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Chapter One
 
 
 
Sometimes, you just can’t get above it.
Judas Iscariot sat on a folding Highboy beach chair behind the open hatch of his mother’s Cadillac Escalade. He looked down at the drone remote control in his lap, peering through his cell phone mounted on the grip, but his view was 400 feet in the sky.
High. As high as he could legally fly a drone. So high he could see the sun rise over the Pacific horizon before anyone else on the beach could. So high that his expensive little drone wasn’t even a pixel in his vision when he looked up.
But not nearly high enough.
The sky melted from indigo to peach to a dusty yellow, where it merged with the purple smudge of the distant water line. Not a cloud in the sky. A perfect Southern California sunrise over the gently rolling surf of another beautiful day.
An old couple walking their yappy dog passed slowly in front of him, thirty yards closer to the surf. They looked toward him but didn’t wave. The man said something to the woman, who chuckled and looked pointedly away from Jude.
A stab of anguish pricked his gut, and he crammed it down somewhere deep and away. What was wrong with him? Things didn’t get to him.
The man led the dog a few steps closer, and Jude sat up, feeling suddenly hopeful. 
“Good morning,” Jude said. “Beautiful, huh?”
The man pointed behind Jude. “You aren’t supposed to drive on the beach. Move your car, hippy-dip.”
Jude had the urge to dive his expensive drone down through the man’s cranium. That, or fly it straight into the sun. “Oh, yeah? Bite me, Ben Gay. I’ll drive wherever I want.”
“Gary…” the woman called, pleading.
The little dog yipped and snarled, and Jude had an image of his drone carrying the rat out to see and dropping it.
“The beach belongs to everybody, punk, not just you and your climate killing SUV.”
“Gary…”
Jude switched the drone into auto-hover and stood. He put the remote on his chair and squared off with the man, whose rat dog went into full T-Rex mode. “If it belongs to everybody, Gramps, then part of it belongs to me. This is my part. Go find your own.”
The old man looked like he wanted to escalate, but the woman took the dog’s leash from his hand and dragged the creature in the direction they’d been walking. 
“Do what you want, Gary,” she said. “I’ll see you at Starbucks.”
His audience gone, the man lost his swagger and scuttled after her. “Hippy-dips! What did I tell you, Debbie?”
The sun had crested the horizon now, and the morning already felt as if it were going to turn hot. Jude rubbed his face with both hands, feeling the stubble on his cheeks and chin. Seriously, Jude…threatening old people now?

He retrieved the remote and sat back down. The clock on his phone showed that the drone’s battery would be just about depleted by now. But the view through camera was so serene. Image stabilization and a wide viewing angle made it seem as if he were a cloud pinned on the sky. Defying gravity. Floating above it all.
“Maybe you should get your pilot’s license.”
Jude nearly dropped his remote. “Sh—!” He spotted Eli standing behind his chair holding a surfboard, so still that he seemed to have been standing there for ten minutes. “Don’t do that, Scooge! Scared me to death.”
Eli put his board down, fins up, and sat on it. “Sorry.”
“How long have you been there? How’d you sneak up on me like that?”
Eli shrugged. He wore a black surf wetsuit with blue long sleeves. The wind tousled his hair like a kindly grandfather. He tilted his head back and looked into the brightening sky. “It’s good to get a new perspective, isn’t it?”
At that moment, Jude became aware that his drone was rapidly descending, despite him not having given it a command to move. It was down to two percent battery and was auto-landing. The wind was fighting the little drone’s efforts to land right on top of its controller, but it wasn’t going to be too far off. 
With only a hint of a whine, the sleek black craft—its four rotors blurred with speed—descended to a spot on the sand ten feet nearer to the water and clonked to earth, now looking less like a soaring metaphor for freedom and more like a child’s plastic airplane. The rotors spun down quickly and it was instantly inert. Dead in the sand. Defeated by a force that never wanted it to fly in the first place.
He had the drone’s other battery in the Escalade. The battery he’d used two nights ago. But it was dead too and he’d forgotten to charge it in the car.
Jude trotted over and retrieved the drone. He brushed the wet sand off and came back to his chair. He brought the carrying case out and started folding the rotor arms away, but he paused and set the drone lovingly in his lap.
Judas and Eli sat silently. Seagulls arrived in a group and squawked around on the beach. A team of sandpipers raced after a receding wave, munching on what the surf had brought them, then running away again as a new wave rushed forward. The sound of the sliding waves soothed Jude, and he felt his fatigue begin to swell.
He fingered one of the rotors on his drone. “Did…everyone get home okay last night?”
Eli nodded. 
“And…” Jude tried to choose his words carefully. “I guess everyone’s still pretty mad. At me, I mean.”
Eli might’ve nodded or shrugged, but neither was really necessary.
How had things gone so terribly wrong? It had been a perfect plan. It would’ve helped Pete’s confidence, taught those Camarillo High Scorpions a lesson, and driven Mary swiftly and surely into Jude’s arms. Who knew Pete couldn’t spell “LOSER” and who could’ve guessed that stupid Carlos and Javier would bail? And despite the victory of having Mary in his company and in his car and in distress for such an intense and intimate time, now all she wanted was to wring his neck.
Jude noticed little yappy dog prints in the sand, and he remembered the pang of anguish he’d felt when the elderly couple had been unkind to him for no reason. “I dunno, Scooge,” he said. “Sometimes it seems like, no matter what I do, people hate me. Like I’m destined to be on the outside. Like my life is a movie and I’m cast as everyone’s villain.”
Jude waited, but Eli didn’t make a reply. The silence from Eli’s direction was so complete that Jude checked to see if his friend was asleep or had vanished as stealthily as he’d arrived. 
He was still there, and he wasn’t asleep. Eli’s gaze was fixed on a seagull that seemed to hover in space, perfectly balanced by its angle facing into the wind. “I heard about an eagle that built her eyrie not too far from here. One day, while she was sitting with the chicks high in the treetops, a mild earthquake hit. The tree, which had died, was brittle, and it broke in the quake, sending the eyrie crashing to the ground. The eagle flew safely down, but all three of her chicks were killed in the fall.”
Eli went silent. 
Jude waited, but what had at first seemed like a dramatic pause was soon revealed to be the sound of a full stop. “Is that seriously the end of the story?”
Eli looked down. “I think it’s sad.”
“Well, yeah, but I thought you were going to give me some wise moral or something. Don’t you know a teachable moment when you see one?” Irritably, Jude folded his drone and packed it away into its carrier with the remote. He collapsed his Highboy and tossed it and the drone case into the back of the Escalade. He shut the hatch with more force than was necessary.
Eli looked over his shoulder from his surfboard. “You leaving?”
He could be so infuriating sometimes! Jude put his face in his hands and mastered his anger. “Eli, why did you tell me about the eagle?”
Eli didn’t answer, but a host of possible explanations leapt into Jude’s mind.
“Wait, am I the eagle?”
The look Eli gave him was too funny.
“Okay,” Jude said, “but look. I go to all this effort so that things will work out for people…” and as the words came to him, he warmed even more to the idea… “like the eagle did! But then an earthquake comes and, through no fault of the eagle’s, everything falls apart. Everything crashes to the ground and people get hurt and nothing goes the way the eagle meant.” 
Eli’s eyebrows went up as if considering the thought. Then he smirked. “Ha.”
“Why ‘ha’? Really, why ‘ha’?”
“You said the nest fell apart through no fault of its own.”
“Right…?”
“The eagle shouldn’t have built its eyrie in that tree,” Eli said.
Jude shook his head. “Say what?”
“The eagle made bad choices. The eagle should’ve inspected the tree better. The eagle should’ve known that earthquakes would come. The eagle should’ve noticed that the tree had died, and it should’ve moved to a healthy tree. You said it wasn’t the eagle’s fault, but look at all the dumb things the eagle did. Those chicks are dead because of the eagle’s choices.”
Jude scratched sand from behind his ear. “Scooge, you may know a thing or two about human nature, but you are one dumb butt when it comes to eagles.”
Eli swiveled toward Jude and put his arms around his knees. “Why?”
“Well, for one thing, an eagle can’t evaluate a tree. Sure, like an eagle knows tree rot. And how’s an eagle supposed to know about earthquakes? That’s something only humans could think about. Eagles aren’t human, Eli, in case you hadn’t heard.”
Eli nodded thoughtfully. “I see what you’re saying. So all the choices the eagle made really weren’t its fault. It didn’t even really know what it was doing…?”
“Exactly. Bad things happened to it but it never meant them to.” He tried to bring the conversation back around to how it expressed what he was feeling. “And despite that desire, and due to nothing it did wrong, tragedy came.”
“Right,” Eli said, as if finally getting it. “And an animal can’t be responsible for the bad things that happen to it or the choices it makes.”
“Exactly.”
“Bad things happen to it through no fault of its own…because it’s an animal?”
“Yes! That’s the difference between animals and humans. Humans make choices because they have superior knowledge and can make evaluations about the results of their actions, whereas an animal can’t. Seriously, how do you not know this stuff?”
Eli looked suddenly happy. He hopped to his feet, plucked his board from the sand, and hoisted it over his shoulder. “Thank you, Jude! That’s really helpful.”
“Wait, are you going to…”
But Eli sprinted toward the ocean like a sandpiper and was out of earshot.
Jude watched him splash into the surf and paddle furiously toward deeper water. Something troubled his mind, but he couldn’t pin it down. 
A group of beachcombers went by on either side of the Escalade, carrying coolers and beach umbrellas and mumbling something about a car on the beach. Jude got in and drove home.



Chapter Two
 
 
 
Jude couldn’t pull into his driveway. Three police cars and two unmarked black minivans clogged the drive and the street around it. Police officers in Kevlar jackets, including at least one with “POLICE ICE” printed on his back and another officer armed with an automatic weapon, swarmed around.
“What the…?”
Jude noticed Javier’s truck parked on the curb, the push lawnmowers visible in the bed of the truck.
“Oh, no.” 
Two officers emerged with a young man in handcuffs—Javier’s son, Carlos!—held by the arms between them. Other officers knelt over another Hispanic man who was face down on the grass. Javier!
Officer Sorensen had sold them out. Had to be.
Jude killed the Escalade and jumped out. “Wait!” he said, moving toward the officers with his hands outstretched.
Police officers, who had certainly been aware of his arrival, now took intense interest in Jude. Men moved forcefully toward him, hands on their holsters, and the man with the M-16 rifle turned toward Jude alertly.
“Stay where you are, sir,” an officer said.
Jude stopped. “Sorry. No, wait. I live here. These men work for my family. They’re U.S. citizens. There has to have been some kind of mistake.” At least, he thought they were documented citizens. It had never occurred to him to find out.
Carlos tried to turn toward him, but the officers held him fast. “Mr. Iscariot! Please help! They threw Papa down. I think he’s hurt!” Then a new look of fear came into his eyes. “Please call my mama. She will not know what happened to us.”
“Sure, Carlos,” Jude said, advancing in his direction until the officers stopped him with the heels of their palms. It occurred to him with a sting of shame that he had no idea how to reach Carlos’s mama—or even that he had a mama. He looked at the nearest officer. “Why have you come here for them today?”
He shrugged. “Anonymous tip.”
A woman’s voice called Jude’s name, and he knew it was his mother. But she wasn’t visible outside the house. All he could think was that she was calling him through an open window but remaining hidden inside. So weird. “Come inside, this minute!” she called. “Where have you been all night? I was worried sick!”
Jude raised a finger toward the windows. He saw officers hoist Javier to his feet and turn him toward one of the minivans. His nose was bleeding and there was blood on his white t-shirt. “Why are you doing this?” he yelled toward the men pulling Javier away. “These men have been loyal workers for us for years. They’re citizens.” 
He realized, with mounting chagrin, that he actually didn’t know if these had been the same landscapers they’d had for years or of they were new for this season. Again, he crammed the feeling down and away.
“Judas Iscariot!” his mother called. “This has nothing to do with you. Come inside this instant or there will be consequences!”
Jude felt the fire go out of his concern. She was right: This had nothing to do with him. If these people didn’t have their green cards, that wasn’t on him. Sure, they’d helped him and Pete with the Camarillo Loosers debacle, but they’d been well paid for that. This was not his fight.
“If these men are legit,” one officer told Jude, “then it’ll all get sorted and they’ll be free to go.”
He nodded absently and used the key fob to lock the Escalade, right where it sat only partially out of the middle of the street, and walked to his front door. The police were leaving, as well. With a little whoop-whoop of the siren, the minivans pulled away, and the excitement was over. Jude made a mental note to send Lupe out to move the Escalade later, and he stepped inside his house, banishing from his mind some random image of a dead eagle chick.
* * * *
 
“What’s up, boss?”
Jude knew the voice immediately. He slammed the door to his locker and turned to face a thick, solid, and tall student with a unibrow. “Zilch. I thought you were in jail.”
Zilch ducked his head and looked both ways. “Shut up, all right? Nobody’s supposed to know about that. Besides, I took this amazing tech-nerd class while I was there.”
Jude headed toward first period, not bothering to see if his former lieutenant were following.
“So,” Zilch said, falling in step beside him, “I heard you haven’t changed one bit. That ‘Losers’ gag was the bomb. Too bad Fence Post can’t spell. Man, I wish I coulda been in on that. You gotta call me up for the next one. What is next, anyw—”
Jude stopped so suddenly that three freshmen almost fell on their faces. “Zilch, you are not my friend anymore. You took money to help a guy who tried to kill my friends.”
Zilch tilted his head like Jude had just nagged him to take out the garbage. “That was purely a business arrangement. One that is in the past. Now, I work for you again. You always had the best—”
“No,” Jude said, walking again. “You’re out.” Then he found himself saying something that surprised even him. “Besides, I’m not even sure there will be a next time.” He wasn’t sure why he’d said it, but an image of Mary—furious at him—from Friday night popped into his mind, as if to answer his own question. “Sometimes, they backfire. Actually,” he said, now talking only to himself as he walked, “I think maybe they backfire a lot.”
Jude had a vague sense that Zilch wasn’t walking with him anymore, and an even vaguer sense that something might’ve hurt Zilch’s feelings. But who cared? 
Besides…there was Mary.
He always forgot how small she was. In his mind, Mary Valdez loomed tall like a goddess. Her personality filled a room, blessing everyone with her passion and kindness, so her actual height should be as large. But when he saw her next to someone taller—like now, as she stood talking with her brother, Laz—she looked like a sixth grader who’d wandered into the wrong school. 
She was only five inches shorter than himself, though, which was reason number 7,000 why she was the right woman for him. Not counting the perfect mocha skin, or the luxurious hair that fell in ripples of black down her gorgeously slender back, or the generous smile that always made him feel safe.
 Surely she wouldn’t be mad at him anymore. That was four days ago, after all. Her brother had gotten away without a hitch and no one had gone to jail. An image of Carlos being escorted away by ICE officers popped into his mind, but he buried it deep and dark. He and Mary had been friends since kindergarten—and he’d been in love with her probably that long—so surely they would recover from this latest hiccup in no time.
He moved with the crowd of Kennedy High students heading to class, striding confidently toward Mary and Laz. But when he was still twenty feet away, she saw him, and her charming smile shifted not to anger, which he could’ve dealt with, but to something altogether new and horrifying. 
Mary Valdez looked at him with disgust.
The loathing in her eyes, the absolute absence of friendliness, stopped him where he stood. She turned away with emphasis and headed into the classroom, but the distance between them was already infinite.
Suddenly Martha, Mary’s sister, was in his face talking to him. She was on her second angry sentence before he could bring his focus to anything beside the emptiness he felt.
“…thinking you could talk to her. I’m surprised they even let you in school. I don’t know how they don’t know yet what you did, but I’ve got half a mind to tell them myself.”
Jude blinked at her. “It wasn’t my f—”
“Really? You’re seriously not taking responsibility, when we saw you ourselves and our brother was with you? Judas Iscariot, I swear, you will never change. You’ve always been a worthless slime and you always will be.” She poked his chest with a surprisingly sharp finger. “Stay. Away. From. My. Sister!”
The late bell rang and the last students in the hallway scattered for the classrooms. Jude stood rooted to the spot. The announcements came on quickly, as if someone were in a hurry. The pledge of allegiance was rushed through and more announcements came, and still no one had come to shoo Jude into a class or drag him to the office. 
Could he go into that classroom, where Mary was? Could he be in the room with that much hatred repelling him? He turned toward the nearest outdoor exit, but the next announcement froze his blood.
“Police and security officers from the areas around Camarillo High and Kennedy High are seeking information leading to the arrest of whoever vandalized the Camarillo High football field ahead of Friday night’s game against Kennedy. As you may have heard, one or more people defaced their field by tearing out portions of their turf in order to spell out a word, perhaps to be a taunting message to the Camarillo fans and students.”
Though the doors were all shut, Jude heard a chorus of “Loosers” from several classrooms. 
“If the persons involved will take responsibility for their actions, charges will be reduced or dropped. But if we have to track you down and catch you, we will ask that the court throw the book at you. You know who you are, and others know who you are. If you do not come forward yourself, a reward will be offered for information leading to your arrest and prosecution.”
Jude felt his gaze drawn to the door of the classroom he stood outside of. He peered through the square window in the door, just as Eli looked up and met his eyes.



Chapter Three
 
 
 
Jude got in the Mustang and headed toward the library. He could read the chapters that were being covered in class, even if he didn’t go to the classes themselves.
It wasn’t fair, how people hated him for no reason. All he ever wanted was friendship and acceptance, and people were constantly driving him away.
Jude, he said to himself, just shut up. 
What do you mean, shut up?
I mean, shut up. You’re so stupid.
I’m not stupid, you’re stupid.
And I’m you, so yes, we’re both stupid.
I’m not stupid. Shut up.
You shut up.
This was weird, talking to himself like this. He looked up and realized he’d missed the exit for the library. The next one wasn’t for two miles.
Why do you say I should shut up?
Because you’re such a whiner baby.
I’m not a whiner baby. You are.
Whatever. Look, did you hear what you just said?
Which time?
That people hate you for no reason. Do you really believe that?
Of course I do. Did you see how Martha mouthed off at me?
Yeah, because you almost got her brother thrown in jail.
He wasn’t going to be—
You don’t know that. And Laz is a good kid. In their culture, the oldest boy is more important than in your culture. And he’s got prejudices working against him that we’ll never know.
Oh, please. This is America.
Right, that’s why you have Lupe for your maid and Jamarquand for your mechanic and Javier and Carlos for your landscapers. Who, by the way, have been picked up by ICE probably because of what you dragged them into Friday night. 
I didn’t—
You, you, you. Yes, you did. No one but you, you, you.
Shut up.
You shut up. You drive around in your Mustangs and your Escalades and you fly your drones and drive on the beach and vandalize property and jeopardize Pete’s entire future, and then you have the nerve to complain about your life? You wreck other people’s lives and then you say people hate you for no reason? You, Judas Iscariot, are a prick.
Jude blinked, stung by his own words to himself. He pulled off at the exit and waited at the light to turn around. Was he really a prick?
Better question: Were people really mad at him for no reason or…were there actually very, very, very good reasons for them to be mad at him?
No, couldn’t be. He had only ever been trying to help people. It wasn’t his fault if they couldn’t see the good in it. It wasn’t his fault if they couldn’t take a joke. It wasn’t his fault if Pete couldn’t spell. It wasn’t his fault if…
It wasn’t his fault. 
The sentence broke through his consciousness like a brick through a window. But instead of a mental image of a brick on the carpet surrounded by shards of window pane, Jude saw in his mind the body of a dead eaglet.
His own words from Saturday on the beach with Eli came back to him.
That’s the difference between animals and humans. Humans make choices because they have superior knowledge and can make evaluations about the results of their actions, whereas an animal can’t.


Animals aren’t responsible for the choices they make. But humans are.
It was as if his entire life opened up before his eyes like an old book, and he saw his hand in every bad outcome he’d ever experienced. He saw his involvement in every episode that had resulted in people being angry at him. As he watched, he saw his own choices actively building out his life, until the entire miserable palace of existence that stood around and over him was built.
It was as if he himself were personally and solely responsible for the condition of his life. 
That wasn’t possible. Other people had been involved. Other people had made choices. Other people had betrayed him. Other people had done him wrong. Other people had made mistakes. 
No, his own voice said, you are the author of every bit of this life, which you say you hate. Which you say is unfair. It’s not only fair, it’s what you went out and built.
Jude clenched his jaw. Shut up.
You shut up.
He pulled into a parking space and got out. But when he took his first step toward the front door of the library, he found he wasn’t at the library at all.
He was at the county jail.
* * * *
 
“May I help you?”
The woman was young and attractive, her dark brown skin shining against black hair with blue frosted tips. She wore a “POLICE ICE” shirt but otherwise didn’t meet Jude’s expectations of what a police or immigration employee should look like.
The reception area at the ICE processing and detention center was crowded and noisy, and Jude had been waiting for twenty minutes to speak to one of twelve clerks. Who knew the immigration office would be so busy?
“Yes,” he said, “I was told I could find out whether someone is being held here or not.”
She exhaled so deeply it seemed like a sigh. “You want to know if someone is being held here? Friend, we’re holding lots of people.”
“I can see that. It’s just…I went to the county jail and they—”
“County jail doesn’t detain illegals.”
“That’s what they told me, ma’am. That’s why I’m h—”
“Name?”
“Judas Iscariot.”
She typed it in. “How do you spell Iscariot?” 
“Oh, sorry. No, that’s my name.”
“Then why’d you give me that name?”
Jude shut his eyes and mastered his anger. “I’m looking for a father and son. They were brought in Saturday. Their names are Javier and Carlos.” He cringed because he knew what was coming next.
“Last name?”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know their last name. I just… Can’t you search by when they were brought in?”
“What do you think this is, Google?”
“You know what, forget it.” 
He spun to leave, but something held him in place. His selfish impatience warred with his budding sense of…whatever it was that was budding in him. He thought of that poor kid and how he’d only been trying to help Jude out, and then how terrified he’d been when the officers had led him away. He thought of how he’d had to watch his father thrown to the grass by police. How scared he must’ve been. How scared he must be. 
Then Jude thought again of the entire palace of outcomes he himself had constructed, and how one of those outcomes was that a father and son who had only ever done good to him were sitting in a immigration detainee cell…because of him. 
“Oh,” the receptionist said behind him, as if it were the most happy day on Happy Avenue, “I found them!” 
* * * *
 
Three hours and seven hundred dollars later, Judas Iscariot posted bail for Javier and Carlos Lopez and took them to the vehicle impound to pay to get their truck out of the lockup.
When the attendant brought the truck out and hopped out of the cab, Javier extended his hand to Jude to shake.
“Why did you do this, Mr. Iscariot? Why would you pay…so expensive…for me and Carlos? You could get other groundsmen.”
“Aw,” Jude said dismissively, “I felt…responsible.”
He shrugged it off, but inside, he felt like a million bucks. There was something intoxicating about what he’d been up to for the last three hours. He felt magnanimous, optimistic, and expansive.
He felt virtuous.
It was an altogether novel experience of himself.
“Besides,” he said, shaking Javier’s hand heartily, “where else could I find workers as handsome as you two?”
All three of them laughed raucously at that, and Javier and Carlos jumped into their old truck and slammed the doors.
Javier rolled down the window. “Tomorrow, you will be our guest for dinner at our home.”
“Oh, that’s not nec—” 
“You must! I will have Carlos send the textings to you for our address. I do not know such things. Only the young, si?”
Jude nodded, feeling that same odd glow of virtue and liking very much who he had become in their eyes today. “Then it’s settled. If Carlos sends the textings, I will certainly come.”



Chapter Four
 
 
 
When Mary saw Jude coming toward her the next morning before first period, she felt the rage rise in her again.
He would slither his way to her side, maybe try to bribe her with some gift, and then begin wheedling himself into her good graces. He was a snake, that one. If he’d ever had any redeeming qualities, as she’d sometimes dared to hope over the years she’d known him, they were gone now. Now, Judas Iscariot would sell anyone out to gain some advantage for himself, or even just for kicks. And he didn’t care who he took down. He was the single most repulsive person she’d ever known.
As he approached the classroom, she steeled herself against him. She had decided to turn away first again, so he wouldn’t have the chance to even come close. 
But something in his posture today gave her pause. There was something…missing about him this morning. He felt somehow less like a threat, and this disarmed her so much that she didn’t turn away. She was kicking herself for letting him come near, when he walked right past her, not even trying to make eye contact, and walked quietly to his seat in the classroom.
For the entire class period, he listened to the teacher, took notes, and seemed to exist as a smaller, quieter version of himself. It was bizarre and, she knew, probably just some ploy designed to put her off her guard so he could strike again later. 
The class ended, and he went out without so much as a glance her direction.
She was glad for that. Very glad. That was what she’d wanted, after all: for him to leave her alone. Forever! 
Right?
* * * *
 
“The weirdest thing happened today.” 
Mary sat in the cafeteria with Martha, Lazarus, Eli, Amber, Heather, and Savannah. 
“Let me guess,” Laz said, “another freshman pledged his love to you?”
“No, I’ve got it,” Heather said. “You got cast as the lead in a play without even auditioning?” 
“You got discovered by a Hollywood agent?” Amber suggested.
Savannah’s eyes went wide. “Ooh, you’ve been named permanent homecoming queen until you have your first child?”
“Shup, all of you,” Mary said, feeling herself blush.
“What was it, Mary?” Eli asked.
Mary ducked her head and glanced over to the other side of the cafeteria, where Jude sat eating at a table alone. “It’s Jude. He’s being weird.”
That got a laugh around the table as if she’d told an especially good joke. 
Martha sneered. “That’s like saying rain feels wet.”
“Like, weird in what way?” Heather asked. “Even creepier than usual?”
“Planning to overthrow the administration?” Laz suggested.
“Using one person to manipulate another?”
“Talking good people into doing stupid things?”
Martha uttered an ugly laugh at that one. “Too soon, you guys. Too soon.”
“Sorry,” Savannah said. 
“No,” Mary said. “Weird like not doing those things. Weird like just being normal.”
The friends didn’t seem to know what to do with that, so the table fell silent.
“I mean, he didn’t hit on me once today,” Mary said. “He didn’t even look at me. Do you guys think he’s maybe, I don’t know, learned a lesson or something?”
Most of the table was as stunned by that as they’d been stunned a minute ago.
But not Martha. “Mary Valdez,” she said with all the seriousness of a tumor, “Judas Iscariot is a viper. He will never change. The only thing that stops his behavior is getting caught or getting beat up. Force or fear or the FBI. He’s being weird today…so what? He knows the principal is looking for who vandalized the Camarillo field, so he’s laying low. People like Judas are evil, Mary. Get it through your head. Because if you believe for one second that he’s anything else, you’ll have only yourself to blame for what happens to you.”
The cafeteria was raucous with voices and clanking flatware, but at this one table there was silence.
“Speaking of Jude being weird,” Eli said, “I heard the oddest thing about him today.”
Martha turned back to her pudding. “That he’d spawned an evil offspring and then eaten it alive?”
Eli smiled sadly. “No. I heard that he posted bail to get someone out of jail.”
The group exchanged glances. 
“Hmph,” Martha said, “probably one of his henchmen. Where’s that Zulch goon he’s always hanging with?”
“Zilch,” Laz corrected.
“Whatever.”
“I don’t think so,” Eli said. “I think it was Carlos and Javier. You remember them, Laz. They were…there…Friday night. The man with the truck, and his son.”
“Oh, right. I liked them,” Laz said. “Wait, they’re in jail?”
“Were in jail,” Eli said. “Actually, ICE picked them up for suspicion of being undocumented. Jude went down to the detention and processing center, tracked them down from the county jail to the ICE facility, and paid like seven hundred dollars to get them out on bail.” 
The group didn’t seem to be able to believe it. 
Heather leaned forward dramatically. “Judas Iscariot, right? Not some other Judas?”
“Whatever,” Martha said. “He should pay, since he’s the one who got them into trouble in the first place.”
“Still,” Mary said, suddenly wanting to run to Jude and get him to tell her everything, “it’s pretty cool of him, don’t you guys think?”
Martha turned on her sister. “Mary, I know what you’re thinking. You can’t let—”
“I know, Martha,” Mary said. “I’m too willing to forgive. I’m too eager to see the good in people. I’m too gullible. I know what you’re going to say, and I’m sure you’re right.” She sought out Eli’s eyes, not exactly sure what she was looking to find in them. He looked back steadily and smiled so warmly it melted her heart. “Still,” she said to Martha, “he didn’t have to do that, but he did. And I think that’s something.”



Chapter Five
 
 
 
“…and you’ve never seen your son run as fast as he did then!”
The family burst into laughter at Jude’s description. They were on seconds at dinner—the most excellent tamales Jude had ever tasted—and Jude was telling an embellished version of their escapades from Friday night at Camarillo High. Everyone knew it had to remain a secret, but it was still a pretty awesome story.
Mr. and Mrs. Lopez had six children, ranging from Carlos at the upper end all the way down to little Rosa in her high chair. Four boys and two girls, and so much laughter and love.
Javier rose from the table and pulled a white envelope from a drawer. He placed the envelope before Jude. 
“What’s this?”
Javier sat beside his wife and nodded. “Open it.”
Jude found five twenty-dollar bills inside. “No! Javier, I can’t take this. You’ll need money for the court appeara—”
“You must! We owe you many times this amount, but this is what I can pay you now. The rest, I will pay at the rate of…one hundred dollars per month.”
Jude saw Mrs. Lopez go very still, and Carlos’s eyes grew wide. “I cannot allow you to do that, Javier. Such a rate would destroy you. Please, let this be my gift to you and your—”
Javier stood abruptly. “No! A man pays his debts. A man does not let other people pay the consequences of his own actions.”
“But—”
“Please, Jude,” Javier said, almost pleading now. “Allow me to teach my children to take responsibility for their lives. Allow me to show that their lives are made of their choices and their word.” 
Jude didn’t know what to say. This moment was so on the nose for what he was personally going through that he almost looked around for hidden cameras. But there was something wonderful here, in Javier’s voice, in his posture, in the pride he saw in Carlos’s eyes. What Javier was saying felt right. It felt consistent with the new thinking that was rollicking around in his own brain. Jude found himself both nodding and on the verge of sobbing. 
With a firm nod, Javier sat and folded his hands on the table. “And now, my friend,” he said with a mischievous look at his wife, “you will enjoy the finest bunuelos in America or Mexico.” 
* * * *
 
After those delicious Mexican doughnuts, Jude found himself on the back porch with Javier and Carlos, looking over their small back yard, where five chickens clucked around Jude’s feet.
A half-built structure stood in the middle of the small yard, with lumber, paint, and tools scattered all around.
“What are you building?” he asked.
“Glorieta,” Javier said. “But there is an English word I forget. Carlos?”
“It’s a gazebo,” Carlos said. 
“Ah.”
It was small. Large enough only for a tiny round table and three chairs. But it was exquisite. The latticework in the waist-high panels was fine and the peaked roof, which Jude now saw on the ground beside the frame, had parallel lines of shingles. It would be the perfect thing for a romantic dinner in the cool California evenings throughout the year.
“Are you making this for yourself?”
Javier shrugged, but Carlos shook his head. “We build them and sell them for extra money. This is our workshop.”
Two thoughts popped into Judas’s mind at once. First, that he would love to share a candlelit dinner with Mary in one of these. And second, that he could help Javier satisfy his debt by having him build one for her, and perhaps he could overpay by just exactly the right amount.
“Javier, is this gazebo already sold? Is it spoken for?”
That took a moment to communicate, but Carlos helped, and finally Javier shook his head. “Si, this one is already sold.”
“How much do you charge for these?”
“One thousand dollars. Why?”
That sealed it for Jude. “Javier, I want to commission you to make one for me.” 
“For you? For your own yard?”
“Well, no. Actually, I want you to make one for…for a girl. Can we make it here and have it delivered to her house as a surprise?” 
Javier realized what he was suggesting, and he elbowed Jude heartily. “Si! Si, we will make a beautiful glorieta por la novia, si! For your lover!”
Jude blushed furiously. “No, she’s… Well, okay, fine. Yes, let’s please make one for her.” In his mind, he determined he would find a way to convince Javier to let him pay $1,700 for the gazebo.
“But,” Javier said, suddenly stern, “I will not build this glorieta for you.”
Jude blinked. “I don’t, uh…”
“I will not build it for you. Because it is a gift from you to your sweetheart, it will be built by me, and by Carlos, and…by you.”
“By me? But I don’t—”
Javier put his arm around his shoulder and pulled Jude close. “If you are to give such a gift to a woman, it must be a gift from you. You must not pay someone else. You must be the man who builds her dreams with your own two hands.”
Jude wanted to object. Every shred of good sense in him wanted to object. But he found his mind alive with images of himself personally making a physical manifestation of his affection for Mary. He didn’t deserve her love. He knew that now. No, he’d always known it, but now he could admit it. But she deserved such a loving gift, no matter who it came from, and as he thought about building this thing himself, “with his own two hands,” it further cemented for himself who he could be in the world.
An animal wasn’t responsible for its choices, but that wasn’t the get-out-of-jail-free card he’d thought it was. An animal could never offer up an act of pure, free devotion and give it to someone, no strings attached. 
But he could.
* * * *
 
Every day after school, Jude came to the Lopez house and worked on the gazebo. Three hours an afternoon, sometimes—chickens and all—and at least four hours a day over the weekends. 
The first task was to select a design. He and Javier and Carlos spent time looking at designs at the kitchen table, but Jude wanted the one he’d first seen in their back yard. He’d come over to help them finish that one, so he could learn the tools and the tasks and the rhythms of working with the Lopez men. And now it was time to work on his own.
At school, he made it a point to avoid Mary. And Martha and Laz, and pretty much everyone else. He kept to himself, worked hard, did his homework and papers on time or early, and hurried over to the Lopez back yard.
Over the course of two weeks, the pile of lumber they’d purchased slowly became the elements of a gazebo that Jude envisioned Mary eating at, either alone or with her brother and sister. He wasn’t in it with her in any of his visions, but in a secret part of his heart, he held out hope that he might one day be invited there.
On the fifteenth day, as he was coming through the back gate to head to his Mustang, a car peeled off and away down the street. It wasn’t a car he recognized, but something about the hulking silhouette in the driver’s seat made him fear that he’d been found out. Well, he hadn’t exactly been disguising his whereabouts, but he hadn’t been advertising them either. 



Chapter Six
 
 
 
Hey, Valdez,” a deep voice said. “Martha Valdez.”
Martha and Heather were at their lockers before first period on a Tuesday. The male voice frightened her, and she grabbed Heather’s hand as she turned to face the speaker. 
“Zulch?” she said, recognizing the large figure.
The big guy’s lip twitched and he moved a step closer, which felt intimidating to Martha. “They call me Zilch.”
She gripped Heather’s hand. “What do you want?”
He looked unhappily at Heather. “We need to discuss a matter of mutual interest to both of us. But we need privacy.”
Heather stepped forward. “If you think for one second that I’m going to let you—”
“Martha,” Zilch said, “it’s about Mary…and Jude.”
Martha tugged at her ear. “All right, but not here and not now.”
* * * *
 
They both skipped fourth period and met in an unoccupied piano practice room outside the band and choir hall. Heather was on standby on Martha’s phone, just in case, but Martha didn’t get the feeling that she was in any danger.
The room was small and had nothing in it but a black upright piano, a piano bench, a purple music stand, and unaccountably burnt orange carpet. The walls were white, with four noise-reducing panels, and one mirror. But it was quiet and private.
Martha stood against the door with one hand on the knob. Zilch sat on the bench and looked like his was using all his willpower to not break into “Chopsticks.” 
“Okay, what could you possibly have to talk to me about?” Martha asked.
“It’s Jude. He’s changing, and I don’t think that’s something either of us wants.”
Martha let out of a sigh of exasperation. “I don’t care if that pig changes into a lump of coal.” She twisted the doorknob. “I’m leaving.”
Zilch shrugged and pulled out his phone, which he extended toward Martha. “You should see what he’s building.”
Hesitantly, as if he might instead grab her wrist and pull her into an embrace, she reached out and snatched the phone from him. The photo showed some shabby back yard with chickens running around. “What is this?”
“It’s somebody’s backyard workshop. But look who’s there.”
She zoomed in and moved around in the image. She saw a couple of Hispanic men and then… “Is that Jude? What’s he doing there?”
“Building.”
“Yes, but what?”
“I think,” Zilch said, reaching over and flipping to another photo, “he’s building one of those.”
Martha saw a lovely, handmade gazebo. “So?”
“Think about it. Do you really think Judas Iscariot, of the Beverly Hills Iscariots, needs to work in a Mexican’s back yard to make extra money?”
Suddenly, she wanted to see the pictures again. “So you think…”
“I think,” he said, folding those beefy arms, “that he’s building it for your sister. And what’s more, I think she will like it.”
The possibility shimmered in Martha’s mind like a heat mirage. This was bad. This was really, really bad.
Zilch read her expression. “Exactly. Now, you have your reasons for not wanting our boy Jude to change, and—”
“I don’t want him hurting my sister.”
He nodded. “And I have my reasons for not wanting him to change.”
“So you have someone to break the law with?”
Zilch chuckled. “No, there are plenty of people who do that. Jude is…well, what is he? Jude is a mastermind. Me, I’m a good follower, a good chief lieutenant. But I don’t figure out the big plans. I don’t see all the angles like he does. Jude makes my life interesting, and I have to have interesting. But if he turns all virtuous, he won’t be up to no good anymore. That’s not okay with me.”
Piano music rose faintly from a neighboring practice room. There was no guarantee that their privacy would last much longer.
“Now, I don’t know what’s gotten into the boy’s head,” Zilch said. “I’m almost tempted to say he’s found religion. He’s been reformed somehow—or, he’s trying out what it feels like to be reformed. I’m afraid he’s going to like it. It happens to some people, I’m told. And if he woos your pretty little sister, and she starts putting her goody-goody ideas in his head, I think we just might lose him. And then we’ll have a Nerdy Do-Good Gooberhead where we once had a Judas Iscariot.” He took his phone back. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not prepared to let that happen.”
She appraised him and set her jaw. “So what do we do?”
He nodded. “Well, I’m not much for making the big plans, but I have this one idea. And if it works, we’ll never have to worry again about Jude turning over a new leaf.”
* * * *
 
Twelve days later, after school when the halls were empty, Jude approached Mary’s locker. 
Zilch watched him through a webcam hidden in the trophy case. He had been monitoring Jude’s progress on the gazebo, and he knew it would be any day. 
Sure enough, Jude produced a slip of folded paper, which he slid through the vent in Mary’s locker and skulked away.
Zilch waited ten minutes, then he and Martha went to Mary’s locker together. 
“How do you know all this tech stuff, Zilch?” Martha asked. “You don’t strike me as a computer geek.”
“I took a class.”
Martha used Mary’s combination, and they grabbed the sheet of paper, shut the locker again, and made for the parking lot.
They sat in Zilch’s old Nissan and unfolded the pathetic, handwritten love note:
 
Dear Mary,
I have built something for you. Don’t worry—it’s not creepy or scary. I worked with two other guys to make something with my own hands, something I hope you’ll like.
I want you to see it, now that it’s ready. If you like it and want it, I will have it brought to your house so you can put it in your back yard. If you don’t like it or don’t want it, that’s okay too.
Feel free to bring Laz and Martha and Pete and Eli…however many people you want. Come to the address below and knock on the front door. When the family answers, tell them your name, and they’ll show you to the back yard. Don’t worry, I won’t be there. 
I’m really sorry for how I’ve treated you…pretty much forever. I really like you, and I know you know that. I think I’ve liked you since kindergarten. But I haven’t ever known how to show you that in a healthy way. I think I’m learning that now, but I know I’ve got a long way to go. I just hope this thing I’ve built will make you happy.
Can I ask you to do two things? First, please keep it secret that I made this for you. I don’t think anyone will understand. Especially Martha. I think they’ll think it’s all a trap or a trick or something. I don’t blame them.
Second, we have a pep rally in the gym on Friday. I’ll be sitting in the bleachers right under the clock on the home team side. If you do like what I’ve made and you want it brought to your house, would you please come up to me at the pep rally and tell me or tap me on the shoulder or just nod at me or something? I’m not trying to get anything else out of you, but I need to know if you want it, and I thought that would be a safe and public place for you to do it. Okay?
All right, that’s all. I’m sorry for being…well…me. How I’ve been, I mean. And I hope to be someone one day who could grow to deserve the friendship of someone like you.
Judas Iscariot
 
Zilch looked hard at Martha. “You’re not crying, are you?”
She shot him a fierce look. “Of course not. He’s always been poison and he always will be.” She sniffed irritably and flicked the letter with her finger. “What do we do with it?”
He smiled. “He’s made it so easy. We’ll have to type it up because we don’t want her to see that it’s been changed. But all we have to do is change one little part, and it will be perfect.” He looked at her mock seriously. “Martha, you are going to have to witness something you’ve vowed to never allow to happen, but I promise, it will be worth it and it will be the last time.”
“What could you possibly be talking about?”
“You’re going to have to watch Mary give Judas a kiss.”
* * * *
 
“You’re sure this is the right address?”
Mary looked at the typed letter from Jude in her hand. Then she checked it against the address on the mailbox beside their car. “Yes, this is it.”
Pete threw the car into Park and killed the engine. He, Tommy, Laz, and Mary got out and headed to the front door. 
Mary felt like the First Lady with her full entourage of Secret Service bodyguards. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t need them, but Martha had insisted. No one knew exactly why they were here, and not even Martha knew who the letter was from. 
Mary’s heart was fluttery and her stomach was queasy. She knew she was letting her feelings speak louder than her head. She wanted so badly for Jude to be what he had seemed to be lately. She had to believe that every person could change, that there was hope for the hardest cases of all. It was a generosity she might need to have extended to her someday, and so she extended it to others.
She rang the doorbell. A dog started barking inside the house and there were sounds of many running feet. After much banging and shushing sounds, and more barking, the door opened.
A middle-aged Hispanic woman took one look at Mary and her eyes and mouth flew wide with delight. She spoke Spanish, and Mary answered in kind. Apparently, Mrs. Lopez had heard much about Mary but even her “mystery man’s” gushing descriptions hadn’t done justice to her beauty.
Mary almost wept at being so warmly welcomed. But at the same time, it felt strange that Jude had been here talking to these people about her. That was something that, from the old Jude, she would not have welcomed. But if she put aside all her bad memories and thought of him in the way he’d presented himself lately, as the Jude who would track down Carlos and Javier with ICE and pay for them to be removed from prison, it made her even more fluttery to think that that Jude had been saying such things about her.
Happily, though no one but Laz would’ve understood Mrs. Lopez perfectly, she hadn’t let Jude’s name slip. Mary wanted to honor Jude’s first request in his letter. 
As to the second request, that she find him at the gym and give him a kiss right on the cheek if she liked whatever it was she was about to see, that was something she’d have to think about very carefully.
Mrs. Lopez took Mary by the hand and led her through their clean but modest living room. The dog and several small children frolicked around, unsure of what to make of all the excitement and these very tall visitors.
When they stood just inside the back door, Mrs. Lopez produced a blindfold and put it over Mary’s eyes. 
Mary worried briefly that she was about to be ambushed somehow, but the presence of her bodyguards gave her confidence to allow herself to be blindfolded and led into the back yard. Mrs. Lopez guided her outside from behind by the shoulders and then slipped the blindfold off.
Mary didn’t know what she’d been expecting. What could Jude have built her with his own hands? She thought maybe he’d made a bookshelf or maybe a bench. The thought had occurred to her that he’d tried his hand at painting her portrait—she’d imagined an embarrassingly awful stick figure—or sculpting—she’d imagined a lump of wood or stone that she’d have to tilt her head and squint at to make out a human form in. Truthfully, she’d thought he would just go buy something for her or commission someone else to paint her portrait or make something for her. 
But never in a million years would she have guessed that he would’ve personally built this beautiful, graceful, tasteful, well-crafted, and romantic gazebo. Two chairs sat at the little round metal table, and classy flatware sat out in two place settings. Candles and ribbons adorned the centerpiece. 
“Omigosh,” Mary said, her hand coming to her mouth. “Omigosh, it’s amazing. This can really come to my back yard?”
Mrs. Lopez clapped with tiny applause. “Si! They will bring it to your house. It is yours. It was made for you.”
In a whisk of love, her heart’s native language, Mary decided then and there to give Jude a big wet kiss right on the cheek. And if he happened to turn his head at the last second, she might “accidentally” kiss him on the lips. 
This was an extraordinary gesture. He really was changed! And she would help him come the whole distance. 
She gave Mrs. Lopez a huge hug, half to give her joy an outlet and half to keep herself from flying away.



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Jude was the first one into the gym. He ran across the basketball court, his sneakers squeaking as if he were an actual athlete, and he bounded up the bleachers to claim his spot under the clock on the home team side.
Getting there forty-five minutes early was a trivial price to pay to be sure he was where he’d told Mary he would be. He sat on the wooden bleacher, and his bony backside promised to punish him for the foreseeable future. But, again, a small price to pay.
Had Mary liked the gazebo? Carlos had reported that she’d come—her and half the football team—and that his mother had said Mary had freaked out, in a good way, about the gazebo. That sounded promising. But maybe she’d changed her mind in the days since. Maybe Martha had talked sense into her and reminded her about how people don’t really change.
He’d gone to the Lopez house just long enough to help them get the gazebo onto the trailer that Javier used for this very purpose. It was sitting there and all ready to be delivered to Mary’s house. 
If she came and nodded at him or touched his shoulder or whatever. Why hadn’t he been more decisive in his letter, asking her to shake his hand or pat him on the head or something? Of course, what he really wished for was to feel the touch of her hand on his cheek or, in his most scandalous dreams, for her to give him a little kiss on the cheek. Without even realizing he’d moved his hand, he found that he was touching his right cheek gently. 
He sighed. But no, a thumbs up or nod from across the gym was probably all he’d get. Still, that would mean she liked his gift and that she’d have it in her yard, and that would make him smile every time he thought about it. 
 People were streaming into the gym now, and the stands were filling up on both sides. Cheerleaders milled around, placing their pompoms and looking perky and cute. The tech geeks were there, running microphone cable and setting up a couple of video cameras and tripods. They didn’t usually have cameras, but this must be a special pep rally for some reason that would be revealed later. 
Jude noticed with a start that two giant screen monitors had been wheeled in and placed at either end of the basketball court. They were big, but they weren’t exactly JumboTrons. He wasn’t sure how valuable they would be to anyone. But hey, maybe they would be useful after all.
It struck him that he didn’t know when Mary would come in. Would she come in now, before things started and when not everyone was here? Would she be too shy, and so she’d end up waiting until it was over and people were leaving? What if she didn’t like his gazebo after all, and maybe she wouldn’t come at all. Or maybe she’d come but keep her back toward him at all times. 
What if she hadn’t gotten his note? Panic and a strange pang of shame shot through him, and he wanted to flee the building.
But no, wait, she’d gone to the Lopez house. So she had to have gotten the note.
Pull yourself together, Iscariot.
Oh, shut up.
You shut up.
He smiled and gave himself an invisible high five. The shamefulness he’d felt a second ago was already receding. He had found a new way of being, and he liked who he was in this new way of being, and the girl of his dreams liked what he’d made for her, and she was going to come in and give him two thumbs up, and he would be in heaven.
There really was something to this idea that you can make the life you want with your own two hands. It’s possible for anyone as soon as they give up the cowardly idea that they’re not responsible for their choices and outcomes. He sighed again. 
This was the best day of his life.
* * * *
 
“This is the worst day of my life,” Martha said. “Zilch, are you sure we have to do this? Why did we have to change Jude’s letter? I don’t want Mary putting her lips on that snake’s scaly face!”
Zilch stood in the school’s TV van-slash-control room truck, which was parked right outside the gym. The tech geeks would run the video and audio portions of the pep rally from here. “You know why we had to change it.”
Martha sighed. “I know, but I don’t have to like it.”
The student TV director nerd hopped into the back of the truck and sat in his office chair in front of the bank of controls and monitors.
“Okay,” Zilch said to him, “so you know what we’re doing, right? She’s wearing a bright red Kennedy shirt and a red ribbon in her hair.”
“Dude,” the director said, “you don’t have to tell me which one Mary Valdez is.”
Zilch smiled. “Right. Just have the camera find her as soon as she enters the gym. I’ll be standing right here. Be ready to put that camera’s feed on the big screen monitors exactly when I tell you. And then have that text graphic I gave you ready to be superimposed on the screen at the exact next moment I tell you.”
The director grimaced. “You know, I thought I was directing this show.”
Zilch put his hand on the director’s shoulder. “Not today, Doofus, or have you forgotten the two hundos in your pocket?”
“I have not forgotten.” 
“Besides, you’re like 15, so shut up.” Zilch checked the time on his phone. “Okay, Martha, it’s time for you to go make an anonymous tip to the principal and the security desk.”
Martha clenched her jaw, nodded, and strode off behind the TV truck, her phone already out.
* * * *
 
“I still say you should get your pilot’s license.”
Jude jolted and looked up. “Eli! How do you sneak up on me like that?”
Eli shrugged and sat beside Jude. For some reason, no one else wanted to sit by Mr. Iscariot. “Look at you: always trying to rise as high above things as you can. First on the beach and now on the bleachers.” He lifted one hand. “If you were a pilot, you could go up as high as you wanted.”
Jude felt somehow that having anyone talking to him was throwing off his concentration. Even Eli. He had to spot Mary the moment she came in. It wouldn’t do to have her sneak up on him like he had. For the first time in a long time, he kind of wanted Eli to go away.
Eli put his hand on Jude’s shoulder. “You’re about to go through something really hard, Judas.”
Jude narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean? Do you know something?’
That question seemed to amuse Eli. “I know a few things.” Then the serious look was back. “Judas, the devil has demanded permission to sift you like wheat.”
“The d—”
“But I have prayed for you, Judas. I have prayed that you will hold firm to the truth you now know, to the you you now are, and that after you have been tested, you will endure. After you have suffered a little while, my Father Himself will perfect, establish, strengthen, and encourage you. But Jude,” and here he squeezed Jude’s shoulder, “you must not let go of your grip.”
Jude felt the stirrings of fear. This was one of those “big” moments people sometimes found themselves having with Eli. “My grip?”
“Your grip on what you know is true. The testing of your faith is no more than the testing of your grip on the truth. If you hold tight and refuse to let go, when the testing is over, your grip will have become ironclad. You must not let go.”
Eli might’ve said something else next, but Jude caught sight of Mary, and the rest of the world disappeared.
* * * *
 
Mary felt like Cinderella arriving at the ball.
Someone had gone to extravagant lengths to do a loving act for her. A crowd had gathered to be present, though in the background, when she found her prince and gave him a private token of her affection. She wasn’t wearing a magnificent gown made by mice, but she wore a color that made her look pretty, she knew, and she had her hair up in a red ribbon. She wanted to look her best for this young man who had changed so drastically and positively and who had given his heart to her. 
Mary was undecided about whether she was going to kiss Jude on the cheek, the forehead, or the lips—she was leaning toward the cheek at the moment—but she would let the moment guide her when it came.
She felt like Cinderella too because she had the oddest feeling that many eyes were on her. She didn’t know why. She wasn’t behaving dramatically or standing in a spot where no other people were. But as she swept into the gym amidst the throng, she felt that an invisible spotlight were on her.
Her eyes found the clock on the wall on the home team side, and immediately she spotted Jude. He’d always been cute, if not athletic or tall. But he was taller than she was and, she had to admit, they would make a cute couple.
All right, Mary, the curtain rises.
* * * *
 
“There she is!” Zilch said. “Get your camera on him.”
The director waved a shushing hand at him and spoke into his headset. “Okay, camera one, Mary is here. She’s just inside the—yes, you’ve got her. Okay, stay on her. Zoom in a bit…and that’s perfect. Track with her. She’ll be going up into the bleachers.”
“Are you ready for the monitors?” Zilch asked. “And the graphic is ready?”
The director cupped his hand over the mic at his chin. “Will you shut up? I’ve got this.”
Zilch licked his lips and watched Mary on the monitor as she ascended the bleachers.
* * * *
 
Principal Zwigert met the security team outside the south door of the gym. “Oh, good, you got my message.”
Officer Piller, on loan to the school from the regular PD, shook his head. “We got a message, but not from you. Anonymous tip. Said the guy responsible for the Camarillo football field vandalism was here in the gym and we’d know him when we got here. Any idea what that means?”
Zwigert put his hand on the door handle. “No clue. I guess we’ll see.”
They opened the double doors and went inside.
* * * *
 
Martha silenced her phone and sat in the first available spot on the bleachers. She saw the principal and the rent-a-cops come in, and she knew her part in all of this was done.
She spotted Jude, the viper, in the stands sitting all alone, of course. And she saw Mary—dear, loving, deluded Mary—striding toward him. 
A part of her felt sick that she had deceived her own sister. But people don’t change, not really, and one day Jude would betray her and break her heart. Could a leopard change its spots? Could a snake turn into a butterfly? Better for her to figure that out now than later.
* * * *
 
She was here. 
Jude held his breath. Mary was two rows below, striding toward him upon a cloud of beauty. 
One row away, she stopped. 
Behind and below, the band was marching into the gym to take up their places on the basketball court. The cheerleaders arrived in a perky bunch and got the crowd cheering. 
But for Jude, all the world was Mary’s gorgeous brown eyes.
“Jude,” Mary said, and Jude had to lean forward to hear her over the crowd. “I love the gazebo. I can’t believe you made it with your own hands, and that you made it for me. I have to have it at my house!”
She loved it. She loved what he had made. Was this happening? 
Suddenly, her face loomed nearer. She bent toward him, and locks of hair tumbled forward and grazed his shoulder. Wait, wasn’t she just going to give him a thumbs up? Jude froze, unsure of how to behave in the moment he’d imagined one billion times in his head.
Mary moved into his space, and he smelled her fragrance. He heard the rustle of her clothing. He felt the warmth of her skin.
And in that moment, several things happened at once.
First, she kissed him. On the lips. The sweetest, softest touch he’d ever felt.
Second, the crowd erupted in noise and surprise, and people all around them spun in their seats to look at their intimate moment.
Third, he noticed that the big TV monitors were on, and it seemed to him that he saw himself on them. Some text blinked over his face then, but he couldn’t read it at first. Then it showed in a larger font. 
LOOSER.
Fourth, the crowd burst into laughter. They pointed and laughed.
Fifth, security guards swarmed onto the gym floor, shouting at him to stay where he was.
Mary pulled away and turned around…and in that moment, Judas Iscariot understood what was happening.
She had betrayed him. 
With a kiss, she had led the police right to him. She had brought the ridicule of the entire school upon him in the most public of venues. 
She had never even intended to be kind to him. The kiss had been all show, just the signal that would communicate across the whole gym to the previously arranged cameraman and previously prepared graphics to alert the previously summoned security officers to be there to nab him.
It had all been an ambush, and Mary had been the chief betrayer.
He stood and prepared to run. As if in slow motion, Mary turned back to him, a faked look of surprise on her face. With an animal shout of rage and bitter humiliation, he shoved her by both shoulders. She plummeted away down the bleachers, and he was glad.
He balanced on the bleacher in a frozen eternity. Everything that had happened had been false. His talk with Eli. His attempts to help people instead of using them. His realization that he wasn’t a victim. His feeling that he had it in his hands to build the life he wanted. His new identity he’d been trying on for size. His feeling of virtue and his budding self-respect. And especially his stupid, pathetic dream that a girl like Mary could ever love someone as worthless and pitiful as himself. It was all fake.
Shame like a fire burned over his skin and down his spine. He was the most stupid of people. The entire student body stood pointing and laughing at him, and they all knew his hideousness. He would be cast away—that old fear from his nightmares—into the outer darkness of prison, exile, and, worst, ridicule.
He found that he was moving. Leaping. Colliding with others. Shoving them out of the way. He leapt to the floor of the gym and overturned the tubas and their music stands. He fled not toward the front doors of the gym, where the security guards were clustered, but toward the back door that led out to the TV van and outside.
People were shouting and screaming and men were reaching for him. He cast a glance back and saw a billion faces and images—himself on the monitor, the camera swerving to keep him in view, cheerleaders laughing, someone in red lying on the floor, a red ribbon over her eyes, and somewhere the face of Eli. 
Jude heard Eli pleading with him to hold tight his grip on the truth, but it was nonsense to him now. The nonsense of dead eaglets and fantasy girlfriends. He was a fool, and now everyone knew it.
He burst into the sunlight and slammed the door behind him so hard the bottom of it sliced into the video and electrical cables and jammed the door tight. He sprinted past the TV truck and ran all the way around the school to his Mustang.
He sped out of the parking lot and knew exactly where he was heading.
Judas Iscariot would have the last laugh.
* * * *
 
All it took was a little gasoline and one match.
Who knew that something that had taken weeks to build could be utterly destroyed in an instant? 
Jude was back on the beach where it had all started. He’d driven to the Lopez home and stolen the truck and the trailer, with the gazebo on it. He’d driven it right onto the beach, past the beachcombers and between the umbrellas and directly over their barbeque grills.
And now he stood back from his labor of love, his gift of pure affection for the lovely, venomous Mary, and watched it burn.
The gazebo had gone up in seconds, becoming fully engulfed as if it had been made for this very purpose. But Jude didn’t stop there. He poured gas on the trailer and on Javier’s truck, as well. Another match and boom, they went up in flames too.
He’d buy them another truck. It wasn’t their fault. They’d been only good to him, but he’d get them a better truck and trailer. It wasn’t about them. It was about making sure that every last sign of the false Judas he’d been toying with was consigned to the flame.
Maybe now he—or at least these ashes—would finally rise above it all.
Police and fire sirens were closing in. His future wasn’t one in which he walked down this beach hand in hand with Mary Valdez. His future was one that included prison, courtrooms, his parents’ rage, and a battalion of criminals he would rally to his cause. 
Because if there was one thing Judas Iscariot was good at, it was being a villain.



Epilogue
 
 
 
She won’t talk to anybody.”
Martha sat next to Eli and put her head on his shoulder. 
He put his arm around her. “She hasn’t said anything? Is it the head injury?”
They were in the waiting room outside the surgery center at Memorial Hospital. The room was large, and twenty other people waited in singles or clusters. Laz snored in a sofa nearby.
“No,” Martha said, “the doctors say she’s fine. Mild concussion. And the broken radius, of course. But nothing that would keep her from talking.” Guilt wrung Martha’s diaphragm and she flinched. “I mean, none of her injuries would keep her from talking.”
Eli’s look was altogether too understanding. But it wasn’t a condemning look. “Have you been able to piece together what happened?”
It was strange that he would ask, Martha thought, since his glance said he already knew way too much somehow. But she swallowed and shook her head. “Apparently, someone heard about the reward and tipped off the security people that Jude was the one who’d done that ‘Losers’ thing at Camarillo. And I guess the TV guys just happened to be pointed at Jude and Mary when the security officers came in.”
Eli nodded, as if he thought her story were reasonable. “But why do you think he would intentionally push Mary down like that? I thought he’d always really cared for her.”
“I don’t know,” Martha said, shrugging one shoulder. “He’s always been a bad guy, really. If you really got to know him. I guess some people are always bad. Deep down, you know? And you can’t expect anything else from them but that.” She found she couldn’t look him in the eye all of a sudden.
“Hmm,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s so odd, though, because I spoke to him, and I thought he’d really had some breakthroughs. He was taking ownership of his issues and, I don’t know, becoming what I thought was a really wonderful person.” He sat silently for several seconds. “Personally, I do believe people can change. Or else, what is God doing all this time, you know? He’s in the business of changing people. Unless you think God isn’t strong enough?”
Martha knew the answer she should give, but she’d just said she didn’t think people could change. Did she think God wasn’t strong enough to change certain people?
Eli gave her shoulder a squeeze and stood. “I believe God can change people, Martha. I believe a deceiver can become a truth-teller. I believe a villain can become a hero and a hater can become a love-giver. And I certainly believe that someone who tries to keep others down can become someone who helps people rise up.”
She looked at him sharply, but he was staring into the middle distance, not at her.
He sighed. “I’m still praying for Judas, Martha. He’s going to need our prayers with everything he’s got ahead of him now. What do you think about that? Do you think Judas can turn back to being good again, even after he’s been so deeply betrayed by those who should have helped him?”
This time, he was
looking right at her.
“Um…sure. I guess.”
Eli smiled fondly. “Oh, Martha, Martha, we can sure make a mess of things, can’t we? I’m just glad that no one is too far gone for my Father to reach. So long as you and I and even Judas Iscariot remain alive, there’s hope. Sometimes we lose our grip on the truth, especially the truth about ourselves. But so long as our life endures, we can still find our way back.” 
He pulled out his car keys. “Mary’s going to be okay, Martha. And,” he said with a shrewd look directly in her eyes, “so are you.”
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