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Prologue
 
 
 
You know that nightmare where you’re standing in front of a huge crowd of people, making a fool out of yourself? Where everyone is pointing and laughing at you, and you can’t do anything about it? You’re just stuck there, listening, humiliated…?
Yeah, well, that just happened to me in real life. 
And it was all Eli Shepherd’s fault.



Chapter One
 
 
 
Three months earlier
 
What do you mean, I can’t get into college?” I push my transcripts across the desk toward the guidance counselor, my heart racing, eyes burning. “Is it because I just have A’s and not A plusses?”
“First.” Mrs. Barrow lays her palms on the desk. “I didn’t say you couldn’t get into college.”
I open my mouth to argue, but Mrs. Barrow is still talking.
“What I said is that you might not be eligible for scholarships at the schools you’re looking at.”
School. Singular. “UCLA?”
“The UC schools are highly competitive,” Mrs. Barrow says. “Over one hundred thousand students apply annually to UCLA alone.”
My heart feels like lead.
“And they have been faced with budget cuts.” Mrs. Barrow sighs. “So they are giving more spots to out-of-state students than they used to.”
“So a local like me has no chance.” I rub the space between my eyebrows.
“I didn’t say that.” Mrs. Barrow turns her computer screen to face me. I see a spreadsheet with Will Harper’s name on it. Beneath his name are cells full of his accomplishments: 3.8 GPA, Student Body President, member of the Show Choir, starter on the Lacrosse team. “Will has scholarship offers from UCLA, UC Berkeley, Pepperdine, and several other, smaller schools.”
“I have a 4.6 GPA!” So far, anyway. This is just the middle of my junior year, so I know that could change if I’m not careful. 
“But that’s all you have.” Mrs. Barrow turns the computer monitor back. “Martha, you need some extracurricular activities. Good grades are wonderful, but it’s not enough—not if you want scholarships at schools like UCLA.”
“Extracurricular activities?” I know I sound disgusted. But I am disgusted. Is she actually telling me that jocks and band geeks have a better shot at getting into my dream school than I do? That my entire academic life—the years of late night studying and hours shut in my room writing papers—has been for nothing? That I would have been better off sitting the bench on the volleyball team? Or, God forbid, joining Mary in the Show Choir?
“Martha.” Mrs. Barrow’s voice breaks into my internal rant. “It’s not too late to fix this.”
“Fix it?” Now I’m broken? 
Mrs. Barrow pulls several sheets of paper from her printer. “Here are some options I thought you might enjoy.”
I look at the first page—Chess Club. Future Business Leaders of America. Key Club. I smile. “Wait.”
“Yes?” Mrs. Barrow looks hopeful.
“I’m really involved in the youth group at my church.” I lay the papers down. “I just led a mission trip to Mexico. I organized the whole thing myself. And I lead a girls’ study of the Scriptures on Saturday mornings. You can ask Reverend Benjamin Oldham. He’ll tell you.”
Mrs. Barrow’s smile fades as I talk. “I’m sorry, Martha. That won’t work.”
“Why?” But I already know the answer. As Reverend Benjamin always says, the unchurched cannot comprehend believers. 
“It needs to be school-related and school-verified,” Mrs. Barrow continues. “Surely there is something in that packet that will interest you.”
It would be rude to laugh, so I just take a deep breath and ask permission to leave. 
I can’t believe this. I have been dreaming of UCLA since I was ten. Mom graduated from there, and she took me to visit the campus during Spring Break my fifth grade year. I fell in love with it as soon as I saw it. And then, when Mom told me how much she had loved it, I fell in love even more. It was then that I started really getting serious about my grades. 
I lose more of Mom every day—the sound of her voice, the feel of her hand holding mine. I can’t lose UCLA, too. It was our dream. 
I am crying. In public. I look around for someplace to go where no one will see me. Thankfully, the last bell rang thirty minutes ago, so the halls are empty. I sink down on a stone bench and let my head fall into my hands. What am I going to do?
“Martha?” My sister, Mary, is sitting beside me. 
I look up and see pretty much the entire Show Choir behind her. Mary may be a year younger than me, but she is far more popular than I am. The Show Choir kids take one look at me and make excuses for why they can’t stay. 
“What’s wrong?” Something about Mary’s voice, in that moment, sounds so much like Mom’s that I almost start crying again. 
Almost.
“Nothing,” I say. I am not going to cry on my baby sister’s shoulder. I will deal with this on my own.
Mary takes the papers out of my hands.
“Extracurricular activities?”
“Let me have those, Mar.”
“But you hate extracurricular activities.”
“I know.” 
“So why do you have a list of them?” Mary hands the papers back.
“Don’t worry about it,” I say.
“Please don’t join the Chess Team.” Mary lowers her voice, as if even saying the words out loud will cause her to lose some popularity points. “Seriously. I walked in on one of their practices once. There is a serious hygiene issue in there. And it’s not like they were getting sweaty or anything. They were playing chess!”
“I’m not joining the Chess Team.” 
“Key Club isn’t so bad.” Mary shrugs. “But you hate pretty much everyone in there.”
“I don’t hate anyone.” I stand.
“Fine.” Mary makes air quotes. “Dislike. Whatever.”
“I’m not joining the Key Club either, okay?”
“Then what’s up with the list?”
I know Mary won’t leave this alone until I tell her. And I want to be left alone. So…” If I want to get college scholarships, I need to do some extracurricular activities.”
“Ooh,” Mary says. Then her eyes widen and she claps her hands. “Drama!”
“What?” I shake my head. “No, Mary. Not a chance.”
“Just hear me out.” Mary stands and starts pacing, her arms punctuating every other word. “The Drama Club isn’t just for actors. The spring musical is huge, and Mrs. Garland needs tons of crew help—you could help find props and costumes or make sets.”
“No.” The Drama kids are loud and they sing all the time. “I wouldn’t fit in.”
“Come on, Martha.” Mary sits beside me again, her arm around my shoulder. “It would give us some sister bonding time.”
Mary makes a good point. Not that I am dying to “bond” with my sister. But I have been concerned about her lately. She doesn’t make the best choices when it comes to boys. If I am part of the Drama Club, I could keep an eye on her. “Well…”
“Yes!” Mary jumps up and claps again. “Let’s get you signed up right now. Before you have time to change your mind.”






Chapter Two
 
 
 
You’re a hypocrite.” Eli Shepherd smiles at me. That dumb, innocent-looking smile.
As if I don’t have enough trouble right now. I am standing in a crowded hallway outside the Drama room, against my better judgment, signing up to help with one of the crews for the musical. The hall smells like hairspray, the kids around me are singing, and Eli Shepherd has just called me a hypocrite. 
“What?” I am too shocked to even feel angry. Yet. I mean, Eli is a lot of things, but I never pegged him for being nasty. Of course, he does hang out with guys like Jude and Pete, and girls like Maggie, so I guess I shouldn’t be that surprised.
“We learned about it in my English class this week.” Eli continues smiling, his brown eyes shining. “We’re studying Greek theater, and Mr. Hughes taught us that, in Greek, hypocrite meant ‘actor’.”
I just cross my arms over my chest. “Okay…?”
“It’s really interesting.” Eli continues, despite the fact that I am glaring at him. “In ancient Greek times, theaters were huge and the audience couldn’t see the performers’ facial expressions. So the actors wore large masks that depicted their moods. That way, the audience could know if the actors were happy or sad or surprised. Or angry. And they could keep their own expressions hidden. So the actors could actually be really upset, but ‘put on a happy face’ for the audience.”
“Does this look like a happy face?”
“It’s one of the songs.” Eli points to the Bye Bye Birdie sign-up sheet on the bulletin board beside me. “From the musical.”
“I wouldn’t know.” I point to the “Crew” section of the sheet. “I would never be a ‘hypocrite’. I’m signing up for Costume Crew because, apparently, I need some extracurricular activities.”
“UCLA or bust, huh?” Eli says, and I have no clue how he knows about my college aspirations. I do my best to avoid the boy as much as possible. 
“Look.” I scrawl my name on the list and turn to face Eli head-on. “I am not interested in your little lessons or your mind reading or whatever else it is you do to lure people into whatever group or cult you’re trying to put together.”
“There’s no cult.” Eli’s smile doesn’t even dim. “But I do have some pretty great friends. I think you’d like them, too, if you gave them a chance.”
I laugh. “Give a chance to the boy who got kicked out of the youth group for arguing with Reverend Benjamin? And his friends, the kids that chose to follow him?”
“Yes.” Eli takes a step closer, and the authenticity in his eyes is unnerving. 
“If anyone is a hypocrite here, it’s you, Eli.” I try to say this like I mean it. But the truth is that Eli is Eli. Yes, he argues with Benjamin. But he is respectful when he does it, almost apologetic, like he feels badly for Benjamin. Which makes no sense. And, yes, he hangs out with scum. But he makes them better people. Even I can’t deny the changes in Maggie and Pete since they’ve been hanging out with him. 
But I also can’t deny the division he’s brought to our youth group. And my home. My brother and sister love the guy. Laz has already left the group to follow him. Mary never really attended much, anyway. But she sure spends more time with Eli’s people than Benjamin’s.
“I just wanted to congratulate you, Martha.” Eli steps back. “Stepping out of our comfort zones is never easy.”
“What would you know about stepping out of a comfort zone?” I say. Eli has his group, his job—at his family surf shop—and his predictable life. It all seems pretty comfortable to me.
Eli gets a strange look in his eyes and says, “You’d be surprised.”
“Whatever.” I turn to leave when I see Mary and half a dozen kids behind her. Among them are Amber and Heather. First class jerks. Great. And behind them…
“Jude!” Eli slaps his friend on the back. 
“Are you signing up for the musical?” Jude asks.
“No.” Eli says. “I work nights and weekends.”
“Too bad.” Jude slides an arm around Mary’s shoulder. “Mary says it’s a great experience.”
“It is.” Mary, in one fluid motion, gets Jude’s arm off her while guiding him to the sign-up sheet. 
“And I am all for experiencing new things with you, Mary.” Jude winks, and I grab my sister. 
“Oh, yeah, Eli.” I nod toward Jude. “You’ve got great friends.”
“Martha,” Mary says. “Let go of me. I need to help.”
I reluctantly release my hold on Mary’s arm. She rushes to the group, explaining the roles available and the audition process. She is in her element—Mary loves being around people. I envy that about her. I always feel awkward around people, like I need to play a part. Like Eli said about the Greek actors—I put on the ‘smart girl’ mask or the ‘big sister’ mask or the ‘dutiful daughter’ mask. I have to. Because without those masks, I’m just insecure Martha. And I can’t ever let anyone see her. 
Hypocrite. Maybe Eli is right. Maybe that’s what I am. But that’s better than being a deceiver like Eli. I let my anger at him and his Messiah complex push all thoughts about me and my masks away. 
Eli invites the crowd at the sign-up sheet to hang out over at Surfer Joe’s. Mary looks hopefully at me, but I shake my head. No way. Jude offers to give Mary a ride, and I rack my brain for a reason to make her come home with me.
“I thought you wanted to rehearse your audition song.” I pray that Mary’s desire to get the lead role supersedes her desire to go with this group. 
“I do, actually.” Mary turns to the group. “Rosie is my dream role. An alto Latina with attitude! She’s perfect.”
“Then you won’t even have to rehearse,” Jude says. “You already check all the boxes.”
I want to groan, but I suppress it when I see that Mary is not buying Jude’s corny line. 
“Sorry, Jude.” Mary waves to them as she grabs my arm and begins to walk off. “But I really must go home and suffer for my art.”
I have never been so grateful for a grand exit in my life.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
I think the story of Esther teaches us just how dangerous outsiders can be.” I take a sip of my vanilla latte and look up from my copy of the Scriptures. The girls in the study with me—Alayne, Kara, and Jasmine—nod. We have been, at Benjamin’s suggestion, meeting together for several weeks. We started at my house, but Benjamin thought we should go somewhere more public, so we moved to Surfer Joe’s Coffee Shop. 
Maggie, a girl with one of the worst reputations in the school, is usually working on Saturday mornings. I hope she overhears a little of what we’re saying and takes it to heart. “Haman represented non-believers. He hated Esther’s people and wanted to kill them. But God placed her in the palace so she could save her people.”
Alayne, a freshman who is new to Ventura, clears sugar granules off the tabletop in front of her. “I’m kind of an outsider.”
“I don’t mean outsider to the town, Alayne,” I say. “I mean outsiders to the faith.”
“Oh.” Alayne traces a name that has been carved into the table. “That makes sense.”
“Did you read what happened to Haman?” Kara says, her dark eyes wide. I notice Maggie wiping the table behind us. “It was pretty gruesome.” 
“God doesn’t tolerate those who attack his people,” I say. A little louder than necessary.
“Impaled.” Kara breaks her cookie in half. “That’s pretty awful. Can you imagine?”
I watch as Maggie moves closer to our table. “People want to try and make God out to be this lenient, easy-going Grandfather figure. But they’re wrong. He’s holy. And He won’t tolerate unholy behavior. Especially when that behavior goes against His people.”
Maggie throws her cloth down and walks over to us. “Does God tolerate people who judge others and act like they’re better than everyone else?”
“Excuse me?” I sit up straighter.
“No,” Maggie says. “I won’t excuse you. I’m tired of hearing the crap coming out of your mouth every Saturday.”
I look to the other girls, but they are all suddenly focused on the giant Great White shark hanging from the rafters. Apparently, I have to face this bully on my own. “I’m sorry you don’t like it. But I am speaking truth.”
“Really?” Maggie folds her arms across her chest. “How’s this for truth, Martha—the story of Esther is about God’s grace in the face of man’s sinfulness. Esther was far from perfect. Just like us. But God used her anyway—not because she was great but because He is. And because He keeps His promises, in spite of how often we mess up.”
“What?” I notice each of the girls at my table now has her eyes fixed on Maggie. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Maggie looks at Alayne, Kara, and Jasmine. “Look, girls, if you really want to study this book, join me at the Shepherd’s house tonight.”
“That’s it.” I stand and motion for the girls to follow me. “We’re leaving.”
“Seven o’clock.” Maggie walks to the door and opens it for us, and a blast of cool ocean air drifts into the coffee shop.
The other customers look up as the four of us file out. Some smirk behind their mugs. I don’t care. This is part of the cost of following God. I walk across the small parking lot and unlock my Nissan Sentra. We all remain silent until we are sitting inside my car.
“Wow, Jasmine says, tying her long blonde hair into a messy bun. “That was…weird.”
“Who knew Maggie was studying the Scriptures?” Kara says.
“She isn’t.” I turn around and glare at Kara. “She is being brainwashed by the Shepherd family. Maggie doesn’t know any more about the Scriptures than that ant on my windshield does.”
“But she kind of made sense.” Alayne speaks so quietly that I’m not sure I heard her right. 
“Made sense?” I lean toward Alayne.
“That the story of Esther is about God keeping his promises?” she says. 
“Are you seriously considering believing theology from the school slut?” I say. “I mean, excuse my language. But seriously.”
“She hasn’t really been acting like that lately,” Kara says. “She seems to be changing.”
“Because she’s being brainwashed,” I say. A little too loudly. But these girls are so dense. How can they actually think a girl like Maggie could change? “We’re talking about the girl who made out in the school parking lot with the sleaziest guy at Kennedy High. And not just once.”
“True,” Kara says. 
In the back of my mind, I hear Eli’s voice calling me a hypocrite. Is my pretending to be perfect any better than Maggie being openly imperfect? But I push that thought away. Of course there’s a difference. I am seeking perfection. Sure, I may fail. But not like Maggie. I would never do the things she has done. And she isn’t seeking perfection. She’s seeking absolution. I seriously doubt her “transformation” will last very long at all. She hangs around with mostly guys. She’ll go back to who she has always been. It’s just a matter of time.
I start the car and begin backing out of Surfer Joe’s parking lot with no idea where I am headed. “We are obviously going to have to find somewhere else to meet from now on.”





Chapter Four
 
 
 
I‘m doing this for UCLA. I’m doing this for UCLA.” I pull another dress from a musty cardboard box, hold back a sneeze, and wonder if maybe I should have joined the Chess Club after all. Being the Drama “Costume Maven” is tedious and, quite possibly, hazardous to my health. I’m pretty sure some of these costumes haven’t seen the light of day in decades.
“I love this one,” Mary says. She has offered to help me sort through the boxes, since no one else has volunteered for the costume crew. “This would be great for the ‘Spanish Rose’ song, don’t you think? We could add black fringe to the bottom.”
“We?”
“Well…you.” Mary clears her throat.
“Sure,” I say. “Right after I add a Peter Pan collar to the red dress and let out the hem on the pink dress and find capris for the twenty girls in the ensemble. Oh, and find a gold Elvis costume for Birdie.”
“I thought you already found Birdie’s costume?”
“So did I,” I say. “But Will didn’t like it. He thinks Conrad Birdie should having more ‘bling’. The one I found was too boring for the great star of the show.”
“He is a little bit of a diva.” 
“A little bit?”
“Okay, a lot. But he’s so good!” Mary hangs the dress on the wooden costume rack and coughs.
“Mary, I think you may be allergic to something in here.” I watch as my sister, once again, clears her throat.
“I’m fine,” Mary says, her voice scratchy.
“Mary.”
“I’m fine,” Mary repeats. “My voice has been a little off lately. I’m sure it’s because I’ve been singing more than normal. But, as Mrs. Garland says, the voice is like a muscle: The more you use it, the stronger it becomes.”
“It doesn’t sound stronger.”
“It will.” Mary coughs again. “The more I do this, the more convinced I am that this is what I was born to do. I want to be an actress on Broadway. I want to sing and dance and act for the rest of my life. A real triple threat. So I need to get my voice into shape.”
“Maybe you should rest your voice instead of pushing it.”
“You’re just tired of hearing me sing around the house,” Mary says.
“And rehearsing lines with you around the house.” I roll my eyes—I am pretty sure I know Mary’s lines better than she does.
“One day, you’ll be glad you’re doing this.” Mary pulls another box from the side of the room. “When I am a star on Broadway, and you’re sitting in the front row watching me, you’ll be like, ‘Heck yes, that’s my sister up there. And I played a small part in helping get her name up in lights.’”
“Sure, Mary.”
The door to the costume closet opens, and Mrs. Garland enters. She waves her hands and coughs, then moves to the window on the side of the room and tries to open it.
“It won’t budge,” I say. 
“It’s so musty in here.” Mrs. Garland moves to the door and props it open with a pair of black tap shoes. “We can at least let in some air from the Drama room.”
I shrug and pull out another box. I open it, and Mary lets out a squeal.
“Spider!” Mary jumps on a chair, her screams turning into a coughing fit. “There’s a huge spider on the lid.”
I grab a loafer and slam it down on the arachnid. Mary steps down from her chair, and Mrs. Garland claps.
“You’re a natural, Martha.” Mrs. Garland squeezes my shoulder. “Thank you for taking on this role.”
“I’m doing it for UCLA,” I mutter.
“You really do need some help, though.” Mrs. Garland motions to the piles of boxes surrounding me. “Surely you have some other friends who also need some extracurricular activities on their resumes?”
She assumes I have friends. I sigh and start to shake my head. Then I think of the girls in my Scripture class. I need to spend more time with them, especially after the fiasco at Surfer Joe’s. Benjamin was very concerned about their reactions to Maggie’s ideas. I could ask them to help me. There’s plenty of time to talk here. It might not be the most public location, but lots of people come in and out. We’d still be visible. 
“That’s a great idea, Mrs. Garland,” I say. “I know just who to ask.”
“Excellent.” Mrs. Garland claps again. “Now, Mary, rehearsal starts in ten minutes. I suggest you spend that time reviewing your lines.”
“Of course.” Mary clears her throat. I shoot her a warning look, but she just waves me off.
“I’m fine, Martha,” Mary says. “See you after rehearsal.”
I get back to work, discovering the “spider box” is full of costumes from The Wizard of Oz. Lots of big flowers and straw hats, but nothing that would work for Bye Bye Birdie. I sigh and label the box, wondering why no one has thought to do that before.
“Need some help?”
I look up to see Heather and Amber—“popular” girls who are among those who have fallen under Eli Shepherd’s spell. Like I need more of those in my life. I’m having enough trouble trying to keep my own siblings from joining the Eli cult.
“No, I’m fine.” I open yet another box filled with costumes I can’t use. I write “Turn of the Century” on the label and reseal the box.
“Mrs. Garland said she thought you could use a hand,” Amber says.
“I thought you were in the play?” I dust my hands on my jeans. “Shouldn’t you be rehearsing?”
“We’re not in this scene.”
“Shouldn’t you be reviewing your lines, then?”
“Oh, we don’t have any lines.” Heather laughs. “We’re just in the ensemble. That’s scary enough. I’ve never done a play in my life. Mary talked me into it. It’s super fun. But I’m a little nervous, to be honest.”
“I’m a lot nervous,” Amber says.
I want to jump in and say I understand, that I could never even be in the ensemble. The thought of being onstage in front of hundreds of people is terrifying. But I don’t say that. I can’t. These girls are…dangerous. They’re Eli followers. And, like Eli, they may seem nice on the surface, but they are opposed to everything I believe.
“Thanks for your offer.” I pull out my phone. “But I have a couple friends coming soon. I’ll be fine.”
I feel a little guilty as the girls leave. I just lied. But it was a lie to protect myself. Like Rahab lied to the King of Jericho. She was protecting the spies Joshua had sent in. 
Hypocrite.
I push that voice from my mind. It comes in far too often, making me doubt where I have never doubted before, making me think things that I should never think—like maybe the changes I see in girls like Heather and Amber and Maggie are real. Maybe Eli isn’t crazy, isn’t part of a cult. Maybe he is actually is the Messiah we have been waiting for—the Promised One that the Scriptures talk about.
These thoughts need to stop. Now. What would Reverend Benjamin think of me if he knew I was even entertaining ideas like this? He’d be so disappointed. 
I pull out the largest box I can find. It is full of capri pants and cardigan sweaters. Yes! I send up a prayer of thanks. Finally, something positive to focus on.



Chapter Five
 
 
 
Some kids from the play are coming over tonight.” Mary rolls down the car window as we pull out of the school parking lot.
“Mary,” I groan. “It’s Friday night. I finally have a break from working on the play. Why bring the play to our house? Why not just go out somewhere? Or go to someone else’s house?”
“Because it was my idea.”
“Hanging out was your idea?” I stop at a red light and shake my head. 
“Watching Bye Bye Birdie on Netflix was my idea,” Mary says on a cough. 
“I really think you ought to rest your voice this weekend, not spend it with all your loud friends.”
“Nice try,” Mary says. “And they could be your loud friends, too, if you’d just let them. Martha, everyone is so impressed with all you’ve done. They all said, in the past, costumes were just thrown together at the last minute. Or Mrs. Garland had to step in and take care of them. As if she doesn’t have enough to do. Everyone thinks you’re amazing. They want to be your friend. They’re trying. Why won’t you let them?”
I let the praise settle into my heart. They think I’m amazing? Me? I can’t think of a time when anyone has thought I was amazing. But then I think of who Mary’s talking about—girls like Amber and Heather, guys like Jude and his cronies. No. I should not be flattered at their praise. 
“Martha?” Mary pushes my arm, causing me to drift into the center of the road.
“What are you doing?” I am yelling now. I know it’s not really about the push. It’s everything. I just want to be left alone. 
“I don’t get you.” Mary folds her arms. “You act like this holier-than-thou saint to your youth group friends. Benjamin and Brenda think you do no wrong. Yet you treat your own sister like trash. Laz, too. And others—people who just want to be your friend.”
“They aren’t the type of friends I want.”
“You’re such a hypocrite, Martha.” Mary coughs.
I suck in a deep breath. Why does that word keep coming up? It’s like a virus I can’t get rid of. “You can’t possibly understand what it’s like to be me.”
“I could try, Martha,” Mary says. “If you’d just let me in. But you won’t. You’re all closed up inside yourself. No one knows what you’re thinking or feeling or what’s going on in your head. All we know is that none of us could ever measure up to your standards.”
“That’s not true.”
“Then why won’t you hang out with my friends tonight? Huh?”
“They’re…”
“Not up to your standards?”
“It’s not that.” I turn into our driveway and Mary presses the garage door opener. “It’s not my standards I’m trying to measure up to.”
“Right. Of course.” Mary turns to me as I park the car. “You want to believe it’s God’s standards. But I have news for you, Martha. God is much nicer than you are. And much more welcoming.”
“You are going to tell me about God?” I get out of the car, not even bothering to grab my backpack. I am halfway up the garage stairs into the house when Mary catches up to me.
“Don’t run away.” Mary grabs my arm and forces me to look at her. “I’m not saying I know more than you. But I am saying that maybe what you’ve been taught about God isn’t exactly right.”
I stomp up the stairs and into the kitchen. Laz is sitting at the marble-topped island, eating a salad bowl full of Lucky Charms. 
“Heyyyy.” Laz’s greeting is cut short when he sees Mary and me. 
“I’m just saying.” Mary clears her throat before continuing. “That you might be a lot happier if you let go of this idea that you are right and everyone around you is wrong.”
Laz lifts a serving spoon in the air, milk dripping off the end. “For once, I agree with Mary.”
“Stay out of this, Laz,” I say. “And drop it, Mary. I am not going to be lectured by you. I’m going up to my room to read. You need to get this house cleaned up for your friends.”
I rush toward the stairs before Mary can try and stop me again. Five more minutes, and I might actually believe her. I am so weak. I can’t hear arguments against what I believe without wondering if they could be right. I shut myself in my room and throw myself on my bed. What is wrong with me? How can I let ridiculous ideas from my baby sister affect me? Especially when I know those ideas aren’t even hers—they’re Eli’s. He’s the one they should all be going after. He’s the one with the radical ideas. Not me. I am living by the same traditions and rules that have been in place for centuries.
And yet…instead of the usual bickering and complaining I normally hear when I leave Laz and Mary alone, I hear actual conversation drifting up the stairs. I hear laughter and joking. I even hear the vacuum running. Mary is actually cleaning the house? This means they’re maturing. It doesn’t necessarily reflect Eli’s influence. But even as I think that, I know I’m wrong.
I pull a novel from my nightstand. A mystery—my favorite. I get lost in the small Georgia town where a murderer is on the loose and forget, for a while, thoughts of siblings and friends and hypocrisy.





Chapter Six
 
 
 
I really thought we wouldn’t hit traffic this time of day.” I groan and look at the line of cars ahead of me on the 405—one of the massive highways that surround Los Angeles. I purposefully left after 10:00am, to miss rush hour. I wonder how bad it was earlier.
“You did say you wanted to spend some time together.” Alayne, from my Scripture class, shrugs. “And this is LA.”
“True.” I ease off the brake so I can move a millimeter forward. “I guess I need to get used to it. I’ll be going to UCLA, God willing, and will have to drive in traffic like this every day.”
“You’re not going to live on campus?” Alayne shifts in her seat.
I laugh. “Please. Even if we could afford it, I couldn’t leave my house. My family would probably eat fast food all the time if I weren’t there. And no laundry would ever get done. And Laz and Mary would probably kill each other.” Except that last part isn’t really true anymore. At least not right now. Lately, Laz and Mary have been acting like best friends, going places together, talking in each other’s rooms, having inside jokes. I mean, it’s fine. I’m not jealous or anything. Except…maybe I am. They don’t come into my room to talk. But, then, they never have. We don’t have that kind of relationship. Since Mom died—really, since she got sick—I have taken over her role. Dad tells me not to, that being a parent is his job, not mine. But Dad isn’t really being much of a parent right now. He works and watches TV and barely acknowledges any of us. 
I think about telling Alayne some of this. But I can’t. First, she’s just a freshman. Second, she looks up to me. I can’t let her know I am struggling. 
“Martha?” Alayne is obviously repeating herself, and I completely zoned her out.
“Oh.” I look up and see traffic has moved a couple car lengths. “Sorry.”
“You okay?” Alayne asks. “You looked pretty serious there.”
It is on the tip of my tongue to tell her everything. It would be so nice to have someone I could actually talk to. I turn to look at her, bright blue eyes wide and innocent, hopeful. “I’m—just hoping this trip is worth it.”
“Seriously.” Alayne giggles. “I never realized so much work goes into being in the costume crew.”
There’s a break in the traffic, and I speed up, passing a sign for the Getty Museum. “Finally.”
“So where is this place, again?”
I should feel relieved she doesn’t press me about how I’m doing. I might have said something if she’d asked one more time. But I don’t feel relieved. I feel even more closed off. The story of my life. “West Hollywood. It’s a vintage costume shop. When I called, they said they had a few Elvis-type costumes. I need one for Birdie.”
“I’m really glad you asked me to help you with this, Martha,” Alayne says. “It’s tough being the New Kid.”
“I can’t imagine,” I say. “I’ve lived here my whole life. What made your family come here, again?”
“My dad works for an engineering firm, and their headquarters are out here.” Alayne adjusts the vent on the air conditioner. “He got a promotion.”
“Is the company in Ventura?”
“Santa Barbara,” Alayne says. “But Mom knew Brenda from college, and she and Dad both wanted to go to Benjamin’s church. They said there aren’t many like it, anymore.”
“That’s true. Benjamin and Roger, the Chief Reverend, are really great. They are willing to stand for truth, even when it is unpopular.”
“My parents are like that, too.”
“You’re lucky, then.”
“I guess.” Alayne’s voice gets softer. “They kind of caused some trouble when we were in Colorado.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“People at our church there were inviting non-believers to activities and stuff.” Alayne says. “Some of the people were really rough. Like druggies and stuff.”
“That’s awful,” I say. “Benjamin and Roger would never allow that.”
“The reverend at our church thought it was the right thing to do. Dad spoke out against him. And he told the non-believers they should leave.”
“Good for him.” Even as I said it, and knew it was right, I felt a little guilty. I don’t know why, though. Benjamin has taught us over and over again that we should never associate with unbelievers. And to invite them into the church…that’s just wrong. 
“You know Eli Shepherd?” I ask. “He does the same kind of thing—he tried bringing kids like Martha and Pete into the youth group. He even argued when Benjamin told him it was wrong. Eli had the nerve to question the church leader. Can you believe it?”
“Is that why he left the youth group?”
“Yes.” I tap the steering wheel. “Benjamin refused to allow unbelievers in. So Eli took his group and started their own youth group.”
“That’s a lot different from my church in Colorado,” Alayne says. “Dad was told not to come back to church unless he was more accepting of the people there. Dad refused, so we left. That’s when Mom reconnected with Brenda and found out about this church. And I guess God opened up this job so we could be here.”
“You guess?” I can tell by her voice that Alayne isn’t totally sure her dad did the right thing. Now I can see why Benjamin insisted I spend more time with her. “Alayne, do you have any idea how much I’d like to have a dad like yours? Mine barely speaks at all, and he sure doesn’t stand up for truth like your dad did. And to move halfway across the country so that he can be part of a congregation that follows the Scriptures…wow.”
“I never thought about it like that.” Alayne smiles. “I was thinking more about how awful it was that I had to leave my friends and my home.”
“But if you hadn’t come, I’d be doing this costume stuff all by myself.” I laugh. “So I’m glad you came.”
“True,” Alayne says. “It’s pretty fun, doing this.”
“I don’t know about fun,” I say. “But it looks good on my college transcript.”
We talk for a while about school and future plans, and I find myself relaxing. Finally, someone like me, who was raised in a way I wish I had been raised. As we talk, I can see that Alayne may have been losing her way a little bit, but I know I can bring her back. It won’t take much.
We get to the costume shop and find the perfect gold lame Elvis suit for our Birdie, Will Harper. He has been pestering me about it since I started as Costume Maven. He’s sent me pictures of what he wants, and then websites of places that are selling it—for $100 or more. He wanted to come with me today. I’m sure it’s because he doesn’t trust me to pick out the “perfect” costume for him. But there was no way I was spending half a day in a car with Will Harper. Thankfully, the costume I found is pretty much identical to the $150 one he “had” to have, and this one was half that price. Totally worth the drive out here. 
Alayne hadn’t done anything really “touristy” since moving here, so I took her to the Hollywood Walk of Fame. 
“I want to find Cary Grant’s handprints.” Alayne pulls up a Walk of Fame Directory on her phone.
“Who?”
“Martha.” Alayne stops and stares at me. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”
“I’m not kidding.”
“Car-ry Grant.” Alayne stretches out each syllable.
“No i-de-a.” I join in the syllable stretching.
“His Girl Friday. North by Northwest.”
“I don’t really watch old movies.”
 “Well, you’re going to start.” Alayne grabs my arm and pulls me down Hollywood Boulevard. “My house this weekend. No excuses.”
I groan, but Alayne keeps pulling me until she finds Cary Grant’s handprints.
“There it is!!” Alayne kneels down and places her hands on the ground. “Take my picture.”
I take several shots of Alayne, and she spends at least ten minutes gaping at Cary Grant’s handprints and telling me all about his films. 
All in all, it was a fun day. I haven’t had one of those in a long time.
As I drop Alayne off and drive home, I sigh in contentment, thanking God for using me to point this girl to truth. The peace lasts only until I turn onto my street. And see an ambulance in my driveway.



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
She was choking.” Jude is shouting, and half the cast of Bye Bye Birdie are shouting as well.
“You don’t call an ambulance for choking,” Julia says.
“She was turning blue.” Jude runs a hand through his hair. “I was supposed to just sit there and watch her die?”
“She wasn’t dying, moron,” Laz says. 
“She wasn’t breathing.” Jude punctuates each word by hitting the back of his hand to his palm. “That is the definition of dying.”
An EMT pushes through the crowd. “Our work here is done.”
“Sorry you had to come out.” Laz looks at Jude. “I tried to call back and cancel.”
“Once we’re called, we have to come out.” The EMT shrugs. “No problem, though.”
I am frozen in front of the door, and Laz has to push me to the side so the EMT can return to his ambulance. 
“Don’t freak out, Martha.” Laz looks at me, his dark eyebrows raised in warning. “Mary started choking, and we tried to do the Heimlich and stuff, but it wasn’t working. So Jude calls 911—because he’s a moron—and then Mary coughs it out. She’s fine. Everyone’s fine. Except for Jude because, did I mention, he’s a moron.”
Jude pushes Laz. “How is trying to help a girl who is choking moronic?”
“Because it lasted like point three seconds.” Laz shakes his head. “And she was coughing, which meant some air was getting in. She wasn’t dying, she was working to get it out. You overreacted because—”
“Right.” Jude seems to deflate. “I’m a moron.”
I push through the crowd and find a sweaty, red-faced Mary on the couch. “You sure you’re all right?”
“No.” Mary rolls her eyes. “I’m super embarrassed.”
“But physically?” I say. “You’re okay?”
Mary touches her neck. “My throat feels like it’s on fire. But other than that, I’m fine.”
“What did you choke on?”
Heather, who I just now notice is sitting next to Mary, says, “A peanut butter cookie.”
I look around and see that my living room is filled with kids. Then I recall that Dad’s car was not in the garage. “Wait—Mary, you had a party when no adult was in the house?”
“First,” Mary folds her arms against her chest. “I had a rehearsal with my fellow cast mates.”
“But—”
“And second, I called Dad and asked if it was all right, and he said yes.”
That’s just because Dad has no idea what some of these guys are like. I mean, seriously, Jude, Heather, Amber…what was she thinking? It’s one thing to be around them at school drama rehearsals. But to have them in my house? “I think it’s time for you all to leave.”
“Martha,” Mary tries to yell, but the last syllable ends on a cough, and everyone in the room gathers around her to make sure she isn’t choking again. “I’m fine, I’m fine.”
The crowd breathes a collective sigh of relief.
“We’re in the middle of rehearsal,” Mary says.
“I think the fact that an ambulance just left our house means that rehearsal can be cancelled.”
“We’re trying to hammer out the choreography for ‘Lot of Livin’ to Do’. We need to have it ready for Monday’s practice.”
The rest of the group chimes in, saying how they are almost done, and how they promised Mrs. Garland that they’d get it done today.
I raise my hands in surrender and walk into the kitchen. Within seconds, the group is organized into two lines and Laz is playing music through our Bluetooth speaker.
I grab a glass from the cabinet and start to fill it with water when Jude leans down to my ear. 
“I’m worried about Mary,” he says.
“The EMT said she’s fine.” 
“I don’t mean the choking.” Jude leans back on the counter, but keeps his voice down. 
“Shouldn’t you be rehearsing?” I point to the dancers in my living room, jazz hands raised.
“I’m not in this scene.”
“Then why are you here?” But his eyes, glued on my baby sister, answer that question for me.
“Martha, have you noticed how Mary is coughing a lot more lately?”
“Yes, but that’s just because she’s singing more.”
“I don’t think so.”
“And you’re a doctor?”
Jude’s face reddens. “Look, I’m just trying to help, all right? Can you get off your high horse for two seconds and listen?”
“Fine,” I say.
“No, I’m not a doctor.” Jude shoves his hands in his pockets. “But I don’t think it’s normal, all this coughing and sore throat. It could be the sign of something worse.”
My eyes fill. I have déjà vu, remembering Mom and Dad having this discussion. Except with Mom, it wasn’t her throat, it was her stomach. She had pains for months, and she kept thinking it was something she was eating or an allergy she developed. By the time she finally got it checked out, the cancer covered all the organs in her abdomen. 
Jude seems to read my mind. He puts his hands on my shoulders. “I don’t think…I mean…I’m sure it’s not…”
“Shut up, Jude.” I push away from him. “Thanks for your concern. I’ll speak to my dad about it.”
I rush up to my room, shut the door, and cry. I hate myself for these tears—hate the fact that it feels like I’ll never get past this grief. Hate that no one else understands. Laz and Mary didn’t take Mom’s death as hard as me. Dad just works himself to death so he doesn’t have to think about it. And now…could Jude be right? Could there be something more serious going on with Mary?
I don’t know how many minutes have passed, but I am spent, lying on my bed, tears drying on my face, leaving my cheeks feeling as raw as my heart. I hear a soft knock on my door. I plan to ignore it, but the door opens, and Eli is standing there.
“What are you doing here?” I sit up and smooth my hair away from my face.
“Jude called me after he called 911.” Eli leans against the doorframe. “He was pretty freaked out.”
“Well, Mary’s fine,” I say. “And Jude is downstairs.”
“I know.” Eli looks at me, that look he has that seems to see far more than I want him to see. Like he knows my fears, my hurts. “How are you?”
Man, I want to tell him the truth. Because no one ever asks how I am doing. Everyone—including my dad—assumes I am fine, in control, no problems or worries or anything. Even Benjamin and Brenda think I’m this perfect kid, their one hope in the youth group. What would it be like to tell Eli how I really am? That I’m lonely and scared and missing my mom so much it is a physical ache in my heart. 
“Martha?”
No. I stand up and walk past him into the upstairs living area, falling into our battered old suede sofa. He follows and sits across from me, in Laz’s black leather gaming chair.
“I’m fine,” I bite out. “No need to babysit me. Go ahead down with the others. Or better yet, leave.”
If Eli is offended, he doesn’t show it. He just leans back, rocking, and looks at me. I don’t know anyone who can say so much without actually saying anything.
“Seriously.” I grab a throw pillow and start pulling at the fringe on the end. “Go.”
“You know, Martha, even the Greek actors took their masks off once in a while.”
“Now we’re back to you calling me a hypocrite?” I hold the pillow close to me. “Nice, Eli.”
“You can take the mask off with me, Martha.” Eli leans forward. “It’s okay to feel. It’s okay to be imperfect.”
“You certainly know about imperfection, don’t you?” I say. “You surround yourself with the imperfect. The more imperfect, the better, right?”
“God’s strength is shown in our weakness.”
“Then I guess God’s strength is really on display with Maggie and Jude, huh?”
“Maggie, yes.” Eli looks up. “Still working on Jude, though.”
“Like you’re working on me?”
“God doesn’t want you to be this stressed, Maggie.” Eli looks at me—in me. “He wants you to give him everything: your masks, your hurts, your worries, your insecurities.”
“He wants me to ‘give’ him those things?” I draw a circle the carpet with my toe. “That’s ridiculous. God wants my worship and my obedience.”
“And does he have those?”
I want to lie and tell him of course God has those things. But there’s no point in lying to Eli. He can see right through it. “You don’t understand.”
“God does.” Eli rocks forward. “He isn’t up there looking for ways to punish you. He wants to help you. He wants to lighten your load, not add to it.”
I can feel my heart beating. “And you can speak for God?”
Eli pauses. “Yes.”
I stand up. “No, Eli. I’m not falling for your lines. You may convince those guys, but not me. I know what you’re trying to do.”
“And what is that?” Eli’s voice is soft, and he stands in one quiet, smooth movement.
“Trying to get me to be part of your group.”
“Would that really be so bad?”
“You admit it!”
Eli just looks at me. Not angry, not judging, not condescending. Like he’s really concerned. Like he feels sorry for me. 
Well, I don’t need his pity. And I won’t accept his “help”. 
Eli seems to read my mind. He nods his head sadly and walks slowly down the stairs. 
Tears fill my eyes again. I don’t even know why. I just know that, as I see Eli disappear down the stairs, I feel even more alone than I did before he came up here.



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
You’re mouthing the lines again.” Alayne laughs at me. 
We’re sitting in the audience of the school’s theater, watching the first dress rehearsal. I have a clipboard, making notes on which costumes need work and what pieces are still missing.
“I can’t help it,” I whisper. “I’ve rehearsed so much with Mary that I know them all.”
“So you think you’ll try out for the next play?”
I laugh—a little too loudly, because Mrs. Garland hisses at me from her perch in the front of the auditorium. I lower my voice. “No way.”
Alayne points to Jude, who is playing the mayor. “Is he wearing Vans?”
I make a note on my clipboard. “I told him he had to get dress shoes.”
“Jude isn’t great at listening.”
“That’s an understatement.”
“Maybe you should get Mary to ask him,” Alayne says.
I grunt. Jude’s obsession with Mary is driving me crazy. Thankfully, my sister seems immune. But Jude is persistent. And rich. He gives Mary way too much of everything—gifts, time, attention…I worry that, eventually, she’ll give in and go out with him.
This is the first time I have actually watched a rehearsal. Usually, I am back in the costume closet, sorting and labelling. I know all Mary’s parts, of course, but not the whole storyline. Not that there’s much of one—an Elvis-type character (Conrad Birdie) is leaving for the Army and his manager wants to make money off a “going away” song. His secretary, my sister, comes up with the idea of making the song be about his last kiss, picking a random fan to receive said kiss. And so she, the manager, and Birdie go to some small town to make that happen. It’s all pretty cheesy. 
But they get to the Icehouse scene—Mary isn’t in that one—and I sit up. “Wait. What?”
“Yeah…” Alayne bites her lip.
I open the script and turn to the scene. They’re talking about drinking and sex and even drugs. “What?”
“I saw this last night,” Alayne says. “I didn’t know anything like that was in this play.”
“I can’t believe Mrs. Garland is allowing this.” I rub my forehead. “And that I am part of it. What will Benjamin and Brenda say?”
“They’re coming?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “But they’ll hear about it, I’m sure. And they know I’m part of it.” Benjamin warned me from the beginning not to do this. He said it was too worldly.
“You’re just helping with costumes,” Alayne points to the clipboard. “For college.”
“I have to say something to Mrs. Garland.” I stand up and lay the clipboard on the seat.
“Now?”
“Yes, now.” I look down at Alayne. “She has to cut this scene out. It is completely inappropriate. I can’t be part of a show that encourages this kind of behavior.”
“Maybe you’re overreacting a little?”
“Alayne.” I sit back down. “This is where compromise starts. We excuse things like this, because they’re ‘no big deal’, and then we’re excusing more and more. It’s a slippery slope.”
“I guess, but…”
“Remember the story about how the Israelites made idols when Moses was away?”
“Sure.”
“They did it because ‘everyone’ thought it was all right. No one stopped them. And God punished them for that. All of them.”
“But they were worshipping other gods,” Alayne says. “Do you really think it’s the same thing?”
“I think glorifying sin is wrong.” I shake my head. 
“But they’re just acting.” Alayne points to the stage. “The whole play is supposed to be silly. I don’t think they’re trying to glorify that stuff. It’s probably just a set up for that next song.”
“Sin is sin, Alayne,” I say. “And no one else will stand up for truth but us.”
“You’re right, Martha.” Alayne touches my arm. “And you are my hero.”
I laugh. “Please.”
“Seriously, Alayne says. “I’m so glad we have become friends. My parents are, too.”
I smile. It is nice to be appreciated. “I need to go.”
“Wait, it’s the ‘Spanish Rose’ song—Mary’s big solo.” Alayne points on stage as my sister dons a black lace shawl and begins singing. “I watched her rehearse this the other day. It’s so good.”
“I know.” I watch as my sister owns the stage—she really was born for this. “I’ve watched her practice it at home every day for the last eight weeks.”
In the middle of the second verse, Mary’s voice falters. By the chorus, she is bent over, coughing uncontrollably, waving her hands at the sound booth for them to stop the music.
“Martha.” Mrs. Garland looks back at me and lifts a wireless microphone to her mouth. “Take your sister to the doctor and get this taken care of. Now.”
Mary looks at me, tears streaming down her face.
“I guess that talk will have to wait.” I hand Alayne the clipboard and look at my watch. 7:30pm. This is going to be a long night.



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Dr. Chung smiles from behind black-framed glasses.
After sitting in the Urgent Care clinic for two hours, surrounded by men and women in various stages of real and imagined pain, waiting for another forty-five minutes in a room, and Martha being examined for a grand total of six minutes, I am so not in the mood for humor.
“I want to know what’s wrong with my sister.” I tamp down my anxiety. Between being annoyed, I have been terrified that this is the moment we find out Mary has a terminal disease, that this is Mom all over again. “Please.”
“All right.” Dr. Chung’s voice softens. “Bad new first: That probe I sent down your throat, Mary?”
Mary nods. “The thing that gagged me?”
“Yes,” Dr. Chung says. “It showed us that you have a significant amount of nodules on your vocal chords.”
“Nodules?” My heart starts hammering. That sounds like doctor-speak for tumors.
“Not to worry.” Dr. Chung raises his hands. “Nodules are kind of like callouses—just hardened tissue from overuse or improper use of your voice. You sing, right?”
“Yes,” Mary says. “I’m the lead in my school play. And I want to be an actress on Broadway.”
“Hmmm.” Dr. Chung’s face gets serious. “When does this play perform?”
“It opens on Thursday.” Mary rubs her throat. “I’ll be all right by then, won’t I?”
Dr. Chung shakes his head. “The thing about nodules is—”
“I have to be all right by then.” Mary’s voice is high-pitched, a sure sign that she is stressed. Laz jokes that she sounds like Elmo when she gets worked up. I doubt she’d appreciate that comparison right now, though.
“Have you noticed that you struggle to hit some of the higher notes when you sing?” Dr. Chung leans forward, his elbows on his knees.
“Yes,” Mary says.
“And how long has that been going on?”
Mary looks at me. I think back to our rehearsals at home. “At least a month and a half.”
Dr. Chung sits back and releases a long breath. “So those nodules have been there for a while. And every time you sing, they are getting worse.”
“But you said I didn’t need to worry,” Mary squeaks. “That they aren’t dangerous.”
“They won’t kill you,” Dr. Chung says. “But they could kill your aspirations.”
“What?” Mary and I speak at the same time.
“If you don’t go on complete vocal rest for the next month, you could develop permanent vocal cord damage.”
“A month?” Mary’s eyes fill with tears. “But the play opens Thursday. We’ve been rehearsing for months. I don’t have an understudy…”
“It’s her dream role,” I say.
“I’m not saying you can’t perform.” Dr. Chung removes his glasses. 
“But if I do, my voice might never recover.” Mary wipes her eyes with the sleeve of her hospital gown.
“Your vocal range could very well be affected for life.”
“Are you sure?” I ask. “I mean, no offense, but you’re an Urgent Care doctor, not a specialist. Couldn’t you be wrong?”
“I wish I were wrong, girls. Truly.” Dr. Chung replaces his glasses. “But my wife is a professor of Vocal Performance at UC Santa Barbara. She did her doctoral dissertation on this very topic, studying hundreds of singers. Based on her data, you have a 75% chance of permanent vocal damage if you continue singing the way you are. She would say you need vocal rest, and then you need to find a vocal coach, to train you to use your voice properly so the nodules don’t recur.”
Mary is sobbing now. Dr. Chung apologizes again and then slips out. I am frozen to my chair. I wish Mom were here—she would know what to say, how to help. She would give Mary a hug and stroke her hair and assure her everything would be fine. But I’m not Mom. I try to hug Mary, but she stiffens and pushes me away.
“Is it selfish to want to save my voice over saving the show, Martha?”
“What?” I hand her clothes back to her. “Of course not. Mary, this is what you want to do. Being an actress is your dream.”
“But the show…everyone has worked so hard.” Mary throws the hospital gown into the soiled linen bin and finishes getting dressed. 
A nurse arrives with a print out, explaining the diagnosis and giving the number of an ENT specialist Mary can see. She tells us we are free to leave. I look at my watch: 12:04 am.
I text Dad to let him know we’re on our way home. He doesn’t respond. Laz has sent about a hundred texts, though, so I stop and type out a quick, VOCAL NODULES. NOTHING SERIOUS. Text to him. 
Nothing serious. Except that my sister is a wreck, the spring musical may be cancelled three days before opening night, and there is nothing I can do to fix any of this. 
Then I have the awful thought that, if the musical is cancelled, could I still count this on my college application? 
Oh my gosh, am I really thinking about my college scholarship opportunities right now? I am a terrible person. 
Mary and I drive home in silence. I don’t even want to ask if she’s texted Mrs. Garland. I don’t want to think about the pandemonium that will break out when everyone finds out. I get home, and fall into bed, wishing I could be the one who had to be on vocal rest and not my sister.



Chapter Ten
 
 
 
You can play Rosie.” Mary says it again, like I didn’t hear it the first time and think it was the most ridiculous idea of all time. 
“No.” I turn off the car’s engine and drop my keys into my backpack. Six minutes until the next class starts.
“Martha.” Mary is speaking as quietly as possible, per the directions of the specialist we got in to see first thing this morning. That doctor confirmed Dr. Chung’s diagnosis, adding that vocal rest meant speaking as little as possible and as quietly as possible, and only when necessary.
“You shouldn’t be talking.”
Mary pulls out her phone. FINE. I’LL TEXT, THEN.
I lift my backpack onto my lap. Five minutes. Mary’s doctor appointment made us miss first and second periods. I refuse to be late for third. “I cannot play the lead in a musical. You know that.”
Mary begins tapping her phone. YOU KNOW ALL THE LINES AND ALL THE SONGS. NO ONE ELSE CAN LEARN THAT MUCH IN THREE DAYS. YOU HAVE TO DO THIS. IF YOU DON’T, THEY’LL CANCEL THE SHOW!!!!!
“Just talk to Mrs. Garland,” I say. “I’m sure she can call another school and get some other girl to step in.”
ALL THE OTHER SCHOOLS ARE DOING THEIR MUSICALS AT THE SAME TIME.
“All the schools?” That makes no sense.
IT’S RELATED TO THE THESPIAN SOCIETY’S COMPETITION SCHEDULE.
“The what?? Nevermind. It doesn’t matter.” I open my door. Three minutes. “She can call an alumni then. Surely there’s someone around here who can step in.”
THE GUY PLAYING ALBERT IS A SOPHOMORE. HE’S BARELY 16. A COLLEGE GIRL CAN’T PLAY OPPOSITE HIM.
“So they cut out the kissing.” I walk toward the office, Mary is several feet behind me, but my phone keeps buzzing. “I wasn’t crazy about that anyway.”
YOU HAVE TO DO THIS.
“I also wasn’t happy about the whole Icehouse scene. Did you know they talk about sex and drugs and drinking in that? So inappropriate.”
Mary groans, and I turn to face her. “That is definitely not good for your voice.”
YOU’RE GOING TO FORCE ME TO GO ON AND RUIN MY CHANCES AT A CAREER ON BROADWAY.
“I’m not forcing you to do anything.”
I CAN’T ALLOW THE SHOW TO BE CANCELLED.
“Then find some other way out. Maybe someone can be backstage reading the lines and singing the songs and you can lip-synch?”
THAT WOULD DISQUALIFY US FROM COMPETITION.
“So would having me up there playing Rosie.”
ALL THE OTHER SCENES WOULD STILL BE ELIGIBLE. THIS IS WILL’S SENIOR YEAR. HE REALLY WANTED A WIN AT COMPETITION.
I could care less about Will Harper, Mr. Conrad Birdie himself. I think of Mrs. Barrow showing me all his accomplishments in the guidance office, how he already has scholarship offers to any college he wants. And I think of how difficult he has been, a typical “star” who complained about every costume—including the one Alayne and I went to LA to find. “I think he’ll live.”
I WOULD OWE YOU FOREVER. I’LL DO ANYTHING YOU WANT. I PROMISE. JUST, PLEASE, PLEASE DO THIS FOR ME!!!
The bell rings, and I stuff my phone into my back pocket. “I need to go to AP Lit. And try to explain to Mrs. Farthing why I haven’t finished the Emily Dickinson readings from last night. We can talk about this later.”
Mary grabs my arm, but I pull away and stomp off. As soon as students come out of their classrooms, I hear Mary’s name being shouted. I look over my shoulder to see a mob of Drama kids surrounding her. Mary holds her phone up and the others follow suit. I shake my head and rush to English class. Mrs. Farthing accepts my excuse for last night’s assignment, assuring me that I can make it up tonight. Then she informs the class that we have a four-passage multiple choice packet to complete in class. I sink into my seat and bite back a groan.
“What’s going on with Mary?” Jude kneels beside me. “Is she all right?”
“She’ll be fine.” I pull a pencil from my backpack as the bell rings for class to start.
“But what’s wrong?’’
“Jude, class has started.” I refuse to look at him. “Please go to your seat.”
“I’ve been worried all night,” Jude says. “Just tell me.”
Mrs. Farthing walks to my desk. “I am sorry if my class is encroaching on your very important conversation.”
“No, it’s not important…” I can feel my face heating up.
“So you are having an unimportant conversation in my class?” Mrs. Farthing peers down at me. “After just making an excuse as to why your homework was not completed?”
I want to disappear, to sink into the floor. “I’m sorry.”
Jude has managed to slink back to his desk. Mrs. Farthing opens her mouth to say something else when the door bursts open and a dozen Drama kids start singing the “Birdie” theme song. Except that they aren’t singing “We love you, Conrad/Oh yes we do-o”. They’re singing “We love you Martha…”
Mary is conducting them as they circle my seat, singing at the top of their lungs. I look around and the kids in my class are cracking up, all eyes on me. They get to the final note and they all get on their knees, hands folded, like they are begging me. Begging me to…no. 
No! Mary told them her stupid idea, and she’s using them to try and change my mind.
I stand up so quickly that my chair falls backward. I grab my backpack, which was open, spilling its contents all over the ground. But I don’t even bother picking it up. I just run out, as fast as I can. I keep running, past the Language Arts building and the Science building, past the gym. I keep running until I find a bench on the far side of the track. I drop into it and try to catch my breath. 
“Martha?” Eli is standing over me, a bag of soccer balls over his shoulder.
“What are you doing here?”
“I’m Coach Vince’s TA this period.” Eli lays the bag down. “He asked me to inflate these for practice this afternoon.”
“Don’t let me stop you.” I fold my arms against my chest.
“No worries.” He sits beside me and pulls a pump out of the bag. “I’d rather stay outside and do this, anyway. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
“No, Eli,” I say. “It isn’t a beautiful day. And I came out here to be alone.”
“I can understand that.” Eli inflates a soccer ball as he talks. “I need some alone time every once in a while, too. Time to talk to God, one-on-one.”
I don’t have time for Eli’s crazy cult talk right now. “Then you’ll understand why I’d like to be left alone.”
“Let me ask you something, Martha.” Eli continues, as if I invited him to stay rather than asked him to leave. “Have you ever done something that scares you?”
“What?” Does he know about Mary wanting me to play Rosie? How could he? 
“Sometimes God wants us to do what seems impossible, just to show His power in our weakness.”
He’d said that before. At my house. This time, the words settle into my soul: To show His power in our weakness. There is something so right about that. I feel…I can’t describe it…empowered, almost.
Eli points to the soccer ball in his hands. “You know why Coach needs me to inflate these?”
“Because they’re deflated?” I roll my eyes.
“Yes.” Eli laughs. “Because they go farther when they’re full. Having a deflated ball could cause the team to lose the game.”
 “I don’t really get sports metaphors, Eli.”
“Fair enough.” Eli tosses the ball up and catches it. “Think of the air as God’s Spirit. When we are filled with His Spirit, we can go far and go fast. We can do the impossible.”
“You’re saying I don’t have God’s Spirit?” I am reminded, again, that Eli is dangerous. How could I, even for a moment, listen to him? “Are you back to calling me a hypocrite?”
“Martha, why do you assume the worst?” Eli says. “I want to help.”
Help? I want to say I don’t need help. But I do. And I want to say I don’t need help from him. But I don’t have anyone else to turn to. Benjamin and Brenda wouldn’t understand. They weren’t even very supportive of me doing costumes for the musical. It’s too worldly. They were just okay with it because I could keep an eye on Mary, and because I could spend time with Alayne. I know they wouldn’t want me playing Rosie. And I don’t want to play Rosie…except that I do want to help my sister. I even kind of want to help this cast, which surprises me. But, overall, they’ve been nice. And grateful. I’ve never been appreciated before. So many of them have thanked me for my work. Mrs. Garland thinks I’m amazing. And I actually like organizing and planning the costumes. 
“Say I ask for your help.” I can’t even believe those words are coming out of my mouth. “Just for this one thing. Not for everything.”
“Okay.”
“And I need to say upfront that I am still very much against what you are doing—pulling people from the youth group to come to your house. I think what you’re doing is dangerous. And wrong.”
I expect Eli to bristle, but he doesn’t. If anything, he softens. It’s strange.
“How can I help, Martha?”
“Mary thinks I need to play Rosie in the musical.” It all pours out—last night’s Urgent Care visit, Mary’s plea for me to play Rosie, all the reasons why no one else can do it. All the reasons why I can’t. Concerns about UCLA and my scholarship potential. Concerns for the cast, who really have worked hard to put this together. When I finish, I stare at the ground, too embarrassed to look at Eli. I can’t believe I just told him all that.
After several moments of silence, he says, “I think you know what you should do.” 
“But I can’t.” My heart feels heavy in my chest, like it might fall into my feet. 
“It seems impossible, right?”
“It is impossible.”
“But nothing is impossible with God.”
“So you’re saying if I trust God that He will suddenly make me able to perform like Mary?”
“I’m saying you’ll see God’s strength in your weakness.” Eli drops a soccer ball into the large net bag. “We get to know Him better and experience Him more during times like these—hard times, when we only have Him to rely on.”
“So you think God wants me to be in this play?” The words seem to hang in the air. It’s a ridiculous notion.
“I think God wants you to love others so much that you’re more concerned with what they need than with what you fear.”
“But the others don’t need to do this,” I say. “It’s not like I’m feeding the homeless or something. I’d be doing a play—one that doesn’t even have the best moral lesson in it. Isn’t it possible that God is allowing it to fall apart because it’s too worldly?”
“What do you think?”
“We’re back to that.”
“This is your decision, Martha.” Eli stands up and heaves the bag of soccer balls over his shoulder. One drops out, and Eli kicks it. I watch as the ball floats in the air, landing right at the door to Coach Vince’s office.
Eli smiles and then walks away. He makes everything seem so simple. So positive. But can I really trust him? 
As I walk back to school, that question lingers. Can I trust him?
Dare I trust him?



Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
I changed my mind.” I look at myself in the lighted mirror—hair in a slick bun, tons of makeup on, a tiny microphone taped to my forehead. “I can’t do this. I can’t.”
Mary places her hands on my shoulders. “Yes, you can.”
“But I’m awful.”
Mary sighs. “Don’t make me keep talking. You’re ready and the cast is behind you, and you can do this.”
Mary drags me into the Green Room, where the entire cast and crew is applauding. All but Alayne. When I told her I decided to play Rosie, she walked away. I was hurt, but what could I do? I didn’t have time to explain, and I couldn’t listen to her objections. I had already said yes. And I know it’s the right decision. Eli was right about that—I really can feel God’s strength in my weakness. It’s like nothing I’ve experienced before. A joy, even in the discomfort.
Mrs. Garland raises a hand—her signal for quiet—and then holds up a school newspaper. “Read the headline, folks: ‘Martha Lopez Will Save the Show’.” Mrs. Garland’s coffee-stained smile beams. “And you have my dear. You will do the impossible, and we love you for it”
Everyone starts clapping again, giving me pats on the back and high-fives. I have never felt so appreciated in my life. I’d cry, but I am wearing fake eyelashes and about ten pounds of foundation, so I blink the tears back and just smile.
Mrs. Garland raises her hand again. “So, ladies and gentlemen, tonight, we go out and give everything we have, just like Martha has done. This will be the greatest production Kennedy High has ever seen.”
Everyone cheers and sings one more round of “We love you, Martha.” Then Mrs. Garland calls places, we all scatter, and I am backstage, behind the curtain on stage right, ready for my entrance. 
The lights go dark and the actual theme song is sung, with a dozen girls in the capri pants and cardigan sweaters I picked out leaping onto stage and singing, “We love you Conrad, oh yes we do-o” at the top of their lungs. They exit, and Anna, the stage Manager, squeezes my arm, whispers, “Break a leg!” and then I’m on.
It’s a miracle, but I manage to remember the lines and songs and blocking. I am so focused on all that, I don’t even notice the audience. Thankfully, the lights are super bright, so I can’t see them at all, anyway.
But I do notice them at the end of Act 1. I’m standing onstage, watching Birdie sing “One Last Kiss” to Kim. The ensemble is gathered behind a red rope, all looking at Birdie like he is a star. They’re all so good. Even Amber and Heather, who swore they were nervous, look like professionals as they reach over the rope in an attempt to try and touch Birdie. They totally look like crazed fans.
As I look past Will and Julia, I see the first three rows of the audience. They seem to be enjoying the performance. They laugh at Jude’s antics as the mayor and raise their eyebrows at Will’s impressive singing voice. I relax. This is all right. The show is going on. 
The intermission is a blur of costume changes and makeup touch-ups. No one really talks to me, but they’re probably just staying in character. I get that. I don’t really feel much like conversation anyway. I have my major solo coming up in this Act—“Spanish Rose”. I have to be on stage all by myself during that song. It is terrifying. 
This act is shorter—Mrs. Garland listened to my concerns about the drug, sex, and drinking references, and she cut those from the show. I feel pretty good about that. And she didn’t argue when I insisted that my first kiss not be onstage with a practically complete stranger, so those kisses are cut, too. 
My solo comes up much faster than I anticipated. I walk to the center of the stage, as directed, and see the front rows. Almost everyone has their phone out. I start singing, “They call me the wild Spanish Rose…” and my voice cracks. The audience erupts in laughter. I see everyone laughing, phones pointed right at me. I feel tears sting my eyes, but I keep going.
“Americano, let me give you a bit of advice…” The kids who aren’t laughing are looking at me with pity, some with disgust. I feel nauseous. And ridiculous. I stand on the stool, as directed, and try to sing out the big notes like Mrs. Garland taught me, from my diaphragm. But they come out weak. 
“Not Danish, not British, not Swedish, not Yiddish, but Spa…nish Rose!” I can barely finish the song before the tears start flowing. I have a costume change and then on to the last scene. 
“Please don’t make me sing the last song,” I am sobbing to Mary, who helps me into my costume. “I can’t. This is humiliating. What was I thinking?”
“Just one more scene, Martha.” Mary zips up the back of my dress. “You’ve remembered every single line. That’s amazing.”
“And the audience has laughed all the way through it.”
“It’s a comedy.” Mary smiles, a little too forced.
“They’re laughing at me, Mary.” I wipe a tear. “They’re laughing at how terrible I am.”
“You literally saved the show” Mary blots my face with a tissue. “You’re my hero.”
I swallow down my tears and prepare for my last entrance. I just need to get through ten more minutes. Ten more minutes and then…three more performances. That thought sends me into hysterics, right before I am supposed to go on again. I manage to calm myself and finish the show, sing one last duet with Albert. But I refuse to be part of the curtain call. No way. They turn all the lights on for that, and I can’t bear to see the audience. I will not take a bow so they can add that to their SnapChat stories. I run into the dressing room and strip off the costume. 
“Martha?” Mrs. Garland steps into the room. “Well done.”
“Don’t.” I raise my hands. “It was not well done. It was awful.”
“I have some good news.” She is talking to me like I’m a five-year-old. “A representative from our district was here, and he informed me they would permit a San Diego area Thespian to play the part of Rosie for the duration of the play.”
“What?” Tears rush into my eyes. “Why didn’t they say that earlier?”
“Well, there are rules. And they must abide by them.” Mrs. Garland stammers. “And we technically have satisfied those rules tonight, since you so graciously agreed to perform for us…”
“But since I was so awful, they’re allowing you to bring in an actual actress so the audience doesn’t have to suffer through another one of my performances?” I can barely speak through the tears.
“Martha, the cast can compete because of you. The show went on because of you. I will never forget what you did for us,” Mrs. Garland says. “No one will.”
“Oh, I know.” I throw my things into a duffel bag. “No one will forget it because it’s recorded on social media. It’ll be talked about for years to come. ‘Remember when that awful Martha Lopez tried to play a lead in the school play?’”
Mrs. Garland says something, but I ignore it. Just as I ignore the attempted hugs and high fives from the cast and crew as I rush past them. How can they act like this was great? That I am great? Everyone in the audience was laughing at me. By tomorrow, everyone at school will be laughing at me. I can’t believe I agreed to this. What was I thinking?
Eli.
I let him convince me this was a good idea. That God would want me to do this. That being humiliated was a loving, kind thing to do. That I would feel His strength in my weakness. And I did. Until I felt the mocking eyes of three hundred audience members laughing at me. Then I felt very weak. 
“Bravo.” And there he is. Eli himself, standing by his old pickup, clapping. He looks happy, but I’m sure it’s just him gloating over seeing me humiliated. 
“This is all your fault, Eli Shepherd.”
Eli stands up straight. “Martha, why are you angry?”
“I’m angry because I listened to you, and all your talk about being strong and filled with the Spirit.”
“Why are you really angry?” Eli steps forward.
“Why?” I am shouting, but I don’t care. “Because, Eli, I just made a complete fool out of myself in front of all those people.”
“That’s one way to look at it.” Eli sits on the tailgate of his truck.
“What other way is there?”
“You’re allowing the opinion of others to determine your success,” Eli says. 
“I saw them laughing at me.” I close my eyes to stop any more tears from flowing. “I was terrible up there, and they all saw it.”
“You know what I saw?” Eli leans forward. “I saw a girl who was brave and loving, who put the needs of others above herself.”
“And my reward for that was being humiliated.” I shake my head.
“Do you really believe your worth is based on what others think about you?”
I pause. Is that what I believe? I look down at the ground, pushing gravel around with my toe.
Eli hops down from his truck. “You are loved by the God of the universe, Martha. Not because of what you can do, but simply because you are His.”
I swallow hard. I can’t look up, but I listen as he continues.
“I know you felt His peace earlier tonight. I know you experienced His power—you remembered every line! Every word to every song. Every entrance. You stood on stage and did what you thought was impossible.”
“But I was terrible.”
“Not to God.” Eli steps closer to me. “He looks at you and sees a priceless treasure. And isn’t His opinion the only one that matters?”
I can feel myself breaking, the walls I have constructed around my heart beginning to crack and crumble. God loves me. Just for being me? Is it possible? Could it really be that simple? I take a long breath, letting that thought replace the images of students laughing and phones recording. 
I stand still for several moments, until I hear students coming out to the parking lot. I look over, and Alayne is rushing toward me.
“Leave her alone.” Alayne stands between Eli and me. “I know you talked her into this. You probably planned the whole thing.”
“I don’t know—” I say.
“Martha, you should hear what people are saying.” Alayne turns to me. “I should have stopped you from doing this. I knew it was wrong. I felt it.”
“I think God—” I begin, but Alayne interrupts me.
“He’s punishing you,” Alayne says.
“What?”
“I’ve been talking to Benjamin and Brenda,” Alayne lowers her voice. “I told them everything. They said they knew this was wrong, from the beginning. They told you, but you were so focused on getting into UCLA that you ignored their advice.”
I think about what she is saying. It makes sense. They did try to warn me. And I did choose my desire for UCLA over their advice.
“God allowed Mary to get those nodules so the show would be cancelled, and you stepped in and messed up that plan. You disobeyed God. And now you’re having to deal with the consequences.”
Is she right? Was I too focused on my future to see the sinfulness of my actions? Thinking I may have failed God, once again, is even more painful than being the laughingstock of the school.
Alayne walks to Eli, a finger in his face. “You’re just like Conrad Birdie. Everyone thinks you’re so great, but you’re a phony and a fool.”
“Stop, Alayne.” I pull at her arm. “That’s not true.”
“Not true?” Alayne laughs. “He thinks he’s the ‘Messiah’ and manipulates people into doing things they shouldn’t.”
I think of Maggie and Heather and Amber. Even Laz. I think of the conversations he’s had with me. The truth is, he is a great influence. “He actually helps people make better choices.”
“Martha!” Alayne says. “Not you, too. You know better.”
I take a deep, shaky breath. “I don’t know, anymore.”
“Yes, you do.” Alayne is shouting now. “You know that Benjamin has been warning you about Eli for a while. You’ve seen how Eli has torn apart our youth group. I sat with you in Surfer Joe’s when you tore into Maggie for buying into all his lies.”
I look at Eli, and he is watching our conversation, not with anger or defensiveness or even judgment, but with compassion.
Eli looks at Alayne and then at me, his eyes kind. “If you would only understand how much you are loved.”
“If only you would understand.” Alayne steps toward Eli. “Your games won’t work with me. And they won’t work with Martha.”
“Don’t speak for me, Alayne,” I say.
“Martha,” Eli says softly. “The truth will set you free.”
“Enough!” I yell. “Both of you.”
 I rush to my car and slam the door, driving out of the school parking lot. My tires squeal and my shoulder presses against the window as I turn as hard as I can, ignoring the yellow light turning to red. I need to get away from here. I wish I could leave behind these thoughts as easily as I can leave behind my school. But I can’t. My thoughts are here with me, filling my mind, expanding in the air around me, taunting me. No amount of acceleration can force them out.
Finally, I let the tears flow. I don’t care that my mascara is running or that my foundation is dripping onto my shirt. It doesn’t matter. This face, this mask, is just one of many. And the fact is that I have been wearing so many masks for so long that I don’t even know who I am anymore. 
 Am I the girl who stands by the youth group and opposes Eli? Or am I the girl who listens to Eli, like so many others, and follows him? 
I pull up to a stop light and wipe my eyes. My fingers are stained black. This mask won’t stay on much longer. I look in my rearview mirror and see my reflection. “Who are you, Martha Lopez?” 
 The light turns green, and I move forward, with no answer to my question. But I do know one thing—I have to deal with this. I have to answer it. I can’t keep pretending. 
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