
        
            
                
            
        

    THE ELI DIARIES 
 
BOOK FOUR
 
NOT GOOD ENOUGH
by
 
Krista McGee



 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents are either a work of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
 
 
Published by Amaris Media International
 
Copyright © 2017 Krista McGee
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means without the written consent of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.







Prologue
 
 
 
I just feel so overwhelmed, Mom.” I pull a piece of grass from the ground and run a thumb across its smooth surface. “I mean, I know junior year is the hardest. But I totally thought I was prepared. And I was. Mostly. I mean, I’m keeping up my grades, I’m taking an ACT prep class. I’m on track to apply for UCLA next year. But…”
I look up at the sky—a crisp blue, hardly any clouds. November in Southern California isn’t much different than most of the other months. Slightly cooler, but the sun still shines, the leaves on the trees remain green, and flowers bloom everywhere. Especially here.
“It’s everything else.” I pull my knees to my chest. “This is going to sound ridiculous, but I am super stressed about this bake sale for church.”
When I say it out loud, it sounds even more ludicrous. But, “It was my idea—going to Tijuana, I mean. There’s this orphanage Reverend Benjamin and Brenda have worked with in the past. Brenda told me they’ve wanted to return, but they’re both so swamped with everything going on at church that they haven’t had time to plan it. So I said I’d plan it.”
I sigh. Planning a trip for twenty teenagers across the border—even when that border is just a few hours away—is overwhelming. “I have to make sure we have rental vans and gifts for all the orphans. The gifts weren’t too difficult. Folks at church were really generous, and we have plenty. But there’s no money for the rental vans. So I had this brilliant idea of hosting a bake sale at the Swap Meet on the Sand this weekend. You know how packed that event is. I thought, between people buying cookies and just donating money, we could get all we need.”
The Swap Meet on the Sand is a huge community event, held annually on the second weekend in November. Most of Ventura comes out for it. Local artists sell their work, food trucks line the street, musicians play. It’s kind of like our “pre-Winter Fest” kick off.
“Remember that one year we went and Laz entered the pie eating contest?” I laugh, recalling how sick my little brother was after that. “He couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, but he was sure he could hang in there with the big kids.”
“How did you do it all, Mom?” I sit up. “You made it seem so easy—taking care of us, of the house, of Dad. You never seemed stressed. Why couldn’t I inherit that trait from you?”
I place a palm on the cool marble of Mom’s tombstone.
Judith Ann Valdez. March 5, 1972—July 23, 2014.
“I miss you so much.” I trace the letters of her name. “I’m trying, Mom. So hard. Just like you asked. But no matter how hard I try, I still feel like I come up short. I feel like you’d be disappointed in me.”
I recall Mom’s ready smile, her tight hugs, the smell of her “Happy” perfume. If she were here, she’d say she could never be disappointed in me. 
But she’s not here. And I can’t shake the feeling that, no matter how hard I try and how much I do, I am just not good enough. 





Chapter One
 
 
 
I feel like Cinderella. Not at the end of the story, though. At the beginning, where the stepmother is yelling for tea and the stepsisters are yelling for clothes and the cat is hissing about his milk. I wish I could at least be a beautiful Cinderella. But, no, I’m a plain Mexican Cinderella, with hair too straight and thick to do anything with, eyes the same boring brown as a million other girls, and skin just light enough to get burnt but not dark enough to be exotic. I have all the disadvantages of the Disney Cinderella with none of the perks.
Don’t get me wrong—I don’t have an evil stepmother. I have a widowed dad who works way too much, because he’s trying to provide for me and my siblings. My siblings aren’t evil, either. They’re great, actually. Imperfect. But great. Mom used to call us “Irish Triplets” because we were born a year apart: I’m sixteen, Mary is fifteen, and Laz is fourteen. 
Mary and Laz are just…needy. Like right now, Mary needs a ride to the mall and Laz needs help with Algebra. They both need dinner, so I am making pasta—which I can’t do if I take Mary to the mall or help Laz with his homework.
Speaking of homework…I have hours of it calling out my name: Fifty pages of AP US History, a 750-word essay for AP Literature, twenty problems of Pre-Calc. But I can’t get to any of it because I have so much else to do around here. 
“Please, Martha.” Mary’s hands are on my shoulders, her huge eyes imploring mine, reminding me that she hit the Latina jackpot—hazel eyes, wavy hair, and killer body. “Hollister has their jeans on sale for twenty-five dollars right now. And I need jeans. I called Dad and he said it was fine. I even have his card.”
“I can’t, Mary.” I point to the stove. “I have to make dinner and help Laz with math.”
“Laz isn’t even home yet.” Mary places her hands on her hips. “And I can wait until the pasta is done cooking.”
“What do you mean, Laz isn’t home?” I run upstairs, and, sure enough, Laz is not in his usual place on the couch, playing Xbox.
Mary comes up behind me. “Football practice ran late. He texted us.”
I pull my phone from my back pocket. I didn’t even feel it vibrate. But there’s a text from Laz, saying he’ll catch a ride from some of the guys and be home by 5:30. 
“How about I help with dinner, and you take me when we get everything on the table?”
“You need to eat,” I say. “And what about your homework? Don’t you have a Chemistry test tomorrow?”
“I’ll study when I get back.”
“Chemistry is more important than jeans, Mar.”
“Who says I have to choose?” Mary flashes me a smile.
The doorbell rings…and rings…and rings. The signal that Laz is home. I go to open the front door and see Eli, Pete, and Jude there. 
“Smells great in here.” Jude follows Laz into the house. Pete lumbers behind Jude, waving awkwardly before leaning against the wall. Eli waits on the front porch. He is, by far, the most polite boy I know.
“Come on in.” I motion for Eli to enter. I can’t totally figure him out. He’s nice. But almost too nice. And he seems to be genuine about his faith. But then he hangs out with some rough kids—girls like Maggie, who has the worst reputation in school; and Savannah, who is just strange. Even Jude, who is rich and full of himself and who gives my baby sister way too much attention. And yet Eli treats them all the same, like they’re all his best friends. I feel like he should know better, or should at least call them out on their behavior. What kind of believer is he, if he just goes along with kids like that? I don’t understand him.
“I love pasta.” Jude opens the pot and smells the sauce.
“We should get you home, then.” Eli closes the lid and slaps Jude on the back. “So you can eat.”
“Eating sounds good.” Pete cranes his neck to look into the kitchen.
“Then we’ll get you home, too, Pete.” Eli laughs.
Jude looks up the stairs—Mary is walking down. Jude smiles, but Mary barely notices him. Something happened between those two at the Homecoming game last month. I don’t know what. Mary refuses to tell me. But, whatever it is, Mary seems to have gotten over it, because she smiles at all of them and says, “Hi guys.”
“Hi, Mary.” Eli grabs the collar of Jude’s shirt and pulls him toward the front room. “We were just leaving.”
“Perfect!” Mary grabs her purse from the kitchen counter. “Will you be going by the mall?”
“Sure we will.” Jude smiles. “Need a ride?”
“Yes!” Mary beams at Jude, and I cringe. What is she thinking? She’s thinking about Hollister, that’s what she’s thinking. She has no clue she’s flirting. But Jude sure thinks she is.
“I was thinking about going, myself.” Jude walks to Mary. “We can drop off Pete and Eli, and then hang out for a while.”
“I thought you were hungry?” Eli asks.
“Starving.” Jude looks at Mary. “How about we grab something at Buffalo Wild Wings?”
I need to step in. “Thanks for the offer, Jude, but I can take Mary to the mall. After she’s eaten pasta with us.”
“Martha, you were just saying—”
I pin Mary with a look that says, ‘We’ll talk about this later.’ She sighs and says goodbye to the guys. I hear her at the door, apologizing for her “overprotective big sister”.” 
So I’m overprotective. I love Mary, and I want to protect her. That’s what Mom would do, if she were alive. And Dad, if he were home more. 
Dinner is strained, but I can deal with it. Mary will thank me when she’s older. Right now, she’s just too naive for her own good. Laz tries to break up the tension with some jokes. When that doesn’t work, he pulls out his phone.
“So guess what happened at football practice?” he asks.
“You sat the bench?” Mary smirks.
“Ha ha. But no. Jeremy broke his arm.” Laz lifts a piece of spaghetti from the bowl and swallows it whole. “It was awesome. I mean, it literally broke in two. Part of the bone was sticking out—”
“Ewww.” Mary covers her ears. “That is disgusting. And sad. It is not ‘awesome.’”
“I have a picture.” Laz points his phone in Mary’s face, and she pushes it away. The phone flies out of Laz’s hands and skids across the floor.
“Mary!” He rushes to grab the phone and inspects it. “If you had broken my phone, you’d have to buy me another one.”
“No, I wouldn’t.” Mary sips her water. “You would have gotten what you deserved. Who takes a picture of a guy’s broken arm, anyway?”
“Every guy on the football team took a picture.” Laz shrugs. “It was cool.”
“You’re a freak,” Mary says.
“Guys,” I feel like a referee. In the longest game ever. “Can we just enjoy dinner?”
“He started it.” Mary points to Laz.
“Who threw my phone?”
“Who showed me a disgusting picture of a broken arm?” Mary lays down her fork. 
“You didn’t have to throw my phone.”
“You didn’t have to show me the picture.”
“Seriously, you two!” I say. “Calm down.”
Mary looks at me. “And what was up with you not letting Jude take me to the mall, Martha?”
I sigh. “He’s into you.”
Mary gets a strange look on her face, then tries to laugh it off. “You do not need to worry about me liking Jude. Trust me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that Jude’s not my type,” Mary says. “But he does have a car. And, as long as Eli is with him, I’d feel comfortable with him taking me to the mall so I can get jeans.”
“Well, I don’t feel comfortable with him.” 
“Whatever.” Mary leans back in her chair. “I just needed a ride to the mall, Martha.”
“And I will give you one,” I say. “With no strings attached.”
“Can we go now, then?” Mary stands and takes her plate to the sink. 
I look at my phone. It’s 6:15. “How about this…? I’ll take you and wait in Starbucks while you shop. That way I can get some studying in. Then, when we get back, I’ll help Laz with his Algebra.”
“I don’t need help with Algebra,” Laz says.
“I just checked your grades.” I take Laz’s plate. “You have a C in there.”
“Ooooh, a C.” Laz grabs his chest like he’s having a heart attack. “The horror.”
“Laz, you’re in high school now,” I say. For the fiftieth time. “Grades matter. Don’t you want to get a scholarship?”
“Imma get a full ride football scholarship, big sister.” Laz smiles. “Then I’ll get picked up in my sophomore year by the NFL, and I won’t even have to finish college. I’ll make millions and millions of dollars, and then I’ll make commercials for Nike when I retire.”
“Fine.” I roll my eyes. “Until that scholarship comes through, you need to try to keep at least a 3.0 GPA. So I’m helping you with your Algebra.”
“Whatever,” Laz says.
Mary dangles the keys in front of me. “Let’s go!”
I groan. This is going to be a long night.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
I hate group work. And I am not being dramatic. I hate it. As do most A students. Why? Because we always get stuck doing most of the work. Because if we don’t, we won’t get an A. Which is unacceptable.
The thing is, my dad makes too much money for me to get any need-based grants for college. But he doesn’t make enough money to pay for my college—not when there are three of us who will be in college at the same time. So I need to get scholarships. And, unlike my brother, I have no other skill that might get me a scholarship. I am not athletic, not artistic, not really even that smart. I just work hard. I get good grades. 
But my AP English Literature teacher, Mrs. Farthing, insists on having us work in groups for every single novel we study. I am beginning to wonder if she just doesn’t want to teach these books. Because she could easily tell us everything we need to know in one or two class periods, and we’d be done. Ready for the exam. But, no, she puts us in groups, gives us ridiculous “open-ended” questions and a project. Instead of moving on from the odious Jane Eyre, we are parking on it for two weeks. And instead of working on the project, my group is talking about the latest horror film. 
While, I admit, discussing horror and Charlotte Bronte in the same context is fairly accurate, it does not help us complete this assignment. And the assignment is worth not one, but two test grades.
“Guys.” I finally interrupt the twenty-minute discussion on Night of the Zombie Apocalypse. “We really need to plan for this project.”
“It’s not due until next Friday,” Jude says. “We’ve got plenty of time.”
Jude doesn’t have to worry about college scholarships. His dad is wealthy enough to pay for his acceptance and tuition at any college he chooses. I’m not even really sure why he’s in this class. Unless he heard how much group work there was and assumed he’d find someone else—AKA me—to do his assignments.
“I don’t want to wait until next Thursday to get serious about this.” I look to the others for help.
“She’s right,” Caleb says. “Come on, guys, let’s get to work.”
Caleb is an A student, too. But As come easy to him, so he doesn’t have to work as hard. Still, he understands the need to actually start on this assignment.
“Thanks, Caleb. I appreciate the support.”
“All right…so what do we do?” Julie asks. “Video or graphic novel?”
We spend the next ten minutes debating which of the choices we want. When we finally decide on a video, the bell rings.
“Tomorrow, we all need to come with ideas for the script, okay?” I say, as everyone packs up.
“Script?” Jude shoulders his backpack. “Why don’t we just wing it? My house Saturday.”
Everyone else agrees, walking off before I can even voice my dissent. Saturday is my ACT Prep class. I can’t miss that because I can’t get below a 30 if I want to be eligible for the top scholarships. Which means, of course, that I’ll be left with editing duty. Everyone else will hang out at Jude’s, goofing off, and I’ll be left with an hour’s worth of video of them goofing off that I’ll have to craft into an A+ video that somehow resembles Jane Eyre.
I am so annoyed that I don’t look up, and end up running straight into Eli. 
“I’m sorry.” I grab a notebook that fell on the floor.
“You okay?” Eli asks.
He seems so genuine that, for a moment, I consider telling him everything. Then I shake my head. What am I thinking? I barely know this guy. “I’m fine. Just busy.”
“School?”
“School, and projects, and ACT prep classes, and my siblings, and the orphanage trip…there’s just a lot of stress in my life right now.” And always.
“You know what I do when I get stressed?”
I want to say I doubt he ever gets stressed. He sure doesn’t ever seem stressed. But I just stay silent.
“I surf.” Eli smiles. “There’s something about being on the water, you know? It’s so peaceful and powerful. When I’m on top of the waves, I don’t feel anything but pure joy. It’s awesome.”
“I’m happy for you.” I’m not sure if he’s being genuine, or if he’s trying to sell a board from his family’s surf shop. All I do know is he is making life sound way too easy. “But, honestly, the ocean scares me—there’s so much in it that is dangerous. I’d rather just stay on shore where it’s safe.”
“That’s too bad.” Eli offers me a sad smile. “Sometimes the greatest adventures in life are the ones that aren’t safe.”





Chapter Three
 
 
 
I pull my car into the church parking lot. Church ended several hours ago. I’ve already gone home, made lunch, and put two loads of laundry in. But then, right as I sat down at my desk to start homework, Mary announced her friends from Show Choir were coming over to work on their upcoming performance. 
Now, I’m a big fan of the Show Choir. Even if I could sing—which I most certainly cannot—I could never stand in front of people, smiling and dancing and wearing a little sparkly dress while singing. I would die of embarrassment. So I have nothing but respect for Mary and the others who can do it—and do it well. Kennedy High’s Show Choir has more trophies than our football team.
But…their rehearsals are loud. And I need to study in quiet. So here I am. Benjamin and Brenda, my youth group leaders, gave me a key a while back. They understand my need for a quiet place, and so they let me use their office whenever I need an escape from my siblings and their volume. Plus, I need to check the sign-ups for the bake sale. As of last Sunday, I was the only one who had volunteered to make anything or man the tables. I am hoping that has changed in the last few days.
I turn the key and find the door is already unlocked. As I hitch my backpack farther up on my shoulder, I hear voices coming from Benjamin’s office. 
“What right do you have to question me?” I hear Benjamin say, his usual calm voice sounding rattled. “I have been working at this church twice as long as you’ve been alive.”
“I know.”“ A younger voice replies. “And I don’t mean to be disrespectful.”
“That’s exactly what you’re being,” Benjamin says.
The younger voice, I realize, is Eli’s. I know I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but I can’t help myself. I close the door behind me as quietly as I can and set my backpack on the table as the conversation continues in the next room.
“I just think we should look carefully at scriptures before we make judgments.”
“Now you’re telling me how to study the Scriptures?” 
I peek through the opening in the door and see Benjamin’s arms folded over his powerful chest. 
“Who do you think you are?”
I see Eli look up, a strange expression on his face. Then he nods, sighs, and looks back at Benjamin. “Maybe I misunderstood you? I thought you said, in your message last night, that we should avoid all contact with unbelievers. Is that what you said?”
“Of course it’s what I said.” Benjamin’s voice softens. He sighs deeply before continuing. “I am responsible for the spiritual care of dozens of young people. I am trying to keep kids from making terrible mistakes that could devastate them for the rest of their lives—mistakes I have, sadly, seen all too often.”
“I appreciate your desire to protect us,” Eli says. “Truly. But what about the people out there who don’t know God and need Him? Don’t we have a responsibility to reach out to them?”
“We?” Benjamin raises an eyebrow. “What ‘we’, Eli? You aren’t even a regular attender here. How many churches have you gone to in the last couple months alone?”
“What does that matter?” Eli asks, and I am amazed that he can sound both respectful and challenging at the same time.
“It matters,” Benjamin levels his gaze, “because you are obviously sitting under some teachers who are filling your mind with these ideas.”
“What ideas?”
“The idea that you can challenge authority, for one. And the idea that you can associate with unbelievers, for another.”
“I didn’t get those ideas from other teachers, sir,” Eli says.
“Oh, really.” Benjamin shakes his head. “Then where did you get them from?”
“From the scriptures.” Eli becomes more animated as he talks. “How many times do the prophets speak of reaching the lost? They were sent out from their homes to preach the Good News to those who didn’t know God. And they were often rejected and mistreated. But they still went, out of obedience to God. Because the heart of God is for all people to know Him.”
“You presume to tell me about the heart of God?” Benjamin closes his eyes and shakes his head. He takes a moment before opening his eyes again. When he does, his face is hard, his voice like bullets. “How dare you! You want to talk about prophets? I’ll tell you something about prophets—you are on your way to becoming a false prophet, misleading my young people and speaking as if you know the Scriptures better than your elders.”
“I’m just—”
“No,” Benjamin says. “No more. If you want to be part of this youth group, you will show me respect. You will not contradict what I say. And you will not encourage my students to associate with the ungodly. Do you understand me?”
A muscle in Eli’s cheek twitches. “I understand.”
“Thank you.” Benjamin sighs. “I think it would be best if you left now.”
“Benjamin.” Eli’s voice is soft, pleading.
“Please.” Benjamin motions to the door leading out of his office into the sanctuary. “I need some time to cool down.”
Eli pauses for a moment, then nods and walks out. Benjamin rakes a hand through his hair and walks out of his office into the front room, where I am standing, unsure what to do.
“Martha,” Benjamin stops short. “How long have you been here?”
“A while.” I bite my lip. “I’m sorry.”
Have a seat.” Benjamin motions to the chair in front of his secretary’s desk. 
I pull out the worn chair, covered in faded green fabric, and sit.
“I shouldn’t have lost my temper.” Benjamin straightens a stack of envelopes on the desk.
“He was saying some pretty radical things,” I say.
“And a lot of people are listening to him.” Benjamin picks up a pen and begins tapping it on his desk. “He speaks like he has some kind of authority, and weak-minded kids are believing what he says.”
“He seems really genuine,” I say.
“Listen to me, Martha.” Benjamin drops the pen and leans forward. “I have been leading youth for over thirty years. In that time, I have seen far too many kids fall away. First, they stop coming to church, then they get involved in activities they shouldn’t get involved in, and then…they’re just lost. They don’t return to church, they don’t live righteous lives. It’s so easy for them to go astray. My job is to protect them.”
“I know.” I look at this man, more like a dad to me than my own dad. Benjamin and Brenda helped me through the grief of my mom’s illness and death, they sat with me while I cried about my life and my struggles. They have seen me at my lowest moments and cared for me through them. They’re good people. “You and Brenda do a great job of that.”
“But how can I protect them when the wolf is inside my own youth group?” Benjamin points to me. “When even the strongest of my kids thinks he may be right?”
“No,” I say. “I don’t think he’s right. Just…genuine.”
“Then he’s genuinely wrong.” Benjamin stands. “Stay away from him, Martha. Please. For your own good. That boy is dangerous.”
As Benjamin packs up to leave, and I pull out my AP US History book, those words reverberate through my brain. 
That boy is dangerous. 
Benjamin is right. Of course. And I need to do all I can to protect others from being taken in by Eli. 





Chapter Four
 
 
 
If you need any help editing the English project,” Jude pokes his head into the driver’s side window of my car, “I’d be happy to come over to your house and help.”
Though his words are directed to me, his eyes are on Mary, sitting in the passenger seat. 
“I’m almost done.” I say, pulling away so Jude is forced to step back. “But thanks.”
“You’re almost done?” Mary asks as we exit the parking lot. “I thought you said you hadn’t even started on it.”
I sigh. Okay, so I haven’t started on it. And I just lied to Jude. But… “I prefer to work alone. Editing is really a one-man job.”
“Is anything with you not a one-man job?” Mary’s snarky tone reveals more is going on here than just me saying no to Jude.
“What is that supposed to mean?” I pull out of the parking lot.
“Yesterday, after Show Choir practice?” Mary says. “When Will Harper came to pick up his sister?”
“And instead he tried to pick you up?” I can feel myself getting defensive. “What about it?”
“Will Harper was talking to me. He is gorgeous, rich, popular…the student body president! And he was talking to me!”
“He is also an unbeliever, shallow, and a cheater,” I say.
“Cheating on who?” Mary gripes. “He doesn’t even have a girlfriend.”
“He cheated on an Advanced Algebra exam.” I remember overhearing the story at lunch one day. Will had a cheat sheet and Mr. Preston saw it. But Eli grabbed it at the last minute and took the blame. 
“Martha.” Mary laughs. “Everyone cheats in Preston’s class. That man is impossible.”
“I didn’t cheat,” I say. “Not in his class or any other.”
“Fine,” Mary huffs. “Everyone but my perfect sister.”
“I’m not perfect.”
“Why don’t you chill out, Martha?” Mary says. “Stop interfering in everyone’s life. If Will Harper wants to talk to me, let him talk to me. Don’t make up some bogus line about me needing to come inside.”
“It wasn’t bogus,” I argue. “You did need to come inside.”
“You just didn’t want me talking to Will.”
“You’re right.” I think of what Benjamin had said about not associating with unbelievers. But I know that argument would not go over well with my sister. “Will doesn’t have the best reputation. Everyone knows girls who date him…Well…”
“What, Martha?” Mary turns her head to look at me. “They have sex?”
“Mary!” 
“Sex, sex, sex,” Mary croons. “High schoolers are having it, Martha. Every day.”
“Do we really need to have this conversation?” It’s times like this that I miss Mom the most.
“You don’t want me talking to Will because you think if I go out with him, I’ll end up having sex.”
I sigh. “True.”
Mary lets out a long groan. “I know better, Martha.”
“Do you?” I pull to a stop at a red light and look at her. “What about when he says he really likes you, and that sex is no big deal, and that, like you said, high schoolers have it all the time?”
“Then I’d say, ‘Sorry, babe. But you can only get to second base with me.’”
“Second base?!” I really, really miss Mom right now.
“What does it matter?” Mary throws up her hands. “You won’t even let me swing the bat.”
“I am trying to protect you.”
“That’s not your job,” Mary fires back. “You’re my sister. Not my mom.”
“So I need to just let you go out with Will?” I say. “Ruin your life?”
“You should let me live my own life.” Mary argues. “Make my own choices. I am fifteen years old, Martha.”
“Exactly.” I pull into the driveway and depress the garage door opener. “You’re fifteen. You don’t even need to think about dating yet.”
“Haven’t you ever heard of ‘high school sweethearts’?” Mary opens her door.
“Ninety-eight percent of high school relationships fail,” I say, quoting a statistic I read in an online magazine last month. “The odds of heartache and regret are much higher than the odds of lasting love.”
“Maybe I don’t want lasting love.” Mary slams her car door with force than is necessary. “Maybe I just want to go out with the most popular boy at school.”
“Then you’re naive.”
“Whatever.” Mary stomps through the door and into the living room, dumping her bags on the floor. “If I want to go out with Will, you can’t stop me.”
I close the door and set my bags on the hall bench. 
She’s right. I can’t stop her. I can’t convince her that going out with Will would be a terrible idea. Just like last month, when she went out with Braylen Cox. I warned her about him, too, but she refused to listen. Until she came home from their date with a bloody knee and a refusal to tell me anything. Mary rarely gets mad, but she was fuming that night. She didn’t even go to the Homecoming dance the next night—something completely out of character for my little sister. She should have learned from whatever happened then. But obviously she didn’t. And there is nothing I can do about that.
Mary goes upstairs, and I pull out my phone. I have hours of editing to finish. I sit on the couch and get to work.
If only I could clean up my life like I can clean up a video: delete the characters and scenes I don’t like, craft the story my way. 
If only…





Chapter Five
 
 
 
Can we talk for a minute?” I approach Dad, who has been watching a home repair show marathon for the last couple hours. 
Dad runs a hand through his thinning salt and pepper hair. “Sure.”
I sit on the couch beside him, resisting the urge to gather up the Coke cans and granola bar wrappers from the coffee table and throw them in the trash. “It’s about the kids.”
Dad mutes the TV and folds his arms across his chest. I hate having this conversation. I have debated with myself for the last three days about it—Dad has enough going on. But he needs to know. And I need help.
“So Mary has all these boys coming after her, and I don’t know what to do. She won’t listen to me when I tell her to stay away from them. And Laz just goofs off all the time. His grades are slipping, and he doesn’t seem to care.”
Dad pinches the bridge of his nose. “Okay.”
“And then there’s the mission trip.” My stomach knots up just thinking about it. “I am planning the whole thing by myself. No one is helping with anything. We need five hundred dollars by next Monday to reserve the vans, and no one is volunteering to make anything for the bake sale or even help man the tables. It’s just me.”
“So don’t do it.” Dad takes a sip from a can of La Croix. 
“I have to do it.” I run my hands through my hair. “We have Winter Festival gifts for the orphans, and everyone in the youth group is planning to go.”
“So make them help.”
“I can’t, Dad,” I say. “I try, but they all have excuses.”
Dad raises an eyebrow.
“And then there’s Eli…” I wasn’t going to bring this up, but I can’t seem to stop myself.
“Joe’s boy?” Dad asks. 
I nod. Eli’s father, Joe, died recently. A massive heart attack. It was very sudden. Eli, like me, is the oldest. But, unlike me, he was left with a mom who does everything. She’s always hugging on her kids, bringing their lunches to school, talking with them. I see her at Surfer Joe’s coffee shop all the time with one kid or another, just laughing and talking. 
“You like him?” Dad looks so uncomfortable that I almost laugh. 
“No.” I wave my hands. “Not at all.”
“Mary likes him?”
I laugh. “I don’t think so.”
“Is he being mean to you or something?”
“No, it’s not that…” I try to think of how to say what I’m thinking. “He’s just…different.”
Dad’s eyes drift to the TV show, the ‘big reveal’ of a renovated home. “Yeah?”
“I mean, he acts like he’s really holy, but then he does stuff that seems…I don’t know…wrong.”
Dad rubs his hands on his knees. “Church stuff was more your mom’s area. I don’t think I can help much with that.”
The truth is that Dad hasn’t even come close to church since Mom died. He always has an excuse for why he can’t come on Sunday mornings. “I think Mom would want you to come to church, Dad.”
Dad sits up straighter. “I thought we were talking about your brother and sister?”
“We were.” I can see red creeping up Dad’s neck. “I’m sorry. It’s just…”
“Actually, there’s no need,” Dad says. “They are in high school. They are dealing with typical high school issues. They’ll be fine.”
“Dad, these boys coming after Mary… They’re just after her because she’s pretty.”
“Are you jealous?” Dad sighs. “Is that what this is about?” 
“No, Dad. Of course not.” I know Mary is prettier than I am. She has movie star features and the body every girl wants—curves in all the right places and an impossibly tiny waist. People tell her all the time that she looks like a young Sofia Vergara. I am just straight—from my hair to my figure to my personality. “I am worried about her. She’s so naive.”
“Look, Martha.” Dad picks up the remote. “You and your sister, and even your brother for that matter, are in high school. You’ve got to make your own choices and live with the consequences of those choices. I’m not going to interfere, and neither should you.”
“But…” I try to stop him, but his thumb presses the Mute button, and the noise from his show drowns me out.
“Let it go, Martha.” Dad’s eyes are on the TV. “They’ll be fine.”
“You don’t understand.” I try to compete with the show’s concrete countertop and farm sink. “Mary has boys around her constantly. I warn her and warn her and she doesn’t listen.” 
“She’ll be fine.” Dad shrugs. 
“And I was talking to Mr. Palmer about Laz,” I continue. “He sits in class and talks the whole time. He’s not listening. And if he doesn’t get Algebra I, he’ll really struggle with Algebra II. Then Advanced Algebra…”
“Martha, enough,” Dad says.
“Dad, please.” He doesn’t understand—Mary could make devastating decisions. Laz could fail out of high school. “I need your help.”
Dad turns the TV off and throws down the remote. “You know what, Martha? I am up to my ears in people that need my help. I have an office full of staff who need my help every day. Do you know how stressful being an accountant is? How many laws and rules I need to keep up with? How many businesses depend on me and my staff to get them out of the messes they’re in? I am on the phone for hours every day, just dealing with idiots who never learned to solve their own problems. Then I hang up and have to deal with the idiots in the office who need their hands held through every problem that comes up.”
I try to stop him, try to apologize for even starting this conversation, but it’s too late.
“I don’t want my kids to be like the idiots I deal with every day.” Dad stands. “I don’t have time to coddle you three and babysit you. Not if I’m going to keep paying for this mortgage, and your car insurance, and your ACT classes, and Mary’s clothes, and Laz’s football equipment.”
“I’m sorry, Dad.” I swallow back my tears. 
“I just want a couple hours to relax and watch TV and not be badgered by what someone needs from me.” He walks to the stairs. “Is that too much to ask?”
He walks up to his room before I can answer. Not that I could answer. What would I say? He’s right about his being busy and paying for everything. Before Mom died, she worked as a 1st grade teacher. She didn’t make a ton of money, but she brought in a second income. Dad didn’t have to work as much when she was alive. He was home for dinner most nights and came with us to church most Sundays. 
Life was so much different then.
 
Cinderella Blue?” Mom holds up a sparkly nail polish.
“Yes!” Eight-year-old Mary squeals and wiggles her toes, ready for a pedicure.
I am nine, and totally over Cinderella. I look through the box of nail polishes until I find Fire Engine Red—Mom’s favorite. I put that aside and wait for my turn.
“Do you know that I prayed for this?” Mom tickles Mary’s tiny foot.
“For what, Mommy?” I ask.
“When I was a young woman, I prayed God would give me a family—a wonderful husband and wonderful children and a house full of laughter.”
“I don’t think Laz is very wonderful,” Mary says. “But at least God answered the rest of your prayers.”
Mom laughs as she brushes the polish on Mary’s big toe. “I think Laz is wonderful.”
“He put my Barbie on his dump truck and left her outside all night!” Mary whines. “Now she has sand all in her hair.”
“And he smells so bad,” I say. “I don’t think he really takes a bath when he says he is taking one. I think he just wets his hair and puts on some of Daddy’s cologne.”
“Yeah,” Mary nods. 
“He is a seven-year-old boy.” Mom laughs. “And he’s your brother. You know how much I would have loved a brother or sister when I was growing up?”
Mom had been an only child and, even though she loved her parents, she always told us how she wished they’d had at least one more child. 
“I’m just saying,” Mary points a tiny finger at Mom, “You shoulda stopped at two.”
 
Some days, I miss her so much that I feel like I’ll explode. It doesn’t seem fair. She was such a good person, she loved God so much, talked about Him like He was her friend. Even when she got sick, she kept saying God was in control. She didn’t get angry or complain that it wasn’t fair. She just kept saying how glad she was God let her marry Dad and have us, how wonderful her life was.
I let the tears flow now. Mary and Laz are gone, and Dad is up in his room, TV blaring. I hold the couch pillow to my face and sob into it. I cry until the pillow is damp and my arms are limp. I wait until my breathing returns to normal, until I can push the pain back into the hidden spot where it needs to stay, the place no one can know about. Because I need to be strong and helpful and calm.
I stand up and gather the Coke cans and granola bar wrappers from the coffee table, along with the cups and bowls on the end tables. I load the dishwasher and wipe down the counters. With every swipe of the counter, I try to erase these feelings, these frustrations, this pain. But, unlike the stain from last night’s casserole, the ache in my heart can’t be scrubbed away.





Chapter Six
 
 
 
I am at the beach. Why did I even come here? I hate the beach.
Mary called and said she needed to be picked up from Julie’s house. Then, when I was about to turn into Julie’s neighborhood, Mary called back and said she was staying a couple hours longer. Home is ten minutes away—not that far, I know. But an extra twenty minutes of driving that I don’t feel like doing. Julie’s house is a block from the beach. 
So I pulled into Surfer Joe’s coffee shop, ordered a chai latte, and left. There were some kids from school there, but they didn’t offer me a seat and I didn’t ask. I don’t really feel like being around people right now, anyway. The back door of the coffee shop has a wooden walkway that leads straight to the beach. I go through the door and make my way outside.
I get to the end of the walkway, slip off my Converse and step out onto the sand. It’s a little cold, but not unbearable. It’s a cloudy day, and a stiff breeze is blowing. I’m glad I wore the Nike windbreaker Mary insisted I buy. She was right—it really does keep me warm. That and the latte.
The smell of the saltwater brings back memories I’d rather forget—happier times, when our family would come here and spend the day building sandcastles and having picnics. Once, we all had sandwiches, and a seagull swooped down and grabbed a whole sandwich right from Mary’s hands. She ran after it, demanding he return the sandwich. Laz followed—he must have been four or five at the time—and began throwing his pretzels at the bird. That only invited more seagulls. Five or six came at Laz, wanting his pretzels. He dropped the bag and ran to Mom, who cocooned him in a beach towel while Dad picked up the pretzels and hid all the food away in the cooler.
I swallow past the lump in my throat. I have cried all I will cry today. No more. 
I sit on the cool sand and look out. Two surfers crest a wave. Even in wetsuits, they have to be freezing. I don’t understand the pull of the ocean. I went out once, when I was little, and got stung by a jellyfish. My arm was swollen and red, and the pain was awful. I’ve never gone in past my waist since. 
As the surfers come closer, gliding to shore on their boards, I recognize them: Eli and Maggie. My opinion of Eli drops even more. Maggie is known for sleeping with any guy who is interested. She is as far from holy as you can get. And Eli is hanging out with her. Alone. If I were friends with him, I’d warn him to run from her. Even if they’re just friends—which I doubt—she is the exact opposite of who we should be. Like Benjamin says, we are to be separate from the world. Eli shouldn’t be associating with her. He certainly shouldn’t be hanging out with her alone, in the water. I’m sure she has a bikini under that wetsuit. And I’m sure she’s more than happy to let Eli see her in that bikini—and less. 
I stand and wipe the sand off my legs. I want to be out of here before they land on shore. 
“Martha!” I hear Eli yell, and a wave seemingly picks them up and drops them ten feet in front of me. 
I am frozen to the ground. It would be rude to just walk off. But it would be wrong to stay and talk—they might think I am approving their relationship, or whatever is going on between them. 
Maggie looks at me, her expression going from guilty to defiant. “I need to go. My grandmother needs me at home.”
Eli touches her arm and whispers something in her ear. Maggie looks at me, shakes her head, and walks off.
“I need to go, too.” I start to walk away.
“Mary still has an hour before she needs you to pick her up from Julie’s house,” Eli says, and I have no idea how he could possibly know that. “Sit with me for a minute.”
Eli sets his surfboard on the ground and motions for me to join him on it.
I hesitate. When Eli is not around, and I think about him, I know he is a fraud who isn’t living like Benjamin says believers should live. But when he is around, it’s like I can’t help myself. I have to listen to him. I can’t say no. I sit, almost against my own will. I mean, I know I could walk way, but I don’t. I won’t. 
What is wrong with me?
“Have you ever been caught in a riptide?” Eli asks.
“What?” I really don’t get him. Eli doesn’t make small talk like normal teenagers. He just jumps into what seems like the middle of a conversation and goes from there.
“A riptide.” He points to the ocean. 
“No,” I say. “I don’t go far enough out to get caught in one.”
“Right.” Eli leans back on his hands. “You don’t like the ocean.”
“No I don’t.” I think of that jellyfish sting again, and shudder.
Eli nods. “The thing about riptides is that, if you fight them, it just gets more difficult to get out. The key to getting out of a riptide is to relax.”
I look at Eli, confident that he is talking about more than just riptides.
“They won’t keep you under forever,” Eli continues. “They hang on to you for a little while, and then they let you go.”
“Okay…?”
“I got caught in one when I was little,” he says. “And I didn’t know that. So I was kicking and swimming and fighting to get out of it. I finally gave up, sure I’d drown.”
“What happened?”
“I eventually got out—got thrown out, actually, onto the shore.” Eli shrugs. “I was fine. I scraped my chin on the sand, breathed in some water, but nothing major.”
“And you wonder why I don’t like the ocean?”
“But Martha.” Eli turns to me, his brown eyes seeming to look right inside me. “It wasn’t the ocean’s fault. It was mine.”
“What?”
“All I needed to do was relax and wait,” Eli says. “I would have saved my energy, been more alert, and probably even avoided the scrapes.”
“Or you could be like me, and avoid the ocean entirely. No chance of getting caught in riptides if you’re on shore.”
Eli sits up. “I could, but then I’d miss out on so much beauty.”
“Like Maggie?” I regret it as soon as I say it. 
“Sure, like Maggie,” he says. “And like you. And Mary and Laz and everyone else. God made every person in His image.”
“Not every person.” I think of Maggie. No way is she a reflection of God. She represents everything God hates.
“Even Maggie,” Eli says, and my heart beats faster. Did he just read my mind? Impossible. Scary. 
“You should come to youth group more.” I stand up. “Listen to Benjamin.”
“Oh, Martha.” Eli smiles, and his entire face seems to light up from within. “The Father has so much more for you than you realize. More than you can possibly imagine.”
“I think I know what God wants.” I don’t understand how he can talk like that—like he actually knows God personally. It seems so wrong. “I’m in church all the time. I read the Scriptures. I try to be a good person—I’m single-handedly organizing a trip to help orphans in Tijuana.”
“Martha, relax.” Eli takes a step forward. “Come with me.”
For a moment, I consider it. I want it. I actually want to follow Eli—into the ocean, into a riptide, anywhere. I want what he seems to have—this crazy confidence. Unnatural calm.
What am I thinking?
Eli is so convincing. But he is dangerous. I can’t get pulled in. I’m not like the guys, not like Maggie. I have been going to church my whole life. I know the rules. I know what’s right. And I know what’s wrong. 
Eli is wrong. Hanging out with girls like Maggie is wrong. “Relaxing” through difficult times is wrong.
“I need to go.” I walk away before he can stop me. But he doesn’t even try. He just gathers his board and walks toward the Surf Shop, whistling some song I’ve never heard.
And no matter how hard I try, I can’t get that song out of my head.





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Hand me the chocolate chips.” Brenda motions to the counter behind me. We are making cookies for the youth group bake sale tomorrow. The bake sale no one is helping with. The fancy sign-up sheet I made with slots for people to bring cookies and brownies is completely empty. As is every space for kids to help man the table. But the paper with the list of kids who want to go? That one is full. At first, no one wanted to go. But then Benjamin said we could stop at Belmont Park in San Diego on the way back. Now, suddenly, kids are volunteering like crazy—kids like Pete and Jude and Tommy, who don’t even come to church regularly. Thankfully, Eli can’t come. He has to work.
Speaking of… “Brenda, what do you think of Eli?”
“Eli.” Brenda sighs, turning the mixer down. “Benjamin told me about the conversation you overheard.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Reverend Benjamin that upset.”
Brenda leans against the countertop. “He takes his role in the church very seriously. He’s like a Mama Bear in that way. You guys are his cubs.”
“And he thinks Eli is a predator.” It’s not really a question. I know the answer.
“It’s not really Eli’s fault.” Brenda turns off the mixer and hands me the bowl. We begin scooping out dough and placing it on a cookie sheet. “How much do you know about his birth?”
“His birth?” I go back and hand-shape the dough so the cookies are more uniform. “I don’t know. Did something happen?”
“Well, his parents weren’t married when his mom got pregnant,” Brenda says. “Which really came as a shock because they had been quite active in the youth group.”
“They came to this church?” As long as I could remember, the Shepherds used their home for Sunday morning Scripture studies—they never came to our church or any other church in the area. I had always thought that strange. 
“Oh, yes,” Brenda said. “Benjamin and I were their youth leaders. They got engaged as soon as Mary graduated from high school. Joseph, of course, was older. Never went to college. Just worked at the Surf Shop with his parents.”
“What were they like, Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd?”
“That’s the thing.” Brenda places the cookie sheet into the oven and sets the timer. “They were really great kids. Mary had such a passion for God, and Joseph helped out as a leader after he graduated. They seemed to have good boundaries, as a couple. I would have never thought…well, it just goes to show that anyone can fool you.”
“So she got pregnant?” I join Brenda on the couch.
“She did.” Brenda shakes her head. “And she came to us right away, with this ridiculous story.”
“What story?”
Brenda sighs. “She said an angel told her she would have God’s son. The next day, she went to CVS and bought a pregnancy test and, sure enough…it was positive. She swore she and Joseph had never had sex, that the baby was God’s.”
“Wait.” I sit up, my heart pounding in my chest. “Mary Shepherd claimed that Eli was God’s son?”
“I know.” Brenda rubs her temple. “It’s crazy.”
“That’s beyond crazy,” I say. “It’s wrong. It’s sinful, isn’t it?”
“She was very young, and she was probably very scared,” Brenda says. “I felt sorry for her more than I felt that she was sinful. At first, anyway.”
“At first?”
“She got Joseph in on it, too.” Brenda clears her throat. “He came to us that first day, swearing he had never been with Mary. He was going to break off the engagement.”
“Wow, so do you think Mary cheated on him?”
“Honestly, I don’t know,” Brenda says. “He seemed pretty sincere. But then, about a week later, he came back and said an angel came to him and backed up Mary’s story.”
“Another angel?” I can’t believe I have never heard this story before. “It’s like a bad Lifetime movie.”
“Right?” Brenda laughs. “So he took Mary back and they pretty much kept to themselves. Until the actual birth, that is.”
“There’s more?” I was sure the story couldn’t get any stranger.
“Hang on.” Brenda gets up and takes out a cookie sheet, replacing it with a second one. She sits back down on the couch and continues. “There is definitely more. So Mary delivers the baby up in Sacramento.”
“Sacramento?” That’s four hundred miles away from Ventura. “Why so far?”
“I don’t really know,” Brenda says. “Something to do with Joseph’s family up there. But it was all over the news because a whole crew of migrant workers camped out in front of the hospital. They said angels came to them and told them the Messiah had been born.”
“What?” 
“I know.” Brenda laughs. “Like God would really send His son to a couple like that.”
“Or send angels to tell migrant workers.” I laugh, too. The idea is ridiculous.
“They just carried the story too far,” Brenda says. “Instead of owning up to Mary’s sin, she tried to cover it up, and somehow got all those people to join her.”
“How did she even get them to say that?”
“Who knows?” Brenda waves her hands. “She probably bribed them.”
“Wow.”
“Anyway.” Brenda folds her arms. “They raised Eli to believe he was God’s son. I may not care for the boy, but I have to blame his parents for his behavior. I mean, I am all for telling kids they can do anything they want. But telling a kid he is the Messiah? That’s just wrong.”
“True.” I think about it for a moment. “Did you ever think that maybe they were telling the truth?”
“What?” Brenda drops her arms.
“Well, the Scriptures do talk about a Messiah.” I bite my lip.
“And Benjamin has studied the Scriptures his whole life,” Brenda’s voice is soft, but firm. “He would be the first to know if the Messiah were here.”
She’s right. No one knows the Scriptures like Benjamin. “So when Reverend Benjamin told me Eli was dangerous…”
“He was being deadly serious,” Brenda says. 
We finish making the cookies, but my mind is racing. I can barely process this story—I knew the Shepherds were a little strange, but I had no idea they were capable of such deception. And Eli. Could it be possible that Eli actually thinks he is the Messiah? 
A memory surfaces, one I completely forgot about: Mom was so sick, she was confined to her bed, barely able to sit up. So many people came by—former students and their parents, friends, church members, extended family that I had never even met. My mom was so loved. And then, that day, Mary Shepherd came. I remember thinking she was just coming because Mom had taught her kids when they were in first grade. She was saying her goodbyes, like so many others had done. Mom, always gracious, allowed these visitors, even though I know she would have rather slept.
As usual, Dad was in the room with her. Mrs. Shepherd went in, and she shut the door behind her. I remember thinking that was strange. Guests would always leave the door open. She wasn’t in long, maybe ten minutes. When she left, though, she was crying. Dad stormed out after her, and he was so angry. I went in, and Mom had this look on her face. I don’t even know how to describe it—almost a glow. I had a brief hope that she was getting better, that the diagnosis was wrong, and she wasn’t terminal. But when I asked her if she was better, she said, “My soul has been set free, Martha.”
I wanted to ask her what she meant, but Dad pulled me away. He told me Mom was getting worse, that the cancer was affecting her brain. He broke down, then, sobbing, saying we were losing her. Mom died just a few days later, and that memory got swallowed up in the painful aftermath of her loss.
But now…I wonder. I know I shouldn’t doubt Benjamin and Brenda. I know I shouldn’t even entertain the possibility that the Shepherds might have been telling the truth. And yet…I can’t shake these thoughts. I can’t reason them away. The “what if’s” are humming through me.
If—and it’s a big, huge “if”—Eli is the Messiah…that changes everything.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Every second Saturday in November, Ventura has a “Swap Meet on the Sand.” I don’t really know how it started—it’s been going on as long as I can remember. But it gets bigger every year. When I was younger, it was just some burgers and balloons by the beach. Now, it’s a whole weekend event, with a 5K on Saturday and a sandcastle-building contest on Sunday. There are more vendors than I can count, selling everything from funnel cakes to jewelry. And there are miles of food trucks.
Since Mom died, I haven’t come to one. I’ve just stayed home and avoided the crowds—and the memories.
But I can’t this time. I have to sit here all day, hoping these puny piles of baked goods will bring in the five hundred dollars we need for the van deposit.
I try not to think of the fact that I’m missing my ACT prep class right now. I am taking the ACT on December 9—less than a month away. But I need to be here. And we have Monday off school, so I can use that time to make up the work. So it will be fine. It will be fine. I keep repeating that to myself as I lay out the cookies and brownies on the bright red tablecloth Brenda brought.
“Want a donut?” Mary takes a bite out of a donut the size of a plate and points behind her. “The Donut Diner has a truck here. They are amazing. You really should try one.”
I take a deep breath. Mary should be helping, not shopping. And, if she’s going to buy a pastry, she should buy one of ours. It’s not like she has contributed anything to this trip. 
But I bite my lip. No good comes from me criticizing Mary. She’ll just get angry and defensive. So I just paste on a smile and say, “No, thanks,” while I continue working.
Mary sees a group of friends and runs off. Brenda has gone home to get some vases to use as weights. The wind has been blowing our tablecloth all over the place.
I am alone. 
And no one is coming by. On one side of me is Korean BBQ, and on the other side is Dr. Tucker’s chiropractic office offering free massages. Both those booths are full. But a church youth group trying to raise money for a trip to bring Winter Festival gifts to orphans? Empty.
“Food!” I hear Pete’s loud voice from across the street. Ignoring the crosswalk—and incoming traffic—Pete lumbers toward the BBQ truck. Jude and Eli take the crosswalk, with Tommy a few steps behind. Tommy eyes the vendors with suspicion and looks like he’d rather be anyplace than here. I don’t blame him.
Pete starts ordering before he even reaches the window, and his loud voice grates on my nerves. Unfortunately, he’s one of the guys signed up for the orphanage trip. Five hours, each way, with that voice. What was I thinking? 
“This looks great.” Eli is standing in front of me. I didn’t even hear him approach. I think of what Brenda told me yesterday—about his parents saying he is the Messiah. I look at him and know it can’t possibly be true. Eli is average in every way. No way could he be the Messiah. I can’t even believe I considered that possibility. 
“Thanks, Eli,” I say. “You don’t have to work today?”
“Hardly anyone comes to the Surf Shop on Swap Meet weekends.” Eli motions to all the vendors and food trucks. “It’s hard to compete with all this.” 
“You’re telling me.” I point to the pile of untouched cookies and the empty coffee tin I decoupaged to look like the map of Baja California. “I knew we should have made more posters. Or maybe invested in a banner.”
“Stop worrying so much.” Eli smiles, and I want to get angry. But I can’t. Eli may not be the Messiah, but he is a nice guy. Nicer than any other guy I know.
“We need five hundred dollars for a deposit on the rental vans by next week. We currently have forty dollars.” I say, thinking of the babysitting money I put in the fund. “I think I have a right to be worried.”
“You are going to care for orphans.” Eli gets a look on his face that almost seems otherworldly. “That is God’s heart. He’ll provide what you need.”
“Well, most kids are going because of the trip to San Diego on the way back.” I roll my eyes. “Not because of the orphans.”
Eli’s smile gets wider. “And God loves every one of those kids going. Including you, Martha. He loves you more than Pete loves barbeque.”
I look over Eli’s shoulder to see Pete walking over, his face a mess of sauce. 
“Not possible. I love this barbecue so much.” Pete points to his plate. “If it were a girl, I’d marry her. And have little barbecue babies with her.”
“That’s disgusting.” Tommy says, standing beside Pete. 
“I’d write her barbecue poetry, and we’d spend a month-long honeymoon going to Memphis and Texas and Kansas City, eating at all the best barbecue dives.”
“Wouldn’t that be like cheating on her, then, if you’re married to Korean barbecue?” Jude smirks.
“It’s all right.” Pete licks his fingers. “She’s very understanding.”
“Reason number four hundred and sixty-one for why Pete will never get a girl,” Jude says.
“I’m going home,” Tommy says. “None of this looks sanitary.”
Pete and Jude follow Tommy back across the street, all talking at once. Eli is still standing in front of me.
“Remember the riptide, Martha?” Eli picks up a trio of cookies in plastic wrap, tied with a red ribbon. “Relax. Enjoy this beautiful creation God made for you.”
Eli drops a five dollar bill in the tin and walks off before I can respond. 
Enjoy this beautiful creation? I see dirty food trucks and trash on the sand and greedy people who never think of anyone but themselves. I do not see beauty. And Eli, I remind myself again, is dangerous. He talks like he knows God, but doesn’t live like Benjamin says we should live. And I trust Benjamin. Eli…he is radical. Acting like God is this loving, kind Father who just wants to help everyone. 
When I think of God, I think of my dad: He’s not a bad guy. Not at all. He does a lot for his children and wants the best for them. But he is distant and hard to please. It’s my job to be a good daughter so he doesn’t get angry. 
God, like my dad, has a lot going on, and he certainly doesn’t have time to spend thinking about me.
 
The sun is setting. There is sixty-six dollars in the coffee tin, and a pile of untouched cookies and brownies. I sent Brenda home an hour ago. There is no need for two of us to be here, manning a booth that no one visits. 
Laz has been by at least six times, asking for free cookies. I have barely seen Mary. She’s been off with the Show Choir kids, rehearsing for their performance tomorrow on the Swap Meet Stage. Neither offered to help or to relieve me. No one has, as a matter of fact. The other kids from the youth group have stopped by, complimented the booth, and kept on going. 
The guys all donned wetsuits and went out surfing. They, apparently, don’t care that the water is freezing and the sun is setting. But they aren’t the only ones. Several surfers are still out there. Crazy.
Most of the vendors have packed up or moved down toward the stage—a local band, The Pacific Guylanders, is performing tonight. 
I decide to wait a little longer. It’s stupid, I know. We’re not going to suddenly get four hundred and thirty-four dollars’ worth of business in the next couple hours. But I need to try. We can’t come tomorrow. The Scriptures clearly teaches there should be no working on the Sabbath, and I intend to honor that. But we need five hundred dollars to reserve the vans. The church doesn’t have the extra money. They can barely afford to pay Reverend Benjamin. So few people go there. Benjamin says it’s because our church is only for people who are serious about God, and there aren’t many of those any more.
“Bringing gifts to orphans, huh?” A man I have never seen before is standing in front of me. I didn’t even see him approach. He’s wearing a wetsuit and holding a surfboard. He looks Mexican, though his skin is much darker than mine.
“Yes, sir.” I smile. 
“That is wonderful,” he says. “I was adopted, myself, from an orphanage in Mexico City.”
“Really?” I am terrible at small talk. I never know what to say. “That’s great.”
“It was.” He smiles, his white teeth a stark contrast to his skin. “But I was eight when I was adopted, so I remember those Winter Festivals at the orphanage. Sometimes, all we got was a new pair of shoes and a stick of candy.”
I try to imagine that. Mom always made sure the Winter Festival tree had dozens of presents beneath it. All brightly wrapped in our own special paper. She decorated the entire house, and Dad hung lights on the roof. Winter Festival isn’t nearly as exciting anymore. But I try to decorate, and Dad gives me money to buy gifts for everyone. We always have more than we need. I can’t fathom being excited over a pair of shoes and a stick of candy. 
“My wallet is in the car.” The man says. “But I have four kids at home who would love some of these cookies. Can I take some and bring the money right back?”
Those sound like famous last words. But whatever. They’d be given away, anyway. “Sure.”
The man takes as many cookies and brownies as he can carry, and I decide to start packing up. I put all the leftovers into the oversized bag Brenda left. 
“Here you go.” The man returns, to my surprise, and drops something into the coffee tin. Probably a ten dollar bill. My hands are full, so I just smile and say thanks as he walks away. 
“Need a hand?” Eli says, picking up the tin. “Looks like you got a check.”
“A check?” The man must have been out of cash. But at least he kept his word and paid for what he took. I berate myself for my pessimism. 
“Want me to see how much it’s for?”
“I don’t care,” I fold up the table. “He took about ten dollars’ worth of cookies, so I assume that’s what the check is for.”
Eli opens the check and smiles. “I see a five.”
“Five dollars?” I sigh. Oh well.
“And a zero.” Eli’s smile widens.
I drop the bag. “Fifty? He gave us fifty?”
“And another zero.” Eli hands me the check. Five hundred dollars.”
“I can’t believe it.” My eyes water. “How could he know that’s what we needed? I didn’t tell him. Did you tell him? When you were out surfing?”
“Nope,” Eli says and points up. “But I can guess who did.”
“Right. God cares about my little bake sale.” How ridiculous is that?
“God cares about you, Martha.” Eli holds up the check. “And this is just one of the many ways He’s showing you that.”
I reach for the check. “I can get this stuff, Eli. You can go.”
“Martha, let me help you.” Eli takes the table from my hands. “You don’t have to work so hard. Relax. Riptides, remember?”
I grab the table from Eli, holding that in my right hand, slinging the bag over my left shoulder, and cradling the tin in my left arm. I am overwhelmed, but there’s no way I’m letting Eli Shepherd know that. 
“I can handle this on my own,” I say, arms aching.
Eli starts to speak and then seems to think of better of it. He just shrugs, a sad look on his face, and he walks away.
I am left alone. It’s what I asked. What I insisted. So why does it feel so awful? Would it really have been that terrible to accept Eli’s help? 
I think of Benjamin and Brenda’s warnings, of the strange feelings of discomfort and confusion I have whenever Eli is around, and I know that, yes, it would have been terrible. I know that as much as I would love a Messiah to swoop down and solve all my problems, that Messiah is not here. It certainly isn’t Eli. I have to handle things on my own. Like always.
It’s a full moon, so I can see the ocean, its waves crashing on shore, one after the other. A steady rhythm, never-ending. It should be peaceful. But instead of bringing me peace, I think of my life, of everything going on, all the stresses, all the burdens. Just like these waves that keep crashing, crashing, crashing on shore, my problems keep coming, coming, coming with no end in sight. 
I sigh and begin the long walk back to the car, hefting the bag higher on my shoulder. I hear a honk, and up drives Eli. Right up on the sand. 
He gets out of the car, opens the back door and just stands there, looking at me.
I shake my head at him.
He doesn’t move, just flashes me that killer smile he’s so famous for and keeps on waiting.
I know I shouldn’t, but the stuff is getting heavy. “All right,” I groan. “But just this once.”
His smile turns to a grin as he crosses the sand and takes some of my load. He says only one word. “Thanks.” 
Now it’s my turn to stare. Really? He’s the one carrying my stuff and yet he’s the one saying, “Thanks.” I shake my head again as we move towards the car. 
He is one strange boy.
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