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Chapter One
 
 
 
Winter surfing isn’t for everyone, but I’ve turned into such a surfer freak that things like wind, rain and cold temps don’t keep me from going out. Even in December when the sunsets come earlier each day and I can only get an hour or so on a school day afternoon, count me in. And, according to Eli, winter waves are the best anyway. 
“Need some company? Eli asks as I hurry through the Surf Shop, heading for the changing rooms that Eli lets his friends use to get ready for surfing.
“Sure,” I call back as I close the door. “That’d be great.” As usual, I’ve got my swimsuit beneath my clothes—to save precious time. As I’m tugging on a borrowed wetsuit, I hear Eli talking to his brother Jimmy on the phone, asking him to watch the shop for a while. 
Jimmy’s only thirteen, but puts on like he’s older. I’ve gotten to know him some during the past couple months and, although I like him, he can be a royal pain. He’s really good looking, but unfortunately knows it. Eli’s been trying to train him to work in the shop, but I’ve seen Jimmy in action enough to realize that he doesn’t fully grasp the concept of “customer service.” But the shop’s pretty dead during the winter anyway.
As I go outside, waiting for Eli to join me, I can see that the beach is fairly dead too. Not unusual for midweek. “It’s on the cool side today,” Eli says as he unlocks the lean-to shed where he lets his ‘frequent-flyer’ buddies keep their boards. “But that will make the water feel warmer.” 
“I really appreciate you loaning me this wetsuit,” I say as I stash my bag in one of the old lockers, securing it with my own combination lock. As Eli gets our boards from the rack, I tug on the sleeves of the Body Glove suit, trying to stretch them to reach my wrists. Despite its garish neon pink stripes and the smell of old cheese, I’m truly grateful for the old rental suit. I’d freeze my butt off without it. “I really want to buy my own, and I found a good one in your Hurley catalogue,” I tell him as we carry our boards toward the water.
“Cool. Hurley makes a great suit.” He squints out over the ocean like he’s looking for someone…or just the next big wave. I try not to stare at the scar on his cheek—his reward for helping Tommy and Nicole out of a nasty scrape a few weeks ago. He turns to me and smiles. “Write down the suit’s number and I’ll order it up for you. Could easily be here before winter break.”
“Yeah, sure, that’d be awesome.” I avoid his eyes as I pull up the fraying zipper on the wetsuit. He probably has no idea that I’ve been ogling a high-end suit that’s lightweight and flexible but warm enough for winter surfing—and nearly five-hundred dollars! Not exactly chump-change for an impoverished girl like me. Even when I hinted to Grams that all I wanted was cold hard cash for my upcoming birthday…she hinted right back that finances were tighter than usual right now. Probably because of her spendy alcohol treatment program. And, okay, I’m sure that’s worth every penny—hopefully it’ll keep her from falling off the bandwagon again.
“I hear Surfer Joe’s is looking for barista help.” Eli fastens his collar closed. “It’s only part-time, but could be fulltime during winter break. Wouldn’t take too long to earn enough money to buy a good wetsuit.”
“Really?” I shouldn’t be surprised when Eli seemingly reads my thoughts. I mean I used to think he was a total space-case, but I’ve gotten sort of used to it. Still it catches me off guard at times. “That sounds cool…except I don’t have actual work experience.” I trail him toward the water’s edge. “Do you think I’d have a chance?”
“Have you ever met Nick? He’s the owner.”
“I don’t think so.” The truth is I don’t go there much because I don’t usually have extra money for luxuries like fancy-schmancy coffee. Lately lunch money’s been a challenge.
“Nick’s a friend.” He splashes into the ankle-deep surf. “I’ll put in a good word for you.” 
“Thanks!” I follow his lead, running straight into a thigh-high wave and laying down my board at the same time Eli does—then we both paddle vigorously. We’re both aware that sunset comes early in December—afternoon surf time is limited. As usual, Eli takes the lead, and I’m fine with that. We have our little routine out here—when it’s just the two of us—we basically just do our own thing. Sure, we’re surf buddies and don’t drift too far apart, but we give each other our space. And I like it like that. 
I’m aware that Eli sort of keeps an eye on me, more so when I was first learning, but he’s not overly protective or obnoxious about it. He never makes me feel conspicuous or like a failure—even when I wiped out again and again. And although I’m laid back about it, I pay close attention to him, studying his moves, his timing, his grace and the way he gauges the waves…but I try to be discrete. No one likes a stalking surfer. Still, I know that watching him, imitating him, following his lead…I’m sure it’s why I’ve progressed this far so quickly. Well, that and I’m a gutsy girl. 
Already I can out-surf some of the dudes. Not that I’d go around bragging it up to them. If I did, I’d probably wipe out big-time. Like Eli reminds me occasionally, ‘pride goes before the fall.’ Usually that comes right after I’ve shown off then landed in a face-plant with a nose-full of seawater. But Eli always smiles when he says stuff like that. Then he’ll encourage me to shake it off and try again. It’s a good reminder not to be too full of myself.
Surfing truly has been my lifeline these past couple of months—I go out every chance I get. Besides helping me to distance myself from creeps who continue to view me as a ‘sexual object,’ it also distracts me from obsessing over this reputation that I just can’t seem to lose—and to escape the mean girls who love to torment me over it.
Fortunately, I’ve made one good female friend. Savannah Turner is one of the few girls who doesn’t treat me like trash. And she’s a pretty good surfer too. But she’s not as diehard as me. Consequently, it’s sometimes just Bo and me hitting the waves. Eli doesn’t really approve of lone surfers, probably one reason he offered to go today, but he can’t rag on me too much since everybody knows he solo surfs a lot. I sometimes get the feeling that Eli isn’t afraid of anything. I like to think that I’m not afraid either…but I know underneath my brave façade I have some pretty deep and chilling fears. Not that I’d admit as much to anyone. 





Chapter Two
 
 
 
As Eli opens the cafeteria door the next day, he reminds me of Surfer Joe’s job opportunity. “So I talked to Nick last night and he said to drop by the coffee shack after school.” 
“Today?” I stare at him in wonder. Does this mean I have the job—just like that? 
“Yeah. For an interview.”
“Oh….” I get into the lunch line. “I’ve never done a job interview before. I don’t even know—”
“Don’t worry. Nick’s cool.” Eli nods to Pete and Jude as they join us.
“And he understands I don’t have any experience?” I ask Eli.
“Yeah, right.” Heather, queen of the mean girls, is ahead of us in line. “No experience?” She elbows her best friend, snickering. “Seriously, who’s more experienced than the school slut?” Amber laughs so loudly that she snorts. Very attractive.
I step forward, staring angrily at them, ready to shred them to pieces. “Shut up, you dirty little—” I stop myself, determined not to spew foul language. Not because Eli is listening…but because I just don’t want to be that girl anymore. And so, holding my head high, I simply glare at the two witches. 
“Like you can talk,” Pete taunts the girls. “You should hear what guys say about you two in the locker room.” 
“Yeah,” Jude chimes in, “you girls got more miles on you than my grandpa’s Oldsmobile.”
“Come on, Mags.” Eli nudges me toward the other lane, which just got shorter. “Let’s keep the line moving.”
Relieved to escape a conversation that’s getting even more lewd and off-color, I head for the lunch counter, nabbing a green salad and a whole-wheat roll. Okay, I’m not watching my weight as much as I’m watching my wallet, but I do splurge on a bottle of green tea then hurry to the cashier. I’m just pocketing my change when Savannah comes over to join me. “Can I sit with you guys today?” she asks timidly.
“Of course.” I nod. “I’ve told you anytime. You’re always welcome at our table.”
“I know…but…I don’t like to feel like, well, a table crasher.”
“Hey, Savannah.” Eli’s tone is warm as he walks with us across the noisy room. “Gonna brighten our table with your sunny smile today?” 
Savannah giggles nervously as she covers her mouth with a hand. Now if anyone else had made that comment about her smile, she probably would’ve cringed and run the opposite direction. But, like me, she trusts Eli. Probably because he brought her dog back to life a few months ago…a girl doesn’t forget something like that. But Savannah and I have been spending a fair amount of time together these past couple of months and, consequently, I know she’s really self-conscious about her mouth. She was born with a cleft pallet that was surgically repaired at birth. It’s not that obvious, but she’s sensitive about it. I often remind her of how pretty she is with her mocha-toned skin and beautiful hair that she’s an expert at braiding. If only she’d just smile and act normal, no one would even notice. 
“I hear you’re getting to be a pretty good surfer,” Tommy tells Savannah as we sit across from him. He’s already laid out his usual brown bag lunch. Tommy has this slight phobia over “contaminated” cafeteria food. Not that I blame him as I fork into my slightly wilted salad. When was it made…last week perhaps?
“Maggie’s helping me get better.” Savannah takes a sip of her soda.
“More like helping you to get off your duff and out on your board,” I tease. “You were already a good surfer, Savannah. You just needed to get out there more.”
“I’m not as good as you,” she says. “And you only just started. I’ve been surfing since I was a little kid.”
“Mags is a natural.” Eli sets down his fish and chips, sliding in beside Tommy. 
“Yeah.” Savannah nods. “Plus she’s fearless.”
“Lucky her,” Tommy says glumly. Not for the first time, I wonder how he ever got such a hang-up over the ocean. He won’t go near it.
“When are we going to get you out on a board?” I prod.
He his jaw juts out, obviously not a fan of my teasing. Maybe it’s time I lightened up. Then I remember he’s been down about losing his girlfriend recently.
“Any word from Nicole?” I attempt to change topic.
Tommy brightens. “Yeah, they’re settled in Florida. And Nicole says her new school’s okay and she’s made a couple of friends. Mostly she sounded happy that her mom’s getting good medical treatment there.”
“That’s great, Tommy.” I open my tea. “Nicole’s a cool girl. I miss her too.”
His smile seems grateful as Pete joins us with a heaping tray of what I call ‘jock food.’ Even though football season is over now. “You don’t look too concerned about your waistline.” I snitch a curly-fry from Pete’s tray. Lucky for me, he’s always generous. Jude is right behind him, and suddenly our table grows lively and loud. Pete’s boisterous voice seems to echo through the whole cafeteria. 
My interest in the conversation takes a dive when Jude brings up the upcoming Mexico trip. Naturally, he’s all over it, but I’m surprised to hear that Pete and Tommy are now planning to go. Savannah’s mentioned interest, I assume because she’s part of the youth group that’s planning it, but suddenly she’s all into it too. I suppose I feel a little left out, maybe even jealous. Especially with everyone acting like it’s going to be all that and a bag of chips. 
“It’s like spring break come early,” Pete says with enthusiasm.
“But isn’t it a youth group thing?” I ask him. “You don’t even go.”
“I used to go,” Pete argues.
“No one even wanted to go on the trip,” Tommy tells me, “not until somebody decided to add an amusement-park visit as incentive.”
“Or bribe,” I say.
“I can handle a bribe.” Pete elbows Jude. “But this lovesick dude was already signed on.”
“Yeah, he thinks he’ll get lucky.” Tommy smirks at Jude.
“You got it all wrong, bro.” Jude raises a disingenuous brow—like he’s fooling anyone. “I just want to do my philanthropic part for the poor Mexican orphans.”
“Yeah right. It’s got nothing to do with Mary Valdez,” Pete teases.
“What exactly are you going to do for the poor Mexican orphans?” I ask.
“We’re taking Winter Fest gifts to them,” Jude informs me. “I already started purchasing toys and clothes and stuff from a list that Martha gave me. Gotta do my part to donate to a good cause.”
“Don’t you mean your daddy’s part?” I roll my eyes. Everyone knows the Iscariots are filthy rich. Sometimes I think Jude would be better off poor…like me.
“So we’re all going then?” Pete says to the table. Everyone but Eli and me nod eagerly.
“Hey, dude, why aren’t you going?” Jude points at Eli. “I thought you cared about that kind of sh—I mean stuff. What, no pity for poor orphans?”
“I need to stick around…help out at home…and there’s the surf shop.” Eli’s lips curl into what seems an amused smile as he slowly stands. “Besides, I’m sure those poor orphans will be in good hands with the rest of you sharing your Winter Fest generosity and goodwill with them.” He tips his head, then walks away.
“What about you, Mags?” Pete peers curiously at me. “What’s your excuse?”
I shrug. “For starters…I’m not in the youth group.”
“That’s okay,” Jude assures me. “Mary’s sister Martha told me it was open to anyone who wants to help.”
“Maybe…but Martha hasn’t…well, I haven’t exactly been invited.” I glance uneasily at Eli. I know that he’s been a little on the outside of this church youth group as well. Interesting since he’s more ‘religious’ than any of us. Not that I would describe him as ‘religious.’ Maybe the word is godly. I’ve heard Eli’s mother use that word.
“You should go, Mags.” Pete pushes his mostly empty food tray aside. “Hey, there’s Martha. Let’s go talk to her right now.”
“But I don’t—” 
“Come on.” He grabs me by the hand, pulling me from my seat. The next thing I know we’re face to face with a girl that I happen to know despises me. I’m cringing inside, but trying to act nonchalant.
“Mags needs to go with us to Mexico,” Pete suddenly tells Martha.
“I don’t need to—”
“We need her to go,” Pete continues. “You’re good with that, aren’t you, Martha?”
“Well, I, uh—I don’t know.”
“Whaddaya mean?” Pete leans forward, locking eyes with her. “Why the heck not?”
“We’re only taking youth group kids.” 
“But I’m not exactly a youth group kid,” Pete argues. “And Jude’s not—”
“Jude is generously donating to our cause. And we need your enthusiasm, Pete. The goal was to take kids whose beliefs align with the church.” She looks directly at me with steely dark eyes. “No offense, but we don’t need any trouble on this trip.”
“Whaddaya mean trouble?” Pete demands.
“I think you know what I mean.” Martha’s eyes narrow. “We can’t have girls coming onto the guys on this trip. You know what I mean, girls who are only there to hook up. We just can’t have that sort of thing. Our church’s reputation is at stake. And I’m certain Reverend Benjamin would not approve of, well—”
“The school sleep-around?” I finish for her. “Well, that’s fine with me. I never wanted to go on your freaking trip anyway.” And then, instead of slapping her smug face like I want to—like I might’ve done a few months ago—I turn away and storm off. Martha Valdez makes me sick! I wish she were dead. And suddenly I hear the old familiar voice again—the Voice of Doom. He hasn’t been quite so vocal lately, or maybe I just don’t listen as much. But when I reach the cafeteria exit, he’s booming in my ears. 
Go back there and slap that witch—you know you want to. Spit in her ugly face. Martha deserves to be beaten to a bloody pulp. And you can take her, Maggie. Go for it, tell her what you really think of her and don’t spare the language either. Go on, give that witch just what she deserves!


As tempting as that all sounds, I know I can’t give into it. It goes against everything I’ve been trying to live by these past couple of months. I’d be a fool to throw it all away for the likes of stupid Martha Valdez. As I stomp toward the locker bay I realize that I hate girls like Martha even more than I hate girls like Amber and Heather. At least you know what to expect with a mean girl. But someone who pretends to be all goody-goody and religious—yet treats others like something to wipe off her shoe—well, she can just take a flying leap off a high cliff. See how well her ‘angel’ wings work for her then!
The locker bay is fairly deserted, but I can hear the murmuring of voices and, as I turn the corner toward my locker, I see a group of raggedy kids huddled together. The druggies…and not just weed either. These dudes are into the serious stuff and I pretty much try to avoid them. I’m not even sure why they attend school since they’re usually so burnt they don’t know up from down. Probably just to avoid being turned in for truancy. But it’s Eli who gets my attention. He’s standing there with them, talking openly and smiling like he’s completely oblivious to who they are and what they’re into. 
And, okay, I’m not totally surprised. After all, Eli hangs with a pretty strange assortment of kids—from rich and entitled to poor and pathetic…he befriends jocks and brainiacs and geeks and motor-heads and freaks and…and even sluts like me. But, thanks to my family history, I’m dismayed. I hate to see him acting so friendly to the drugsters and, if I get the chance, I’ll ask him about it.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
By the end of the day, I’m still smoldering over my encounter with stupid Martha Valdez. But my upcoming interview at Surfer Joe’s provides a good distraction for my thoughts. I’m so excited about my prospects of getting a job that I’m willing to ride the bus just to get there sooner. As if promptness might help my cause. 
 “Want a ride?” Eli asks as I head for the school’s front door. 
 “Sure.” I glance around to see if he’s with Jude and the other guys, but Eli seems to be alone this afternoon. “You got wheels?”
“I drove my dad’s old pickup today. Had to drop Jimmy at school this morning. He spent too much time on his hair.” Eli shakes his head. “Missed the bus.” 
“That sounds about right.” I chuckle. I’ve been babysitting Eli’s young sisters on Saturday mornings for about a month now, and am well aware of how Jimmy can be sometimes. I also know how he takes advantage of Eli’s patience. Watching Mary Shepherd’s kids has been my way of showing appreciation for her meeting with me on Monday afternoons. It was Eli’s suggestion that I spend time with her to learn about scriptures and life and stuff. I was a little wary at first, but my state-funded therapy sessions with Gloria came to an end…and I still had some issues. Anyway, it didn’t take long for me discover that Mary Shepherd is pretty cool, and now I look forward to Monday afternoons.
“So…all ready to meet Nick?” Eli asks as we walk through the school parking lot.
“I’m kinda nervous,” I confess. 
“Don’t be. Nick’s cool.”
“But….” I bite my lower lip, unsure how to put this.
“Nick could care less about your so-called reputation, Mags.”
I’m relieved that he already knows what’s troubling me, but not exactly reassured. “Why is that?” I frown doubtfully as we approach Eli’s dad’s old blue pickup. “Seems like the owner of a respectable business wouldn’t want a…well, you know.”
“Nick has a history too.” He opens the passenger door for me, something that only a guy like Eli does. It bugged me at first, but I’ve grown to like it. “I know I can trust you with Nick’s story,” Eli says as he gets behind the wheel.
“Of course,” I assure him.
“Nick is a recovering heroin addict.” He starts the engine and checks the rearview mirror. “He got clean a long time ago. I was just a kid, but I remember my dad helping him through some dark times. Suffice to say, Nick gets people with problems.”
Now I feel guilty for judging Eli in the locker bay…for thinking badly of him because he was hanging with the druggies. Maybe, like his dad, he just wants to help them. I glance uneasily at him. “Did you tell Nick about my mom?”
He keeps his eyes on the road. “Didn’t have to…Nick knew her.”
“Oh…?” I’m worried again. So this Nick dude must know that, unlike him, my mom never recovered from her heroin addiction…that she died of an overdose. “And he’ll still consider me for a job?”
“You’re not your mom, Mags.”
“I know…but sometimes people can’t differentiate.”
“Nick said to come in, didn’t he?”
I look down at my torn jeans and vintage rocker t-shirt. “Maybe I should’ve gone home to change into something more—”
His laughter cuts me off. “You’re fine, Mags. Just wait till you meet Nick.”
My palms are literally sweating now, but I really, really hope I’ll get this job. Then I remember something. “If I get hired, I’ll probably have to work on Saturdays,” I say aloud.
“And you’re concerned you won’t be able to watch the girls for my mom?” 
“Yeah. And I’ve really liked meeting with your mom and—”
“She’ll still meet with you, Mags. She doesn’t expect anything in exchange.”
Mary Shepherd has said as much to me, but I think she appreciates the downtime too. Whether it’s to get groceries or just walk on the beach, I think she needs it. “But I like your little sisters. And I like helping your mom.”
“Well, I’m sure you two can work something out.”
“You’re so lucky to have a mom like her….” I hear the wistfulness in my voice and hate to sound whiny and pathetic. “Anyway, I’m grateful she’s my friend,” I say with more optimism. “Already I’ve learned so much from her.”
“She enjoys her time with you too. She said you’re reading Proverbs.”
“Yeah. And it’s been pretty cool. I mean those words were written thousands of years ago—and yet they feel relevant to my life.” I shake my head. “How weird is that?”
“God’s words are relevant…yesterday, today…always.”
“Well, I’m impressed with how much your mom knows about the Scriptures. Not that she rubs my nose in it. Not like Martha Snooty-Pants.”
“Pete mentioned how she treated you. If it makes you feel any better, Martha doesn’t care much for me either.” Eli sighs as he stops for a red light.
“And I so don’t get that.” I turn to stare at him. “You’re such a great guy, Eli. You treat everyone as if they really matter. You don’t make people feel like losers—even if they are. Martha claims to be so religious, so goody-goody, why on earth can’t she see the good in you?”
“Some people have eyes to see, ears to hear…others not so much. But people can change.”
“Not Martha Valdez.” I firmly shake my head. “She enjoys putting people down. She uses her religion like a baseball bat—to beat people up. You and your mom never do that.” I consider how I feel after being with Mary Shepherd…how her kind gentle words are comforting yet empowering. “It’s almost like Martha believes in a totally different God—a cruel and harsh judgmental God.”
“Maybe she does.” 
“Well, I hate her,” I declare as Eli he parks the pickup next to the Surf Shop.
“Martha has a lot on her plate.” Eli turns of the engine. “On top of all that, she feels the need to be perfect.”
“Yeah. Little Miss Perfect.” I grab up my bag. “Thanks for the ride, Eli.”
“Hope you like Nick.” He strolls up to the Surf Shop.
“I just hope he likes me.”
He gives me thumbs-up as he unlocks the Surf Shop. As I cross the street, I wish I was better at praying. Mary Shepherd has told me it’s easy—that I can tell God anything, but I’m not so sure. Why would God listen to someone like me?
That’s right, little fool. God will never listen to the likes of you. You’re just a filthy worthless slut. Why would God give you the time of day? Why pester him with your pathetic requests? Just give up! And while you’re at it, give up on getting a job too. No one would want a loser like you. Reject them before they get the chance to reject you. Run while you can, little fool!


I try to block out the voice as I stand in front of Surfer Joe’s. I reach for my phone, pretending to check it, but I’m actually checking out the coffee shack and trying to calm my nerves by taking slow deep breaths. It’s still early enough that this place isn’t crawling with students yet. Although it resembles an old warehouse, it’s not a particularly large building. But I liked it the first time I saw it. From the rusted corrugated metal siding, both inside and out, to the worn pine tables and benches. And I love the vintage surfboards hanging on the rough wood walls, along with street signs from various beaches along Highway 101. I even like the great white shark that’s mounted above the counter. He looks ready to devour the next tasty surfer that crosses his path. Probably me. 







Chapter Four
 
 
 
I inhale the fragrant aroma of roasting coffee as I step inside. Of course, that just makes me want this job even more. I’ve been a coffee drinker since Grams took me in. She started me on coffee-milk, which I loved. And I slowly weaned myself to straight black coffee. 
Spotting a woman with long eggplant-colored hair and numerous interesting tattoos on her forearms and neck, I smile and say ‘hello.’ I’m guessing she’s in her thirties. She pauses from wiping down the counter, warmly smiling back at me. “What can I get for you?” she asks.
“I’m here to talk to Nick.” I stand tall, trying to appear confident.
Her eyes light up. “Oh, you must be Eli’s friend, Maggie.” She sticks out her hand. “I’m Clive—Nick’s better half.” She winks. “Nick’s roasting beans.” She jerks her thumb toward a rough wooden door with a hand-painted sign that says Employees Only. “Go ahead and go back.” She makes a thumbs-up. “Good luck.”
I thank her and head for the door, silently praying—at least I hope it’s praying. Help me get this job—please, God! I take a deep breath as I open the door and, stepping around some burlap bags of coffee beans, I call out Nick’s name.
“Over here,” he yells. “At the roaster.”
I follow the sound of his voice through a maze of bins, crates and miscellaneous pieces of junk until I see a big machine that is so modern looking that it looks out of place in this rustic space. And standing on a short wooden stepladder, pouring pale beans into a huge stainless-steel funnel, is a burly looking guy with curly red hair and a full beard. “Nick?” I ask.
“Yep. That’s me. You must be Maggie.” As he continues to slowly pour, he explains what he’s doing. “These beans go down to the rotating drum where they’re evenly roasted for just a few minutes—between ten and twenty depending on the bean. But believe me, timing is everything when you’re roasting. Stop too soon and they’re underrated—”
“Underrated?” I question.
“A coffee term. Means it’s too late and they beans are toast. Some people think roasting coffee is an art form, but I think it’s more of a science.” He dumps the last of the beans then climbs down the ladder to peer curiously at me. “Well, you’re a looker, that’s for sure.” He nods with a grim expression. “But hopefully you’re more than just a pretty package. Eli seems to think you’ve got some brains too.” 
“Thanks…I guess.”
He sticks out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Maggie.”
I smile as I shake his hand. “Thank you for seeing me today.”
“Good manners too.” He nods toward a nearby table that’s cluttered with papers and junk then pulls up a couple of chairs. “Step into my office.”
I try to appear calm as I sit down. “Nice office,” I say offhandedly. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”
He grins. “Spunk. I like that. Now, Maggie, tell me a little about yourself.”
“You mean, spill the beans?” I nervously joke.
He chuckles. “Sense of humor too. Yeah, go head, spill the beans.”
“Well, I’m new to this part of Ventura, but I live within walking distance of here.” I explain how Grams and I moved here last June. “To be honest, it was to give me a fresh start at a new high school, but I sort of messed that up last summer.” I shrug. “Although I’ve been trying hard to clean up my act.”
He frowns. “Drugs?”
“No. No way.” I firmly shake my head, trying to decide how forthcoming I should be then realizing it’s probably best to just get it out there—before someone else does. “My problem was more guy-related. Indiscriminate and random sexual encounters is what my therapist called it. But, honestly, I’m changing my ways.” I explain my motivation to attend college and how I need to graduate from Kennedy in order to accomplish that.
He narrows his eyes slightly. “So, if you don’t mind me asking, when was the last time for, uh, indiscriminate random sex?”
“It’s been several months. I quit counting the days after I hit three months.”
He nods. “Three months is a good start.”
“But my reputation is still pretty messed up. I still get called names by certain girls.”
“Yeah, well, that’s life. Some people will disrespect you no matter how hard you try to change. Most important thing is to respect yourself.”
“I know. And it’s helped being around Eli and his mom.”
“They’re good people.”
“I agree.”
“Eli says you’re good people too, Maggie.”
“That means a lot to me.”
His expression grows serious. “Did Eli tell you I knew your mom?”
I nod nervously—not sure I want to go here.
“She was a good girl who got caught up with a bad crowd. I know because I was a part of that scene too.”
“At least you got out of it.”
“Well, I guess she did too. Just in a different way.” His face softens as he picks up a pen. “I’m sorry for your loss, Maggie.”
“Thanks.” I clear my throat, trying to ignore the hard lump growing there. “Did you happen to know my dad?” Again, I’m not sure I want to go there, except that I’ve always wondered.
“I might’ve crossed paths with him…but to be honest I was so strung out back then…I don’t really remember much.” He twists the pen in his hand. “Is he still part of your life?”
“No…no, I never really knew him. Not that I can recall anyway.” Then I go ahead and tell him about my step-dad and his role in my mom’s death. “He’s doing time for manslaughter in Solano. Won’t be out for a while.”
“Yeah, I heard about that. Maybe he’ll figure things out in there.”
I shrug. “Yeah, maybe.”
“Well, I like you, Maggie. You’re honest and forthcoming. I appreciate that. And I can tell you’re smart too. So, if you want it, I’d like to offer you the barista job.”
I’m slightly taken aback…like this was too easy. And that’s when the Voice of Doom goes off—confirming that Nick is only hiring me because he wants to sleep with me—after all, he knows about my past…and he’s a male.
“So, Maggie, what’d’ya say?” Nick stands, adjusting the straps on his denim overalls. 
“I, uh, that was so quick. Are you sure?”
Nick points to his watch. “Well, I suppose it was quick. Exactly thirteen minutes. But smells like the beans are done. So if you’ll excuse me.”
“Yes,” I say eagerly as I follow him to the roaster. “I’d love the job. Thank you so much. I guess I was just in shock that we were done already. I never did an interview before. I thought you’d really grill me.”
He chuckles as he turns of the roaster, poking a wooden stick around in the steaming brown beans. “Well, I’m sure you’ll be a great asset to our crew, Maggie. Go ask Clive to give you the paperwork. She’ll tell you about your schedule and all that jazz.” He’s totally preoccupied with the beans now, smelling them, and even biting into one. So I thank him again and say goodbye. But as I go out, the Voice of Doom starts hammering on me again.
He just wants you for your body, stupid girl. Your job will come with a price. You’re a fool to take it. You’ll be sorry. You’ll pay dearly for this. He’ll ruin you. Just wait and see. You’re a fool—stupid, stupid fool!


As I go over to the front counter, I remind myself that the Voice of Doom said similar things about Eli and Mary Shepherd. But realizing he was wrong about them makes me believe he’s wrong about Nick as well. 
I smile at Clive. “Nick said to tell you I’m hired, and that you’ll give me some paperwork and tell me about my schedule and whatever else I need to know.” 
“Great.” She smiles back at me. “Welcome to the team, Maggie.” She pulls out an envelope that already has my name on it, like she knew I was getting the job. “You can fill the forms out at home if you like.” 
“Thanks. I will.” I slip the envelope in my bag.
“You don’t by any chance have a food handler’s card, do you?”
“It’s embarrassing to admit, but yeah, I do.” I dig out my wallet and pull out the card, handing it to her.
“Why embarrassing?” she asks as she checks it out.
“I needed it in order to work in the cafeteria at my previous high school, you know, in exchange for free lunches. I did food prep in the kitchen, but sometimes kids would spy me back there…and well, they liked to tease…called me Lunch Lady and all that.”
“Kids can be such beasts.”
“Believe me, I know.”
“Well, I’m glad you have the permit, as well as some food prep experience. So, anyway, we’ll need you on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Hopefully you can get here as soon as school’s out, before the place gets crowded with students. We close at six on weekdays, but we’d like you to work until nine on Fridays. Is that a problem?”
“Not for me.”
“We often have live music on Friday and Saturday nights and it can get pretty crazy and busy in here.”
I nod, like this is no problem. “Sounds good.” And, actually, I like the idea of working in a place with live music. Hopefully there won’t be too many haters in the crowd. 
“And then I’d like you to be here at six in the morning on Saturdays and Sundays.” She studies me. “Is that too early for you?”
“Not at all.”
“Then you’ll work to around noon or one…depending on what’s going on.”
I smile. “Cool. That way I’ll have afternoons off. I can still get in some surfing.”
Her brows arch. “You’re a winter surfer?” 
I eagerly nod. “That’s one reason I wanted this job. I need a better wetsuit.”
Clive laughs. “Sounds like you’re a serious surfer.”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“So tomorrow’s Thursday. Can you start?”
“You bet.” I do some quick calculations in my head. “So I’ll be working about twenty-four hours a week,” I say aloud.
“You’re good at math too, that’ll be helpful for making change. And you’ll be working about forty hours a week during winter break. You’re okay with that?”
“Absolutely.”
“We only pay minimum wage, but you’ll get a portion of the tips. That helps.”
“Sounds great.” I do more mental math, calculating that I’ll be able to order my wetsuit in only two weeks of part-time work—that’s even before winter break begins. I’m stoked. Hopefully it won’t take long to ship here.
“Any questions?”
I glance over the counter, taking in her faded jeans and t-shirt beneath her off-white canvas apron. “So is there any sort of, uh, dress code here?”
She chuckles. “Just nothing too risqué, you know. No bikinis, halter tops or shortie-shorts. Nick doesn’t like anyone showing too much skin. Besides that, we’re pretty laid back. And these aprons cover your clothes anyway.”
“Cool.” My smile is genuine now. “I’ll be here after school tomorrow.”
“Great, Maggie. Looking forward to it.”
As I leave Surfer Joe’s, I feel a lightness in my feet. I got the job! My very first real job. I can hardly believe it. It’s almost too good to be true.
You’re right, Maggie, it’s not true. And, don’t worry, it won’t last. As soon as they get to know you better they’ll find out you’re a screw-up and fire you. You’ll see. You’re a loser, Maggie. Just wait until girls like Amber and Heather—or even snooty Martha show up. They’ll make scenes and give you the works about being a slutty sleep-around. Nick and Clive will figure it out. They’ll send you packing. So fast you won’t even know what hit you. You’ll see.







Chapter Five
 
 
 
In order to block out the harsh and hurtful Voice of Doom’s words, I decide to visit the Surf Shop and tell Eli my good news…and to thank him. I know without his help, I never would’ve gotten hired. But as I go inside, I hear a man’s voice and he sounds very irritated. 
“I’ve already told you, Eli. Stay away from our kids!”
“Your kids?” Eli calmly echoes. “I thought they were God’s kids, Benjamin. I remember hearing you say that once…a few years ago.”
“You know what I mean, Eli. I’m telling you plain and clear—stay away from our church kids. Stop messing with their heads. I’ve told every one of them that you’re a wolf in sheep’s clothing and that they should avoid you. Unfortunately, not all of them are obeying.”
Although I’m standing in the shadows, I can clearly see Eli’s face. As usual, he doesn’t appear the least bit perturbed, but his eyes look sad right now. He knows I’m here, but I’m relieved he doesn’t say anything to bring attention to me. I’m tempted to slip back out, but it’s like my feet are stuck to the old wooden floor planks…and the more I listen, the madder I get. 
“All I’ve done is make friends,” Eli quietly tells him. “I accept my friends as they are, wherever they’re at and, sometimes, I try to point them toward my Father in heaven. Is anything wrong with that?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact.” Benjamin’s voice is low but heavily laced in anger. “You say you befriend these kids and accept them—even if they’re messed up. That’s exactly the problem. You hang with bad kids who are doing bad things, Eli. And then you expect those bad kids to mix with good church kids. Have you never heard that one bad apple spoils the whole barrel? Do you honestly believe that the good and the bad can mix together like one big happy family?”
“God’s big happy family.”
“You are certifiably nuts, Eli. Or in plain old denial. Don’t you know that God desires to keep the bad away from the good? That he removes the unclean from the clean? That he separates the darkness from the light.”
“But if the light doesn’t penetrate the darkness, how will the darkness become enlightened?”
“Don’t talk in circles, boy.”
“And how will the unclean become clean if it has nothing to wash it with?”
“I didn’t come here to argue doctrine with you, Eli. As if you even could. You’re just a kid and I’ve got a theology degree—”
“Theology…is the study of God.” Eli tilts his head to one side. “How can you study God if you’ve never spent time with him?”
“What?”


“If you’d truly studied God, you would know him.”
Reverend Benjamin just shakes his head. 
“And if you knew God, you would know me too.”
“There you go again, talking craziness, Eli. You sound like a false prophet. And this is exactly why I’ve banned you from our church and from our youth group kids.”
 “And why you’ve banned them from me….” 
“You’re a bad influence, Eli. I want to protect their innocent minds from your twisted false doctrine.”
“That might be out of your hands, Benjamin. If my friends want to spend time with me, I don’t think you can stop them.”
“Martha Valdez has told me that her younger sister is becoming very interested in you. And Mary was angry that Martha won’t allow you to go on the Mexico trip with—”
“I had no intention of going on that trip.”
“Martha has also said that Mary respects you. She’s even gone around saying that she believes you’re some kind of prophet and that you’re—”
“Mary has a sincere hunger for truth.”
“Then she should not be listening to a false prophet!” Benjamin slams a fist into his open palm. “The impressionable girl should not be spending time with someone who’s friendly with evil sinners.” Benjamin puts his face close to Eli’s now, almost as if threatening him. “I hear that you make no secret about your relationship with disreputable girls, Eli. Like that slut you’ve been seen surfing with lately. I cannot believe you’d expose someone like our dear innocent Mary Valdez to that kind of girl. Martha told me all about her, saying how that girl is practically a prostitute. I don’t recall the girl’s name, but—”
“Her name is Maggie!” I declare as I stride toward them. “And she’s been right here listening to your hypocritical lies this whole time.” I shake my finger in Benjamin’s startled face. “And Eli is right, you can’t possibly know God. Not if you treat people the way you do. And Martha Valdez is just like you. Unloving, unkind, unfeeling and just plain mean! You are judgmental and hateful and a great big hypocrite. And if God was anything like you, I wouldn’t want anything to do with him. But thanks to Eli and his sweet mom, I’m starting to think that God might be a kind and loving Father. And, as far as the likes of me socializing with your ignorant youth group kids, well, I wouldn’t be caught dead in your stupid old church!”
“See!” Benjamin points a victorious finger in the air. “This is exactly what I’m talking about, Eli. You are associating with the likes of—of this.” He glares at me like I’m the devil in disguise. “And you’ve been brainwashing our youth group kids with your false doctrine. You’re a wolf in sheep’s clothing, Eli. Mark my words, you are going down.” Benjamin gives me one last withering look then storms out of the shop, slamming the door behind him.
“I’m sorry,” I mutter to Eli. “I know I shouldn’t have butted in like that, but I just couldn’t seem to help myself.”
Eli is just chuckling. “That’s okay. I kind of enjoyed it, Mags. Well said.” 
We both hear a clapping sound coming from the shadows and look to see Eli’s mother emerging from behind a rack of unfinished board blanks. “I agree with everything you said, Maggie.” She comes over to hug me. “Although I probably wouldn’t have said it quite like that, your words were heartfelt and honest.”
“He just made me so mad,” I confess. “Who does he think he is?”
“I’m afraid he’s more in love with his religion than with the God he supposedly serves,” Mary says sadly.
“That may be true, but on some levels I think he honestly believes he’s doing the right thing,” Eli tells us. “He feels he’s protecting his youth group. It’s just that he’s protecting them from the wrong thing.”
“Maybe he should protect them from himself.” Mary shakes her head.
 “I think he’s just jealous of you,” I tell Eli. “He knows that kids respect and listen to you. And I’ll bet they don’t do the same for him.”
“You could be right,” Mary agrees. She puts a hand on Eli’s shoulder. “Don’t let him get to you, son.”
“I’m not.” But his smile looks sad.
“So what are you up to, Maggie?” Mary asks me. “Seems a little late in the day for surfing.”
I explain about my new job and they both congratulate me. “But this means I can’t watch the girls for you on Saturday mornings,” I say to Mary. “But I don’t work on Mondays.” 
“Our Monday meetings are what’s important,” she tells me. 
“Well, if you ever need a sitter when I’m not working at Surfer Joe’s, you better call me,” I say.
“Don’t worry. I will. Tabitha loves being with you.” She turns to Eli. “By the way, I came out to ask for your help. The kitchen sink is stopped up again. I think Tabitha put a banana peel down the disposal.”
“Want me to watch the shop for you?” I offer.
Eli shrugs. “Nah, I think I’ll just call it a day. Reverend Benjamin’s the only one who’s been in anyway.”
Maybe you should’ve closed sooner,” I tell him. Then, as I make my exit, I hear Mary telling Eli about some of the goings on of her busy day, about the baby turning over and Tabitha reciting the alphabet, and how Jimmy needed help with his pre-algebra. It all sounds so homey and sweet that I’m sure I’m probably a little jealous. I wonder what it would to have a family like that.
Of course, I know their lives aren’t easy…especially after Joe died. But I still long for that sense of belonging. I can’t even imagine what it would be like. It’s not that I’m not grateful for Grams, and even more grateful that she’s managed to stay sober these past several weeks, but it’s always a challenge to go home. That old fear always lurks beneath. Will I find her happy and smiling and eager to see me…or splattered across the floor with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s at her feet? Time has taught me to be on my guard…prepared for whatever life dishes out. 





Chapter Six
 
 
 
To my relief, Grams is not only sober, but she’s thrilled about my employment opportunity too. I’m sure this is because of our financial situation. But after telling her the job details, I confess my primary motivation is to get a really good wetsuit. “But I should have enough for that after just two weeks of part-time,” I explain as we’re finishing up our dinner of Hamburger Helper and green salad. 
“Well, that’s a relief,” she says. “I’ve been concerned about you out in the cold, surfing in the wintertime.” She shudders. “I’d like to object, but I know how much you love it. And it’s better than, well, some things. So anything that makes you safer out there is well worth it. If I could afford it, I would buy you the wetsuit myself. I wish I could, but as you know our budget is tight right now.”
“I know. And I’m just glad you’re doing so well with your recovery,” I say as I pick up my empty dishes.
She points to her open Bible on the end of the breakfast bar. “I’m doing it with God’s help,” she declares. “That and my rehab meetings and AA.”
“Well, I’m proud of you.” I pat her shoulder and carry my dishes to the sink. 
“I’ll clean up,” she calls out. “I know you probably have homework, and you’ll be busier now that you’re a career girl.”
As I go to my room, I can’t help but compare how different our lives are these days—compared to a few months ago. It really does give one hope. Oh, I’m not clueless, I know that anything or everything could go wrong. But, for the moment, it’s nice to feel hopeful. 


 
My first day working at Surfer Joe’s is a lot harder than I expected. There’s so much to remember—so many different coffee formulas to memorize, figuring out the differences between a latte, cappuccino, macchiato and all the rest. Learning how to operate the various machines, making steamed milk and espresso shots. Remembering the codes on the cash register, counting change, running debit and credit cards. Plus not neglecting to keep everything clean and cleared and welcoming. And most importantly, according to Clive, being courteous to all customers. 
Okay, this is proving to be my biggest challenge. Especially when the customers are from my school…and just plain rude. Whether it’s just a harsh look, thoughtless comment, or downright meanness, I brace myself whenever a familiar face comes through that door. And it figures that Heather and Amber would show up on my first day. It’s like those two have radar when it comes to tracking me down…and making me suffer. Seriously, they need to get a life! Even so, I paste a fake smile on my face as I greet them, and ask for their orders. 
“I want a short-board sugar-free caramel macchiato with skim milk and decaf,” Heather barks at me so quickly that I have to ask her to repeat it. Naturally, this results in a mean glare as she slowly and loudly repeats her order as if I’m impaired. And, I could be wrong, but I suspect she’s made it overly complicated just to mess with me, but I try to act perfectly at ease as I ring it up and take her money. Of course, Amber’s order is just as convoluted, but at least I don’t have to ask her to repeat it. Naturally, neither of them drop a penny into the tips jar.
As I’m meticulously crafting Heather’s convoluted beverage, Clive is working on Amber’s, but as I’m whipping skim milk, which just doesn’t whip as nicely as the whole stuff, Clive pauses to whisper in my ear. “That’s what I call a why-bother.”
“Huh?”
“No real milk, no caffeine, no sugar.” She shrugs. “Why bother?”
 I chuckle as I pour the whipped skim milk over the decaf coffee then swirl the sugar-free caramel syrup on top, using a wooden stick to create something that resembles a wimpy leaf. I’d rather put a big fat B on top for a not-so-nice word, but control myself. Then I set the short-board (which is our small coffee) on the counter, calling Heather’s name with as much pleasantness as I can fake. But when she steps up, she scowls.
“I ordered a long-board,” she says with irritation. “This is a short-board.” 
I frown. “I’m pretty sure you said short-board.”
“I know for a fact I said long-board,” she says loudly enough for everyone to hear. “You messed up. Please, do it right.”
Clive comes over with Amber’s coffee, also a short-board. Smiling at Heather, Clive asks, “Which did you pay for? A long-board or a short-board?”
“I ordered a long-board,” Heather insists hotly. “Your new employee needs to listen better.” 
“Well, I only charged you for a short-board,” I say quickly, realizing Clive’s attempt to help me. “Do you have your receipt? Or I can check on the comp—”
“Oh, forget it. I should’ve known you’d screw it up.” She laughs in a mean way as she picks up the coffee. “But hey, that’s what you do—screw everything and anything.” 
Amber snickers as she takes her coffee. 
“Thank you,” I say woodenly. They both giggle like they just pulled off a great joke then sit down at a center table, throwing down their bags and jackets and junk all over, like they own the place. 
Clive pats me on the back. “Don’t let ‘em get to you,” she says quietly.
“Oh, I’m used to this.” I force a smile. But the truth is I don’t think I’ll ever get used to such meanness. I can keep up my tough act, like I’m impervious to their attacks, but sometimes it feels like each cut lashes more deeply into me. Sometimes I think the pain will never go away and, even if it does, the scars will remain forever.





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Heather and Amber aren’t the only ones determined to make me miserable while on the job. I didn’t realize that working at Surfer Joe’s would increase the torment levels in my life. But sometimes it feels that I’m on public display now—a big easy target that everyone and anyone can shoot at. And since I’m expected to “treat customers courteously”—even when they’re meaner than dirt—it’s not like I can react or defend myself.
I cringe to see Martha Valdez come in on Saturday morning. It’s my second Saturday at Surfer Joe’s and, although I’d hoped that last Saturday was a one-time thing, I now realize that Martha must meet here with her minions on every Saturday morning at nine. Apparently it’s to study their little Scripture books, but I don’t think it’s doing them much good. Like Martha, the other two treat me like a second-class citizen. The cheapskates order small house coffees, leave no tips…and then occupy a large table for more than an hour. I’ve even noticed one of the girls sneaking a second cup of coffee, without paying for it. But at least I can look forward to getting off work at one—and going surfing with Savannah.
“I love your braids,” she tells me as we’re finishing up at the end of the day. She fingers my hair. “And it all stayed in place—even after that last wipeout.”
“I’ve been experimenting,” I tell her. “I found some good how-to videos on YouTube.”
“Why don’t you spend the night at my house,” she says. “Show me how you do it.”
So it’s agreed. On Saturday evening, after a dinner of pepperoni pizza and soda, we’re up in her room. As I work on her hair, I use the opportunity to dump on her about my trials at the coffee shack. She is literally my captive audience as I french-braid her wavy chocolate brown hair. And so I freely complain about how I’ve been treated by the less-than-kind Kennedy High ‘customers’ at Surfer Joe’s.
“Maybe it’s all for good,” Savannah says as she uses a hand mirror to check out the back of her hair. 
“Huh?” I stop mid-braid, staring at her with confusion. “What do you mean by good?”
“Putting up with all that crud at work. It might help you, Maggie.”
“How so?” I continue with the braid, but I suspect where she’s going. It’s something Eli already suggested, something I don’t really want to hear.
“Well, it forces you to control your temper.”
“Yeah, right. Thanks a lot.” I make a low growling sound that causes her dog’s ears to perk up. “It’s okay, Bruce.” I scratch the German shepherd’s head. “It’s not about you.”
“Well, you know your temper’s been a problem,” she reminds me. “You’ve said as much. And I’ve seen you blow up. I still remember the first time I saw you—in that ugly fight with Julie—”
“She started it!”


“Yeah, and you ended it.”
“Whatever.” I tie off the last braid and scowl.
“What I’m trying to say is that if girls like Amber and Heather and the other ones who poke at you—well, if they get a reaction from you, it’s sort of like they’ve won. You know?”
“Not exactly. It feels like they win every time I have to bite my tongue and they go off laughing, acting like they rule the universe. Naturally they never tip—at least not when I’m working. Then they’ll leave a nasty sticky mess all over the table. And just this morning they left this great big mess in the bathroom. It was so disgusting. I spent twenty minutes cleaning it up.” I cringe to remember it. “I would’ve showed Clive or Nick, but they weren’t there yet. So I took some photos on my phone and showed them later. Nick said it was vandalism and told me that next time it happens, I’m supposed to question them on it.” I roll my eyes. “I can just imagine how that might go.”
“Maybe you should call the police?”
“I suggested that, but Nick and Clive said not yet.”
Savannah pats her finished do. “Hey, that looks really good, Maggie. You could probably do this professionally if you wanted.”
“Thanks.” I smile. “But you know I want to be an attorney.”
“Maybe you could use the skill to help you through law school,” she says. 
“Maybe so.”
“Now, I get to do your hair.” She reaches for the brush.
“Hopefully it won’t take too long.” I glance at the clock by her bed. “I hate to be a party pooper, but have to be up early for work.”
“And I have church,” she reminds me.
I want to question this—ask her how she can stand to go to a church where kids like Martha attend, or where people like ‘Reverend’ Benjamin are considered ‘leaders,’ but we’ve had this conversation before. Savannah goes to church because her parents expect her to go. And she’s going on the mission trip next weekend because she thinks it will help the Mexican orphans. Hard to argue with her over helping Mexican orphans.
I sit down on the chair, still petting Bruce’s sleek head, which he lays in my lap, remaining still as Savannah starts to work on my hair. “So you’ll be working fulltime during winter break?” she asks as she parts my thick auburn hair. 
“Yeah, and I just hope that some of my little nemeses go on vacation during that time. Or else fall off the face of the earth.”
“At least the youth group kids will be gone.” 
I tell her about Martha’s ‘study’ group that met at Surfer Joe’s this morning. “I guess it’s a regular thing.” I roll my eyes. “I’m sure glad you’re not involved in that.”
“I used to be,” Savannah admits. “But I pretty much got my fill of Martha and her never-ending list of do-good rules. It was literally making me sick. Seriously, I was getting stomach aches and migraines from trying so hard to be good. Thankfully, my mom got worried and pulled the plug on it. Seriously, I think Martha’s life goal is to work herself to death. Like that will make her some kind of hero. Talk about a type A personality. Martha Valdez is an A plus-plus-plus.”
“Isn’t it weird that Mary is nothing like her,” I ask as Savannah has me turn slightly, parting again.
“I know. They’re as different as night and day. But I really like Mary. I’m so glad she’s going on the Mexico trip. I don’t think I’d go if she wasn’t.” She starts another braid. “I just wish you were going too. We could have some fun.”
“I’m glad I’m not going. Martha and I would probably get into some horrible cat fight that would ruin it for everyone.” But the truth is I still feel left out. A part of me really does wish I were going. I’ve never done anything like that. Probably never will. That’s for rich youth group kids with real families. Not someone like me. 
And I realize that my friends will be talking about it during the upcoming week. They’ll be making big plans for a fun time, talking up the amusement park and what they’ll see and do in Mexico. And kids who aren’t going on that particular trip will probably be making plans for some other kind of exciting vacation. Skiing, snowboarding, Hawaii, whatever. Meanwhile, I can look forward to sticking around and working fulltime at Surfer Joe’s. But, hey, that’s life. At least it’s my life.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
The next few days at work pass somewhat uneventfully. Oh, the haters are still hateful. But I think I’m getting better at ignoring them. And I’m avoiding the temptation to spit in their coffees too. It’s a little unnerving when Terrence Sharpe shows up at the counter after school on Thursday. Seriously, he’s never struck me as a coffee drinker. But I force a smile as I ask for his order.
“I, uh, I’m not sure.” He’s staring up at the board behind me, trying to figure it out, which makes me want to laugh. 
“Need suggestions?” I ask.
His scraggly dark brows arch. “Yeah, sure.” He smiles in a slimy way and I wonder how I ever could stand to be with this guy. Thankfully, it didn’t last for long.
“Well, do you really like coffee?” I ask.
“Yeah, sure.” He nods eagerly. “Strong coffee.”
“Like espresso?”
“Yeah. That sounds good.”
“Single shot? Double? Triple?” Okay, I’m sort of teasing but he falls for the bait and orders a triple shot, paying me and even leaving a tip, which makes me feel slightly guilty. But, oh well, he asked for it. And for all I know, maybe he really does like coffee. I whip out a triple shot and set it on the counter, watching as he sniffs the dark brew then takes a cautious sip. His whole face turns red and I’m afraid he’s going to spit it out. Instead, he carries it to a table and pretends to drink it. But the whole time, it feels like he’s staring at me. Creepy.
But here’s the good news, it feels like the older customers are starting to appreciate me. Some even call me by name. And if they see some of the haters—like Amber and Heather—being rude to me, they’ll treat me with even more kindness. And they tip generously too. 
Later, after Terrance has departed, an older lady actually helps me to clean up a mess that Amber and some of her friends left behind. “I don’t understand why they’re so thoughtless,” she says as she helps peel mocha-soaked napkins from the table. “I’d think their parents would’ve taught them better.”
“Maybe they were raised by wolves,” I joke, making her laugh.
“Well, your parents certainly raised you right, dear.” She smiles brightly. “You must make them proud.”
I just nod…and thank her. This is neither the time or place to relay my sad family history, but it does make me wonder. How is it that some kids seem to have it all—parents and nice homes and money—and yet they act like entitled selfish jerks? Of course, I realize I don’t know everything about them. Like Eli sometimes says, ‘hurt people hurt people.’ Still it makes me wonder.
On Saturday morning, during the first weekend of winter break, I’m dismayed to discover the bathroom in even worse shape than the previous week. But seeing the culprits haven’t made their getaway yet, I decide to put my foot down. “Not so fast,” I say to Amber and Heather as they’re nearly to the front door. 
“What are you doing?” Amber demands as I block their way.
I hold up my phone. “I’ve got evidence.” Okay, that’s not completely true since these photos are from last week. “Pictures of what you did in the bathroom. I know how you did it.” 
“You do not,” Amber growls at me. “Get outta our way.”
“Let us out of here,” Heather says loudly. “We’re customers—you can’t stop us from leaving.”
I pull up the photos I took last week, flashing a couple in front of them. “I can prove you guys messed up the bathroom. And you’re going to clean it up.”
“I’m going to tell your boss about your rudeness!” Amber shouts. “You’ll be fired.”
“Mara?” I call to the other barista, who just happens to be Clive’s younger sister and aware of this situation. “When does Clive get here?”
“Not till one,” Mara calls back. “But Nick’s in back.”
“Get him,” I command. “These guys trashed the bathroom again.” 
“Let us go,” Heather demands as Mara dashes to the backroom.
I don’t budge and within moments, Nick arrives and I quickly explain the situation. 
“She’s crazy,” Heather tells him with a straight face. “We didn’t even use the bathroom.”
“She probably did it herself,” Amber tells him. “Just to get us in trouble. She’s like that, you know. I’m surprised you even let her work here.”
“How about if we all go take a little look.” Nick gently but firmly takes them by the arms, propelling them back. 
“You can’t treat us like this,” Heather yells at him. 
“If you prefer, we can call the police,” he calmly tells her. “Or you can come with me and look at the restroom.”
They continue to whine and complain as he walks them back to check it out, but when we get there, a pair of middle-aged women look on with interest. And they and Nick all gasp when they see the damage. Not only is there toilet paper and soap and towels and garbage all over the place, the water is running and the sink is stopped up and overflowing onto the floor. I hadn’t even noticed that when I first saw it. But since Nick’s holding the girls, I jump forward and turn it off.
“We saw both those girls go in there together,” the first woman says, pointing at Amber and Heather. “And they stayed there quite awhile too,” the other one confirms. “And no one else used it since them.”
Nick turns to Heather and Amber with a stern expression. “You girls can either clean this up, or I will call the police and press charges. Your choice.”
“You can’t prove a thing,” Heather tries again.
I wave my phone again. “I have photos.”
“And we’re witnesses,” one of the women declare.
“And look at how they left their table.” The other one points to a messed-up table. “Don’t you think they should clean that up too?”
“I do.” Nick nods. “In fact, they can clean the whole place.”
“You can’t make us,” Amber declares hotly.
“Fine. It’s your choice.” Nick pulls out his phone. “I’ll just call the police. We can settle this in juvi court.”
Amber swears. “Fine, we’ll clean up your stupid bathroom.”
“And the tables too. And don’t leave until I inspect everything,” he firmly tells them. “And it better be spotless.” 
“I’ll show them the cleaning supplies,” Mara offers.
I control myself from doing a happy dance as I go up to wait on the customers that just arrived. Of course, I know this will put me on Amber and Heather’s heavy hit list. But at least it’s officially winter break now. School won’t be back in session until January. Still, I know I’ll have to watch my back with those two. 
About an hour later, Nick checks their work and seems satisfied. “But you girls are not welcome here,” he tells them. “I’m banning you for three months. After that, if you show me that you’re sorry, I’ll give you a second chance.” He even takes their photos with his camera. “These will be posted as a reminder to employees not to let you in. If you don’t respect my ban, I’ll contact the police for a restraining order. Understand?”
“But what about music events?” Heather whines as he escorts them toward the front door. “Our friends’ band is supposed to play here during Winter Fest and we were going to—”
“Should’ve thought of that sooner,” he tells them as he opens the front door. “Adios!” 
As the girls hurry off, Eli comes in, but instead of ordering a coffee, he hands me a UPS package. “Your wetsuit just arrived.”
“What?” I stare at him in wonder. “I haven’t even ordered it yet.”
“I ordered it for you,” he tells me.
“But how would you possibly know which one to—”
“You folded the corner on the page in the Hurley catalogue.”
“But there were a lot of suits on that page, and what about size—”
“Hey, if it’s wrong, we’ll just return it or stock it into the shop. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” 
“But I haven’t even paid for it yet.”
“You can come in and take care of that after work.” He tips his head then makes a quick exit as a group comes in and suddenly I’m taking a bunch of orders. Being that it’s officially winter break, business is steady and heavy now. So much so that time flies and before I know it, it’s one and my shift is over.
I go to the backroom to get my stuff from my locker, but before I leave, I eagerly open my UPS package and pull out the Hurley suit. It’s absolutely perfect. Not only did Eli order the one I wanted but, as far as I can tell, he got the size right too. 
“Cool.” Clive joins me at the lockers, checking out the wetsuit with approval.
“And warm too.” I explain how it’s made for winter surfing. “Yet it’s lightweight and flexible.”
“Way better than what I used to wear.” She fingers the soft neoprene.
“You’re a surfer?”
“I was. Not so much anymore.” She hands me an envelope. “Your check.” 
“Thanks.” I eagerly stuff it into my bag.
“Nice work in catching those hoodlums today,” she tells me. “Nick told me all about it.”
“Well, he handled it brilliantly.” I smile at the memory of Heather and Amber scrubbing out the bathroom. “It was pretty cool to witness.”
“Gonna try that suit out today?” she asks. 
“I need to settle with Eli first.” I roll it up and slide it back into the package then tell her goodbye. But as I walk over to the Surf Shop, I wonder…how on earth did Eli know exactly which suit to get? There must’ve been eight on that page. Of course, it’s just one more unexplainable question to add to my ever-growing list…and yet I wonder why I even question it. Eli, I decide, is unexplainable.





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
I don’t know how you did this,” I tell Eli after he rings up a purchase for a couple of winter surfers. “But it’s perfect.”
“Of course, it is.” He grins.
I hold up my check. “Can I just sign this over to you?” 
“Sure.” He nods.
I sign the check then pull out my wallet. “And I’ll pay the difference with tips. I’ve been saving and I’m pretty sure I have enough.”
“This check is more than enough,” he tells me. “I owe you change.”
“But the suit was nearly five-hundred dollars and my check is only for—”
“You looked at the retail price, Mags. I gave you wholesale.” He’s already counting out my change, laying it in my hand.
“Seriously?” I blink…so happy that I’m on the verge of tears. 
“I think it’s cool that you wouldn’t settle for anything less than the best.” He smiles warmly. “Hopefully in all things, not just wetsuits.” 
“Uh, yeah, I hope so too.”
“So, are you going to try it out today?”
I take out my phone. “I’m texting Savannah right now.”
“They haven’t left for Mexico yet?”
“They leave tomorrow…after church.” 
“Oh, that’s right.” He nods. “Well, there’s good swell today. A storm out on the ocean is making good action. The guys just in here drove up from LA just to catch some.” He looks out the window that overlooks the beach. “Lot of surfers out there.” 
My phone pings with Savannah’s reply. “Bingo,” I say to Eli. “She’s on her way.”
“Just be careful out there,” he warns as he heads for the workbench. “It’s getting a little rough.”
“I know,” I call from the dressing room. “Don’t be too jealous if I catch an epic wave.” 
I hear him chuckling as he starts sanding a blank. And, okay, I seriously doubt that he’s jealous of me. I’m sure he could close shop and surf if he wanted…but he’s so devoted to helping his family. As I tug my wetsuit on, I can’t help but admire how Eli has assumed so much responsibility since losing his dad. It’s like he was suddenly forced to grow up. Yet he never complains. I emerge from the changing room—wearing a huge smile along with my new wetsuit. “It fits perfectly,” I happily tell him.
“Just like we knew it would.” He waves to a couple of guys who are entering the shop. “Have fun, Mags. Tell Savannah hey.”
I hurry outside to stash my stuff and get my board. “Hey, Bo.” I run my hand over the sleek surface. “Did you miss me?” I chuckle as I pull out Savannah’s board then lug them both closer to the water’s edge where I impatiently wait for Savannah, resisting the temptation to go in without her. The waves look awesome. But I hear her calling and look to see her jogging toward me.
“Cool suit,” she says breathlessly as she picks up her board. “I didn’t know you’d already ordered it.”
“Long story, but later.” I point to the surf. “See that swell. Eli says there’s a storm out there—some gnarly waves are coming.”
“Cowabunga!” She sounds like a dweeb, but it makes me laugh.
“Let’s go, girl—we’re burning daylight.”
Before long, we’re out there, lining up with the other surfers, trying not to be too pushy, but hoping to catch a big hairy wave. We spend a good two hours surfing, but Savannah finally pulls the plug. “I promised to be home by four,” she tells me. “I still gotta pack for the Mexico trip tomorrow.” 
“Well, I’m kinda tired anyway,” I admit as we paddle to shore. “Besides I can come back tomorrow after work. The waves will probably be seriously epic by then.”
“Lucky you,” she says. “I really wish I wasn’t going on that trip now.”
“Why?” 
“Martha called this morning. She was so uptight, freaking about every detail, telling me what to do and how to pack, like I’m a five year old. I almost told her to forget it, that I’d changed my mind.”
“Why don’t you?” I stand, unhook my leash, and pick up my board.
“My parents would have a fit. They’re really into all this.” She shrugs as we walk through the shallow water. “They’d lecture me about making and keeping commitments and all that crud.” 
After we stash our boards behind the Surf Shop, Savannah hugs me goodbye. But as I’m telling her to have fun in Mexico she slaps her forehead. “Hey, Maggie, isn’t your birthday next week?”
“Yeah. No big deal. I never do much of anything on my birthday.” I unzip the front of my wetsuit then pat my sleeves and grin. “Besides, this is like a birthday present to myself. I can’t believe how warm it kept me, how easily I can move around in it. I’m going to be putting it to good use while you’re gone. I plan to be the best surfer out there before long. Well, aside from Eli.”
“Sure, rub it in.” She frowns. “I’m envious. I want to stay home and surf with you.”
“We’ll surf when you get back next week,” I assure her. “We’ll have some time left before winter break’s over.” Then she hugs me again, promising to bring me a birthday present from Mexico and we part ways. As I go home, I think this really will be a pretty good birthday for me. I have my Bo and my wetsuit and my Pacific. What more does a surfer girl need?





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
On Monday afternoon, when I’m finished with work, I hurry across the street, looking forward to a couple hours of surfing. I’m disappointed to see that Eli’s not at the Surf Shop. Instead, Jimmy is there and, as usual, he acts like Mr. Important. Despite his cockiness, I’m polite to him. Still, I have to wonder how two brothers can be so completely different.
When I get out to the beach, I’m somewhat dismayed to discover that, not only am I solo surfing, the beach and water are pretty much deserted. And, although it’s cloudy, there’s no wind. But after about an hour of sitting and waiting for a decent wave, I realize there’s a reason for no surfers. It’s totally flat. And when it starts to rain, I decide to call it quits. 
I’ve just put my board away and am about to go into the Surf Shop to change back into my clothes when I hear footsteps behind me. Thinking it’s another surfer getting ready to check out the waves, I turn around to warn that it’s not worth it—only to see Heather and Amber. And the look like trouble. 
“You’re not surfers.” I put on my old tough girl exterior, hoping to intimidate them. “What’re you doing back here?”
“What’s it to you?” Amber saunters up to me with a malicious expression and I notice that Heather has a piece of driftwood, striking it into the palm of her hand like a weapon. My instincts tell me to beat it, but when I turn around, ready to make a fast break for the Surf Shop, I realize a couple other girls are blocking it. I don’t recognize them, but I know their intent is to keep me out here. A chill runs through me as I slip my hand into my bag, feeling around for my phone. 
“Eli doesn’t like people hanging around back here,” I say as a stalling tactic, trying to find my phone. “This area is for surfers and—” My words are cut off by Amber’s fist in my face and suddenly all four of them are on me, pounding and pummeling and hitting me with such force and anger that I’m pretty sure they plan to kill me. My arms and legs are flailing, but I can’t get in a single blow. Then the other two girls pin me down and Heather and Amber take turns kicking me. All I can do is shut my eyes and shriek out in pain.
“Stop it!” Eli is suddenly shouting. “Right now—stop!”
I open my eyes to see my attackers taking off in two different directions. Eli kneels down with sympathetic concern. “Are you okay?” 
“I—don’t know.” It’s painful to speak and feels like I can barely breathe.
“Can you move?” He waits as I gingerly attempt to sit, but knifelike pain slices through me and I lie back down, groaning in extreme agony. “Do you think anything is broken?” he asks.
I’m trying not to cry, but my side hurts so bad that I can’t stop the silent tears streaking down my cheeks. “Here.” I whisper as I hold onto my ribcage with both hands. “Ribs.” It’s too painful to talk and each breath is excruciating. I don’t know what to do so I just close my eyes. Can I die from broken ribs…is my lung punctured? 
“Try to relax,” Eli says quietly. “Don’t move.”
I can’t respond. Just lying still with eyes tightly shut, I’m afraid to move or breathe…the slightest motion is too much. I want to tell him to call for an ambulance, but I can’t get the words out. I feel his hand on mine now, and a heat seems to penetrate from it, through my hand, and right into my aching ribcage. I open my eyes to see his lips moving and I think I hear the word ‘Father’ whispered. Then I shut my eyes again and everything seems to fade from gray to black.


 
When I wake up, Mary Shepherd is looking down at me with warmth and kindness. “Oh, Maggie,” she says gently. “How are you doing?”
I reach up to feel of my ribcage, shocked to discover that I’m no longer in such extreme pain. “I don’t know.” It hurts, but nothing like it was before.
“Can you sit up?” she asks. 
“I’m not sure.” I reach to her extended arm for help and am surprised to find that I can sit upright—without much pain. 
“Oh, good.” She nods in relief. “Eli told me what happened.”
“Where is he?”
“He called me to drive the pickup over…to help,” she explains. “He thinks you’re going to be alright. He just put your stuff in the pickup. We’ll take you home.” She helps me to my feet. “Can you walk okay?”
“I think so.” Still clinging to her arm, I take a tentative step. “Yeah, I think I’m better. I mean it still hurts, but nothing like before.”
“Looks like you took quite a beating, Maggie.”
“Yeah.” I cautiously walk with her, waiting for her to open the door to the Surf Shop, leading me through.
“You need to report this to the police, Maggie.”
I consider this. “I, uh, I don’t know.”
“You can’t let those girls get away with it,” she tells me. 
“But it might backfire on me,” I explain as we go through the shop. “I was warned not to get into any kind of trouble with the law after I changed schools. I can’t get expelled.”
“But how could any of this be blamed on you?” she asks. “Eli said there were four girls beating on you—like they were trying to kill you.”
“Yeah.” I nod, which makes my head hurt. 
“Did you know them?”
“Two of them,” I say as we go outside to where Eli is opening the door to the pickup. “Girls that have it out for me. They’re from my school.”
As Eli drives me home, I explain about how angry Amber and Heather were after they got banned from Surfer Joe’s after vandalizing the bathroom. “I thought they might try to get even with me. But I never dreamed they’d go that far.”
“That’s why you need to call the police,” Mary says again.
“I don’t know.” I sigh. “I mean I understand what you’re saying. But I’ve reported stuff before—when I was bullied—and I ended up getting blamed. I can’t afford that.”
“But those girls could’ve killed you,” Mary argues.
“Maggie might be right about not bringing in the police,” Eli says quietly.
“Why?” Mary asks him.
“There might be a better way.”
“Oh?” Mary reaches for my hand, holding it in hers. “Well, I can’t force you to call the police…and if Eli has a better plan, then we should probably listen to him.”
I remember what Eli has told me before…that hurt people hurt people…and that we need to forgive them. But the truth is I wish I could hurt those girls the same way they just hurt me. Still, I don’t want to call the police. 
“We’ll walk you inside,” Mary tells me as Eli parks at our apartment complex. I’m grateful for their help, but not eager for Grams’ reaction. Of course, her first response is to assume I’ve had a serious wipeout. As Mary walks me to my bedroom, helping me out of my wetsuit, I can hear Eli explaining the situation to Grams. 
“I’m afraid this wetsuit is ruined.” As Mary holds up the torn garment, I break into tears. “But you should be thankful,” she tells me. “I have a feeling the wetsuit kept you from being hurt worse.” As she tends to my wounds, all I can think is that two weeks of hard-earned wages from Surfer Joe’s just went down the drain. And although I’m still in pain from the severe beating, the pain of losing my wetsuit feels worse. I want to kill those girls. 





Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
Grams tries to keep me from going to work the next morning, but I insist. Despite looking like a train-wreck and feeling pretty sore, I want my life back. To stay in bed all day would be like letting Amber and Heather win. Of course, Nick is shocked to see my bruised face and black eye, but after I explain what happened, he agrees to let me work. “But we’ll keep you out of sight.” He leads me to the backroom. “Don’t want to freak our customers.” And so I get some good training on the coffee roaster. 
“I don’t agree about not calling the cops,” he says as we’re filling bags with freshly roasted beans. 
“I know.” I fasten a bag closed. “Mary and Grams didn’t either. But Eli said he’s got a plan.”
Nick slowly shakes his head. “Well, I’m curious to know what he’s got in mind.”
“Me too.” I glance at the clock, relieved to see my shift is nearly over. “Thanks for letting me work today, Nick. I’ll understand if you don’t want me waiting on customers though…I can stay home tomorrow if you—”
“No way. I can use more work back here.” 
I’m relieved to hear this. I’ve already figured that if I can continue fulltime hours for the next week, I should make enough to get another wetsuit. And although I’m determined to get back on top of everything, I’m still enraged at Amber and Heather and if I thought I could get them into serious trouble with the police—without being involved—I would. My hatred toward them is growing.
After work, I go over to the Surf Shop to thank Eli for his intervention yesterday—and to find out what his ‘plan’ is for dealing with my assailants. Okay, I know he’s not going for revenge since that is not him. But still, I’m curious. 
“I met with Amber and Heather and their parents last night,” Eli informs me—acting as if this is a completely normal thing to do. He explains how he contacted the parents, informing them of their daughter’s recent crime spree. “I even showed a photo I took of you while you were unconscious,” he tells me.
“You’re kidding?” I can’t wrap my head around Eli meeting with these families. “And they took you seriously?”
“Sure. I told them we wanted to give them a chance to make this right without involving the police. The parents seemed to appreciate this.”
I still feel doubtful. “What about Amber and Heather? What if they try to kill me again?”
“They gave me their word, in front of their parents, that they would leave you alone.”
“What about those other two girls?” 
“Apparently, Heather and Amber don’t really know them. They don’t go to Kennedy. Sounded like they’d all been partying together on the beach—drinking may have impaired their judgment.” 
I touch my bruised cheek. “It didn’t impair their punches.”
“How are you doing?”
I frown. “Better than I thought I’d be. But I’m still furious at those witches. If I could get back at them without involving the law or being caught, I would.”
Eli sighs. “Your vengeance isn’t as effective as God’s.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He makes a half smile. “Here’s the deal, Mags. Heather and Amber might appear to have some advantages…that you don’t…but they both come from unhappy homes. Heather’s parents divorced years ago and her mom is on her sixth live-in boyfriend. Some who have taken advantage of Heather. Amber’s parents are still married, but it’s messed up. Amber’s dad is verbally abusive to her, and her mom is addicted to painkillers. The parents of both girls are pretty checked out on parenting.” 
“Oh…?” For some reason I never imagined anything like this. I’ve seen those girls dressed in expensive clothes, being picked up in nice cars . . . I assumed their lives were peachy. But I remember how often Eli said ‘hurt people hurt people.’
“Add to that how Heather and Amber are both basically insecure…not to mention extremely jealous of you…and it starts to make sense.”
I shake my head. “I don’t see why they’d be jealous of me.”
“You’ve got looks and brains and, despite all you’ve been through, you seem to come out on top. You’re a survivor, Mags.” He grins. “And an awesome surfer too.”
I can’t help but smile. “Thanks.”
“So this is the deal we made,” Eli continues. “Amber and Heather’s parents paid me for your ruined wetsuit, which I just ordered. Their daughters are supposed to work to pay them back. I also insisted they spend some of their winter break on beach litter patrol, which seems only fair since some of their own recent parties have contributed to the trash out there. They’re to report to the Surf Shop every morning at nine and spend the next three hours picking litter off the beach. They just came by with their full bags.” 
“Seriously?”
“I also told them they need to apologize to you. But not until you’re ready. I knew you’d need some time to cool off.”
I let out a long sigh. “I’m actually cooling off.” I attempt a smile. “Thanks for ordering me another wetsuit…and for handling this mess for me.”
“I hope you’ll try to forgive them,” he says quietly. 
I frown. “I’m not sure I can.”
“If you don’t forgive them, you’ll just prolong your own suffering, Mags. It’s better to let stuff go.” His eyes light up. “In fact, that would be a nice birthday present to give yourself—forgive them and move on.”
“How did you know when my birthday is?”
“Oh, I recall you mentioned it….” He turns his attention to sanding a blank.
“My birthdays usually suck big-time. I used to blame it on having to share with Winter Fest season—you know since everyone is focused on the holidays. I always wanted to have a summer birthday instead.”
“I used to feel like that too.” He flips the blank over, running a hand over the top of it. “My birthday’s right after Winter Fest. When I was little, I used to think that everyone was putting up lights to celebrate my special day.” He grins. “I loved it. In fact, I still enjoy all the lights.”
“Well, that’s a nice way to look at it.” 
“We usually have a big bonfire on the beach to celebrate my birthday. We have great food and good music. It’s pretty cool. I hope you’ll come this year.”
“I’d love to.”
“Great. It’s on Sunday. And just so you know, I invited Heather and Amber too.”
I bite my lip, wishing I hadn’t agreed so eagerly. I’m really not ready to see those two girls. I honestly don’t know if I will ever be. Maybe I’ll just pretend to forget about Eli’s bonfire party…and stay home.
“Give it time, Mags.” He returns to sanding and I thank him again for his help then tell him goodbye. As I walk home, I feel angry. It seems unfair that he would invite the likes of Amber and Heather to his party. They don’t deserve it. And now I don’t even want to go—and that seems even more unfair. It’s like I’m being punished.
At home, I’m still pondering Eli’s words regarding Amber and Heather. I’ve never known anyone so focused on forgiveness as Eli. It’s like he thinks it’s the answer to just about everything. And, sure, he has no problem with it himself. But then he’s Eli—I’ve never known him to be mad or carry a grudge against anyone. Seriously, how is that humanly possible? I don’t get it.
Although, to be fair, I have to admit that it helped me to forgive Grams…and it actually seemed to help her too. So I suppose I sort of get it. Even so—how can I possibly forgive the girls who tried to kill me? And yet, I almost feel like I’m putting myself into some kind of invisible prison by not forgiving them. 


 
My birthday actually starts out to be a pretty good day. For starters, Grams surprises me with a bouquet of flowers and balloons first thing this morning. That’s a first. Then Clive and Nick somehow get word of it—I suspect Eli—and present me with a little cake and card with a small check after my shift ends. And Savannah even calls me from Mexico to sing the Happy Birthday song to me. So far this birthday is turning out to be one of the best ones ever. 
Although I’m still a little sore from my recent beating, I am determined to go surfing this afternoon. So, taking a piece of birthday cake for Eli, I head for the Surf Shop. Hopefully he will loan me that smelly old Body Glove suit again, but to my surprise, he’s got my new wetsuit all ready for me. “I had them overnight it,” he explains. I happily hug the suit like an old friend then thank Eli. “And I asked Jimmy to come watch the shop for me,” he tells me. “So I can go surfing with you. He should be here any minute now.”
As I tug on my new wetsuit, I wonder how he knew I planned to go surfing…then wonder why I wonder. Before long, we’re out there catching some pretty great waves and I’m having so much fun that even when I wipe out, I hardly feel the pain. 
“Hey look,” I point to the beach as we’re waiting for what we agreed will be our last wave of the day. “Someone’s got a Winter Fest bonfire going.”
Eli nods then tips his head to where a big wave is just arriving and both of us ride it for as long as we can, nearly making it to shore. “Let’s go get warm.” He heads for the fire and I hesitantly follow. Not everyone gets welcomed at just any bonfire. But as we get closer, I see something that stops me in my steps. It’s Amber and Heather. “Come on,” Eli urges me. “It’s okay.”
Although I want to run in the opposite direction, I know that I’ll be safe with Eli and so I continue. Amber and Heather have kind of somber expressions, but don’t seem hostile. To my surprise, they tell me ‘Happy Birthday’ and then take turns apologizing.
“I’m sorry about everything,” Heather begins. “I know what I did was wrong. Really wrong. I’m not even sure why I did it—or why I felt like I hated you so much. It’s like something really twisted was going on inside me, and I did nothing to stop it. I kinda just let it happen. And, well, Eli’s been talking to me about it and I’m just really sorry, Maggie. I hope you will forgive me.”
“Yeah,” Amber says. “I feel the same way. I told Eli it almost seemed like there was another person—like the devil or something—that was driving me to be so terrible to you. But, like Heather said, I didn’t try to stop it. It’s like I sort of enjoyed being mean and nasty to you. But at the same time I hated it. I know that doesn’t really make sense. But the truth is I don’t want to be like that anymore. I really don’t. So I hope you’ll forgive me.”
I’m so stunned, I barely know what to say. 
“And I really can’t blame you if you don’t forgive us,” Heather says.
Amber nods. “Yeah, we don’t deserve it.”
“I do forgive you,” I blurt out. “And I get what you’re saying about how something inside doesn’t want to do the right thing. Yet something does. Like a battle going on. But I don’t want to be ruled by the bad crud.” I glance at Eli. “I don’t want to be stuck in that prison anymore.” I turn back to the girls. “I forgive both of you. I really do.” Then to my complete and utter amazement—we all hug—and suddenly Amber, Heather and I are all crying like babies. And it is seriously freaking unbelievable! I feel like I’ve been set free—like this huge weight’s been lifted off of me.
The girls have a grocery bag with them. They start pulling out hotdogs and buns and chips and soda and we all sit around the fire and talk and eat…and by the time we’re done, I feel like I’ve got two new friends. And like I just experienced a real-life miracle! 
As Eli and I carry our boards back to the Surf Shop, I thank him for orchestrating that bonfire. “You were right once again,” I admit. “Forgiving Heather and Amber was the best birthday present ever. Thanks for helping me to see that.” Eli just nods, taking it in stride like he usually does after doing something that totally blows my mind. But I can tell he’s happy about what just happened—and that makes me even happier. It really truly is a happy birthday. 
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