick escape.


“Rebekah?” I say.


And then somehow she becomes even happier. “Oh, Rebekah Joseph?”


“Do you know her?”


“Yeah! Rebekah’s great! I love her. We’ve been so happy to have her join us.”


“So, is she here, or …?”


“Yeah, she’s inside, I bet. She’s always helping out before everything gets started. I’m Amanda, by the way.” She thrusts her hand toward me, and I shake it and introduce myself.


She leaves her hand out by Asher, who is forced to draw his eyes back from the promise of the horizon. “Asher,” he says.


“Oh,” Amanda says. “Asher. I love that name.”


“Um, thanks,” Asher says, seemingly unable to set his glasses just right.


I notice that suddenly people all around us are walking into the youth center, like they’ve been called by a whistle only Christians can hear.


It’s starting. Amanda’s going to ask us to come in with her. This is going to be so awkward.


Where is she?


“Hey!” comes a voice from the doors of the youth center, and I know it. I know it before I see her jogging down the stairs, her hair bouncing against her neck.


“Rebekah!” cheers Amanda.


I glance at Asher. He’s stopped touching his glasses. The corners of his lips threaten to smile.


Rebekah stops suddenly by Amanda’s side, sticks a brown leather Bible under her arm, and plucks her thumbs through the belt loops of her jeans. Her hair falls casually into place, draping along her shoulders. She’s wearing a dark blue polo shirt.


I love it when girls wear polo shirts.


Rebekah squeezes Amanda around the waist and makes a cute little noise like “eep.” She looks around the circle and says to Amanda, “Making friends, as usual.”


“Yeah, I was just meeting Phillip and Asher. They’re great.”


How does she know that?


“Tim said you had a couple songs to lead,” Rebekah says.


Amanda’s mouth forms an O. “You’re right. I should go, then.” She turns and blankets us with her smile. “It was so nice meeting you. I’ll see you later.”


Amanda bounds up the concrete steps into the center, and now it’s just us. My stomach tightens.


“Hey,” Rebekah says to me.


“Hey.”


She looks down at my foot and scrunches her forehead. “So, where’s my crutch?”


Damn. The crutch. “Oh, I, uh—”


Rebekah has this lazy smile, like her lips move in slow motion. “Well, you obviously don’t need it anymore. So that’s good.”


She was joking. Calm down.


“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, I still walk like a grandpa.”


Asher laughs and Rebekah gives me this look of amused pity. Then she points at Asher. “Aren’t you …?”


“In Latin?” he says.


“Yeah. You’re Ms. Nevins’s favorite.”


Asher grins and shakes his head, but of course it’s true. “You’re the one who saved Phillip from …” He trails off.


“Ferret?” she says, laughing.


She still thinks it’s funny.


“Yeah,” he says, surprised that she knows the name.


Unbelievably, I haven’t screwed this up yet. But someone else could.


I look around. “Is he, you know, here?”


“Yeah,” she says. “But he’s inside somewhere. I don’t think you’ll see him.” She pauses and smiles. “Unless you want to.”


“No, that’s okay,” Asher says.


A little piece of me kind of wants to see him, so he can see I actually showed up, that I’m actually talking to this girl he probably sleazes over all the time. That I actually won.


But it’s Ferret. So, actually, no.


From the open doors of the center, the sound of heartily strummed acoustic guitars wafts toward us.


“We should probably go inside,” Rebekah says. She turns toward the center and then twists back. “If you think you can get up those steps, Grandpa.”


The stairs are each maybe three inches high.


She’s taunting me. Again.


“I’ll beat you up those steps, young lady,” I say, but my voice falters on the last part and I only fake like I’m about to run.


Rebekah takes off.


I look at Asher and he raises his eyebrows and points. “Go!”


I speed-hobble after her and finish in second place.


Rebekah did not explain that singing was required.


 


“Lord, I don’t know what I should bring with me
Or what I should leave behind …”


Asher isn’t even trying.


But no one expects him to—he’s brown. So in this thoroughly white town, that means he’s sometimes not even expected to speak English.


I’m standing right next to Rebekah. She has a great voice—quiet but cutting—and she doesn’t have to read the words off the projector screen at the front of the room. She sings with her eyes closed and her leather Bible tucked tightly under her arm. Her voice drifts over the three guitars and the dim sound of the crowd.


 


“Lord, I know, I know, I know,
I’ve got a long way to go …”


I don’t sing. So I don’t sing.


But I want to look like I’m trying. So I speak the words. Melodically. Sort of.


I wonder what Rebekah’s expecting from me. Did she invite me here because she wants me to convert tonight? No. I mean, probably not. But if not, I still feel like I’m supposed to be interested. This place is obviously her life.


 


“But I can always keep my stride,
Because you’re right by my side …”


She’s singing not only as if God actually exists but as if He can hear her specifically. How can some godless jackass like me expect to … Well, I don’t really know what I expect.


At the front of the room, the guitar players strum furiously, each one bobbing his head, and everyone’s voices rise together.


 


“I know, I know, I know,
Lord, I’ve got a long way to go.”


The guitars and the voices slowly sink, like a sheet that’s been tossed in the air.


And then a stout thirtyish guy with a thick brown beard walks onto the carpeted platform up front. He wears green cargo shorts and yellow flip-flops, which snap quietly as he walks up to the microphone. Everyone sits down on the floor.


“That’s Tim,” Rebekah whispers to us, pointing toward the front and smiling as she crouches down.


“Oh,” I say, nodding. Whoever Tim is, that’s him.


I look at Asher again. He leans back on his hands and shrugs. He looks like he’s tubing down a lazy river.


“How’s everybody?” Tim says.


Rebekah hollers along with everyone else, and I clap a few times just so I don’t look weird. She glances at me, smiles, and opens her Bible.


“Sounds good,” Tim says. He exhales through his nose into the microphone. “I know I usually make a lot of dumb jokes up top here, but if you don’t mind, I want to get just a little bit serious tonight. I wanted to talk about your life. The life you choose.”


Oh, come on. “The life you choose”?


“I want you to close your eyes,” Tim says, “and think about a time you had to make a really important decision.”


I check my watch. It’s only 7:44.


We’ve got a long way to go.


“So, what’d you think?” Rebekah says.


I shove my red, carpet-dented hands into my pockets. We stand at the back of the room. Tim’s “message” is over, and everybody’s laughing and talking. The fluorescent lights leave a hazy glow in the air. “It was good.”


Asher looks across the room, like he’s seeing through the wall and into the sky.


Rebekah nudges him. “So, what’d you think?” Rebekah says.


He pauses. “About? Oh!” he says, shaking his head. “It was, uh …” He looks off again. “It was overwhelming.” He smiles. “In a good way.”


“In a good way. Alright.”


He asks where the bathroom is, and I stop myself from joking about how overwhelmed he must be. Rebekah tells him where to go, and he walks off through the crowd.


I’m alone with her again.


Asher, you bastard.


Rebekah and I look at each other. This is when I’m supposed to do something, say something, make her laugh.


But I don’t know how.


“So,” she says, “you didn’t like it.”


“What?”


She shrugs. “It’s okay if you didn’t like it.”


I feel a little queasy. “No, I mean, I liked it.”


Her smile fades and she locks on to me with those green eyes. “Phillip. Tell me for real.”


I try to hold her gaze, but it’s too steady.


Dammit.


I didn’t like it.


It was so corny. I felt like I was listening to one of those motivational speakers they force everyone to endure in the gym once a semester. Except in this speech there was way more God stuff, all of which sounded ridiculous and made up. It was actually kind of sad, like listening to a grown man who still believes in Santa Claus talk about all the presents the elves are making for him.


There. I said it. To me. But I can’t say that out loud. She wouldn’t understand.


“I don’t know if …” I say. “I don’t know if it’s my thing. Kind of.”


She tucks her Bible under her arm. “What is your thing?”


She doesn’t want to know what my thing is. She’s just being nice.


“Books?” I shrug.


“What books?”


Embarrassing books. I can’t tell her what I read. But I have to say something. “Fantasy novels, I guess? Sometimes. But other stuff too, though.”


“Fantasy novels. Like with dragons?”


I’d be sure that anyone else asking that question would be making fun of me, but she looks serious.


“Some of them.”


“What else?” She crosses her arms, hugging her Bible to her chest.


I look off toward the front of the room. Where the hell is Asher?


“What was the last book you read that wasn’t fantasy?”


No. I cannot tell her that. That’s even more embarrassing. No one, especially not her, needs to know about my stupid obsession. Not even Asher and Mark know.


“Come on,” she says, tilting her head. “It can’t be that bad.”


It can be.


But I can’t say no to her.


“It’s basically this book about our country, and sort of the whole world, I guess?” I say, every word making me cringe inside. “There are a lot of pretty bad things happening. Like with global warming and oil and nuclear weapons.”


Rebekah’s eyebrows perk up, and she thrusts her Bible toward me. I flinch. “Revelation,” she says.


“Revelation?”


“The last book of the Bible. You should read it.”


“I thought it was ‘Revelations.’”


“No, it’s just one big revelation.”


I look down at the book. I edge it toward her. “This is yours, though.”


“Just give it back when you’re done.”


She pokes the corner of the Bible at my stomach and aims to poke again. I reach to block it, and now it’s in my hand.


She smiles. Tricky.


Over her shoulder I see Asher coming back.


So I take the book. I grip it by the spine, then tuck it under my arm, then cross my arms and press it against my chest. But the weight of it is uneasy, no matter how I hold it.





SEVEN


Huh-CHOO.


“God, do you have to sneeze so loud?” Chris says, picking up another bag of dirt.


“Yes. That’s how I sneeze.”


“Not all the time.” He lifts the bag, shaking a little under the weight.


Dad walks back from deeper in the basement, stepping over a crowd of water jugs on the concrete floor. The sweat on his scalp shines in the hazy light from the window. “I didn’t remember that you reacted this way to the dust,” he says.
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