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Chapter 1
 
 
 
I’m in love. Literally head over heels. And my love is big and strong and strikingly handsome. He can be moody at times, but always welcomes me into his arms. And, sure, he tosses me around some and can get a little rough at times… but I don’t really mind. After all, he hasn’t killed me yet. And, hey, if he does, I have only myself to blame.
His name is Pacific. I’ve been steadily dating the big blue sea for quite awhile now. And I’ve discovered that Pacific is way more dependable than the creeps I used to go out with. And Pacific is the biggest reason I’ve been able to keep guys at arm’s length—literally—for more than six months now. The only male I fully trust anymore is Eli, but our relationship is strictly platonic. We are friends and surfing buddies. And I like it like that.
As soon as I get off work at the coffee house, I’m ready for a date with Pacific. Since summer break began, I’ve been getting in more hours of work—as well as more hours surfing. Even though it’s past five o’clock, I know there’s plenty of time to catch some good waves before sunset. 
“Hey, Maggie.” Eli gives me his usual smile as I enter the Surf Shop. I can’t really explain it, but that smile always sends a happy rush through me. Warms me to the soul. Even on a cool foggy day… like today. 
“Hey, Eli,” I toss back at him. 
“Going out this afternoon?” 
“Yep.” I frown out the window behind him. It overlooks the ocean, which is looking gray and drab right now. “What’s with all this fog? I thought it was summer.” 
“This is summer in Ventura,” he says as he straightens a rack of swimwear. “It might be warm inland, but we’re in a different climate system here.” His eyes light up. “But there’s some pretty good action today. Peter and Jude are already out there.”
“Cool. Are you going out today?” I ask as I head for the dressing room that Eli lets his buddies use to get ready for surfing.
“Sure am. Just gotta close shop.”
By the time I emerge from the dressing room, Eli is already changed too. He waits for me to go out then locks the back door. As usual our boards are out in the lean-to behind the shop. 
“I know a lot of surfers don’t like our fog,” Eli says as we carry our boards down to the beach. “But that leaves more waves for the rest of us.”
“Good point.” I glance down. “Makes me glad my wetsuit is still in good shape.” I consider how many wipeouts I’ve suffered while trying to improve my skills.
“Pays to get the best.”
“Looks like the guys are all here.” He squints out toward the ocean, where our friends are lined up, waiting for a wave.
“Cool.” I fasten the collar of my wetsuit. “Can’t wait.”
“What about that?” Eli frowns down at Bo’s leash. Bo is my board—and the other love in my life. Thanks to some of my less than glorious wipeouts this past winter, my leash is pretty well worn. “I know, I know,” I tell him. “Time to get a new one. You’ve mentioned that before.” 
“You never want to lose your life-line, Mags.” 
“Yeah.” I’m unwilling to admit that twenty bucks for a new leash would stretch my budget right now. Payday at Surfer Jo’s is still a week off, and I just paid the car insurance for Gram’s car. She’s been letting me use it as much as I need. But that means I cover gas and insurance and maintenance. And even though that old Subaru has made my life much simpler with not so much begging for rides, it’s kind of a burden too. Although it has allowed Savannah and me to explore some new surfing beaches. So I guess it’s worth the expense. No to mention my assurance that I’ll never have to accept a ride from a lowlife creep like Terrence again. There’s a face I’d like to permanently forget.
“Is that Savannah?” Eli nods toward someone hurrying toward us.
I wave to her. “Yeah, she promised to meet me.” 
“You girls remember to watch out for the riptides.” He points slightly north. “Might want to avoid that stretch over there for the next few days.”
“Okay.” I study the ocean, marveling how Eli always seems to know what’s going on out there… and how I’ve learned to pay attention to his advice.
“And, like I’ve told you before, if you’re ever caught in riptide, don’t fight it—stay patient, sort of go with the flow as you paddle toward the edge of it. Just be patient and you’ll make it back to shore… eventually.” 
“Right.” That’s just one more reason I’m in love with my big handsome ocean—he might drag me out, but I can count on him to bring me back. Well, if I can be patient… not exactly my strong suit. 





Chapter 2
 
 
 
Sorry to be late.” Savannah’s out of breath, she drops her board to the sand and kicks off her flip-flops. “Bruce escaped his doggy run and I had to ride my bike all over town to find him.”
“Bad dog, Bruce,” I tease as I pick up my board. 
“He’s not so bad.” She sounds defensive as she adjusts her wetsuit. “He just needs exercise.”
“You should bring him down here.” I jog toward the water’s edge. “Teach him to surf like that bulldog on YouTube.”
“Great idea, Maggie!” she shouts as we stomp through the shallow surf. 
“If he gets really good at it, I can record and post it.” I drop my board in the waist high water, flopping onto it and paddling hard.
“And send it to Ellen.” She laughs as she catches up. 
“How did your job interview go this morning?” I call out to her.
“I think I might’ve got it,” she yells back. “Fingers crossed.”
 I try not to show my dismay. I know that if Savannah gets hired at The Seaside restaurant, she won’t have as much free time to surf with me. Still, I know she needs the job.
“Eli says there might be a riptide going on over there.” I nod toward the direction he mentioned. “So we better hang closer to the guys today.”
“Oh, great,” she says sarcastically. “That way I can really hear them laughing when I wipe out.”
“You’ve really improved,” I remind her. 
“Not like you.” 
I want to point out that if she surfed as much as I did, she’d probably be a lot better too. But Savannah isn’t as in love with the ocean as I am. Sometimes I think she only comes out here to keep me company. I’m eager and willing to surf almost anytime—even by myself if necessary. Although Eli has warned me not to. But it’s not always easy to find a surfing buddy. And besides, I feel safe out here with Pacific. Safer than I feel on land sometimes.
Even on the foggy days—and we get a lot of those—I’m glad to come out and catch a wave. Most surfers assume there’s no action on a foggy day, so the cowards stay home or go to the skateboard park. But I’ve had some pretty cool times just hanging ten in the fog—just me and my best beau, Pacific. As much as I respect Eli’s advice and I know he means well, I have almost zero fear when it comes to Pacific. Even the idea of being pulled out in a riptide sounds kind of exciting. After all, like Eli said, it will bring me back… eventually. Why not just enjoy the ride?
My favorite time to surf is just before sundown. Something about the sea and sky and air can feel so magical just then and, if the fog’s not a factor and there’s been a fire or smog going on, we sometimes get some pretty fabulous colors too. 
“Hey, Mags,” Pete calls out to me. “Ready to come show me up?”
 “Yeah, right.” I roll my eyes, but the truth is I’m a better surfer than him. Not that I’d ever admit that out loud. I’ve learned from watching Eli—and he’s the best surfer I’ve ever seen—that it’s better not to brag. Oh, I’ll never be as humble as he is, but I try to follow his example.
“You’re good enough to compete down in Huntington next month,” Jude tells me as Savannah and I get ourselves in place to wait for a good wave.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“Just a surfing competition,” he explains. “My brother used to enter it every year. It’s open to both pros and amateurs. You’re probably good enough to compete in the women’s events.”
“I’ll have to look it up.” I notice Eli getting ready and glance over my shoulder in time to see that a decent wave is approaching. As usual, Eli doesn’t give any warning that it’s coming. I know that’s because he wants us to learn how to feel and gauge the ocean like he does. And suddenly the wave rises and both Eli and I are ready for it, taking off while the others are scrambling to catch up. I can’t help but laugh as I ride it. And, once again, I am flying high and despite the gloomy gray fog, my heart is soaring. Man, I love this!
 After less than two hours, everyone starts wimping out and going in. Admittedly the waves have gotten fewer and farther between—almost as if the fog has put a damper on everything. Even Savannah gives up and paddles in to shore. I’m the last diehard, hoping to catch just one more good wave, but I should’ve known that when Eli quit, it was pointless to stay out here. He just has a sense about these things. As much as I’d like to prove him wrong sometime, I never have. 
 So, seeing the flickering flames of a bonfire on the beach, I eagerly paddle toward shore too. No one mentioned having a bonfire tonight, but it sounds good to me. Despite my wetsuit, I’m cold—and hungry. Sometimes we have a bonfire potluck. Everyone brings something to eat and we hang out together after surfing. But usually after a prettier day. And usually on the weekend. And I didn’t bring anything to share tonight. But it smells like something is cooking and my stomach is rumbling almost as loudly as the surf behind me.
 To my surprise, Tommy is there. Interesting since he’s not a big fan of the beach and would never get on a surfboard. Mary’s there too, and, not surprising, Jude is by her side. That guy never gives up. As I get closer, Savannah calls out to me. “Tommy brought food for everyone.” 
 “Cool!” I eagerly join the small crowd, dropping my board then warming myself on the crackling fire. As well as the other surfers, Amber and Heather are there too. It’s amazing the way those two went from being mean girls to actual friends over the last several months. They’ve even taken up surfing.
 “Hey,” I say to them. “Why weren’t you guys out there today?”
 “I had to babysit my little sister,” Heather said glumly.
 “And I was helping her,” Amber added. 
 “This looks like a celebration,” I say to Tommy. “What’s up?”
 “I just missed everyone.” He throws another piece of driftwood on the fire. “Ever since school got out. Seems like you guys are always surfing. So I decided to bring some food, hoping I could entice you guys in. I got hotdogs and chips and soda. I even got stuff for s’mores.”
 “Awesome! I’m ravenous. And cold.” I glance around, noticing that the other surfers have already changed into their clothes. “I’m gonna go get dressed,” I tell them. “Don’t eat everything before I get back.”
 “We promised Eli we’d wait for him,” Tommy tells me. “He went to change and get his guitar.”
 I grab my board and jog back to the Surf Shop, slipping in the backdoor. I hurry to the dressing room, peeling of my clammy wetsuit, eagerly anticipating both the lure of roasting a hotdog and spending time with my friends. It’s hard to believe that, not that long ago, I didn’t feel like I had a friend in the world. And now, it’s almost like I belong. I wish I could delete the almost part, but there’s so much about my life that’s completely unlike these kids who grew up in Ventura. I try not to act like it, but I still feel like the misfit of the group. I feel like I have deep dark secrets that I need to keep covered. Because, even though these kids seem to have accepted me—for the most part—I doubt that any of them would understand. As I’m tugging my jeans over my still damp legs, I hear voices out in the shop, which is weird since the place is cold.
 “I know she’s here,” a female voice says loudly. “I can hear her back there.”
 “You’re wrong about that,” Eli says calmly but firmly. 
 I jerk my hoodie over my head, wondering if it’s someone looking for me, but can’t for the life of me figure out who or why. Certainly not Grams. She barely keeps tabs on me and never expects me home at any particular time. But at least she’s not drinking. 
 “You’re a terrible influence,” a man says harshly. “We want Mary to come out right now. She’s coming with us.”
 “That’s between you and Mary,” Eli says.
 As I hurry to shove my surf stuff into my backpack, I recognize the voices. It’s that snarky Martha and her church friend Pastor Brian—picking on Eli again. 
 “Mary!” Martha yells. “Come out of there right now!”
 “What’s going on?” I ask as I emerge from the back.
 “Oh?” Martha frowns. “Where’s Mary?”
 “Why are you two harassing Eli?” I ask. 
 “Because we’re certain that he’s lured Mary over here again.” Brian scowls darkly. 
 “Is she back there?” Martha asks me.
 “Nope. Just me. Sorry.” I give them an innocent look.
 “What are you doing back there?” Brian demands. “You and Eli? You both look disheveled. Did you just get dressed?”
 I roll my eyes. “As a matter of fact, yes. We’ve been surfing and changed into dry clothes. Is there some law against that?”
 “So you say.” Brian grimly shakes his head. He clearly wants to believe the worst of us. Whatever.
 “Well, Mary was supposed to go with me to youth group tonight.” Martha shook her finger at me, as if this was my fault.
 “Yes. I went to pick the girls up a few minutes ago,” Brian says sharply, “to give them a ride. But Mary wasn’t there.” He glances at his watch. “And, at this rate, we’re going to be late.”
 “Then why not shove off?” I say.
 “Where is she?” Brian shouts at Eli. 
 He tips his head toward the beach. “Out there with her friends.”
 “Friends?” Martha’s expression is sour. “You call those lowlifes that you hang with friends?”
 “I call everyone friends,” Eli says gently. “Even you, Martha.”
 Martha looks flustered—almost as if she wants to change course, but then Brian jumps in again.
 “You delude those kids,” Brian says to him. “You teach them false doctrine and send them down the path to destruction.”
 “And what do you teach the youth group kids?” Eli asks. “Do you speak of God’s love and mercy? Or do you teach them how to judge and hate?”
 “I don’t have time for this,” Brian snaps. 
 “Mary needs to come with us right now,” Martha says again.
 “Maybe she doesn’t want to go,” I challenge them. “Who could blame her?”

“Where is she?” Brian demands of Eli. “I know you know.”
 “Why don’t you give Mary a break?” I narrow my eyes at the two of them. “Maybe she just wants to be with her friends. And if you’re worried about her well-being, I’ll give her a ride home later.”
 “Like that reassures us,” Martha said in a snooty tone. 
 “Mary’s out on the beach with the others.” Eli points at the back window. “See, out there by the bonfire.” He gets his guitar. “If you guys want to join us, I’m sure we’ve got enough food.” He actually smiles at them. “You’re both more than welcome.”
 Brian makes a snorting sound that I assume was supposed to be a laugh. “We’re already late, Martha. If you want to run down there and get Mary, hurry and do it now.” 
 Martha sighed. “She probably won’t come.”
 “Then let’s go,” Brian turns sharply, marching toward the door. “But tell your father about what happened here, Martha. Maybe he’ll do something about it.”
 “I doubt it,” Martha mumbles as she follows him out.
 Eli locks the door with a sad smile. “Too bad.”
 “Too bad?” I ask as he turns out the lights and we go out the back. “Aren’t you glad they left?”
 “I was hoping they’d join us by the fire.”
 “Seriously?” I shake my head with wonder. I love Eli, but sometimes he seems slightly delusional. I’d love to kick Martha and Brian to the curb, but Eli just seems to take it in stride. How does he do that?







Chapter 3
 
 
 
"It’s about time you guys got here,” Jude rolls a driftwood log closer to the fire as a makeshift bench. “We’re starving.”
 I explain to Mary about Martha and Brian, but she seems unconcerned. “I never agreed to go to youth group with them tonight,” she tells me. “I told Martha I wasn’t going, but she kept nagging me all day. I guess she assumed that she’d convinced me.”
 “But I rescued you,” Tommy says proudly.
 Mary smiles at him. “Thanks for picking me up—just in the nick of time.”
 “And I’ll give you a ride home,” Jude eagerly offers, which I suppose gets me off the hook. 
 “So let’s get this party started.” Pete hands out sharpened sticks. “I got these ready while you guys were wasting time in the Surf Shop. I’m so hungry I could eat a shark right now.”
 “Lucky a shark didn’t eat you,” Tommy tells him. “Don’t you guys know that more shark attacks happen in foggy weather? Or at dawn and dusk? Sometimes it’s like you guys are just asking for—”
 “Put a lid on it,” Pete tells him. “We’re here to have fun. Remember?”
 Before long, we’re roasting our hotdogs, laughing and joking, eating happily and keeping warm near the cheerfully crackling fire. Almost like a family. More family than I’ve ever experienced. Then, as we’re finishing up, Eli reaches for his guitar. 
 “I’ve got a new song to teach you,” he says as he tunes it. “It’s pretty simple.” He sings us the lyrics, which are very simple. Just a few words about God’s love and mercy and how it never ends. And then we’re all singing along with him. And the whole thing is so beautiful, that I’m glad the light is getting dim… because I feel tears in my eyes. But they’re happy tears. Tears of gratitude. I know it sounds silly, but I really love these guys.
 After we get done singing, Eli talks about God. As usual, he calls him ‘Father.’ He’s told all of us that we can talk to God like a father too, but I don’t really get it. I mean I’ve never had a real father. Not a good one anyway. I can’t wrap my head around it. I want to question this, but everyone else seems to understand what he means… and I hate to shine a spotlight on how I’m still a misfit. Others ask questions or make comments and finally, everyone starts to get sort of quiet. 
 “Tell us a story,” Mary calls out to Eli.
 Eli smiles as the others chime in to encourage him. He’s a great one for telling a story. Sometimes it seems like they’re true stories and sometimes I’m certain he’s just making them up. But we all enjoy it.
 “Okay.” He sits down on one of the driftwood logs and, after rubbing his chin, begins. “Did you guys hear about that guy who lives up near Monterey? His name is Al Moore. He inherited his family’s ranch and decided to turn it into an animal shelter. Specifically for homeless dogs—like ones that get displaced from natural disasters… fires, floods, landslides. So anyway, he winds up getting a hundred dogs on his ranch. I guess it costs a fortune to keep them and it’s a 24/7 job, but Al’s got the money and the space—and he just really loves dogs. But the neighbors… well, not so much. So they send authorities out to investigate him, hoping that they’ll discover that the dogs are neglected or abused. But it all looks great and since it’s out of the city limits he’s not breaking any laws. Al actually knows every single dog by name and seems to understand their needs and personalities and manages to spend time with each of them throughout the day. But then one evening, a dog goes missing. As Al’s putting the dogs into the horse stalls and barn, he realizes that there are only ninety-nine dogs. A tiny Chihuahua named Bitsy is gone.”
 “Good riddance,” Pete teases. “I hate Chihuahuas. My sister used to have one and that dog was totally psychotic.”
 “Be quiet,” Savannah tells him. “I want to hear the rest of the story. What happened with Bitsy?”
 “Well, Al got the other dogs tended to and put to bed then went out in search of Bitsy,” Eli continued. “He searched all night long and even got some neighbors to help. Eventually, by the next morning, he found Bitsy on a beach cliff, shivering and scared. He was so glad to find her. He brought her home and he and the other dogs all celebrated.” Eli picks up his guitar, quietly playing.
 “That’s it?” Jude sounds disappointed. “I thought maybe Bitsy was gonna get eaten by a coyote or something more exciting. That story’s kind of anticlimactic, Eli.”
 Eli just smiles, picking a tune.
 “I like that story,” Savannah declares.
 “That’s because you’re a dog lover,” Pete tells her.
 “Well, I like it too,” Mary says defensively. “Al sounds like a really sweet guy.”
 Everyone kicks it around a bit, but I realize that I’m actually seriously tired after a long day of work at Surfer Jo’s and surfing. “As much as I hate to go, I have to get to work early tomorrow,” I tell them as I pick up my backpack. “Anyone need a ride?”
 No one seems interested, so I tell them goodbye and head for the parking area where Grams’s old Subaru is parked. I try not to feel envious that my friends don’t seem to have the same kind of responsibilities as me. For the most part, they have parents with jobs and normal sort of homes. Oh, I know they’ve got their problems. Who doesn’t? But their challenges never seem as big as mine. And as I drive home I wish that my life was different. I’m grateful for my job at the coffee house and I’m really hoping that by the end of summer, I’ll have saved up enough money to make my life a little easier. But it still would be cool to be just an ordinary kid on summer break… no demands… just fun with my friends. But that’s not my life. 
 
Grams is not happy with me when I come home. I can read it on her face. For a moment, I’m worried. Has she started drinking again?
 “I don’t like you coming home after dark,” she complains. 
 “Sorry.” I toss my pack into my room.
 “It’s dangerous to surf at night.”
 “Oh, Grams.” I make a tolerant smile. “I never surf at night.” I explain the gathering of friends.
 “Well, you could call me and let me know.” She frowns at a pot on the stove. “I was trying to keep dinner warm for you, but it’s probably dried out.”
 “I already ate.” I give her a hug. “I appreciate you worrying about me, Grams. But you should know by now that I’m pretty good at taking care of myself.”
 Her eyes grow sad. “Yes, I suppose I can blame myself for that.”
 “Or you can be thankful that I’m not making a mess of my life anymore.”
 She brightens. “Yeah, that’s true.” But she shakes a finger at me. “Just the same, I want your word that you will never surf after dark. In fact, I just read that shark attacks are most common shortly before sunset—that’s when they feed. I want you to promise to quit before then.”
 I roll my eyes. “Sure, if it makes you feel better. But shark attacks are pretty rare around here.”
 “What about that kid in Monterey?”
 I shrug. “He lived, didn’t he?”
 “Maggie!”
 “Sorry, Grams. But I think I’d rather lose a limb than give up surfing.” Now I start to tell her about the contest I’d like to enter this summer. To my relief, my enthusiasm is contagious. 
 “Well, I’ll admit that you’re really good, Maggie.” She smiles with what seems like pride. “The few times I’ve gone out there to watch, I’m always impressed.”
 “Thanks.”
 “I never told you this before, but when I was a teen, I used to dream of being a surfer girl.”
 “Seriously?” The idea of Grams on a board makes me want to laugh, but I contain myself.
 “I saw those Gidget and beach movies… they made it look so fun… and glamorous.” Her brow creases. “Although to be honest, the things you wear to surf in don’t quite seem so glamorous.”
 I can’t help but laugh. “That’s because I don’t want to freeze my—” I wink at her. “Well, you know. Anyway, I need to get a shower to do something about my hair.” I attempt to run a hand through my curls which are feeling more like dreadlocks today. “I have work early in the morning.”
 “Well, just remember what I said about quitting surfing before it gets dusky out. And don’t forget to call me when you’re staying out late.”
 I nod with a stiff smile. As glad as I am that Grams gave up the booze I’m still getting used to this attentive parenting thing. Still, I wouldn’t trade her sobriety for permissiveness. As I head for the shower, I consider the irony. At one point I’m feeling sorry for myself for not having a ‘normal’ home and then when Grams attempts to act like a responsible parent, I want to push back. Oh… my life. 





Chapter 4
 
 
 
I both love and hate Saturdays at Surfer Joes. I love them because there’s more traffic, which means more tips. I hate them because Martha and her religious freaks come in for their weekly “Scripture study.” I don’t know what they actually study though. Since I’ve been meeting with Eli’s mother, I’ve learned that, according to the scripture, the real Living God is loving and forgiving and good. None of the qualities that I see in Martha Valdez.
 I’d like to slough off waiting on Martha and her minions, but I’m the only barista at the counter when they come in. So I paste on a stiff smile and pretend to act like I don’t find them extremely aggravating. Also, I remind myself, they’ve never done anything quite as nasty as what Amber and Heather did to me last fall. And now those two girls are some of my best friends. Go figure.
 They politely, albeit somewhat chillily, place their orders. Martha’s is last.
 “Will that be all?” I crisply ask her.
 “Yeah.” Martha surprises me with a smile. “But make sure my mocha is nice and hot this time. Last time it was barely lukewarm.” 
 “Okay.” I nod. “You got it.” I tell her the total and wait as she hands me the money. As usual, she skips the tip cup. No surprise.
 “I’ll get those,” Clive emerges from the backroom, “while you go freshen up the condiment bar.”
 “Thanks.” I hand her the order slip. “And the mocha is supposed to be extra hot.”
 “You got it.”
 I grab the condiment tray and head over to the bar, cleaning and refilling everything until it looks nice and neat. Just as I return to the counter, Clive is sliding a tray out—the tray for Martha and her friends. “Here you go.”
 I want to suggest she just call out their names, but I know that Nick and Clive like their baristas to deliver the coffee as long as it’s not too busy. And it’s not too busy. So I reluctantly take the tray over to the corner table where Martha is holding court. “Here you go, ladies.” I paste on another fake smile as I set the coffees in front of them. 
 They mumble ‘thanks’ with sideways glances that suggest they think I might have cooties or something worse, but I simply hold my head high. “You’re so very welcome,” I say a bit too loudly—and with sarcasm. I’m about to storm off, but instead I point to the scripture books in front of them. “Too bad you guys don’t get it.”
 “Get what?” Martha scowls up at me.
 “Who God really is,” I say in a calmer tone.
 “As if you’d know.” She gives me her superior look.
 “Have you even read the scripture?” The girl with glasses gives me a skeptical look.
 “Yeah,” the other girls says. “No offense, but with your reputation, I’d be surprised if you’ve ever gone to church.”
 I ignore this. “Do any of you happen to know what Psalm 147:3 says?” My answer is a blank expression mixed with suspicion. Eli’s mom challenged me to memorize that verse last week, and so I give it to them. “God heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.” I pause. “And that’s exactly what he’s been doing to me. It’s too bad you guys don’t get it. Or that you can’t practice that kind of religion.” Then I turn on my heel and march back to the counter. I’m partly pleased with myself for remembering that scripture and partly irritated that I couldn’t say it with more Godlike qualities. The way I know Eli or Mary would do. But, hey, it was better than throwing their orders in their faces.
 I’m just setting down the tray when I hear a shriek. I turn to see Martha sputtering with a reddened face. She sets down her coffee mug and marches over to me. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you, Maggie?”
 “What?” I hold up my hands defensively.
 “Made that mocha super hot—like you wanted me to burn my mouth and I’m going to report you—”
 “I didn’t do it. I only—”
 “You did so!”
 I hurry behind the counter to get a glass of ice water, handing it to her, but instead of drinking it, she continues to rage at me, making a scene about how devious I am and how she’s going to have me fired.
 “What’s going on out here?” Nick sticks his head from the backroom.
 “Do you realize your employee is intentionally threatening the health and welfare your customers?” Martha says loudly to him. “She made my mocha so hot that my tongue is blistered and—”
 “Drink your ice water,” I urge her. 
 Nick turns to me. “Maggie, is that true?”
 “No, I didn’t—”

“She’s lying!” Martha declares angrily.
 “Clive made their coffees,” I quietly tell Nick. “I told her to make the mocha extra hot because Martha asked for it.” I toss an aggravated glance her way.
 “I didn’t ask for it to be nuclear!”
 “I didn’t either,” I shoot back at her.
 “Clive?” Nick calls into the backroom.
 Clive comes out with an armful of syrup flavorings. “What’s up?” 
 He asks about the mocha and Clive repeats almost verbatim what I told him. Now he goes over to Martha. “Do you need first aid?” he asks with a slightly amused expression. “Actually, that ice water is the perfect treatment.” He grins at me. “Quick thinking, Mags. Now I gotta get back to my roaster.”
 “I’m terribly sorry if it was too hot,” Clive tells Martha. “When a customer asks for extra hot, I like to give it to them. But I can assure you it wasn’t any hotter than I’ve done for anyone else who’s requested it like that.” 
 “Well, I just didn’t expect it to burn my tongue.” Martha takes another sip of ice water.
 “Tell you what, it’s on the house.” Clive goes over to the register, retrieves some cash and hands it to Martha. “In the future, be careful what and how you order, okay?”
 “Okay.” Martha looks embarrassed as she turns away, skulking back to her friends.
 “I’m sorry,” I whisper to Clive.
 “Not your fault.” She lowers her voice. “Does that girl have something against you, Maggie?”
 “Why?” 
 “She always seems to be giving you dirty looks.”
 I shrug. “She and her church friends think I’m a tramp.”
 Clive laughs. “Oh, is that all.”
 I glance at Clive’s purplish hair and numerous tattoos—and suddenly get it. She probably experiences similar judgments too. It’s sad that some people, especially the hyper-religious ones, can’t see beneath the skin. Really sad… and extremely aggravating. 
 The rest of the day passes fairly smoothly and then I remember the other thing I like about Saturdays—I get off work early, which means more surfing time. But to my dismay the fog has rolled in again. And, while that doesn’t necessarily mean there will be no wave action, that’s often how it works. 
 I trudge over to the Surf Shop only to find out that it’s deader than a doornail out there. “We’re doing board maintenance today,” Pete calls out to me. “Why don’t you join us?”
 “Yeah, I noticed your board is looking a little beat up,” Eli reminds me. “And this fog is supposed to stick around for a few days. How about giving Bo a little TLC.”
 Before long, all of us are working together… talking and joking and laughing… and it’s almost as good as surfing. Almost. 
 “That riptide is still going on,” Eli tells us as he works on a blank. “Supposed to hang around for the next week or so.”
 “Good to know.” Jude holds up his board for us to look. “What’d’ya think?”
 We all agree that it’s looking good then I ask Eli to tell us more about how riptides work. “They’re usually not very wide, but the current is strong and there can be an undertow. Not a good place for a wipeout. If you ever get caught in riptide, don’t panic or fight it. That’ll just wear you out. Get your bearings and then paddle out of it sideways—parallel to the beach.”
 “That doesn’t sound like a big deal,” Pete says.
 “More people die from riptides than any other ocean related deaths.”
 “More than sharks?” Jude asks in a teasing tone.
 “That’s right.” Eli flips the plank over. “The thing about a riptide is that it catches you by surprise. You’re not expecting it. That’s why I’m warning you there’s one out there now.”
 “Speaking of unexpected surprises, I had an encounter with Martha this morning,” I say. “She’s kind of like a riptide. One minute she’ll act sort of friendly to you—well, maybe not in a genuine way—and the next thing you know she’s attacking.”
 Naturally they’re all curious, so I tell them my story. “It wasn’t really a big deal,” I say finally. “But it irks me that she’s so quick to accuse me. I mean they sit there acting so smug, pretending to be studying about God, and yet they act like they don’t even know the first thing about him.”
 “Maybe they don’t.” Eli leans his board blank against the wall. “Not yet anyway.”
 I’m not surprised by Eli’s optimism. That’s just how he is about everyone. Like he sees them through different eyes… or imagines them changing for the better somehow. But I just don’t believe it’s possible with someone like Martha or her stupid pastor. And, sure, I’m aware that Martha has her problems, including playing mom to her siblings as well as trying to secure a good college scholarship. But at least she has a dad who seems to provide and care for them. That’s a whole lot more than I have. The only thing I can say in Martha’s favor is that I really like her brother and sister. Laz and Mary are totally cool. But I can’t wrap my head around the way Laz and Mary love and respect Eli… and yet Martha treats him like dirt. It seriously hurts my head.





Chapter 5
 
 
 
After a few days, the wave action has improved significantly and, by midweek Bo’s new sealing coat is dried and he’s ready for the water. I can’t wait to go out and am stoked to see that it’s sunny and clear on Wednesday morning. Perfect for surfing. Except that I have to work today. Fortunately my shift at Surfer Joe’s ends at five. That still leaves a couple of solid hours of surfing before dusk. And I’ve been trying to respects Gram’s demands that I don’t stay out late and become shark bait. Especially since there was another great white shark attack in the news this week. Although it was up north and I’m really not concerned.
All day long, I try to stay focused on work, but my mind is on the ocean. Summer traffic in here has really picked up and it’s nice to be so busy. Summer customers tend to be more touristy and older, but I’m grateful. This means more tips and less messes. But since it’s been five days since I’ve surfed, my shift seems endless. But finally it’s five o’clock, and I hurry to the employee restroom to grab my bag.
“Looks like someone’s eager to blow this joint,” Nick teases. “Big date tonight?”
“Big date with Bo and the Pacific. It’s been days and the waves are supposed to be gnarly today.”
 “Sounds fun.” He grins. “You’ve turned into a real die-hard surfer ma.”
 “Thanks!” I know that’s a high compliment, coming from him. Nick was one of the old greats. He still goes out sometimes, but he’s got a bad back that keeps him from attempting anything crazy. Nick waves and tells me to ‘be safe’ and I jog across the street to the Surf Shop to get into my wetsuit. 
 Eli greets me but continues helping a family with several kids get fitted with some rental gear and signed up for lessons later in the week. As I slip into the back changing room, I wish the shop wasn’t busy and that he could close early and join me out there, but it doesn’t look likely. 
The sun is still shining, but I can see a bank of fog out on the horizon and wind is picking up. As I paddle out, I realize that I might have less than two hours before that fog rolls in. And since there’s a small group of surfers already lined up—and not any of my friends—I decide to give them their space, and paddle a short ways south. And it pays off too. I catch several good waves. As I’m riding a really good one in, I notice several of the guys wiping out. Fortunately I’m far enough away for them not to notice me laughing. Obviously, they’re novices.
After an hour or so, I think the weather and waves look like they might hold out for another hour so I take a quick break, grabbing a burrito and drink from a food trailer that’s just about to close shop for the evening. As I’m chowing down, I spy some great looking swells in the distance. I glance around, curious as to whether Eli or any of the other guys are coming out for an end-of-the-day surf, but I don’t notice any of them.
Although I’m disappointed not to have my buddies around, I’m sort of encouraged that the other surfer dudes are still out. Even if they’re beginners, it’s nice not to be out here by myself. Especially since Eli doesn’t approve of lone surfing. I paddle back out, staying a little closer to the novices this time. We all catch a pretty sweet wave, but even though they’re on the short calm end, several of them wipe out. 
I conceal my amusement as I get myself back into position for the next wave, which promises to be even better. But I’m disappointed to see that the other surfers are heading in. I want to yell at them not to give up so easily, that the best is yet to come. But based on their numerous wipeouts, I’m guessing they’ve had enough. Plus it looks like they’re wearing rental wetsuits, which means they’re not as good as mine. They’re probably tired and cold. Not a good condition for surfing.
But the next wave is so great that I feel sorry that Eli and the others aren’t out here to enjoy it. It’s the best it’s been in weeks. No way am I calling it quits yet. And I hold out the hope that Eli might be closing up shop by now and make an appearance. I know he’d love this. The waves get even gnarlier and I get some amazing rides—a couple of good wipeouts too. And, admittedly, I’m feeling a little wary about surfing solo, but I can clearly see the shore… and the Surf Shop and other buildings… and don’t feel particularly unsafe. Plus I hold out the hope that Eli will show.
I don’t wear a watch surfing, but I’m guessing it’s well past seven by now. And that bank of fog and clouds is nearly here, along with a pretty strong wind that’s really stirring up the wave action. That’s when I notice a really big swell out there. It looks like it’s going to break a ways out though so I decide to paddle out to meet it. Knowing that dusk isn’t too far off, I decide I’ll catch what could be a seriously gnarly wave, ride it in as far as it will go, and call it a day.
 So I paddle toward the fog bank and line myself up for the wave, anticipating that this could actually be my best ride ever. And great practice for the surf contest I plan to enter next month. As I’m waiting, keeping myself lined up and ready, I realize that the fog and clouds are already surrounding me and it’s starting to drizzle. Which is no big deal since I’m already wet—Eli and I have surfed in the rain lots of times. I glance over my shoulder to see that my big wave is almost here. Pacific is not going to let me down—and Bo and I are ready. I’m sad my friends aren’t around to see this because I can tell it’s really going to be epic!
 The propulsion of the water hits me hard but with Bo steady and balanced, I spring to my feet. This is going to be an awesome ride! I’m just getting my stance when something happens to the wave—what Eli calls a wedge! Suddenly I’m catapulted into what is going to be a painful wipeout. I smack into the water facedown. I flounder in the surf, gasping for air and then the massive wave pounds me beneath the water. I feel a sharp snap—and I know my leash has broken. Bo and I have parted ways. 
 The wave tumbles me, pushing and pulling until I finally fight my way to the surface. I catch my breath and look for Bo—telling myself to remain calm. This is no big deal. Just find Bo and get to shore. But Bo is nowhere in sight and the fog and wind and rain are making visibility a serious challenge. I can’t even see the shore. 
My heart pounds with fear as I tread water, trying to keep my head above the rolling waves. Keep calm, I tell myself over and over. Just head for shore and Bo will do the same. Happens all the time. You’ll probably meet along the way. Fortunately, the tide is going in, so that should help some. And, I remind myself, I’m a strong swimmer. But after a few minutes, I feel confused. Shore is nowhere in sight. And now I notice that the force of the wind and rain seems to be coming straight toward me—as if I’m heading out to sea.
That’s when it hits me—I must be caught in a riptide—and it’s strong and fast, pulling farther and farther from shore. I turn around and try to swim through it, but it’s impossible. I’m breathing hard and my heart is pounding—both from exhaustion and very real fear. Eli has warned me about this: Don’t fight it, just try to swim out of it then turn for shore. It sounded simple when he’d said it. Not like this. Because when I’d imagined that scenario, I thought I’d be safely clinging to my board. But Bo is gone—and my arms feel like noodles. As hard as I try to escape this riptide, I feel like I’m stuck. I’ve lost all sense of direction. And I’m exhausted. 
 All I can do is try to keep my head above water as the ocean tosses me around like a piece of driftwood, tugging me steadily along to God only knows where. I don’t know how fast this riptide is moving, but it feels like I’ll be pulled out to the middle of the ocean before long. And the storm is increasing and the sky is getting darker. I can’t believe this is happening to me. What a fool I was to surf solo! And how smug I felt compared to the surfers who went in. What an idiot! I probably deserve this.
I don’t know how far I am from shore, but feel certain there is no way I can get back now. No way to survive this. And it doesn’t help to think about the recent shark attack. I’ve never felt so desperate or so completely alone. 
Dear God, I pray in heart-gripping fear, please, help me. Please, please, help me. I know I don’t deserve it, but please, please, help me. Amen.







Chapter 6
 
 
 
Time passes… and despite my wetsuit, I shake uncontrollably. Both from cold and fear. The shore must be miles and miles away by now. The sky is dark and my face is being pelted with needle sharp rain drops. As I struggle to tread water, I continue to pray, but it seems pointless. How can God help me now? Even if someone has missed me on shore and called the Coast Guard, it would be impossible to find me out here. 
I imagine a great white shark swimming down below me… perhaps a whole bunch of them. Hungry for dinner and, although I know sharks don’t really like humans, they could be attracted by my movements. I wonder if it hurts very much to be eaten by sharks. I’ve heard stories of shark attacks happening so quickly that the victim doesn’t even realize that they’ve lost a limb. How long would it take to bleed to death?
I have to stop thinking about sharks. Focus on survival. I’ve heard of people who last for hours and hours out at sea. Why shouldn’t I? How long is it until daybreak? I estimate the time and do the math in my head. Can I keep treading water for eight hours? Thanks to the buoyancy of my wetsuit, it seems somewhat possible. I pray again, begging God to help me hold on. And then I think of the sharks again. I almost think I feel something brush against my foot. But then I tell myself it’s my imagination. Don’t think about sharks! Don’t think about sharks! Focus on treading… treading… treading. 
I don’t know how much time has passed, but it feels like days since I went out to catch my ‘epic’ wave. I remember how excited I felt. So glad to be back with Bo and Pacific. I loved and trusted both of them. Literally with my life. But like nearly everything else in my frazzled history, they both betrayed me. I should’ve known better. It used to be my motto—trust no one. Where did I go wrong?
I’ve been through a ton of crud in my life, but I’ve never felt so completely hopeless and alone before. And I’ve always considered myself a tough girl. Able to hold my own. But right now I’m so tired that I feel nearly delirious. I can’t feel my arms or legs anymore. If a shark bit me, I wouldn’t even notice. I am convinced there is no way I can survive this night. If the sharks don’t get me, exhaustion will.
Suddenly, as if I know this is the end, I start to experience flashbacks of my difficult and disappointing little life. I see my early childhood… the loneliness, neglect… and hunger. I see me grasping for attention—any kind of attention. I see my mom’s bad choices in men… and the bad sort of attention they give me… the kinds of memories that I’ve spent years trying to forget. 
I see me growing older, turning hard and bitter toward everyone. I see my mom dead from a heroin overdose. Drugs that were supplied to her by the one man I thought I could trust… my step-dad. I see him being taken by police… eventually going to prison. I see myself swearing I’ll never forgive him. And then there are the string of foster homes, which never should’ve been called ‘homes.’ I see the abuse at the hands of older foster siblings. And molestation at the hands of a foster ‘dad’ who pretended to love me. I remember the shame and blame as I’m moved to another ‘home’ and then another. 
I see myself as a young teen, being taken in by Grams. At first it seems an improvement, until I witness her alcoholism devouring her life. And I blame myself for her drinking. She wants to escape her responsibilities—namely me. I see my young body becoming curvy and the way guys begin to notice me. I see myself trusting a guy… my hope that he can make me feel whole, give me something that’s missing from my life, but I only get used and abused. Over and over.
I see myself transferring schools… my last chance… meeting with my counselor. I see my hardness… my bitterness growing bigger and bigger. My life is overwhelmed with hopelessness with no escape in sight. And my new school brings new torment… bullying. I see myself ready to give up… kind of how I feel right now.
Then like a bright light in my dark gloomy world, I see myself cross paths with Eli… I see my initial reluctance to trust him. The way I question everything about him. Then I see the way he breaks through… time after time. He never lets me down. I see myself believing in his goodness, meeting with his mother, making real friends for the first time in my entire life. I see myself restoring Bo and learning to surf. How great was that! I feel hot tears streaking down my icy cheeks. And now it’s all over? Just when my life was finally getting good. That’s it… end of story. Why would God do this to me? Just when I was really starting to believe in him.
Dark gloom is like a black shroud surrounding me. No moonlight or starlight. Just blackness. The ocean, though somewhat calmer than earlier, continues to churn and toss me, pulling and tugging and slapping me around. I have absolutely no control over anything and I feel like a tiny insignificant speck of debris that will slowly sink to the bottom of the Pacific. No one will know what happened or where I am. 
I’m too tired to fight this anymore, darkness is enveloping me, I feel myself slipping… and I realize that my latest love—Pacific—has let me down… just like all the others. Well, except for Eli. Thinking of him reminds me that he believes I can talk directly to God. So I try again. I pray and pray, but then it hits me. God won’t listen to someone like me. The Voice of Doom speaks up and loudly, reminding me that I’m unworthy… dirty… useless… shark bait.





Chapter 7
 
 
 
The only thing I can remember when I first return to my senses is that somehow I was reunited with my surfboard, but after that everything is a foggy blur. I vaguely wonder if I’m dead. But at least I’m no longer being tossed and churned by the waves. The ground beneath is motionless and solid.
I open my eyes to see that I’m next to a fire in what appears to be some sort of cave. Still in my wetsuit, although it feels dry, I can hear the sound of the ocean nearby. Where am I? I slowly sit up, noticing my surfboard lying near the entrance of the cave. And then a dark figure appears, but I’m not afraid.
“You’re awake.” Eli ducks down to pass through the cave’s opening. 
 “Eli!” I exclaim joyfully. “What are you doing here? Where am I? What happened?”
 He sets a bundle down by the fire then throws a couple more pieces of driftwood onto it. “You got caught in the riptide,” he says simply. “I followed you.”
 “And rescued me?” 
 He shrugs as he starts spreading out what looks like a layer of seaweed and grass onto some hot coals. On this he lays out mussels and clams. He tops them with more seaweed and grass then sits down. “Your leash broke, Mags.”
 “And you told me to replace it.” I glance around the cave. “Where are we? 
 “One of the Anacapa Islands. Not far off from Ventura. This one is uninhabited.” He picks up a plastic water bottle with the top torn off. “I found a little puddle of rainwater.” He hands it to me. “Drink up and I’ll go refill this.”
 As I sip the water, I’m astounded at how fresh and clean and cool it tastes. I hand him back the empty bottle. “What are we going to do?”
 “Have something to eat… rest… go home eventually.” Then he takes the bottle to gather more water. When he returns I ask him how we’re going to get home. He seems to consider this. “The Coast Guard is probably looking for us… but I doubt they’ll come this far out tonight. They probably wouldn’t expect we’d have made it this far.”
 “How far did we go?”
 “Probably close to twenty miles.” He sets the water by me. 
 “How will we get out of here? Should we make a signal fire on the beach?”
 “I already did that.”
 “Oh.”
 “If weather permits tomorrow—and if you’re up for it—we can start paddling for shore. Catch the incoming tide for help. I’m guessing we’ll see the Coast Guard out there. Or else see a boat and flag down a ride.”
 I can’t admit that the idea of being on the ocean again is horrifying. 
 “Don’t worry, Mags. Our Father will take care of us.”
 “You mean God?” I remember my prayers and how I felt they went unheard.
 His smile is patient. “He got me out here to help you, didn’t he?” 
 I consider this. “Yeah, I guess so. How did that happen?”
 Eli explains how he looked out over the ocean as he was closing shop. “It was late in the day and you were too far out.” He frowns. “And by yourself, Mags.”
 “Yeah… that was stupid. At the time, I just wanted to catch an epic wave.”
 “From my vantage point, I could see you were close to the riptide. Too close.” He explains how the riptide had changed position. “I wanted to warn you when you came through the shop, but I was with customers.”
 “Yeah… but I guess I could’ve asked you about the conditions,” I admit. “I could see there was some kind of storm going on off shore. But I also thought that meant some good wave action. And I really wanted some challenging waves to get ready for that contest next month.”
“It looked like you were about to catch a good one too,” he says. “But I could see the wave was cutting through the riptide too. Lots of undertow going on. So I decided to join you. Give you a little heads up. But by the time I got out there, you were out of sight.”
 “But you stayed out there to look for me?”
 He shrugs, poking a stick into the fire. “I figured you needed help. No time to return to shore and call the Coast Guard.”
 “Did anyone see you go out?” I ask.
 “Not that I know of.” His eyes look a little sad. Is he thinking of his family?
 “Will your mother be worried?”
 He shrugs. “She knows my life’s in my Father’s hands.”
 I can’t think of a response to this. “Well, I’m sure that Grams is probably freaking right now. She’s probably called the Coast Guard. She’s always worried that I’ll be eaten by sharks if I stay out past dusk.” I remember my promise.
 “That’s because she loves you,” he says simply.
 “Yeah… I know. I feel bad to put her through this.” I suddenly imagine Grams so upset that she might turn to the bottle for strength. If that happens, I will have only myself to blame. I knew better than to surf alone. 
 “Don’t worry. She’ll be okay.” Eli gives me that look… like he’s been reading my thoughts again.
 I wish I could be as certain as he sounds. But he doesn’t live with Grams. He doesn’t know how she can get stressed out. If she turns to Jack Daniels for comfort, it will be all my fault.





Chapter 8
 
 
 
It’s quiet in the cave for awhile. Just the sound of the fire crackling and the waves breaking outside. But I’m acutely aware that I haven’t actually thanked Eli. But how does one do that? “Saying thanks feels pretty insignificant,” I begin slowly. “But I really do appreciate what you did tonight, Eli. I don’t even know how to properly thank you. I mean you literally saved my life.” I shake my head recalling how utterly hopeless I felt. “I think I’d given up. I mean I can’t even remember exactly what happened toward the end. Except that I knew I was toast… or shark dinner.”
 “Hey, speaking of dinner.” He uses his stick to peel off the layer of sea grasses, exposing steaming clams and mussels with shells popped open. “Hungry?”
 “Ravenous!”
 Eli pauses to say a short prayer. “Father God, we thank you for loving and protecting us. And we thank you for providing food and for the way you always take good care of your children.” 
And then we begin to dine on the best seafood dinner I’ve ever tasted. We talk as we eat. And once again, it becomes crystal clear to me. Eli truly is no ordinary guy. Oh, I’ve suspected as much for awhile now. But for some reason I would keep trying to convince myself that he was just a regular guy. Just a really good ordinary guy. But as I sit there with him, I know that it’s much, much more than that. This realization is so strong, and gripping me so firmly, that I feel tears in my eyes. And I can’t even speak.
I can’t really wrap my head around it, but Eli is kind of like a superhero. That doesn’t really describe it right. Because it’s a spiritual thing. Eli is godly—but not like people who feign religiousness. He is truly Godlike. And he has this amazing direct connection to God—like Eli really does believe that God is his Father. And he has this quiet confidence that’s wrapped in humility. Unlike anything I’ve ever seen in anyone. But thinking these thoughts is overwhelming. 
Suddenly I’m buried in this deep suffocation of unworthiness. I am such a mess. Such a failure in so many ways. Who am I that this guy would rescue me like he did tonight? Probably risking his own life too. For the likes of me. How could he do that? Where does he get that kind of inner strength? And how does he remain so unfailingly good and true? And… his faith…where does that really come from?
 “I want what you have,” I say quietly as he sets more wood on the fire. “I want to believe like you do, Eli. Is that even possible?”
 “All things are possible with God.” He sits down across from me. “And you’re already on your way, Mags. It’s in the works.”
 “How do you know that?”
 His smile is reassuring. “I just know.”
 For some reason this makes me feel hopeful. “I did try to pray out there, when I thought my life was over,” I confess, “but then I realized what a hot mess I’ve been… I questioned why God would even listen to me.”
 “But he did listen.”
 “But I didn’t deserve it,” I mutter. “I’ve done so much wrong in my life.”
 “God doesn’t judge people the way humans do. He’s quick to forgive… when you ask him.”
 “He can really forgive me for… for everything?”
 “God understands. He’s eager to forgive. Just ask”
 “You make it sound so simple.”
 “God wants it to be simple. It’s people who try to complicate things.”
 I nod, remembering how confused and convoluted I always feel after hearing Martha or her pastor talk about religious things. “I sort of get that.”
 “If you call out to God, he’ll hear you and answer.” Eli sits back down on a stone. “You saw that for yourself today. God loves you, Mags. You just need to accept his love… and love him in return.”
 I try to let this soak in. “I feel like he must love me,” I say quietly. “Why else would he have sent you to rescue me like that?”
 Eli nods solemnly then stands up and retrieves my surfboard, which he lays near the fire. “We should probably get some rest—and your board’s probably more comfortable than these lumpy bumpy rocks you were lying on.”
 “Thanks.” I stand stiffly, stretching out my tired muscles. 
 He lays his board on the opposite side of the fire, not far from the cave’s opening—almost as if to protect me from intruders. Although I feel perfectly safe. Still, it’s a kind gesture and I appreciate it. 
 “I’m going out to fetch more water and put more wood on the signal fire,” he tells me. “But you should get your rest. You’ll need it in the morning.”
“I wonder what time it is,” I say absently as I lie down on my board. 
 “Probably past midnight.” He pauses just outside the cave’s entrance. “I can see the stars now,” he calls to me. “The storm is moving on. Tomorrow should be good weather for getting out of here.”
 “Tomorrow…” I let out a long sigh, closing my eyes. But before I drift off to sleep I silently say a prayer of thanks to God… for sending Eli to rescue me.





Chapter 9
 
 
 
The next morning, after another delicious shellfish meal, Eli and I get on our boards and start paddling back to Ventura. Eli estimates that, even if we get help from the incoming tide, it will take all day and then some to reach dry land. But he’s hoping we’ll see a boat before then.
I’m trying not to complain, but not sure I have that much energy in me. After a few hours, I have noodle arms and can barely keep up. Fortunately we’re getting help from the ingoing tide and by midday, a Coast Guard cutter shows up—it seems out of nowhere. 
The next thing I know, we’re rescued and taken aboard, given blankets and bottles of water and energy bars. Apparently, they have been looking for us since yesterday evening. It seems that both Grams and Mary Shepherd called for help after neither of us made it home last night. The captain explains how we’ve been on the news, and how the whole town must’ve been worried. As we’re traveling to Point Magu, he radios back to let our families know we’re okay. 
The captain questions Eli over what happened and Eli explains about getting caught in the rip current and how we made it to one of the Anacapa Islands late last night. “I’m not sure which one, but from what I could see it was uninhabited.” He tells about making a rescue fire and finding the cave. He even explains how he gathered and cooked mussels and clams and collected fresh rainwater. 
 “You’re a real survivalist, son.” The captain pats Eli on the back.
 “My Father in heaven provides generously,” Eli declares as if that’s a completely normal thing to say.
 The captain frowns doubtfully. “Yeah, well, whatever. Anyway, it’s a good thing you’re safe. We combed the area for miles and were about ready to give up on you. Those riptides are treacherous. You kids better be more careful next time you go surfing. Pay better attention to the marine reports.”
 “I’m the one who didn’t pay attention,” I clarify. “Eli is always warning surfers about riptides. He only went out there yesterday to check on me. I, uh, I was surfing alone.”
 “Well, that was a foolhardy thing to do, young lady.” The captain shakes his head.
“And the leash to my board broke in a wipeout,” I continue. “That was my fault too. It was pretty worn.”
The captain scowls darkly at me then turns back to Eli. “Well, that was a brave thing to do, son. But if you felt your friend was in trouble, you should’ve called for help before going out.”
Eli just nods. 
The captain’s brow creases. “Say, didn’t you say you made a fire? How’d you do that?”
 Eli pats a zipper pocket on his wetsuit. “I have a flint,” he tells him. “Sometimes the guys and I make a warming fire on the beach after surfing.”
 The captain nods. “Very resourceful. You’d probably make a good Coast Gaurdsman.” 
 As the boat slows down, I can see there’s a small crowd milling about at Point Magu. As we disembark the cutter, we’re met by TV cameras and journalists. They look as if they’re eager to get a sensational story about the ‘two missing teens.’ They ask us lots of questions—some typical and some that seem to hint that we ran off on some secret tryst. Eli escapes them, excusing himself to get our boards. And I’m left to fend off stupid questions, trying to set them straight, but finally realizing they have their own agenda. 
Spying Eli carrying our boards over to what looks like the Shepherd’s old blue pickup, I spot Grams and Mary. “I’m sorry,” I tell the reporter. “I have to go.” I run over to the pickup and embrace Grams.
 “I was so frantic,” Grams exclaims as she hugs me tightly. “Then Mary called me with the good news and offered to pick me up on her way over here.”
 “I’m so sorry I worried you.” I try not to be obvious as I take a quick sniff, hoping she didn’t resort to whiskey to calm her fears last night. To my relief, she smells fine. 
 “I told you they’d both be okay,” Mary Shepherd says. She smiles as she pats Eli on the back. “God watches out for us.”
Eli just nods then loads our boards in back of the pickup. 
Mary hands Eli the keys. “Wanna drive us home, son?”
Knowing the cab will be crowded, I offer to ride in back. “I’m plenty warm with my wetsuit,” I assure them as I climb over the tailgate. Then Eli drives us back into town. As I sit back there with the wind in my face, I feel surprisingly invigorated and free and good. In a way I’ve never experienced before. I know it’s related to things Eli and I talked about last night, but I still can’t quite wrap my head around it. Maybe I don’t need to. Maybe it’s enough just to feel good.
For some reason, I feel like yesterday was a turning point in my life. I can’t even explain it, but it’s as if life will be vastly different from here on out. I can just feel it—like I’ve turned a serious corner. Like God has given me a second chance… or a fresh start… or something. But I can tell it’s going to be different.





Chapter 10
 
 
 
It doesn’t take long for me to realize that my life might be better in some ways, but it still refuses to run smoothly. People like Martha Valdez seem determined to make sure it doesn’t. To be fair, I can’t say with certainty that Martha is the one circulating the rumor that I spent the night with Eli… insinuating that it was something it wasn’t. But after several days of hearing various versions of the smutty gossip, I am fed up. Even Jude bought into the lies at first. Apparently Mary confided to him that it’s what the church kids are all saying. Fortunately, Eli set him straight. Still, it’s aggravating. It feels like being guilty until confirmed innocent. 
And it’s why I take my post in front of Surfer Joe’s on Saturday morning. I’m ready to take on Martha Valdez when she shows up for her weekly ‘Scripture study.’ Determined to have a private word with Martha outside of the coffee house, I offer to sweep the sidewalk. But with each sweep of the broom, I grow more and more angry. So much so that I’m ripe for a fight by the time Martha shows up. Fortunately, she’s alone.
 “Why are you so hateful?” I demand of her, wielding my broom like a weapon.
 “What do you mean?” She tries to look innocent as she keeps a safe distance.
 “I know what you and your friends are saying.” I step closer, hoping to intimidate her. Maybe even scare her.
 Martha nervously glances around, probably hoping that her friends will show up and help. But it’s just her and me at the moment. “What are you trying to do?” She scowls at the broom. “Going to beat me with that? Should I call the police?”
“I just want an answer to my question.” I continue to block her from the front door, glaring angrily at her. “You pretend to be religious, but you go around slandering Eli and me with your filthy lies. Why are you so hateful, Martha? What is wrong with you?”
 “If you and Eli did something to be ashamed of, why blame me?” She holds her head high, nose in the air.
 “We’re not ashamed of anything,” I retort.
 “Well, you must have no conscience then.” She shakes her finger at me. “But why should that surprise me? I mean you’ve already got your reputation. My biggest concern is Eli’s influence on my sister. It’s one thing when he goes off with you like that. I mean that’s not even newsworthy. But if Eli ever does something like that with Mary, well, I’d—”
 “You’re a nasty hateful person!” I yell at her. “And if you keep repeating that stupid gossip, I’ll sue you for slander!”
 Martha just laughs. “Good luck with that.”
 I’m really fuming now. Seriously tempted to beat her senseless with my broom. Or suggest she go take a ride on it—the witch! But before I open my mouth again, I notice Eli in the doorway of the Surf Shop across the street. He seems to be watching me with interest. And then he waves. And smiles. 
 The broom goes limp in my hands and I let out a long sigh. Although Eli won’t show it, I know he must disapprove. This wouldn’t be the way he would answer something like this. But what would he do?
 I turn back to Martha, noticing now that she actually looks rather worried. I must’ve really scared her. “Look,” I say firmly but with more control. “I honestly don’t understand you, but I do feel sorry for you.”
 “You’re sorry for me?” Her brows arch.
 “Yes. I can tell you’re not a happy person, Martha. You always seem extremely worried or agitated about something or another. It must be miserable.”
 “You don’t know any—”
 “And I know that you, like me, lost your mother when you were young. I know how hard that is.” I lean closer to peer into her eyes. “I’ll bet you haven’t had much fun, Martha. And it’s obvious that you try to appear all grown up and responsible all the time. But you’re still a kid. I mean you’ll have your whole life to be a grownup. Maybe you should try to act more like a kid sometime. If you enjoyed life a little more, you’d probably be a whole lot happier. And then you might even be nicer. And people might actually like being around you more.”
 Martha’s dark eyes grow wide, but she says nothing. 
 “I honestly hope things get better for you,” I tell her. And to my shock, I mean this. I really do hope things get better for her. But it’s so unlike me that I can hardly believe it myself. “Excuse me.” I step out of her way, allowing her to go inside the coffee house. 
When I glance back across the street, I can see that Eli has already gone back into the surf shop. But I know in my heart that he would approve of how I turned it around just now. It could’ve gone so differently. And then it hits me, hey, I really am changing. I am becoming a better person. And I know it’s only because of Eli. And I know it’s only just begun… and it won’t be easy. But I’m encouraged just the same.
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