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CHAPTER ONE











April
Dad won’t wake up!” Mary’s voice is shrill, and I drop the book I’m reading and run into the living room.
“Martha, I don’t know what to do,” Mary is kneeling beside Dad’s worn recliner, hands on his knees. Dad’s head is resting on his chest, his eyes closed, mouth drooping at the corners.
“He was watching TV, and I was on my phone. I asked him a question and he didn’t answer, so I looked up. I don’t know how long he’s been like that. I should have checked sooner—”
My CPR training kicks in, and I rush over to Dad, two fingers on his neck and ear next to his mouth. “He has a pulse, and he’s breathing.”
“Then why won’t he wake up?” Mary is hysterical, in a heap on the floor.
“Dad?” I shake him slightly, but he doesn’t respond. His whole body leans to the right, and I push down a feeling of complete panic. We’ve already lost Mom. We can’t lose Dad, too.
“Mary, I need you to call 9-1-1.” I am running through the emergency plan in my mind: I need to get dressed, grab the insurance card, turn on the lights in front so the ambulance can see the driveway. “Mary?”
Mary looks up, her face a mess of tears and snot and fear. “I-I-can’t—I don’t—”
I run to the phone and make the call myself, explaining to the dispatcher that my father is unresponsive. Everything seems to move in slow motion, and I don’t feel anything but an unnatural calm. I answer the questions, give our address, assure the woman on the other end of the phone that, yes, I am all right. I am a senior in high school whose father may or may not be dying, whose sister is having a panic attack. A normal seventeen-year-old girl who, until this moment, was planning to take an amazing scholarship to UCLA and move out in four months.
The woman must know something I don’t, because she insists I stay on the line until the paramedics arrive.
“I need to call my brother,” I say into the phone. “He’s at a friend’s house.”
The dispatcher reluctantly allows me to put her on hold while I call Laz. I take a deep breath, not wanting to scare him.
“What’s up?” Laz says, music blaring in the background.
“Where are you?”
“Eli’s.” Laz says. “Why?”
“I need you to stay there tonight.”
“What? Why?”
“Something is going on with Dad.”
The music suddenly stops and I hear Laz breathing heavily into the phone. “What’s going on with Dad?”
“I don’t know yet,” I bite my lip. “I’ll call you when I know more.”
Martha! What the—” Laz groans. “What’s going on?”
The sound of sirens fills the room, blue and red lights flashing through the open front door.
“Is that an ambulance?”
“I’ve got to go, Laz.” I say. “I’ll call you later. Stay put.”
I don’t wait for his response as I click back to the dispatcher, tell her the ambulance has arrived, and hang up.
“He’s in here.” I direct the paramedics.
The medics crowd around Dad, and Mary clings to me, sobbing into my shoulder. I watch as the men and women calmly hover over Dad. They’re a little too calm, it seems to me. He could be dying! Why aren’t they rushing or yelling? They’re just speaking to each other, using words that sound vaguely familiar, from Anatomy class and episodes of “The Good Doctor”. But I don’t know what they mean, I don’t know what’s going on, and I can’t bother them for an answer because they need to focus all their attention on Dad and not me. Finally, after what seems like days, Dad is wheeled out, an oxygen mask strapped to his face.
I reach for Dad, his salt-and-pepper hair a mess, his face a shade of gray that opens up a hole in my gut. 
“Can we come with him?” Mary asks the female paramedic who is packing up the supplies.
“Do you have a car?” Her kind eyes make my stomach ache. I can’t handle sympathy right now.
“Yes.” I fumble for my keys.
“Meet us at Twin Pines Hospital.” She puts a hand on my shoulder, and I want to push it off. “Tell the clerk at the ER desk that you’re with us.”
“Is Dad going to be okay?” Mary asks.
“We’ll do everything we can.” The woman isn’t even looking at us now, but grabs her bag and rushes for the door.




Chapter TWO

The drive to the hospital seems never-ending. I barely even register the other cars on the road. My mind flashes on images, like a Snap Chat story, and I can’t stop them, can’t slow them down, can’t do anything but watch.
Dad pushing me on a swing when I’m five, his smile wide.
Dad carrying me inside after a fall from a tree three years later. His strong arms and cologne envelop me in safety.
Dad and Mom, holding hands at the beach while Laz, Mary and I build a sand castle.
Dad wiping Mom’s face with a cool cloth those last awful days, giving her Morphine through a medicine dropper, his shoulders sagging with grief.
For years after Mom’s death, Dad seemed to disappear. I had forgotten how involved he was, how happy, before Mom’s cancer. Mom seemed to take Dad’s joy with her when she died. He barely had time to speak with us, much less laugh. He was focused on working, providing, surviving.           
But lately, things have seemed to change. We’ve been having Sunday dinners together, again. Mom always insisted on Sunday dinners, complete with the good dishes and proper manners. She insisted we know how to behave ourselves at a table, so we were drilled on how to hold our silverware, how to keep conversations going, how to set our forks across the plate when we were done.
Dad would tease her that it was a carry-over from growing up in the South. Mom’s parents were from Tennessee, and Mom had grown up with all that and more. She told us once that her parents had sent her to “finishing classes” at a local community center, where she learned to take down phone messages, speak with a pencil between her teeth, and walk with a book on her head.
“You guys have no idea,” Mom would say with a smirk. “You think keeping your elbows off the table is torture.”
Dad would wink at us, and we’d all bring our elbows up. Mom would shake her head and laugh, saying California was baking all the good manners out of us.
The Sunday dinners have brought Mom back. For so long, she was a topic we avoided, as if the mere mention was too painful to endure. But she’s there again—with the good dishes and the folded napkins—every Sunday. Dad has even begun telling us about their life together before we were born. He told us how he met her on the campus of UCLA, when Mom worked in the bookstore. Dad thought the girl with the curly brown hair and southern drawl was cute, so he made an excuse to go to the bookstore daily, buying pens or notebooks, decals or T-shirts, waiting in her line, even if the others were shorter. Finally, after a month or so, Mom handed back the magnet he was buying and said, “Why don’t you just ask me out already?”
So he did.
Mary, Laz, and I have soaked up these stories. We stay at the table long after the plates have been emptied, begging for more. We pull out the photo albums and pour over pictures of our parents. We see wedding pictures, where Mom and Dad stood on the beach and smiled into each other’s faces. Pictures from the hospital when each of us were born, Dad holding me away from my new baby sister, then with both Mary and me in his arms as baby Laz cries. There are stories for each picture, and with each story, Dad has entered further and further back into our lives. The family we were was demolished the day Mom died. But, lately, we have begun to construct a new version of our family, one where Mom is here but not here. Gone, as they say, but never forgotten.
But what if Dad is dying? Or already dead? We can’t handle another loss, not when we are just beginning to heal from the last one. I’m barely eighteen. How will I take care of my siblings? How can I possibly navigate the pain of that loss? Are we really going to be teenage orphans?
“Martha.” Mary’s voice slices into my thoughts. “You just passed the entrance.”
I blink. She’s right. How have I have managed to drive here without even noticing my surroundings? I make a U-Turn at the light and pull into the parking lot closest to the Emergency Room.
Mary grabs my hand as we walk toward the double glass doors. I can’t help but want to walk slower, to postpone whatever it is that is coming. For now, there is still the possibility that Dad is fine, that he just passed out because of some random blood sugar drop or something. That he’ll be waiting for us at the front desk, apologizing for scaring us, pulling us in for a hug as we walk out together, whole and healthy. I cling to that thought because the others, the ones that I fear the most, make me want to curl into a ball and cry.
The doors open, whether I want them to or not, and I stand frozen to the metal mat outside. I can’t move, not even when Mary pulls my hand. Dread paralyzes me. I close my eyes to stop the tears that are burning in my eyes. When I open them, it isn’t Dad standing there, but Eli Shepherd. His smile is warm, and his eyes are so filled with compassion that I can’t help myself—I fall into his arms and weep.




Chapter THREE

When I step away from Eli, Laz rushes up to stand between Mary and me. I see that those two are not the only ones I know here in the Emergency Room. Eli’s whole “gang” is here: Maggie, Tommy, Pete, Savannah, Amber. Thankfully not Jude. I tamp down guilt over the way I worked with Zilch to trick Jude, a few months ago, outing him as the ringleader of the Camarillo field destruction. My plan backfired, though, when Jude shoved Mary down the bleachers, giving her a concussion and broken arm. She’s just been out of the cast a few weeks. I’ve pretty much stayed away from that group since. If they knew what I did, they’d never forgive me. I can’t forgive me.
Mrs. Shepherd is here, too. She has been hugging Mary, and now she steps forward to wrap me in her arms. I haven’t had a Mom Hug in years. It is comforting and painful all at once.
“What can I do, Martha?” She asks, smoothing my hair.
“How can I find out how Dad is doing?” I know that Mrs. Shepherd understands this all too well. Her husband died of a massive heart attack a year and a half ago. “Who do I ask?”
“Let’s start with the receptionist.” Mrs. Shepherd wraps an arm around my shoulder and guides me to the clunky grey desk.
The man behind the counter looks tired and confused. His glasses perch at the end of his nose, and his dark hair is messy. Not the cool kind of messy that college guys have, but a middle-aged messy that looks like he’s had too much work and too little sleep.
“Can I help you?”
“My dad was brought in an ambulance,” I say.  “His name is Drew Valdez.”
The man, whose name badge says ‘Shawn Donovan’, spends what seems like an inordinate amount of time on the computer, clicking and pausing and squinting at the screen.
“Are you a relative?”
“I’m his daughter.”
“And you?” Shawn looks at Mrs. Shepherd. “Wife?”
“No, a family friend.”
“Is there an adult next of kin here?”
I feel my knees go weak. Why is he insisting on an adult? What is going on? And then I remember— “I’m an adult.”
“You’re an adult?” Shawn’s eyebrows raise.
I fumble in my purse for my driver’s license. I’m eighteen, but I look younger than Laz. The fact that my brown hair is pulled back into a ponytail and I’m not wearing any makeup—never do, really—doesn’t help. “Here.”
Shawn looks at my license, then at me. “All right. Hang on. I’ll have doctor come talk to you.”
I start to walk away, and Shawn clears his throat, my ID in his hands. Mrs. Shepherd takes it, and I stuff it back into its protective holder in my purse.
“What did he say?” Mary asks, Laz right behind her.
“He’s asking a doctor to come talk to us.”
“What happened, exactly?” Laz asks.
“It’s my fault.” Mary starts crying again, and the whole group surrounds her. “I was supposed to be watching the news with him. He’s been on me to be more aware of current events. But I was on my phone, I don’t even know for how long. Then this commercial came on - you know, the one with the kids dressed up like old people? Dad loves that one. So I made a comment about it, and he didn’t say anything…”
“Oh, sweetie,” Mrs. Shepherd says. “It’s not your fault.”
I look at Laz, and I can tell he agrees with Mary. I shoot him a look. Mary doesn’t need more guilt piled on her right now. He shakes his head, but keeps his mouth closed. I see Pete slap a hand on Laz’ shoulder. Laz visibly relaxes, and I do too. The last thing we need right now is the two of them in a fight.
“Let’s go sit down.” Maggie points with her head to a corner of the room. I don’t know why she’s even speaking to me. I haven’t exactly been nice to her. Pretty much the opposite, in fact. But when I try to bring up the feelings of disgust for her, they seem out of reach. Sure, she was rough for a while when she first came here. But she’s changed since Junior year. She has a job, surfs competitively, makes good grades, and she’s nice to everyone. Even me. Most of the time.
“Okay.” I slide into the blue plastic chair, its cold edges seeping into my leggings. My eyes keep returning to the door marked “Authorized Personnel Only”. It stays stubbornly closed. Shawn hasn’t moved, still clicking away on the computer. He sees tragedies all the time. Why should mine be anything extraordinary?
Except that it is.
My sister and brother sit next to me, our legs touching, all of us quiet. Mary is wiping her eyes with a tissue, Laz is bouncing his leg up and down. The others are nearby, but not suffocatingly so. I am grateful for that. I don’t want to talk right now, don’t want to answer questions. I certainly don’t want to hear trite statements about how “it’ll all work out”.
I look over and see Eli sitting a little away from the rest of us, his head bowed. It looks like he is crying. I’ve never known anyone who cares about people like Eli does. And it seems contagious. Why else would all these kids be sitting here in an Emergency Room on a Friday night? They had all been at a Bible study with Eli. And when Laz got the call, they all came. I feel a sudden warmth. Why would they do this? What do they expect from us in return?
“Valdez family?” A woman who looks way too young and pretty to be a doctor is standing by the front desk. Her white coat looks freshly pressed, and her hair is sleek and dark down her back.
I jump up and rush to her, Mary and Laz right behind me. “Yes. That’s us.”
“All of you?” The doctor’s eyes widen as she takes in the crew standing behind us.
“We’re friends.” Maggie says, and I feel my throat tighten.
“Would you like to have a seat?” The doctor motions to a line of chairs by the front entrance.
“No,” I feel my heart begin to race. “Just tell us. Is he—?”
“Your father is in critical condition,” the doctor says. “But he’s alive.”
We all let out a collective sigh.
“But?” I say.
“Perceptive.” The doctor smiles. “But, it looks like he has suffered a fairly massive stroke.”
“Fairly massive?”
The doctor nods. “We’re still running tests.”
“Will he die?” Mary asks, her voice cracking.
“I’m not sure.” The doctor places her hands in the pockets of her lab coat. “We’ve called in a specialist - he’s the best in this field. We will do everything we can.”
“Can we see him?” Laz asks.
“You can, but…” The doctor takes a breath. “He is unconscious and is hooked up to several machines.”
“Our mom died of cancer five years ago,” Mary says. “We can handle it.”
I watch the doctor’s eyes water, her gaze going to Mrs. Shepherd. I can’t see what Mrs. Shepherd is communicating, but whatever it is, the doctor guides us to the door and tries to paste on a smile. “All right, then. But just for a few minutes.”




Chapter FOUR

You need to go home.” Mrs. Shepherd tells me for the fifth time.
I’ve been at the hospital for hours. I sent Mary and Laz home, but I can’t leave. The antiseptic smell of the hallways has seeped into my clothes. Dad is still in a coma. The doctors don’t know when he’ll wake up. They won’t know the extent of the damage until he is conscious. And they can’t guarantee that he’ll wake up at all.
“I need to be here,” I say. Again. “Just in case.”
Mrs. Shepherd takes my hand in hers, her hands tougher than I expected. Work-worn, but gentle. “Sweetie, you need to sleep. Your dad wouldn’t want you making yourself sick waiting for him. You know that.”
I think of Dad—machines attached to every part of him. The beeps and whirs reminders that he is suddenly and terrifyingly gone. Replaced by a man who looks like Dad, but isn’t him. Because Dad doesn’t need a machine to help him breathe. Dad doesn’t lay motionless when Mary is crying over him, begging him to come back to us. I want my dad back. I want to rewind time and somehow find a way to stop this stroke from happening. I want to be headed to the grocery store, planning Sunday dinner tomorrow, not sitting on a plastic chair at the hospital, worried every time the door opens.
“I can’t,” I repeat.
Mrs. Shepherd takes a long breath. She wants to argue with me, but she stops herself. She just nods and holds my hand tighter.
We’ve moved from the ER waiting room to Neurology. The smell up here is less pungent, more like Lysol and less like bleach. And the waiting room is more private and much quieter. So I’m shocked when I hear the elevator doors open to raucous laughter.
“Shhh,” I see Maggie punch Pete’s thick bicep. “We’re in a hospital.”
“Can’t help it,” Pete dances down the hallway. “Muzac makes me want to get down.”
I can’t stop a laugh from erupting as I watch Pete grab Maggie and twirl her into the waiting room, his large body shifting and swaying to imaginary music.
Eli moves past the pair and sits next me. “How are you doing?”
Strange that he doesn’t ask about Dad. But Eli’s kind eyes are looking at me, waiting for my response.
“Not okay,” I say.
“You should go home. Sleep.”
“I can’t,” I groan. What is it with these Shepherds trying to get me to rest?
“Yes you can.” Maggie hands me a printed schedule in a plastic sleeve. “We’re making sure your dad has someone here around-the-clock. Each of you Valdez kids are on here, along with at least two others to keep you company.”
“What?”
“Pete and I are taking the first shift,” Maggie continues. “Eli’s going to take you and his mom home and pick up Laz.”
“But…”
“Then, Tommy and Amber will pick up Mary for the second shift.” Maggie points to the schedule. “After that, Mrs. Shepherd will meet you here for the third shift. After you’ve had at least eight hours of sleep and a good meal.”
“Which my mom is making for you,” Pete says. “Her famous lasagna. It’s amazing. It took all my willpower to resist eating it before I came.”
Maggie rolls her eyes. “We’re all so proud, Petey.”
I blink back tears. “I can’t believe you guys are doing all this.”
“And,” Maggie says, “we all have your cell number on our phones, and we will call if there’s any change at all in your dad’s condition.”
I look at Mrs. Shepherd, who is beaming at Maggie, Pete, and Eli.
“It looks like they thought of everything,” she says.
I want to argue, but Mrs. Shepherd is right. They did think of everything. I don’t understand any of this. I’m sure they’re just doing it for Laz and Mary. Not for me. I know I wouldn’t have been there for any of them, had something like this happened. And they’d never do this for me if they knew what I had done. Still, though, their kindness is overwhelming. Embarrassing, almost.
“All right.” I gather my purse and half-empty bottle of water. “Thank you.”
Maggie and Pete walk us to the elevator, reassuring me that they will call if there’s any news to report. I hear Pete commenting on the song selection as we sink down to the lobby.
I fall asleep in the car on the way home, more tired than I realized. When Mrs. Shepherd gently shakes me awake, my eyelids feel like they are weighted down.
I walk into my house, and the memories from last night assault me. Mary’s screams, the paramedics’ directives, the sight of my dad, limp and pale, on the gurney. I notice the house has been cleaned, though. No trace of the events of last night. The floor looks like it’s been swept and mopped, the kitchen counter is surprisingly clutter-free.
“Maggie did all this.” Mary steps into the kitchen. “She came over this morning and just started cleaning. She knows you’re the one who takes care of the house, and she wanted you to be able to just come home and crash.”
“Maggie?” I take a look at the shining marble countertops, the dust-free baseboards. “She did this? For me?”
Mary shrugs. “I’ve been telling you for a while you’re all wrong about her.”
I’m sure it’s because I am overtired and stressed, but hot tears well up in my eyes. I don’t have the time or energy to try and sift through my thoughts about Maggie right now. One thing I can admit is that I am bone tired, and I probably wouldn’t have gone right to bed had the house been a wreck.
I make my way to my room and sink, fully clothed, onto my bed, and immediately fall asleep.




Chapter FIVE

I’m at the beach, surfing with Maggie and Eli. I have no idea what I’m doing here or why. I just know that I feel lighter than I have in a really long time. And I’m surfing. Actually standing on the board, riding a wave.
I realize, of course, this is a dream. And somewhere in the back of my mind I know I should wake up. There’s something I need to be doing. But at the moment, I can’t think of what that might be.
“Watch this!” Maggie holds both hands out and rides a wave that’s higher than my head. I follow her example and then I’m right there with her. I’m floating. I’m not even scared. I should be. I know that. But it’s too fun.
Eli is next to me, his smile calms me. If I’m honest, his presence calms me. Just being around Eli makes everything seem so…easy.
I blink and we’re at Surfer Joe’s. Everyone’s there – Tommy and Pete and Judas, Amber and Heather. The place is filled with kids from school. And I’m in the center of them all. One of them.
“Lavender latte.” Eli hands me a cup, the Surfer Joe’s logo bright against the brown sleeve. “Your favorite.”
I take the cup, sitting back as the chatter of those around me fills the space with happy noise.
“You should do this more often,” Eli says.
I want to ask him what he means, but the edges of wakefulness are pulling at me. The latte doesn’t smell like lavender. It smells like…Olive Garden.
I open my eyes, waking to the most heavenly smell...tomato sauce, cheese, and garlic. I am so out of it, I don’t know why I’m smelling it or what it means. I just inhale the lovely aroma, mouth watering as my stomach wakes up before my brain does.
Then I remember. All of it. I sit up so fast, I feel dizzy, reaching for my nightstand to steady me. What time is it? I grab my phone and find it completely dead. I didn’t charge it when I came into my room earlier. I always charge it. Panic floods me—what if something happened and Dad took a turn for the worse, and the doctors tried to call but couldn’t reach me?
The peace of my dream evaporates in the cold reality of daylight.
I run down the stairs and see Laz sitting at the table, eating lasagna right out of a massive aluminum pan. Eli is sitting across from him, but he stands when he sees me.
“Martha,” Eli says. “Have a seat. Pete’s mom made lasagna for you guys.”
“How’s Dad?” I can’t think about lasagna—or manners—right now.
Laz drops his fork and looks and looks at me, his brown eyes full of concern. “Same.”
I sigh. “What are the doctors saying?”
“It could be a while before Dad wakes up.” The unspoken if he wakes up hanging in the air like the smell of Laz’ cleats after a football game.
“Have some lasagna.” Eli points to the table, and to the paper plates and plasticware sitting beside the pan. “You need some food in you, before you go back to the hospital.”
I look at the clock on the microwave. Six o’clock. It’s been six hours since I came home.  Almost twenty-four hours since Dad’s stroke. More than that since I’ve eaten real food. I feel guilty even considering enjoying this meal, when Dad is lying comatose in his hospital bed. But the practical side of me is aware that, without proper nutrition, I’ll end up in the hospital, too. And that’s something that cannot happen. I scoop a generous portion of the pasta onto the floral plate.
“There’s salad, too.” Eli pushes the bowl toward me.
“Thanks,” I use the tongs to drop some Caesar salad next to the lasagna.
“Father, thank you.” Eli begins praying as my fork is poised to dig into the meal. I lay it down and close my eyes. “Thank you for the food, for the loving friends that you have surrounded the Valdez family with at this difficult time. Bring them comfort, peace, and rest. Amen.”
Such a simple prayer, yet said with an authority like I have never heard. It’s like Eli knows God personally. His prayers aren’t like what I hear at my church—full of big words and reprimands for everyone outside those four walls. Eli’s is full of…I don’t know. Something different. Something real. Not for the first time, I feel a longing in me to have what Eli offers.
I remember some of the things Eli has done—the rumors about his healing Savannah’s dog after it died. The way his influence has completely changed Maggie and Pete. The way he seems to calm Laz when he’s all worked up. And how he managed to keep Laz out of trouble after the Camarillo disaster. He’s not the typical teenage boy. Not at all. It’s almost as if—I don’t know. As if he’s more than human. But that’s ridiculous. I need more sleep. Obviously. And some more lasagna.
My thoughts are cut short by the doorbell. Eli offers to answer it so Laz and I can keep eating. I don’t know if it’s because I’m just very hungry or what, but this is the best lasagna I have ever tasted - flavors burst on my tongue, and I can’t seem to eat it fast enough to satisfy my now-wide-awake appetite. I nod a ‘thank you’ to Eli as I continue to eat.
“You,’ I hear a deep voice say from the doorway. “I should have known.”
“Benjamin,” Eli says.
“Reverend Benjamin.”
My stomach suddenly turns to lead. I haven’t spoken to my youth leader in a few months. Things changed last year, after the school musical, when I volunteered as Costume Maven. He thought I should only apply my extracurricular time and energy to church-related activities. He was especially disappointed that I’d assist the Drama Club. He believed they were all terrible people who encouraged sinful behavior. My so-called friend, Alayne, agreed, both she and Reverend Benjamin coming after me for weeks to “repent” and return to the church as a leader. When I refused—something I could barely believe I was doing—they stopped speaking to me. I continue to attend church on Saturdays, most weeks. But I sit in the back, arriving late and leaving early. Between being exiled by my church and exiling myself from my friends, I’ve pretty much been all alone the last few months.
“Martha, I would appreciate if you asked this…” Benjamin eyes Eli with disdain, “young man to leave.”
I start to argue, but Eli stops me with a hand to my shoulder. “It’s time for me to head back.”
“Thank you,” I say.
Eli stands eye-to-eye with Benjamin and says, “You are to be greatly pitied, Benjamin.”
Benjamin’s face turns red, and I think for a minute that he might hit Eli. But Eli nods at me and walks out the front door.
Laz looks from me to Benjamin, and excuses himself. As he walks upstairs, Benjamin takes a long breath, his face returning to its natural pale shade, and then sits beside me.
“I noticed you weren’t at church this morning,” Benjamin says. “So I asked Alayne where you were. Not that she would know, of course, since you seem to be cutting off anyone who is following after truth. But she had heard, from friends at school, that your dad was ill.”
“He had a stroke,” I nod. As much as I disagree with some of what Benjamin has done, he’s still like an uncle to me, he and his wife having taken me under their wing after Mom died. During the years when Dad seemed absent, Benjamin was there with advice and help. Brenda invited me over, taught me to bake, helped me with homework. They have been an important part of my life for years.
“This is going to be difficult to hear,” Benjamin says. “But I need you know I am saying it because we care about you.”
I look at my plate, suddenly feeling nauseous. I lay a napkin over the food and take a sip of water. “Okay…?”
“Martha, you and your family have walked away from the teachings of scripture. You have walked away from the true church.” Benjamin rubs a hand over his strawberry-blond beard. “It started with your mom in her final days. She turned from the church to the heretical teachings of the Shepherd family. And she died. Your sister has done the same, and she suffered a concussion and broken arm. Your father turned away from the faith all together, and now he’s potentially on his deathbed. I need you to understand that it is very likely your family’s illnesses and their lack of faith in what is true is connected.”
“What?” I’m sure I have misheard him. I know he thought my humiliation after going on for Mary in the spring play was God’s punishment for being involved with the Drama Club. But this? “You’re saying it’s Dad’s fault that he had a stroke? And Mom’s fault that she died?”
Benjamin folds his hands together. “I’m saying ours is a holy God that doesn’t take sin lightly.”
“Holy?” I shake my head. “That sounds hateful. And petty.”
“Because you have turned your ears to lies.”
“I have actually been reading scripture more, lately.” I get up early, going through each book, learning more each day, hungry to understand it all. “And what I see is a God who is incredibly patient. His people turn from Him, and yes, He disciplines them, but to remind them that He is God and He knows what’s best. He delights in them, cares for them, helps them. Forgives them.”
“Moses wasn’t permitted into the Promised Land because of his disobedience. The Israelites were forced to wander in the wilderness because of their lack of faith.” Benjamin raises his eyebrows. “God’s discipline is very real and can be quite painful.”
“So I should just accept that my parents are so disgusting to God that He had to strike them with cancer and a stroke?”
“Sin is disgusting to God,” Benjamin says. “And it should be disgusting to us.”
“Is this why you came?” I feel like I may actually throw up. “To tell me what awful sinners we all are?”
“Of course not,” Benjamin says. “I came to confront you about your sin, yes. But also to offer you a way out. Because you’re right, God does forgive those who are truly repentant.”
“And I should repent from…?”
From tricking Jude, a voice in my head whispers. You should repent from thinking the worst of him, just like Benjamin is thinking the worst of your family.
Benjamin points to the door. “You should repent from following, even at a distance, a boy like Eli. From drifting away from truth.”
A hundred retorts race through my mind, but I keep my mouth shut. I want to completely ignore anything Benjamin has to say, but I have been at this church my whole life, followed this man’s teachings. He is extremely knowledgeable, having been taught by the church founder. He went to the university that was started by the church founder. Our teachings are based on holy scripture. Am I really going to discount everything he says?
What if he’s right, as unpleasant as it is? Can I, a girl with no training in this, really know better than a man who has been studying for twice as long as I’ve been alive?
Benjamin stands. “We care about you, Martha. We always have.” He turns and starts for the door. “You know that. I am praying you will return to truth.” He opens the door and steps out.
It shuts, and I am left alone. So alone. And so incredibly confused.




Chapter SIX

Ahemorrhagic stroke?” I am sitting in the doctor’s office, surrounded by impressive-looking certificates and awards, shelves of books with Latin titles. Ronald J. Pendergrass certainly appears to be an expert in his field.
Said doctor, a gray-haired gentleman with kind blue eyes and a perfectly ironed blue shirt and paisley tie, leans forward. “Are you sure there’s no one we can call for you?”
I sigh, wanting to hear more about the diagnosis, not wanting to rehash my family history. Again. “My mother passed away a few years ago. She was an only child of older parents. They died when I was very young. My father moved here from Mexico when he was still in high school. He lost contact with his family. I know he has tried to find them over the years, but Valdez’ in Central America are as common as Smith’s in the states.”
“I see,” he says.
“Please, Dr. Pendergrass,” I say. “What does that mean, a hemorrhagic stroke?”
“It means that a blood vessel in his brain burst, causing a hemorrhage in his brain.”
I remember enough from last year’s Anatomy class to know that isn’t good. “What are the long-term effects?”
The doctor leans back in his seat. I remember from this year’s Psychology class that means he is trying to distance himself from me. What’s coming must be bad news, indeed. “It’s the worst kind of stroke. Many victims don’t even survive the ambulance ride.”
“But Dad did.”
“He did,” Dr. Pendergrass nods. “And we have been able to get his blood pressure down. Also good”
“But…?”
“But…” Dr. Pendergrass looks at me with pity, and I feel myself getting angry. I don’t need pity. I don’t need him to treat me like some fragile little China doll. I need answers. He must read these thoughts on my face, because he straightens and continues. “He is still unresponsive. And we are moving into Day Four. We don’t know how damaged his brain is. Some stroke victims, with physical and occupational therapy, are able to recover enough to function independently. Others, however, will need long-term care.”
I feel myself shattering, like a mirror dropped from a skyscraper. Too many pieces to ever put back together again. I hear what the doctor is not saying. If he survives—big “if”—Dad’s life as he knew it will be over. It’s almost worse than when Mom died. Because she was gone. To where I hope is a better place. She kept saying, those last days, that she was getting glimpses of Heaven, and that it was wonderful. That she couldn’t wait to go.
Dad, though, will be confined to a body that will not be the same. He works with his brain—what are the chances he’ll ever be able to return to his position as an accountant? He may not even be able to button up his shirts, tie his wing-tip shoes. Will he even be able to feed himself?
The mirror pieces stare back at me: my dreams of UCLA, of journalism, of traveling and writing, gone. Smashed. I know Dad has decent insurance. But I doubt it’s enough to hire a full-time nurse. I will have to take over that role. I’ll have to make sure Mary and Laz can follow their dreams.
“Martha.” I feel a hand on my shoulder, pulling me into a familiar embrace.
“Mrs. Shepherd?” I didn’t even hear her come in. I suddenly realize I am crying, sobbing. Probably have been for a while. Long enough for Dr. Pendergrass to leave the room and find Mrs. Shepherd. I want to stop, but I can’t. I feel completely out of control. I hear myself wailing, am embarrassed at the sound, but I can’t stop. Mrs. Shepherd rocks me back and forth, rubbing my back.
“Martha.” Eli’s voice breaks through the chaos in my mind. I can’t explain it, but when he says my name, everything stops—the pain, the fear, the chaos.
I sit up and look at him, wiping the tears from my face with the sleeve of my shirt. “When did you get here?”
“He’s hardly left,” Mrs. Shepherd says.
I think back to the list that Maggie made, in the plastic sleeve. Eli hadn’t been assigned to a shift. I didn’t register that then. “Oh.”
“He’s been praying.” Mrs. Shepherd says.
I glance at Eli. He looks tired, but peaceful. Always so peaceful. I consider the contrast between Eli’s face and Benjamin’s.
“Benjamin says this happened because Dad walked away from this faith.”
Eli rarely gets upset, so it takes me a moment to register the look on his face: raw anger. He closes his eyes, breathes deeply, then opens his eyes, calm again. He looks at me, in me, and I know whatever is coming next is important. Every nerve ending seems to be alert, I lean in, unable to stop myself. “This did not happen because of sin, Martha. This sickness is for God’s glory.”




Chapter SEVEN

It’s time,” Mrs. Shepherd says. She takes my arm and leads me to a bench outside the hospital. No one is there, surprisingly. It’s late afternoon and the sun is setting, painting the sky in brilliant colors. A squirrel scampers across the sidewalk and up into a tree.
“Time for what?” I ask.
“Time to tell you about the conversation I had with your mother,” Mrs. Shepherd looks up. “The last conversation.”
Mrs. Shepherd had visited several times when Mom was sick. She brought food, took us to school a few times, even helped clean up. Funny how I had forgotten all her little kindnesses over the years. I’d listened to Benjamin say terrible things about her and Eli, listened to Brenda as she told me how crazy the Shepherds were, and completely blocked out the fact that Mrs. Shepherd was there, loving all of us in her quiet way during Mom’s battle with  cancer. But that last time, she shut the door to Mom’s room. Stayed for a while. After she left, Mom was different and Dad was…angry.
“What happened?” I ask.
“I told her the truth.” Mrs. Shepherd smiles, and the lines around her eyes wink. “And she told me to tell you kids, someday. When you were ready.”
“It’s about Eli, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
Brenda had told me the story last year—how Mrs. Shepherd claimed that Eli was the Messiah, sent from God. That her pregnancy happened while she was still a virgin. How homeless people and crackpots believed she and Mr. Shepherd, but no one that had any sense believed their stories. They were just a couple of teenagers who had made a mistake and were trying to cover it up. Benjamin and Brenda were there for all of it. And they knew.
Didn’t they?
“What really happened?” I want to hear it from her, decide for myself if she’s crazy.
“I was about your age,” she began. “A lot like you, in fact. I was the oldest in my family. I helped my mom around the house, did pretty well in school. I wanted to honor God. Oh, how I wanted that. God always felt so near to me. Not because of anything I had done. Just because…because He is so good. If everyone could just know how good, the world would be a different place.”
Mrs. Shepherd’s hazel eyes shine as she talks. I nod for her to continue.
“Joe and I had been dating for a couple years,” she says. “We were so in love. High school sweethearts. He wanted to get married as soon as I graduated. I thought we should wait until I finished at least a couple years of college.”
So far, this was pretty similar to the version of the story that Brenda told me. She said
Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd had been “star” youth group members, very devout. But, Brenda had said, they sinned and tried to create a narrative to camouflage their sins.
“An angel visited me.”
I hear an owl in the distance, and I echo its cry. “Who?”
“I know,” Mrs. Shepherd shrugs. “It sounds crazy. But there he was, in the backyard of my house. Standing as close to me as you are.”
I feel like I’ve got a pretty decent “lie detector”. When Laz was younger, he had a major issue with lying, and I always caught him. Even when my parents didn’t. And last year, when Mary said “nothing” had gone on between her and Braylen Cox, I knew she was lying about that. I found out later that that “nothing” was actually something serious. When I look at Mrs. Shepherd, my lie detector stays silent. If anything, my “truth detector” is going off. She is sincere. Not showy, not trying to draw attention to herself, not trying to belittle others. She’s just telling a story. An incredible story, sure. But I think it’s true.
“What did he say?” I ask.
Mrs. Shepherd swallows. “He told me I was going to have a baby.”
“Eli.”
“Yes,” Mrs. Shepherd says. “But, Martha, I was just like you. Joe and I had barely even kissed. We’d certainly not done anything that would have caused pregnancy.”
“You were a virgin.”
“I was,” she nods. “And yet, this angel from heaven was standing in front of me, telling me I was going to carry the Son of God.”
Okay, so this is getting weird. I mean, I guess I can buy seeing an angel. I’ve certainly never had that experience, but the scriptures have examples of angels being sent to earth and being seen by humans. But getting pregnant by God? I guess I didn’t really think of it when Brenda told me. I also hadn’t studied reproduction in Anatomy then. But I know what goes into getting pregnant. It’s physically impossible to happen without a man. And God is...well, God.
“How?” I finally ask.
“It was a miracle.” Mrs. Shepherd looks up into the pink and orange sky. “I knew enough prophecy to know we were waiting for a Messiah. But the thought that I had been chosen to carry him? To be the mother of the Son of God? It was overwhelming.”
“Did you talk to the angel?”
“I did,” Mrs. Shepherd looks at me. “We had quite a long conversation, actually. He told me about Eli, and he told me not to be afraid. He even told me that my aunt, who had been unable to conceive for years, was pregnant. Miracle upon miracle.”
“This is hard to believe, you know?”
Mrs. Shepherd laughed. “Oh, I know. It has been hard for most people to believe. My family shunned me, my friends left me, even my church…”
I knew Brenda and Benjamin were among the leaders who had rejected them from the church. But Brenda had said it was because Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd refused to tell the truth. Brenda said they would have accepted them back if they just admitted that they had gotten pregnant before marriage. But they didn’t, so the leaders of the church had no choice.
But what if I’ve been believing the wrong people all along?
“Weren’t you angry?” I asked. “At all those people who didn’t believe you?”
“Angry?” Mrs. Shepherd says with a smile. “How could I be angry? God had chosen me to carry his son. I was so full of joy that I didn’t have room for any anger. I felt pity—these people I loved were missing out on God’s plan. I prayed for them. I still pray for them. I want them to know the joy God has given me. But angry? No. Not at all.”
I think of everything I know about the Shepherds. They have always been considered “different”, but when I consider why, it’s because they never got involved in the church drama that Benjamin and Brenda led. That couple was constantly at the center of controversies and problems, constantly pointing out the flaws in others, removing people from the church, warning those inside to avoid those who had been removed. They made people anxious. The Shepherds did the opposite. There’s a freedom in the Shepherds that I have never thought about before. They’ll greet everyone and not care that the greeting isn’t returned. Mr. Shepherd used to come out to the beach and bring snacks and water to the people during the summer. He never asked for anything, wasn’t using it for free advertising for the surf shop. He just gave, with a smile, expecting nothing in return, Eli always right behind him, carrying the bags.
Eli. Ever since I’ve known him—way back in Kindergarten—he’s just been good. He never got in trouble on the playground, never got a detention, never engaged in the typical teenage trouble. Now that I think of it, as far as I know, Eli Shepherd has never sinned. And the people around him—his parents, his friends, even my mom—they’re all better people because of him.
“My mom,” I say. “What did she say when you told her this?”
“Of course, she was there was Eli was born.” Mrs. Shepherd says.
“But she believed what the people at church said.”
“They were her spiritual leaders,” Mrs. Shepherd nods. “It’s understandable. But she was always kind to me when she saw me in public. She’d even sit next to me at school events.”
I can’t imagine how difficult Mrs. Shepherd’s life has been, that having someone sit next to her is a highlight. How horribly has she been treated by this community all these years? And yet, instead of bitterness, she is joyful.
“I prayed for your mom for a long time.” Mrs. Shepherd says. “I knew God was calling her to himself. It was just a matter of time.”
“She believed your story.” I think of that conversation behind the closed door that last week of Mom’s life.
“She believed God’s story.” She smiles.
“Miss Valdez?” A nurse, older and tired-looking, interrupts. “I need you come inside. Quickly.”




Chapter EIGHT

His brain is swelling?” I ask the nurse, Norma, as I follow her to the elevator.
Norma pushes the button on the elevator and turns to me. “It’s not unusual in stroke patients.”
Not unusual. She says it like she’s referring to a kid with a cold whose nose is running. “What’s being done to help him?”
“We tried some IV fluids, but those weren’t effective. So Dr. Pendergrass is preparing for a decompressive craniectomy.”
Thanks to my Anatomy classes and Mary’s obsession with medical dramas, I have an idea of what she’s talking about. “He’s drilling a hole into Dad’s skull?”
“Something like that.” Norma taps a text on her phone as the elevator door opens.
The calm I had been feeling, sitting out with Mrs. Shepherd, is completely gone. It’s like someone came in and just dropped a grenade on my insides. I’m shredded, bottomless. I don’t have time to consider if her story is true. I don’t even know if I want to believe it is—because if Eli really is the Messiah, why is he sitting around the hospital praying instead of doing something about this?
“Mary and Laz are on their way.” Maggie is beside me.
“What are you doing here?”
Maggie holds up a bag with burritos inside. “Delivering food to you guys. I figured you were probably getting tired of the hospital food.”
“I can’t right now.” I keep walking. Then stop. “But thanks, Maggie. Really.”
Maggie puts her hand lightly on my shoulder and, for once, I don’t have the urge to push it away. I do need to keep going, though. Maggie seems to understand, as she steps back and allows me to keep following Norma down the hall.
My dad’s room is full of medical personnel, with more coming in, rolling in a gurney. Dad is transferred to that, still hooked up to machines, so many tubes and wires attached to him.
“Hang on, guys.” Norma stands next to me, and the crowd of medical workers stops. “Miss. Valdez, Dr. Pendergrass is the best in the business. He’ll do all he can to help your dad. But I’m not going to lie: He may not make it. I advise you say a quick goodbye just in case.”
Here? In the hallway of a hospital with half a dozen nurses and techs watching me? I can’t even process this, must less formulate actual words. Say goodbye to my one living parent? At least with Mom, we knew it was coming. Hospice worked with us, allowing Mom to be home, in her room, her bed. I got an actual goodbye. Mom wasn’t completely coherent, but she knew I was there. I told her I loved her, told her what an amazing Mom she was. I promised to take care of Dad and Mary and Laz. I held her hand and kissed her cheek.
But Dad’s hands are covered in IVs and his cheeks by an oxygen mask. He is completely unresponsive. Still, I lean down and whisper all I can think of to say: “Don’t leave us. Please, please, please, Dad. Hang on.”
He’s wheeled away, and I turn to see Eli standing there.
“No.” Anger like I’ve never felt bubbles in me. “Don’t say a word.”
Eli respects my wishes, nods slightly, but doesn’t move.
“Your mom just spent the last thirty minutes trying to convince me that you’re the Messiah.” Hot tears flow down my cheeks, but I don’t care. “And I actually started to believe her. I wanted to believe her, because if you’re the Messiah, you could save my dad. Now I realize that if you were actually the Messiah, you’d have saved my mom. And your dad. You’d be out there doing miracles, saving the planet, stopping tragedies. But you’re not doing any of those things, are you? What exactly are you doing, Eli? Why are you even here?”
Eli doesn’t answer, and that makes me even more angry. I want to fight. I want him to yell back, to get as mad as I am. But he just stands there, his eyes full of concern. And…love? It makes no sense. He makes no sense. Life makes no sense.
I run down the hallway and push open the heavy door that leads to the stairs. It’s cool and dark in the stairwell, but it’s quiet. I take the stairs down two at a time, needing to push my body so that my mind will quiet. I’m panting by the time I get to the first floor. I keep running, through the automatic doors, into the parking lot. I find a bench on the far end of the property, overlooking a canyon. I sit, my heart still racing.
And Eli is there.
“How…?”
“Martha, you need to let go.”
“Let go?” I’m still breathing hard, and the words come out like a deflating balloon.
“You’re holding on to so much,” Eli says. “You’re trying to control what only God controls. You’re hanging on to guilt that will destroy you. You are carrying far more than you were intended to carry. Let go.”
Okay, so anyone who knows me sees my control issues. But the guilt? How could he possibly know about that? “I…can’t.”
Eli smiles. “You make things so much harder than they are.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” I clench my teeth. “You’re…”
“Who, Martha? Who do you think that I am?” Eli isn’t asking out of his own insecurity. That’s obvious. He knows exactly who he is. This boy, who isn’t even out of breath, who hasn’t broken a sweat, who showed up here next to me after I screamed in his face. This boy is asking me who I think he is.
“You said Dad’s sickness was for God’s glory.” I try to stay angry, but I can’t. Not when he’s right here, sitting next to me. Miraculously. The fury disintegrates, even as I try desperately to hang on to it.
“Who am I, Martha?”
“I helped plan that whole pep rally, with Jude and Mary.” Tears burn my eyes as the truth spills out. “Me and…Zilch. I consorted with a criminal just to make sure Jude stayed away from my sister. Just to make him look bad. And I think he was actually trying to change. And I ruined it. I destroyed his plans—not just for my sister. For everything.”
“Who am I?” Eli asks again, completely ignoring—forgiving—everything I’ve just confessed.
And, suddenly, I know. I know like I know the sun is shining, like I know the wind is blowing. And the knowing pushes out every other thought.
Eli isn’t just a nice kid, he isn’t some crazy Mama’s boy, he isn’t a troublemaker trying to destroy the church. I suddenly see all the things he’s done—that time he was riding the surf with Maggie one minute and standing next to me the next. Or when he predicted the money for our mission to trip to Mexico would come in and it did. Or when he somehow got rid of Maggie’s ex-boyfriend. Laz couldn’t stop talking about that one. He said it was a miracle.
Miracle.
Eli is not an ordinary guy. He’s not just really nice or really mature.
“You’re the Messiah.”  
He’s the Messiah. Eli Shepherd is the Son of God. I know it’s true. I think I’ve always known it, but there’s been something—Someone?—holding me back.
Eli just raises an eyebrow and smiles. And in that smile, there is forgiveness. He knows how awful I am. He knows my worst sins, the hidden parts that no one else has ever seen. And instead of being repulsed or angered by that knowledge, he forgives me. He loves me. All of me.
And just like that, every question, every doubt, just disintegrates. Eli is God’s son. My mind quiets, my heart returns to its normal rhythm, my soul…rests.




Chapter NINE

Where are you?” Mary’s voice screams into my ear. I pull my cell phone away and can still hear her yelling. “Dad’s in surgery and you go for a walk??”
I wish I could say my epiphany with Eli has made me perfectly calm and reasonable. But the old emotions are still there. I feel anger rising. “I didn’t go for a walk, Mary. I had to get away from everyone. I needed a little time to process all this.”
“Well, we need you.” Mary’s voice softens some, though she still sounds like a whiny child. “Come back. The nurses won’t talk to Laz and me. I don’t know what’s going on.”
I stand up from the bench and start to walk back across the parking lot. Eli left as suddenly as he arrived. I don’t see him anywhere. But I don’t have time to consider what that means or where he may be. “I’m on my way.”
Mary is standing at the elevator door. She starts to say something, but then stops herself.
“What?” I ask.
“You look different.”
“I’m running on about two hours sleep.”
“No,” Mary says. “Not bad different. Just different. Did something happen?”
I step out of the elevator. “Eli happened.”
Mary smiles, and I know I don’t have to explain anything more. “So, Dad…”
“I’ll see what I can find out.” As I walk to the nurse’s station, I see that the whole gang’s here—Tommy, Pete, Maggie, Amber, Heather, Mrs. Shepherd.
The nurse can’t tell me anything other than that the surgery is in progress and “no news is good news.”
I sit among the crowd of friends, and for the first time, I feel like I’m one of them.
“Thanks for coming,” I say. “And…I need to apologize. For everything. I’ve been a jerk to all of you, and I’m sorry.”
One by one, they all begin to hug me. Maggie is crying. Pete almost suffocates me. Mrs. Shepherd lingers, and I hold her tightly, my eyes burning. Rather than my normal feeling of discomfort with emotions, I welcome this. I feel the forgiveness. Even the shame of what I’ve done seems to shrink.
Eli stands to the side, his smile wide.
The electric doors open, and Dr. Pendergrass is nodding. Just a slight nod, with a slight smile. But I know he wouldn’t even be doing that if the surgery were not a success. I walk toward the doctor with my friends surrounding me. Hands hold mine, squeeze my shoulder, offering a love and support like I have never imagined. I know, whatever happens next, I will be okay. We will be okay. And I have Eli to thank.




EPILOGUE











September
I’m unpacked in my dorm at UCLA. This dream of almost a decade has finally come true. I’m here, majoring in Journalism, living in the same dorm my mom lived in over twenty-five years ago.
Mary came to help me decorate. She insisted. I would have been happy with a plain comforter and a desk lamp. But, as I look around, I’m glad Mary added her touch. My cream-colored comforter is dotted with throw pillows in all colors and textures. The bright colors continue on my wall, where Mary found a tapestry from a recent trip to Mexico—swirls of reds and yellows and blues. She placed a scarf on top of my desk - one of Mom’s. Its fringe hangs over the edge and reminds me of her. The memories are more pleasant than painful, now. Our last family picture is in a mosaic frame next to my lamp. Dad and Mom are holding hands, I’m standing next to Mom, my arm around her waist. Mary and Laz are sitting on the sand, legs crossed, a misshapen sandcastle between them.
So much has happened in the last four months. Prom—I actually went, for the first time ever. Mary and Maggie took me shopping and helped me pick out the perfect dress. It was royal blue, one-shouldered, with a close-fitting bodice and loose skirt, covered with a shimmery, sheer material that made me feel like a princess. We rented a limousine, all of us, and had the best night. Pete won Class Clown and proved he deserved that title by pulling in the principal for the Cupid Shuffle. We all danced and laughed and then went over to Eli’s afterwards for tacos and churros.
Graduation was a month after that. I graduated in the top 10%, despite all that had gone on. I was awarded several scholarships, including one for my work in the Drama Club. I walked across the stage to loud applause and cheers, something I never expected. It was amazing.
Not long after Dad got out of the hospital, I told everyone about my part in the pep rally trick. I apologized to Jude, and begged him to forgive me. The others were upset—understandably—but they all shared mistakes they had made in the past, making me see that, besides Eli, none of us is perfect. But Jude…he refused to forgive me. Refused to move on. He didn’t go to Prom with us, didn’t celebrate graduation with us. I talk with Eli a lot about that—is it my fault Jude is so angry? The guilt resurfaces constantly. But Eli reminds me that we all make our own choices. I chose to sin, but I also chose to repent. And I choose to forgive. I have forgiven Benjamin, even though he doesn’t believe he has done anything that warrants forgiveness. Jude, Eli says, has to choose to forgive me. I can’t make him do that. So I just pray that he will. And I keep talking to Eli.
This summer, Maggie helped me get a job at Surfer Joe’s. We worked together most shifts, since Maggie is much better with the customers than I am. She has become one of my best friends—shocking, considering where we were just a couple years ago.
And through it all, Dad has been there. After his surgery, he woke up and was completely fine. The doctors were shocked. They kept saying it may be temporary, that Dad may wake one morning and find he struggles to move or talk or remember things. But that hasn’t happened. The doctors can’t explain it. Dr. Pendergrass is even writing a study of Dad’s recovery for a medical journal. He says it’s a medical mystery. But we all know it’s a miracle. An actual miracle, like when Moses parted the Red Sea or when Daniel survived the lion’s den. This was God “showing off”, as Eli says.
I have come to realize Eli is also an example of “God showing off.” There’s still so much about him I don’t understand. But what I do know, down to the core of my being, is that he is the best friend I will ever have, and I will trust him with my life.
God has “shown off” in so many other ways in my life. He has shown His love and His mercy, His grace and forgiveness. Certainly His patience. He should have given up on me so many times. But He never did.
Now, here I am. Ready to start a new chapter. I don’t know what it will hold, don’t know what challenges or difficulties or miracles await. But, finally, I have realized I don’t need to know how the story ends. I know the Author. And that is enough.
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