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THE ELI DIARIES BOOK ONE 
 
 
THE BATTLE BEGINS
by
 
Bill Myers





INTRODUCTION
 
 
 
I hate God.
Same goes for His kid.
The very name of His boy makes my scales crawl. That’s why I convinced the inhabitants of this parallel world to call him by his middle name. Granted, Eli is almost as obnoxious. But at least I can hear it without retching. I do miss the joy of people using his other name when they’re mad or cussing over something—nothing gives me as much pleasure as hearing my Enemy’s name associated with hate and pain. But losing that bit of happiness is a small price to pay. After all, compromise is the name of the game. 
At least my game.
And don’t get me started on his followers which I hate almost as much as I do him. True, there are plenty of them who serve me better than my own street team—especially the ones who use religion to get into your face. I love the fact that every generation has its Pharisees—the ones who know their Book backwards and forwards and use it to spew judgement on anyone who disagrees. Yes sir, nobody helps my PR campaign against the Enemy like the devout. Not the ones He’s transformed; I’d destroy them in a nanosecond if I could. Seriously, they’re such a pain. No, I’m talking about the ones who quote the words of the Book, but are clueless of its Author. Who follow His every letter, but know nothing of His friendship. Those who try to change people from the outside with His rules, instead of from the inside with His love.
Okay, enough chatter. If you haven’t guessed my name by now, you’re an idiot and not worth telling. In the future, you’ll hear plenty from his misguided minions. Each will have their own diaries talking about their times with him. Not that I’m worried. They’re all losers. If you don’t believe me, check their bios:
 
—Maggie, the all-school sleep around, 
—Pete, a jock with a bad case of foot-in-mouth disease,
—Tommy, the downer,
—Martha, the servaholic,
—Judas, who I personally have the highest hopes for. 
 
And the list goes on. But this first diary is mine so pay attention because there will be a test at the end. And, trust me, the results will go on your very permanent record.
I won’t bore you how the Enemy brought Eli into this particular world. It’s pretty much the same as He’s done in all the others—pregnant virgin, born in a barn, worshipped by migrant workers who claimed to see angels, and finally three foreign dignitaries who drop by to kick start everything with weird gifts. 
Forget all that. Ancient history. 
Today is a new day with new opportunities…







Chapter One
 
 
 
Ahhh, the first day of school. One of my favorite times. Such fear. Such anxiety. A virtual playground for someone with my skills. If I’ve failed to ruin your summer, I can at least get inside your head and steal some of your peace. One of my specialties.
Eli’s no exception. The kid’s got issues. Maybe not your garden variety of: “Seriously, a zit, now? There!” or, “I can’t believe I got Mr. Preston for Advanced Algebra, he’s such a Nazi.” But Eli’s definitely under pressure. So I figured why not amp it up a little by getting the jump on him while he’s still asleep. 
Dreams. The Enemy doesn’t let me do much with them. Just your occasional nightmare or sleep paralysis thing. But if I plant just the right suggestion and let you take it from there, well, sometimes I get lucky and can really mess up your morning.
I leaned into his subconscious and whispered, ever so quietly, “Better keep a low profile this year. You really can’t stop jerks from being jerks. Don’t want any blowback to bite the family. Remember what happened to your dad?”

The last thought was totally unrelated but, as you’ve experienced, there’s plenty of artistic freedom in dreams.
The good news was he took the bait. He began remembering his dad in bed at the hospital from a few weeks back. Little sister, Tabitha sat next to the man. Eli and his younger brother, Jimmy, stood beside their mom who held the fussing baby and looked a couple decades older than she was. I’d really put her through the ringer. And, believe me, I’d barely started. 
“You gave us quite a scare,” she was saying to her husband.
He chuckled. “But I’m back.” He tousled Tabitha’s short, sandy-colored hair. “Can’t get rid of me that easily.” Tabby looked up at him and grinned. I hate it when she does that. The kid worships her parents. Not to worry. She’ll be a teen soon enough.
The brothers were more serious. Jimmy is thirteen and a real looker. Blue eyes, thick, black hair. In the next few months he’ll realize what a babe magnet he is, which I’ll obviously use to my advantage. The fact that he’s jealous over Eli is a definite plus.
And finally, the star of our show…Eli Shepherd.
As far as physical descriptions, I’m happy to say there isn’t much to look at. Average this, average that. Truth of the matter is, besides his lean, six-foot frame, you couldn’t get any blander. Something he and the Enemy dreamed up before he was born. Said they didn’t want to distract from their message. But they are distracting. Big time. Maybe not with his looks, but with that sickeningly big heart of his. Seems he’s always looking out for the underdog. And not all Boy Scout-ish. I’ve seen him throw a punch or two—if not physical, then verbal—but never for himself, always for some poor mouth breather. 
And fun? The dude loves to laugh. No matter how serious someone takes themselves, he uses that great irony of his to get them to see the big picture. Unless the big picture is serious. Or tragic. Then he’ll just sit beside them, keep his mouth shut, and quietly ache with them. 
Yeah, the wrapping paper ain’t much to look at, but inside, he draws people like flies. Another reason I hate him. 
Mom continued her lecture. “The doctor said no stress and absolutely no work for the next six weeks.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll give him two.” Dad chuckled again and turned to the brothers. “You boys are going to have to take over the shop for a bit. You good with that? Might get crazy with surfing finals coming up.”
Perfect. More worries. School…parents…and now, work. The more the merrier. Which made it a good time to switch topics.
“How ‘bout the chicks this year?” I whispered. “As a junior you can start hitting on those cute, naive underclassmen. Especially the ones that hung around the shop this summer. Don’t deny it. You know why they were there. Everyone thinks you’re adorable. Why let all that charm go to waste?” 
Images of the girls flickered in his head. Unfortunately, they were all sweet and smiley. Definitely not the ones I wanted. 
Note to self: Work harder to get him onto those porn sites. 
I tried another approach…
“What about Morgan? You know she’s got the hots for you. Been trying to get alone with you for months. You managed to shine her on this summer, but now you’ll see her every day. Talk about opportunities. With all the pressure you’re under, you deserve some sort of release.”


A scowl crossed his face.
“You can’t stay a virgin forever. Just imagine those lips against yours, her firm body pressed against—”


His scowl deepened and he turned his head.
Alright, too much, too soon. We’ll get to that another time. After all, sex is another one of my specialties. Not the heart-giving-to-heart version; that’s the Enemy’s invention. Mine’s the selfish, if-it-feels-good-do-it variety.
I focused back on his pressures and responsibilities. That always works on the conscientious type. “Your Father, your real One, says you have to be perfect. One slip up, the tiniest infraction, and it’s game over for the whole flippin’ world, for all the people you supposedly love.” 
Was that a groan I heard? Excellent. I went after it:
“No one can be perfect? Especially these days. The burden’s too great. Save the world? One person to pay for everybody’s failures? Nobody can bear that responsibility. Give it up. Give it up now and enjoy. I’ll provide you with unspeakable pleasures if you just—”
That’s when the car horn blared and Eli’s eyes popped open.
I hate it when the Enemy interferes like that. When it comes to those He loves, He never plays fair. But that’s okay, I’ll wait. The day is young and, as you’ll see, there’ll be plenty more opportunities.
Eli threw off the covers and staggered out of bed. 
More honking.
He had no time for a shower, and one look in the mirror said a brush would be useless. So he slipped on some pants and searched the floor for a tee-shirt—‘til he remembered Mom had been through the room on a search and rescue mission the night before. He finally found one, in a drawer of all places, threw it on, and stumbled down the steps to the kitchen.
It was the usual morning mayhem…
 
—Mom holding the crying baby on her hip while running the blender and scrambling eggs,
—Little Tabitha spinning pirouettes in the center of the room, 
—Jimmy inhaling his third bowl of sugar coated somethings, 
—and Dad staring down at his plate of dry toast and pitted prunes. 
 
As Eli swept into the room, Dad looked up. “Son, you’ve gotta save me from this.”
“Doctor’s orders,” Mom said as she turned off the blender and poured her husband a nice big glass of broccoli and celery juice.
More horn honking.
“That Judas?” Dad asked.
“Yeah, his parents bought him a decked-out Mustang for his birthday. He’s picking me up.”
“Not until you eat something.”
“Mom?”
Jude kept right on honking.
“Even the horn sounds expensive,” Dad said.
“He’s waiting.”
“Sit,” Mom ordered.
“But—”
“Sit. Cereal or scrambled eggs?” 
“Or juice.” Dad motioned to his glass. “Always willing to share.” 
Eli sank into his chair. “Eggs, please.” 
He felt his phone vibrate. No question who it was. Jude had money which meant he pretty much got what he wanted whenever he wanted it. A major plus for me. The rich ones are the easiest targets. But Eli wouldn’t pick up. Some family rule about no phones at the table. Talk about backwards.
I leaned into his mind. “C’mon,” I whispered. “One quick text under the table. Tell him to chill. No one will notice. You’d be doing the neighbors a favor, giving them some peace and quiet.”
Okay, I’ll admit, as far as temptations, that was pretty lame—which explains why he swatted it away like a fly. But I wasn’t worried. Like I said, the day had barely started and I was just warming up. 
So, as the horn kept honking, the baby kept crying, and Tabitha kept twirling, Eli gave a weary sigh and waited patiently at the table. Being sixteen wasn’t easy no matter whose son you were. 



Chapter Two
 
 
 
Eli raced across the lawn, more weeds than grass, to Jude’s rumbling convertible—a fire-red beast with all the trimmings. 
“Well look who decided to join us,” Jude shouted over the pounding sound system.
“Sorry, guys.” 
Because Pete, an All-American jock, rode shotgun, Eli threw his backpack into the back and climbed in next to Tommy and some new kid.
Jude dropped the car into gear and shouted over his shoulder, “Eli, meet Brent. Brent, Eli.”
“Hey,” Eli said.
The new kid, a major stoner who’d already medicated himself to face the day, somehow managed a nod.
Eli returned it and leaned over to Tommy, “How’s it going?”
“Awful.” Tommy managed to cough and sniff at the same time.
“Allergies acting up?” (Tommy’s allergic to everything).
He gave another sniff. “If I’m lucky.”
“If you’re lucky?”
“I think I’m developing a new strain of cancer.” (Tommy’s also a hypochondriac).
“Tough break,” Pete said. “Course, everybody needs a hobby.”
The guys laughed. No one ever believed Tommy. If pessimists saw the glass half empty, Tommy didn’t even see the glass.
“How’s football?” Eli called to Pete. “Ready for next week’s game?”
“Coach suspended me for a couple days,” Pete said. 
“What for this time?”
“I punched out some kid.” 
“Again?” Jude said.
“Hey, he’s the one who made a crack about my haircut.”
Eli just shook his head. 
Pete continued. “Didn’t hit him hard. But I guess I kinda busted his nose.” He shrugged, then changed subjects. “So, did you guys get any this summer?”
Of course, no one did, but that didn’t stop everyone from lying. Well everyone but Eli. Try as I might, I could never get him to join in those conversations. He never sounded superior or judgmental, but he never participated, either. 
Fortunately, that didn’t stop the others from taking jabs at him. After they’d gone the rounds, Jude called back to him. “So, Eli, you telling me you went all summer without getting anything?” 
“What about Morgan?” Tommy gave a longer than usual sniff.
Eli shook his head.
Brent mumbled, “Not a single chick?” 
“What about guys?” Pete asked.
More laughing which, for the record, I loved. Any time I can get you people to dishonor another, I’m in—well, not Heaven, since I’ve been forbidden access, but, at least a nice, time-share in Maui.
 They were just coming up to the school when Pete pointed to a car full of girls waiting at the light. “Check it out,” he said. “There’s Stacey!” 
 Jude nodded, revved the engine for a little growl, and glided in beside them. “Hey, hey, hey,” he shouted. “What’s up, Stacey?”
Stacey Miller, a Kardashian wannabe, sat in the front passenger seat with the window rolled down.
“Lookin’ hot, babe!” Jude called.
The hens in back cackled and giggled which Jude mistook for his uber-coolness. Jude thought everything was about his uber-coolness. Encouraged, he continued. “What say this year me and you get to know each other better, if you know what I mean?” 
More giggling as the light turned green and the girls started off.
Jude called after them. “Sound like a plan?”
Stacey stuck her hand out the window, offering the universal, single-finger salute.
“I’ll take that as a yes!” he shouted. 
Eli chuckled, “Still haven’t lost your touch, I see.” 
Jude shrugged. “Practice makes perfect.”
Two minutes later, they rounded the corner and pulled into Kennedy High’s parking lot. They slowed to a crawl since no one felt a need to step aside and Jude felt no need to hurry pass potential gawkers. He found two spaces and straddled them so no one would ding his car…which, of course, meant I’d inspire someone to key it before the end of the day.
The place swarmed with potential; nervous kids shouting, flirting, dissing—the Hanson boy taking his final hit of Johnny Walker (at least for the morning), the too-cool-for-school lung cancer crowd doing the same with their own brands of self-destruction, Paul and Becky holding hands making their declaration to the world, Jill and Jennifer doing the same, Gus Parker showing off his wrist-to-shoulder tatts (both arms), and Savannah Turner shouting at her German Shepherd for sneaking away from home and coming to school (while secretly wishing she could sneak away from school and come home).
“Bad dog,” she shouted. “Go home, Bruce! Go home!”
Bruce might have paid more attention if there weren’t so many smells to take in and tires to pee on.
Yes sir, for me it was a virtual banquet…all that fear and insecurity packed into one place. Each and every one of them secretly afraid they don’t measure up. And how could they, with all the media images I throw at them? Perfect hair, perfect teeth, perfect skin. And I’m not just talking about air-brushed bodies. I’m also talking air-brushed lives. All those so-called winners designed to make the rest of you feel like losers. It’s the perfect scam. The more I cram impossible standards into your little brains, the more I lower your self-esteem. And the lower your self-esteem, the more desperate you are to try and raise it by following other losers. 
Life’s little hamster wheel. Custom built for each one of you. Of course, the trick is to keep you dancing like puppets, filling your heads with so much false reality that you’ll never know the real thing. You’ll never know how much you’re loved by the Enemy. Yes, my pretties. Just keep dancing to my music. Just keep running the race that has no end. Because if you ever found out how much He adores you, I’d be doomed to failure.



Chapter Three
 
 
 
The first period bell hadn’t even rung and I was already enjoying success on an entirely different playing field. I’d gathered a sizeable crowd of fans to cheer on Julie Hanson, this year’s captain of the girls’ basketball team. But they weren’t cheering her on in a game. No. As a senior, who had the insecurities of a freshman, Julie was kicking the crap out of Maggie, one of my favorite victims. 
You see, underneath all that makeup, Maggie’s a real babe—just one of the reasons the girls hate her. But there’s so much more. The last few years I’ve beaten and scarred her up so badly, she doesn’t trust anyone. I hope you’ll appreciate the artistry involved in creating someone so broken—all the little touches, like sentencing her latest step dad to 30 years of prison for accidentally killing her mom with some bad heroine. 
Brilliant? Of course. 
But it gets better. After kicking her around foster homes in her early years, I’ve got her and her alcoholic grandmother stuck in a closet-sized, roach-filled apartment. And here’s the best part. Despite her tough girl armor, Maggie figures she’s totally worthless, so why not sleep with any guy or girl who takes an interest. Am I a genius, or what? She’s totally cornered, totally isolated, and if I play my cards right, by the end of the year, she’ll be totally dead. 
But, sad to say, every cloud has its silver lining. In this case it’s, you guessed it, Eli Shepherd. He had barely stepped into the hall before he spotted the cheering and jeering. Even after my little dream warning that morning, he chose to butt in. Granted, he hung back a moment to see if anyone would jump in to help, but since there were no takers…
“Guys, guys!” He pushed his way through the crowd that was anything but happy over its entertainment ending. Once he arrived, he tried separating them. “Julie, c’mon, what’s the deal?” It was hard pulling her away. What Julie lacked in intelligence, she made up for in strength. 
At last he got them separated, Julie breathing hard, Maggie bent over, wiping blood from her nose. 
“This skank,” Julie said, “she’s been hooking up with my boyfriend.”
Maggie fired back, “How’d I know? He never said.” And then, in vintage Maggie, she added, “Not my fault you can’t keep him satisfied.”
Julie leaped at her and they crashed to the floor. The crowd cheered.
Unfortunately, Eli just didn’t know when to quit. “C’mon!” He pulled Julie off her. “C’mon, now!” 
Julie got to her feet, then, as if her point hadn’t already been made, she gave Maggie a good kick in the ribs. “Whore!” 
“That’s right!” Janice, one of Julie’s posse shouted. 
“Slut!” Another yelled as Maggie rose to her hands and knees.
Julie came at her again but this time Eli blocked her. “That’s enough!”
“What do you care?” one of the guys shouted.
“She’s new,” Eli said.
“Tramp!” Amber, another posse member, added. 
Janice nodded and sneered, “She’s disgusting.” 
“Really?” Eli turned to her. “What about you sleeping with Heather’s boyfriend this summer?”
“Eew.” Janice made a face. “I’d never sleep with him.” 
To which Heather’s boyfriend replied, “Yeah, it was only once.”
Heather glared. 
The crowd, “ooo’d.” 
Eli turned to Amber. “And,” he paused, trying to remember her name.
“Amber,” she said, flipping her hair to the side in an obvious flirt.
He continued, “You never once told Derrick about your herpes.” 
Amber’s jaw dropped.
“Oooo…” the crowd liked this one even better. 
I loved where this was going and hoped to stir things up even more, but the bell rang. Much to my disappointment, the crowd turned and started off. As they did, Jude leaned to Eli and asked, “How’d you know, dude?”
Eli could only shake his head. Sometimes he was as mystified by his powers as anyone. 
“You haven’t seen the last of me!” Julie shouted back at Maggie.
“Bring it!” Maggie yelled. She looked up to see Eli reaching down to help her to her feet.
“You all right?” he asked.
She slapped his hand away using that colorful F-bomb you’re all so enamored with. 
“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said.
“I didn’t ask for your help.” 
He nodded as she struggled to stand.
“Leave me alone,” she said.
“Right.” He turned and started down the hall.
“I could have handled it, myself, you know!”
He just kept walking.
“You hear me?”
Without turning, he gave a wave of acknowledgment.
To which, Maggie, forgetting her weekly resolution to clean up her language, sent an F-bomb flying.
“Good luck with that,” another voice said.
She turned to see Norm, obviously gay, handing her books to her.
“What?” she asked, “He’s gay, too?”
Norm giggled. “Hardly. Eli’s just got these…ways.”
“Ways?”
He shrugged. “Think Peter Parker without the onesie.” He turned and headed the opposite direction. “Better hurry, girl. Don’t want to be late for class.”
Maggie stared—first at Norm, then she turned to watch Eli as he disappeared into a classroom. 



Chapter Four
 
 
 
Another thing I hate about the Enemy…He’s so sneaky. 
When I do something, it’s with a big splash so everyone knows and pays attention. But His work is so subtle, people don’t even notice. On the one hand, that’s good for me—getting people to question His existence because they don’t see Him showing off. On the other, it stinks because eventually, he always gets His way. 
The best I figure, His style has something to do with free will. A stupid concept, really. After all, He’s the big dude, He ought to make you people do whatever He wants. I would. But, no. Instead, He honors and respects you so much that, unless you ask for help, He’ll pretty much let you do your own thing…no matter how wrong it is. He claims it breaks His heart, but insists there’s a lot greater love in doing it that way than in forcing you to do the right thing like programmed robots. 
Whatever. The point is, I like bombs, big explosions—flashy and showy (although the effects may only be temporary). He leans more towards glaciers—slow, barely noticeable (but with results that last).
All that to say…what was supposed to take a day to break Eli, took nearly two weeks. Fine. If I couldn’t instantly destroy him, I’d wear him down: Go to school, work in the shop, do your homework, go to bed. Get up and do it all over again. And again. And again. Wash, rinse, repeat.
 But that didn’t stop me from throwing in a little Morgan action just to keep things interesting. Poor, dumb-as-a-stump, Morgan. All she could think about was Eli this and Eli that. Hooking up with Eli. Having children with Eli. Living happily ever after with Eli. He was her last thought at night, her first thought in the morning—especially when standing in front of the mirror wondering what to wear for the day. 
School was even worse. Pretending not to notice when they were in the same room. Accidentally sitting near him at pep rallies and assemblies. Hoping he wouldn’t hear her heart pound or her voice get high and quivery when they talked.
 To make matters worse, he was anything but helpful. No matter how she flirted, pouted, laughed, pretended to be angry, pretended to ignore him, he never seemed to get the message. Even when it came down to the ever-so-obvious, “I’m having such a hard time with chemistry and you’re so good at it; can we maybe meet up somewhere so you can help me?” 
As far as she was concerned, he was maddeningly, infuriatingly…oblivious.
 But of course, he wasn’t. It was just new and uncharted territory for him. He knew something had to be done, he just didn’t know what. Eventually, he asked to meet with her after school at the local Starbucks.
 Once he spotted her in the crowd—she’d been there twenty minutes early and saved a special seat for them—he sat down and joined her. 
“Thanks, for meeting with me,” he said.
 “No problem. What’s up? You want some coffee, I can get you some coffee?”
 “No, I—”
She started to rise. “You sure, I can—” 
“No, I’m good. Thanks.”
She waited breathlessly as he tried to find the words.
“Listen, Morgan, I just—” He held her eyes, having no idea the melt down he was causing. “I just want to make sure I’m not sending you, you know, any wrong signals or anything.”
 “Signals?”
 “Yeah. You know, like a guy girl thing.”
 “A guy girl thing?”
 “Right,” he took a breath and continued. “Like maybe I’ve been giving you the wrong impression.”
 “Impression?” She knew she sounded like a parrot, but repeating after him was about all she trusted her voice to do. 
 “Right,” he said. “Like, you know, like maybe I wanted to hook up with you or something.”
 “What?” She croaked. Then managed to sound incredulous. “No!” Then hopeful. “Do you?”
“No, that’s the point. It’s just that you, I mean you always seem to be saying or trying to…” He searched for the words.
“Me?” She scoffed. “You don’t think I’m interested in you?” 
“Well, I—”
She felt her face growing hot. “Why would you think that?”
 “It’s just…” he paused, trying not to upset her any more. 
 “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
“Right. It’s just, I mean the things you do—”
 “What I do? Like what? What are you talking about?”
 He swallowed. “Maybe it’s just me, but the other kids, they—”
 “Other kids?”
 “Some of them, they think, well they think maybe you have, you know, this thing for me.”
“Me?” She snorted. “For you?”
 “And I’ve kind of noticed—”
 “What?” She felt her eyes burning with moisture. “Why would you say a thing like that?”
 “I’m sorry, I just—”
 “You know, I find that pretty offensive.”
 “I don’t mean to—”
 “Not to mention sexist. Just because I’ve tried to be your friend—”
 “Right, I—”
 “Most of the girls think you’re all stuck on yourself, mister high and mighty. You’re telling me because I reached out, mostly out of pity, you think, I have a—”
 “I’m sorry, I’m just trying to—”
 “—a thing for you? Please.”
 She kept talking, trying to block the tears. “Me wanting to hook up with you?”
 “Well—”
“Unbelievable. Is that all you guys ever think about?” 
“Of course not, it’s just—”
“Un-flipping-believable.” She rose to her feet, grateful her legs were steady enough to hold her. 
 Eli also rose. “Are you alright?”
 “I’m sorry, I just find this real upsetting.”
 “I didn’t mean to—”
 “No, no, I’m okay. I just can’t believe—”
 “Morgan?”
 “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay.” She gathered her things.
 “Are you going to be all right?”
 “I can’t believe it.” Her voice was trembling. “You and me?” She looked away so he wouldn’t see the tears. “Why would you think such a thing?” But they wouldn’t stop. She turned and pushed her way through the crowd, wiping her face.
 “Morgan? Morgan…”
 And she was gone.
 Ah, the logic of romance. As if the two words had anything in common…logic and romance. Such tangled emotions. So jumbled and confusing that, if possible, it could even baffle the son of God.
Luckily, it didn’t stop there. That night the rumors flew. Phones lit up across town. Morgan had finally landed Eli. They’d done the deed in the restroom at Starbucks. She’d run home, crying. And there were pics to prove it. Of course, no one believed it, but that didn’t stop the posts and reposts. Social media…definitely one of my favorite pastimes. 
The following morning Eli couldn’t walk down the hall without heads turning and students snickering. Ah, the glories of gossip. Almost as much fun as murder. Sadly, not as bloody, but in some ways, more destructive. You don’t have to have a gun—just assassinate someone’s reputation with a few keystrokes. 
And now that he was finally on the ropes, it was time for me to make my move…



Chapter Five
 
 
 
Advanced algebra, one of the world’s great brain bruisers. Don’t blame me. You people dreamed that one up all by yourselves. Granted, it’s not as painful as calculus, but for the average intelligence, it’s enough to keep you worried. Especially if you’re in Mr. Preston’s class. Especially if it’s your first test of the year.
Meet Will Harper. Mega-rich, chiseled looks, this year’s ASB President—every girl’s dream and every guy’s cross-to-bear. Friendly, too. Think of him as the school’s golden retriever. All smiles, always eager to please, everybody’s pal. 
And all mine. Why not? With all he has going for him, there’s no way he thinks he needs the Enemy’s help. A perfect setup.
Of course, there are the home pressures. I’m not just talking about his dad’s new trophy wife. Seriously, what modern family doesn’t have a divorce or two or three. No, I’m talking about a dad who went to Harvard because his dad went to Harvard, because his dad went to— well, you get the picture. It went without saying, Will’s future was all mapped out. Will Harper, born and bred to be a leader of men—Dr. William Harper, or CEO William Harper, or, if I had my way, Senator William Harper.
The only problem was that ol’ Will wasn’t the brightest candle on the cake. And though he got plenty of mileage out of his charm and good looks, they weren’t much help in Mr. Preston’s class. Which explains the cheat sheet he had stuffed in his sock.
The quiz had barely begun before Will, who sat across the aisle from Eli, reached down to scratch his ankle—which didn’t itch until Preston was on the other side of the room. Unfortunately, that ankle was just a little sweatier than Will had figured, which meant the sheet was a little less cooperative, which meant it took a little more “scratching” to get it peeled away.
No problem. Will was a pro. He’d been a player since sixth grade. The problem came when the card, a different brand than he was used to, slipped from his cupped hand and fluttered to the floor between his desk and Eli’s. 
Eli saw it. 
He also saw Will’s concern. 
And they both saw something worse…Mr. Preston strolling in the front of the room, preparing to head toward their aisle. 
The boys traded looks. 
Eli watched Will’s concern turn to panic. He watched something else, too. His glimpses into the future didn’t come often, but when they came, they came fast, like quick cuts in a superhero action movie. And they always had just enough information for Eli to understand…
First, he saw Will and his real mom (Trophy Wife was at her yoga class). They sat in Principal Rossini’s office listening to the man lay out the cold, hard facts: 
“…keeping in mind that those in leadership are held to a higher standard. Consequently, I am afraid that we are faced with no other alternative than to remove you as our Student Body President.”
Will looked down. He tried to take it like a man, but it was obvious he was pretty torn up. 
Mom just blinked—hard to read her expression through all those Botox injections. 
Rossini continued. “And, of course, that means it will be on your permanent record.”
Beautiful, yes? To be honest, I didn’t see that one coming. But there was more…
Suddenly Eli was in Will’s dad’s library amidst all the law books, inlaid paneling and brass fixtures. His dad was a good-looking man. Basically, a silver-haired version of his kid. He stayed in impeccable shape thanks to the home gym, the personal trainer, and the dietician—a lovely young thing who swung by for “consultations” on nights Trophy Wife went out with the girls.
Will sat in a big leather chair across from his father’s desk, the knot in his stomach tightening by the second. In his dad’s hands was a letter from Principal Rossini. 
“Son, do you have any idea the embarrassment you’ve caused me?”
Will thought it best to keep quiet. 
“Do you?”
“Yes, sir,” he mumbled.
“No, I don’t think you do. And the college acceptance boards? You know what they’ll do with this?”
More mumbling, “Yes, sir.” 
“No, I don’t think you do. I just don’t understand, William. We worked so hard.”
Back inside the classroom, Eli watched as Mr. Preston continued toward their aisle.
Next Eli saw Will standing outside at his mailbox, tearing into a letter…reading it and slowly wilting.
Mr. Preston rounded the corner.
Now Eli was in Will’s bedroom, staring at the open mail on his desk. Their letterheads read: Princeton, Yale, and of course, Harvard. He didn’t have to read the contents to know what they said. All he had to do was turn around and see Will’s dead body swaying back and forth from the rafters.
That was it. No more visions. No need. With one quick move, Eli reached down and scooped up the cheat sheet just in time for Mr. Preston to spot him.
“Excuse me, Mr. Shepherd. What do you have there?”
Eli looked up as the teacher approached…as Will Harper let out a silent sigh of immeasurable relief.





Chapter Six
 
 
 
School was out. Jude, Pete and Eli trudged through the doors with the rest of the Kennedy High herd—Jude and Pete heading home, Eli grabbing a breath of air before going back in to join his fellow detainees…a situation the other two ribbed him mercilessly over.
 Jude shook his head. “‘Eli Shepherd: Wannabe Bad Boy.’ What’s next, you going to start a gang?”
 “Cool,” Pete said, “can I join?” It was supposed to be a joke, but with Pete you can never quite tell.
 “Be careful,” Jude added. “Detention is the first step on that slippery road to hell.”
 There were a couple more jabs before the guys headed off to Jude’s car. No one had noticed Maggie walking behind them listening. Truth is, neither did I—one of the many disadvantages of not being like my Enemy who is everywhere at the same the time. Like I said, He just doesn’t play fair.
 As the crowd thinned, Maggie found herself standing next to Eli, scanning the parking lot. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 She ignored him and continued searching for Terrence, her sleepover of the week, who should be pulling up any minute in his clunker pickup. For the record, Terrence had no use for school…or work. But he found plenty of use for Maggie—particularly when it came to their after school, “extra-curricular” activities. Greasy hair, acne ravaged face, he definitely wasn’t her first choice. And she swore if he ever hit her again, he would be her last. But, you know what they say about any port in a storm? And, as far as storms, I’d whipped Maggie’s little life into a Category Four.
 But Eli just wouldn’t let her be. “How’s stuff?” he asked.
 She shrugged and continued searching for Terrence. Then, without looking, she asked, “Detention? You?”
 It was Eli’s turn to shrug.
“Hey, Eli? Eli!”
 They turned to see Will Harper loping toward them, all smiles with those perfect teeth and that perfect body. Maggie couldn’t help but swear in disgust.
 Will ignored her and continued talking to Eli. “What you did this morning, in Preston’s class. That was really chill.”
 “No problem,” Eli said.
 “Seriously, you saved my butt.” Before Eli could answer, Will spotted his group of A-Lister friends and headed off to join them. But not before turning back to him, “I won’t forget it, man.”
 Eli nodded, hesitated, then called, “Hey, Will?”
 He turned back. “Yeah?”
 “About school and your future and all… You know there’s a lot more to life than just being the best, right?”
 The always agreeable Will grinned, “Yeah, right, you’re right. So right. Hey, gotta go. Thanks again, man.”
 Eli nodded and Will was gone…just as Terrence pulled up; his truck running anything but smooth.
“Let’s go, Mag!” he shouted.
Ignoring him, she turned to Eli. “You never stop, do you?”
“What?” 
She motioned towards Will.
He shrugged. “I just get off helping people, that’s all.”
“Mag?” Terrence shouted. “Get them sweet cheeks over here.”
“Hang on!” Then, back to Eli she said, “Yesterday, I saw you give some Goth lunch money.”
“You did?”
She gave no answer.
“You weren’t supposed to see that.”
“One of the advantages of being an invisible non-person.”
“I just, uh, I had a little extra cash, that’s all.” 
“Maggie!”
Happy to change the subject, Eli called over to Terrence. “That’s some truck.”
“Piece of crap,” Terrence said. “I’m junking it and getting me a new Firebird.”
“Yeah?” Eli strolled over to him.
“Soon as I get me a job that appreciates my skills. Mag, let’s go.”
“Actually,” Eli nodded towards the hood. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. You just need to change the plugs.”
“Yeah, right.”
“I’m serious. Check out the one for the third cylinder, it’s cracked. Change it and you’ll be good.”
“How do you know that?”
“I uh, just check it out.”
Terrence gave a snort and turned to Maggie. “Come on girl, get that hot little butt over here.”
Suddenly, there was the screech of tires and the yelp of a dog. 
They turned to spot Bruce, the German Shepherd, lying on the pavement. 
All at once, I was feeling better. Things were looking up. 
Better than that, his owner, Savannah Turner had seen the whole thing. “Bruce!” She screamed, running toward him. “Bruce!” 
She arrived, dropping to her knees.
But Bruce wasn’t moving.
Benjamin Cho, the driver, leaped out of his little killing machine and joined them. “I didn’t see him,” he cried. “I swear to God, I didn’t see him.”
Other students joined them. A crowd started growing as Savannah sobbed, “Bruce…Bruce, don’t die.”
Eli started toward them, then hesitated. 
Maggie hung back with Terrence who seemed to enjoy the spectacle. 
Note to Self: Keep an eye on Terrence. He’ll come in handy.
Cho continued his blathering, “He came out of the blue. I didn’t see a thing.”
As Savannah continued her sobbing, “Bruce…Bruce…”
And Eli? True to form, he couldn’t stop himself. He started forward, looking for some way to help. 
Amber was the first one to spot him. “Eli?” Heads turned toward him. “Eli, can you do something?”
Savannah looked over to him, tears in her eyes. 
Norm spoke up. “Maybe you could, you know like pray over him or something.”
Savannah croaked, “Could you?”
Eli fidgeted. 
Excellent. The perfect trap. Snared by his own love.
Kids stepped back, making a path for him. He took the bait and came forward. He arrived at Savannah’s side and kneeled down to the mutt.
“Go ahead,” Brent said. “Do your Harry Potter thing.”
Eli looked up to him, then to the others. Everyone was waiting.
Time for me to step in. “Look at all those faces,” I whispered. “And the girl.”
He turned to Savannah. She stared at him, eyes filled with hope, face wet with tears.
“She’s had that dog since she was seven. Think of the joy you could bring her.” 


He was weakening. He reached out his hand, placed it on the dog.
“Excellent,” I whispered, “just think of the possibilities.”


He hesitated.



Time to sweeten the pot with a few audiovisual effects. I showed him an image where he was silently moving his lips in prayer and…
Voila! The dog gave a jerk and staggered to his feet. The crowd oo’d and aww’d as he began licking Savannah’s face.
“Oh, Bruce,” Savannah cried. “Bruce!” She turned to Eli and threw her arms around him. “You did it! You did it!” 
“Very cool,” Norm said as others in the crowd voiced their approval; congratulating Eli, patting him on the back.
Janice spoke in quiet awe, “You really are who they say you are.” 
Brent added, “Awesome, dude.” 
Others agreed. 
Beautiful. I’d done my work. I had him—until Eli suddenly turned the tables on me and thought: “No!” 
Poof! The vision was gone. We were back with the dead dog.
“Not yet!” he thought. “It’s not my Father’s timing!”
Alright. Fine. He wanted to go toe to toe? It would be my pleasure. “Yes, of course,” I whispered. “Your Father’s timing. Would you like to see the future Daddy has in store for you?”

Before he could answer, I hit him with everything I had…



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
I filled Eli’s head with images of his future…
He was thirty-something, wearing nothing but jockey undershorts and a torn shirt…as they dragged his beaten and bloody body down a dirt road by a rope around his neck. ‘They,’ meaning a couple dozen jeering men. Mostly rednecks. Beer bellies, muscle shirts, baseball caps—surrounded by beater cars and good ol’ boy pickups.
“I know this,” Eli thought. “This is my love offering.”
“Love!?” I laughed. “You call this love?”


I showed him a close up of his battered face complete with missing teeth. 
“You want love?” I said as I changed the image. “Then take a look at my version…” 
He was sixteen again. Sitting on a luxurious bed in a posh hotel. He wore clothes. At least for now. But not sexy Savannah. The beauty was barely dressed as she sat on her knees behind him, nibbling his ear, hands wrapped around his chest, unbuttoning his shirt.
“Wait,” he cried, “What’s she doing?”
She whispered into his ear. “Just showing my appreciation.”
He squirmed, trying to turn. “No, not like this.”
“Come on, don’t be shy.” 


“Savannah, please.” He managed to turn and face her.
“Not good enough for you?” I said. “Well, how about…”


I brought Amber into the picture; sultry, wearing even fewer clothes than Savannah.
“Hi, Eli,” she cooed as she climbed on the bed beside him.
“Amber…” he protested
“Shhh.” She pulled his face towards hers, murmuring through their pressed lips, “I want this as much as you.”
To finish the job, I added Janice, suddenly appearing at his other side—stroking his chest, helping Savannah peel off his shirt. “It’s finally time for a little fun, don’t you think?”
The girls giggled. 
“No,” Eli gasped. He tried pulling away from them. “I’ve come to help and serve you. This, this isn’t right.”
The girls pressed in, making it nearly impossible for him to resist. 
But, he did. “I’ve, I’ve come to give you life,” he stuttered, “not this.”


“Why?” I whispered. “When you can have them…and so much more.”
“I’m to take their punishment,” he argued, “so they can live with God. It’s my gift.”


“A ‘gift’ is it?” 
I brought him back to the jeering men. Only now he stood on the hood of one of the pickups, hands tied behind his back. The other end of the rope around his neck was being tossed up and over a large tree branch above him. 
“For a gift, they don’t seem to appreciate you very much.”


A big-gutted man in a wife beater’s shirt had climbed onto the hood. He grabbed Eli’s shirt and finished tearing it off.
More mocking and laughter from the crowd. 
“Don’t forget them undies!” someone shouted.
Big Gut obliged by pulling down Eli’s underwear to his ankles. The mob cheered.
Now Eli stood on the hood, stark naked, face and body covered in blood. The owner of the pickup thought he’d give him a little thrill. He revved the engine and jerked the vehicle backwards—not a lot, just enough to scare Eli by throwing him off balance. 
The crowd went wild with laughter.
 Eli shouted to me, “They don’t know what they’re doing!”



I sneered back, “You’re a fool! You want appreciation? Take a look at my version…”


 Suddenly he was backstage at the Staples Center in Los Angeles. He was dressed in tight leathers and a white, silk shirt open to the navel. The makeup girl was busy applying last minute eyeliner as the house lights went down. 
The crowd cheered in anticipation. 
 Music began, soft and building. 
The announcer’s voice shouted, “Ladies and Gentlemen!” 


 Thousands of cell phones began flashing.
 Eli took a final swig of water.
 The music continued to build.

“Direct from Ventura, California…Mr. Miracle Worker, Himself…Eliiiii Shepheeeeerd!!” 


 The music roared. Pyrotechnics lit up the stage. And the crowd went crazy as Eli stepped out into the blinding lights.

“No!” he screamed back at me. “NO!”…and the vision shattered. 
We were back in the school parking lot, the kids crowded around Eli and the mutt…as Eli withdrew his hand and repeated, “No.”
 Savannah turned to him, puzzled.
 “What do you mean, ‘no?’” Norman asked. 
 Eli shook his head.
 “Come on, man,” Derrick said.
 “You can do it,” Amber said. “I know you can.”
But Eli slowly rose, shaking his head.
The crowd murmured.
“What’s the deal?” Brent asked.
“I’m sorry,” Eli said, “I…” But it was too much to explain. He simply shook his head then turned and moved through the crowd back to the school.
“Jerk,” Derrick called after him.
“I knew he couldn’t do it,” Janice said.
Others agreed.
Was I disappointed? Of course. If I’d gotten him to play by my rules, it would have been a different game. None of this, “Saving the world” nonsense. You all, every one of you, would have to suffer for your own stupid mistakes. But this? It made no sense. What type of idiot would turn down all the world’s pleasures just so he could die for it? Totally illogical. 
Then again, so is the Enemy’s love.
Fortunately, I still had a few surprises up my cloak.
Unfortunately, so did He. 
Eli rounded the building out of everyone’s sight. He leaned against the wall to catch his breath. I suppose it was some consolation that I had at least worn him out. But then a look came over his face. It was that love thing again.
“No,” I thought. “Don’t you dare!”
The expression kept growing.
“No!” 


Then, completely out of the crowd’s sight, he raised his hand towards them.
“No,” I shouted. “NO!”

He closed his eyes and silently began moving his lips.
“No!” I screamed. “Do it my way! Not for them! Do it for me! For you! For OUR glory! Not this!”


But he wouldn’t stop.
“No, no, no, no…”


Until, on the other side of the building, I heard Amber’s voice cry out, “He’s moving! Savannah, your dog, he’s—”
Janice saw it, too. “He’s alive!”
Excitement rippled through the group. “He’s breathing… He’s okay… He’s alive!”
I watched with disgust as Savannah threw her arms around the dog and began crying—this time with tears of joy. The animal staggered to his feet and, once he got his footing, gave a good, hearty shake. The crowd clapped, cheered, glad the injuries weren’t as bad as they thought.
And Eli? Still out of everyone’s sight, he lowered his hand and took a deep breath. He had won. It had taken a lot out of him but he’d won. At least this round. 
Finally, he turned and headed into the building. No one had seen a thing. 
No one but Maggie. She had seen it all.



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
I love talking to Maggie. She listens to everything I say. Especially the parts where I tell her she’s such a loser. Hey, the Enemy’s Handbook doesn’t call me the “Accuser of the Brethren” for nothing. I’m a pro at getting you all to hate yourselves with feelings you don’t measure up. And Maggie was no exception. I just wish she would pay more attention when I tell her what she should do about it. I can’t even talk her into starving herself, let alone cutting. Sometimes she can be a real disappointment to me.
But now the Enemy was up to something. I didn’t know what, but I didn’t like it. Twice now, He’d arranged for her to see things about Eli that He’d kept hidden from others. The first was with that Goth Eli had given lunch money to. The second was healing that mangy mutt. I was hoping the hours she’d spent with Terrence afterwards would take her mind off it. But, no. It wasn’t even dark before she made some lame excuse and left for Eli Shepherd’s surf shop on the beach.
“What are you doing?” I demanded as she walked along the water. “He’s crazy. A holier than thou nut job!”


And when that didn’t work, I went to Plan B:
“You have no business hanging around someone that good. You’ll just ruin him. Like you do everything you touch. Maggie? Maggie, I’m talking to you!”


But this time she wouldn’t listen. The Enemy had obviously put something in her mind, and if I wasn’t careful, things could get messy. Fortunately, I still had a little roadblock I could throw in front of her. 
She was a hundred yards from the shop when the volleyball rolled to a stop at her feet. She turned to see a bunch of high schoolers at a net. One, probably a freshman, but still hot, was jogging towards her.
“Hey, Maggie,” he called.
She bent down and picked up the ball. “Who are you?”
He started to answer but was interrupted by older sister, Martha, an average looking blonde with just a little too much cream filling around the edges. “Lazarus?”
Too captivated by Maggie, he ignored her and asked, “Want to join us?”
“Us?” Maggie said.
“Yeah, we’re the youth group from Bethany Cathedral.” 
The kid was obviously interested, she could tell. But there was an innocence about him, too. “Might be fun,” I whispered to her. “Teach him the ropes.”


Before I could go any farther, big sister Martha joined them. She was a devoted worker for the Enemy. The bad news was she did a lot of good for a lot of people in a lot of places. A real pain for me. But the good news was she thought she had to do all that work to earn the Enemy’s love. Oh, she wouldn’t say it, but deep inside she figured the better she was, the more the Enemy would like her. 
And for me, that was another hamster wheel, a perfect win/win: 
 
—If she failed at being perfect…she was filled with guilt and thought the 
Enemy held a grudge against her. 
—If she won at being perfect…she was filled with pride and secretly judged others for not measuring up.
 
Such an easy target. Just keep the little servaholic so busy trying to please the Enemy that she has no time to love Him, no time to hang out with Him, no time to adore and be adored by Him. 
“Lazarus?” She joined her brother, snapping him back to reality.
“Oh, uh,” he cleared his throat. “Maggie, this is my sister, Martha. Martha, this is—”
“I know who she is,” Martha said. “What’s up?” She forced a smile, but inside, those judgmental wheels were spinning.
“I thought maybe she could, you know, join us.” He turned back to Maggie. “When we’re through here we’re going to have a bonfire and Bible study.”
“Bible study?”
“Yeah.”
Maggie scoffed, “Not my thing.”
“You sure?” Both girls could tell he sounded way too eager. (Guys, so transparent.) 
“Laz,” Martha said, “I really don’t think that’s something she’d be interested in.”
It was the truth, but Maggie and Martha both knew the real judgement going on underneath. 
Maggie, let it go. “I’m looking for Shepherd’s Surf Shop,” she said.
“Of course, you are.” The words slipped out before Martha could stop them.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Maggie said.
Martha shook her head. “Nothing. Sorry, I just…nothing.”
Maggie simply looked at her. If there was anything to like about the girl, she couldn’t find it. Martha held her gaze. The feeling was mutual. 
Of course, Lazarus didn’t catch any of this. (Guys, so clueless.) 
“It’s just down the beach,” Lazarus said. “Sure you don’t want to stay?”
“She’s sure,” Martha said.
“You got that right.” Maggie flipped him the ball. She was thinking of flipping his sister something else, but figured the chick wasn’t worth it. 
Instead, she turned and sauntered down the beach, smiling slightly when she heard, “Come on, Laz.” And then again, “What are you staring at? Lazarus, come on.” (Guys, so easy to manipulate.)
When she arrived at the tiny surf shop, Eli was outside sanding a board. He spotted her and pulled the air filter away from his mouth. “Hey, Maggie.” The smile caught her off guard. “What brings you down here?” 
“I, uh…” she tried holding his gaze but felt more comfortable glancing up the beach. “I saw what you did. Behind the school.”
He tried playing it cool, checking out the board, but he was busted and knew it. “Yeah? What’s that?”
“Most kids duck behind the school for a smoke. You hide there to heal dogs.”
“You, uh, you saw that?”
“Like I said, being invisible has its advantage—” She stopped, seeing Eli’s expression freeze. “What’s wrong?”
“No!” He ripped off his mask.
“Wha—” 
He broke passed her and started running up the beach. “No. NO!”
“Eli?” she called. “Eli!”
But he just kept running.
 
 
Ten minutes later, Eli burst through the house and into the kitchen. Dad was lying on the floor. His brother, Uncle Gary, was on his knees desperately doing CPR as Eli’s little brother, Jimmy, and Mom who was holding the crying baby, watched in terror. 
What was the Enemy doing now? Don’t get me wrong, I appreciated the fear and panic, but what was He up to?
“We were just having lunch,” Mom said, “when he collapsed.”
Eli stood there, not moving…as the baby continued screaming and Gary continued the CPR.
“Do something,” Mom cried. “Eli…”
They turned to him, but Eli didn’t move. It was obvious he was listening to the Enemy, but it was one of those private conversations they wouldn’t let me hear.
“Eli!” she cried.
Then, ever so sadly, he shook his head and in a quiet whisper said, “No.”
 “What?” Jimmy said. “What do you mean, no?”
Eli looked to him, then to his mother. He was as troubled as they were. But, again, he whispered, “No.”
“He’s your father!” Mom cried.
“I know.” His voice was clogging with emotion. “But…I can’t.”
Mom brought her hand to her mouth, tears spilling on to her face. 
“What do you mean, you can’t?” Jimmy demanded.
Eli turned to him, looking lost and confused.
So was I. The kid could heal some stranger’s dog but not his own dad? What was going on?
Moisture filled his eyes as he turned back to his mom. Her expression was pleading, begging.
“Do something!” Jimmy shouted. “We know you can. Do something!”
Eli lowered his head.
“ELI!”
He took a deep, unsteady breath, then moved towards his father. 
The room watched. 
He lowered to his knees. Gary stopped the CPR and waited. Everyone waited. But instead of reaching out his hand and laying it on his father, instead of praying over him, he dropped his head. His body began to shudder in silent sobs, but he did no more.
“Eli!” Jimmy yelled. 
He did nothing.
Uncle Gary pushed him aside, “Get out of the way,” and resumed working on the man’s chest.
Little Tabitha appeared in the doorway. “Daddy!” Before Mom could stop her, she raced into the room. “Daddy, what’s wrong?”
Jimmy reached for her, “Tabby,” but she slipped past him and arrived at her father’s side.
“What’s wrong with him?” She looked around the room, saw the faces, grew more frightened. She turned back to him. “Daddy, wake up! Daddy!”
Mom moved in. Holding the baby in one arm, she tried pulling Tabitha away with her free hand.
But the little girl would have none of it. “Daddy, wake up!” She turned to Eli. “What’s wrong with him?”
Eli looked over to her, unable to answer, until Mom was finally able to pull her away.
She started crying, “Momma, what’s wrong with him? Daddy! DADDY!” She tried breaking free, but Mom held her tight. 
As Gary continued pumping the chest…in what everyone knew was a futile effort to bring the man back to life.



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
Later that night, family, friends, and snoopy neighbors had gathered around the E.M.S. vehicle with its flashing blue and amber lights. Two uniformed attendants loaded Dad’s cold body into the back. Everyone was all weepy and broken up. 
Everyone but me. 
I’d tried a thousand times to draw him over to my side, but the man wouldn’t budge. In fact, the more I threw at him, the more he and his old lady dug in to follow the Enemy. Every time I pushed, they went deeper. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure all my pushing only made things worse. What is it with people like that? Once they’ve tasted the Enemy’s love, they just won’t listen to my common sense.
 Well, good riddance is all I’ve got to say.
 And Eli? Of all the friends and family, his heart was the most shredded. Not only had he lost his dad when he could have saved him, but he knew his whole family looked upon him as a traitor. That’s probably why he chose to watch the scene from the ridge above the house alone, all by himself. 
 Well, not exactly alone…
 Suddenly a bright, glowing hand, was resting on his shoulder. He turned to see his father standing beside him. Not the man’s body that was in the EMS. But the man’s spirit. Instead of freaking out or running off screaming, Eli threw his arms around him. His dad did the same. They hugged one another fiercely.
 Fighting through the tears, Eli finally spoke. “I couldn’t. I wanted, but I—”
 “I know,” his dad said, “It’s all right. I know.” 
 They pulled apart, looked into each other’s eyes, and fell back into another embrace. Eventually they separated and began walking along the ridge, looking down at the people and the flashing lights. 
Dad was the first to speak. “He said my job is finished. He said I can come home.” With a chuckle he added, “Guess you don’t need an extra Father getting in the way.”
 “But the shop?” Eli said. “Mom, the kids? I can’t do it by myself. I need your help.”
 “You’ll have better help than I could ever offer.”
 Eli nodded, taking a swipe at his eyes. The words didn’t stop the ache in his heart, but he understood. Finally, he slowed to a stop and looked back at his father. His voice hoarse with emotion. “I’ll miss you.”
 Dad gave a quiet smile. “It won’t be long.” Then he added, “And it won’t be easy, you know that.”
 Eli took a deep breath and nodded.
 “But we’ll be watching, rooting you on every step of the way.”
 “We?” Eli asked. 
 Dad just smiled. He looked over his shoulder and stepped aside so Eli could see. Behind him were thousands of glowing forms, people and angels, all smiling, all watching. They filled the yards, the street, even the hills around them.
 Astonished, Eli turned back to his father. But the man was no longer standing. Instead, he was kneeling before him, his head bowed. When he spoke, it was only one sentence: 
“It has been an honor, my Lord.”
 Awkward and uncomfortable, Eli reached down to help him up…then stopped, realizing the truth, knowing this is how it must be. A knot swelled in his throat. Silent tears streamed down his face. Then, ever so gently, he bent down and tenderly kissed his father atop the head—the Son of God blessing a dear friend and faithful servant.
 “You okay?”
 He looked up to see Maggie approaching, then back down to Dad. But the man had disappeared…along with all his glowing pals. 
 He turned back to Maggie, not knowing what to say.
She tried to help. “It’ll get better,” she said. “My mom went through plenty of husbands; it gets easier.”
Eli simply nodded. They turned back to the crowd below, as the attendants climbed into the E.M.S. “He was a great man,” Eli said quietly. “I’ll miss him.” 
The vehicle silently pulled away. 
“But not for long,” he said.
 “What?”
 “I have a few things to do first. But I’ll see him again.”
 “A few things to do?”
 Eli didn’t answer. 
She turned to him, waiting for more.
 He simply nodded. And, as they watched the E.M.S. vehicle disappear down the street, he added, “Buckle in, Mag. It’s gonna be one wild ride.” 
 She simply stared, having no idea what he was talking about. 
But I did. Because now I would have to throw everything I had at him…and his followers. Because if you bottom feeders ever learned how much my Enemy loves you, how He’d even kill His own son for you, then my cause will be lost. Yeah, I’ve read the end of His Book. I know I’m going down in flames. But if I can break His heart by taking as many of you with me as I can, I’ll at least have some satisfaction. 
But for now, I’ve got to focus on Eli and his buddies…one soul at a time.





THE ELI DIARIES BOOK TWO 
 
SKIN DEEP
by
 
Melody Carlson





Chapter One
 
 
 
Everyone betrays me. That’s just a fact of life, and why I trust no one. Because eventually they’ll mess me up—both figuratively and literally. That’s why I keep my heart to myself. And why I felt blindsided when my heart went out to someone else for a change. I’d call this ‘someone’ a friend, but that’s overstating things. He’s just this weird guy from school…Eli Shepherd. Sure, he’s been somewhat friendly to me, but that’s not so unusual. Most guys (the straight ones anyway) can get real friendly. At least at first. But they just want a piece of, well, action. Because even though I’m new at Kennedy High it seems my ‘reputation has preceded me.’ It figures. But back to Eli—I wasn’t prepared to actually care about this dude or anyone for that matter. But somehow I got caught up in the moment.
For some reason, I felt compelled to go down to the Surf Shop yesterday. Okay, I just wanted to talk to Eli. He’d been doing so many weird things lately—I just wanted to know what was behind it all. At least that’s what I told myself when I walked down there. But it wasn’t long before Eli and I were interrupted by his brother totally flipping out, yelling for Eli to get into the house. And, fine, I took a hint and headed for home. 
A few blocks away, I heard sirens blaring and honking—and a couple of EMT vehicles raced down the street. But when I saw them pull into Eli’s driveway, I turned around and went back. By then several curious neighbors were gathered on the sidewalk. And a tall surfer dude told me that Joey Shepherd had just suffered a bad heart attack. 
“One of the good guys,” Surfer Dude said grimly. “Best surfboard shaper on the West Coast. Ya know him?” 
“Sort of.” I didn’t admit that I’d been dreaming of getting one of his boards or that I knew his son Eli.
“Man, it’ll be a bummer to lose him.”
“Do you think he’ll die?” I asked.
“I heard it’s pretty bad.” Surfer Dude shook his head. “And he’s got all those kids too.”
After awhile, Eli and his weirdly large family emerged from the house, clustering together in the front yard. They were all sobbing and hugging, and it didn’t look good. After a few more minutes, the paramedics wheeled out a gurney. I couldn’t see much through the crowd, but Surfer Dude nudged me. “Looks like he didn’t make it,” he whispered. That’s when my heart betrayed me by softening. I felt bad for Eli.
But when I tried to express some concern, which was pretty awkward, Eli seemed sort of preoccupied. I mean he was obviously sad—I could see tears in his eyes—but it was like he was distracted. He told me he had ‘things to do,’ which made no sense. What was there to do? I mean besides cry or scream or kick something? But as the EMT truck slowly drove away, with no lights or sirens, Eli turned to me with a strange expression. He told me to ‘buckle in,’ and that it was ‘going to be a wild ride.’ 
Okay, I get that he was probably in grief—maybe even in shock—but even so that was a pretty bizarre thing to say. I really didn’t get it. But then again…Eli is an oddity. No one really gets him.
The next day, not to be out-weirded by weird Eli, I decided to do something else totally out of character. I used some cardboard and felt pens to make a sympathy card. Then I ‘borrowed’ some flowers from a neglected planter outside of our decrepit apartment complex and walked them over to Eli’s place. But the closer I got to his house, the stupider I felt. And that’s when I heard that voice—the one that plays through my head sometimes. I’m sure it’s just me, being all negative and hopeless, but I call it the voice of doom.
You’re such a loser! Are you seriously going to knock on his door? Hand over those lame tokens of sympathy? And then say what? You’re pathetic, Maggie! Do you really want him to laugh in your face? You should know better!


I was about to chuck my snitched blooms and beat it when I saw Eli wave to me from his yard. Realizing there was no turning back, I put on my brave front, which I’m pretty good at, and continued toward him like this was completely normal. 
“I know this is kinda lame.” I handed over my sad little gifts. “But I just wanted you to know someone cares.”
“Thanks.” He stared at the card and flowers with such intensity. Like I’d handed him the keys to the castle. Finally he looked back at me. “This means a lot to me, Maggie.”
“Well, uh, I know what it feels like to lose a parent,” I mumbled.
“I know you do.”
I blinked then tried to conceal my shock. How could he know that? But, really, why should I be surprised? Eli was always doing and saying weird stuff. It’s just his way.
“Do you miss your mother a lot?” he asked.
I shrugged, trying to act natural. “Well, not like when I was little. I guess I got sort of used to it. You will too…in time.”
His eyes lit up. “And I’ll see him again too.”
I waved a hand. “Yeah, right. If you believe that religious bunk.”
Eli seemed to study me closely. But not the way most guys look at me, running their eyes up and down, smirking in way that always makes me feel naked…and later ashamed. Eli stared straight into my eyes, like he was trying to see something in there. Looking so deeply I felt worse than just naked—I felt exposed clear down to my soul. And I didn’t like it. 
“Maggie,” he spoke quietly, “what would your mom do if she could see you now?”
“What do you mean?” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my cutoff jeans, fighting the urge to swear at him.
He tilted his head to one side with a hard-to-read expression. “What do you think she’d say to you?”
“Just what are you getting at?” I suspected he was about to lay into me about my skanky reputation. Not that I’ve ever heard him get down on anyone else before. But something about Eli always feels like he’s got all the answers up his sleeve—and yet he holds back like he doesn’t want to play his cards. It’s confusing. Instead of answering, I just glared at him, wishing I hadn’t attempted to do something nice.
“I just wonder, Maggie. Would your mom be happy for her little girl?” 
That did it! “First of all, I’m nobody’s little girl,” I snapped. “And second of all, my mother was a junkie who didn’t give a—” I stopped myself from using a foul word. “My mom didn’t care about herself or her little girl.” I wanted to scream that my mom died of a freaking heroin overdose—and that her poison had been supplied by my step-dad, who’s now doing time in Salano. Instead, I locked eyes with him. “But you probably knew that too. I suppose everyone in this neighborhood knows all the dirt on me by now.” I shook my head, wishing I’d never met this jerk and hating myself for getting pulled in. “So much for a fresh start at a new school!” I growled.
“A fresh start?” His brow creased like he wasn’t sure what I meant by that.
“Yeah.” My tone grew snarky. “Is English your second language? A fresh start is like a do-over, a clean slate. Duh!”
“Something deeper than just a make-over?”
I rolled my eyes at him.
“Because I don’t think you can really change the outside of your life without changing the inside, Maggie.”
For no rational reason I wanted to slap him hard or spit in his face. I wanted to scream and swear and lash out. To let loose all the anger bursting at the seams inside of me. But I kept my hands in my pockets, balled into tight fists, and I simply glared daggers at him. And without saying another word, I turned and walked away. 
Forget Eli! I don’t know why I let myself care about him in the first place. Note to self: don’t do it again! But as I stormed back home, I could hear that voice of doom again, laughing at me.
I told you so, loser. Maybe next time you’ll listen.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
As I sat in the chair across from my court-appointed therapist, I seethed in silence. It didn’t help that Gloria had just handed me a little black notebook, insisting that I should write in it ‘at least once a day.’ Is she for real?
“Think of this as my prescription, dear. It’ll help you get well.” She smiled like this was a good idea.
Trying to conceal my extreme aggravation, I resisted the urge to check my phone and see how many minutes were left in this long painful hour of ‘counseling.’ “What am I supposed to write?” I asked in my usual therapy patient monotone.
“Write about your true feelings, Maggie. I promise that you’ll feel better when you put it down on paper.” She droned on in her saccharine sweet voice. “It’ll allow you to see what you’re going through with fresh clarity. And someday you’ll look back at your journal entries and perhaps even laugh.” Okay, this convinced me that Gloria really does live on Planet Delirious.
“I doubt that I’ll ever think my life’s humorous.” I ran my fingers over the smooth black cover, imagining setting fire to it, watching it melt and burn. “But even if I wanted to, uh, write…I wouldn’t know where to start.”
“Start with your friends and family and—”
“Seriously?” I shook the book at her. “You mean those liars, cheaters, haters, betrayers? You think I’ll feel better if I write about all that crap?”
Her pale brows arched like she’d made some headway with me. “Is that how you see the people in your life, Maggie? As liars and betrayers and whatnot?”
I wanted to scream ‘hell yes,’ but simply nodded, wishing I’d kept my mouth shut and hearing the voice of doom hissing at me, saying I’d blown it.
You went too far, Maggie, said too much. You’ll be sorry. Just blow this joint, get away before it’s too late. Gloria is out to get you! Do not trust her!


“I’m well aware that you’ve been hurt a lot in your life,” Gloria spoke quietly. “But you never seem to want to talk about it. I thought writing might help you to open up. Can’t you give it a try?”
I glanced at the door, considered bolting, then simply shrugged. 
“The problem in your other school was related to how you relate to boys,” she pressed on, “More specifically, the sexual relationships you were involved in, Maggie, and the problems relevant to those relationships. Would you care to talk about that?”
“So…I slept around,” I said nonchalantly. “No secrets there. Most kids my age sleep around.”
“Do you still have, uh, casual sex?”
I wanted to ask what she thought was ‘casual’ about it, but simply shrugged.
Gloria leaned forward and, removing her reading glasses, peered intently at me. “Maggie, how do you feel after a casual sexual encounter?”
“Feel?” I frowned.
“Do you feel happy and contented? Do you feel loved?”
I rolled my eyes. “Get real.”
“Do you feel respected afterward?”
“Respected? You mean for being a great lover and giving a guy a good time?” I laughed so loud that I actually snorted. “Yeah, right.”
“You’re an intelligent young woman, Maggie. I think you know what I mean.”
I narrowed my eyes at her. “Don’t be so sure of that.”
She picked up her pen and shook it at me. “Maggie, you need to respect yourself.” Her sweet tone suddenly turned firm. “If you don’t respect yourself, you can’t expect anyone else to.”
“Yeah…right.” I feigned a yawn. 
She cleared her throat. “Anyway, I think you’ll find that journaling is a wonderful way to explore those feelings. And like I said, I expect you to write something every day.” She returned to her oblivious monologue. “Perhaps you can start your journal by answering this question. Why don’t you respect yourself? And remember, lying to your diary is like lying to yourself. So keep it honest.” She checked her watch, the signal that we were done. I tried not to roll my eyes as I faked a smile. Shoving the stupid black notebook into my bag, I hurried outside. As I passed a trash bin, I heard that voice again. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid! Gloria’s an idiot and so are you if you listen to her! Throw that hideous book away—right now! You don’t need Gloria or her lies. And if you believe her moronic prescription for happiness, you’re a bigger fool than I thought.







Chapter Three
 
 
 
Yet, a few hours later, I found myself sitting in my stale little bedroom, madly penning my pathetic feelings—using a Motel Six matchbook for a bookmark just in case I need to torch the evidence. But I’m not journaling because I trust Gloria’s professional expertise, or even Gloria personally. The only reason I wrote anything in this stupid book was because I need that moronic woman’s help. Without a therapist’s sign-off, I’ll get kicked out of school. It’s not that I love Kennedy High, but after being expelled from SHS last May (long story and not my fault!) I suspect this could be my last chance. 
Why do I care? Sometimes I wonder. But here’s the deal, despite my don’t-give-a-damn facade, I have to agree with Gloria about one thing. I am intelligent. I’m a closet-academic who desperately wants go to college. I’m convinced that my brains and looks are my only ticket out of this crap-hole of a life—and I plan to use them to the max. I’d use just about anything—or anyone—to get a better life. And why shouldn’t I? It’s obvious that no one else can help me. 
My incarcerated step-dad used to make promises to me in his letters…but he eventually gave up. After I told him he was dead to me. And, really, why should I believe him? After all, Rod isn’t really my dad. I have no idea who my “real” dad might be. I’d known several by the time Rod came along. And the truth is Rod had been the closest thing to a real dad. Well, until he killed my mom, which he claimed was an accident, but the court claimed was manslaughter. But it’s not like Rod can help me anyway. By the time he gets released from Salano, I’ll be close to thirty and, if all goes well, I’ll have finished law school and be earning the big bucks as well as some respect as an attorney by then. I won’t need anyone. In fact, I don’t really need anyone right now.
Not even Grams. Even though I’ve lived with my maternal grandmother these last few years—after some unfortunate and unspeakable stints in foster homes—I know I can’t expect much from the old lady. Oh, she loves me—at least she says she does. But it’s obvious that she loves Jack more. Jack Daniels that is. All you have to do is keep an eye on our apartment complex dumpster on any Sunday night to know that’s true. I used to be mortified when Grams dumped a week’s worth of empties. Like I thought the whole world was listening to the clang-clang-clang of breaking glass, but now it just reminds me to get my homework done for Monday. No big deal.
But I have to give Grams some credit. She might be a hot mess, but she does give me a room and sometimes, like after the Social Security check comes, there might even be food in the fridge. And no one sexually abuses me here. Not without my consent anyway. But that’s about all I can count on here. 
I learned long ago that the only one really taking care of me is me. And I’ve found my own ways to get money. Gloria says I’m resourceful. Some teachers have called me manipulative. And jealous loser chicks with zitty faces and flat chests call me a slut. But that’s an exaggeration. Just because I sleep with a guy and he gives me a few bucks does not make me a prostitute.
Anyway, the sooner I get out of high school and blow this joint, the happier everyone will be. I just hope I can hang on that long. I’m only a junior…and graduation feels impossibly far off. Especially considering that the school-year’s barely begun and I feel like it’s already getting dicey. Seriously, it’s like half the kids at Kennedy want to kill me—and the other half (males and lesbians) just want to sleep with me. Seriously, what’s a girl to do?
I pause from writing and find myself thinking about Eli again. Okay, I told myself I wouldn’t write about that weirdo in my journal. But it bugs me that I can’t wrap my head around the things I’ve seen him do. Giving that Goth dude lunch money was one thing, but that bit with Savannah’s dead dog—and I was sure he was dead—well, that was just seriously whacked. What’s up with him anyway? And why do I keep obsessing over him. It’s not like I want him for my boyfriend…or do I?
Of course, this reminds me of Terrence Stuart. He pursued me so hard when Grams and I moved here in the summertime. Terrence acted all protective at first. And even though he’s not much to look at, I appreciated the attention he gave me…at first. But now he assumes he’s my boyfriend, which is such a joke. Sure, he’s good for a free ride to school or a cheap meal, but I’m not ready to be tied down to him or anyone. Besides being a total narcissist, Terrence is a bully. It didn’t take long before he started to act like he owned me, like I’m his personal property. Get real, dude!
Just last week, Terrence got rough with me…and I know it’ll just get worse. Note to self: part ways with Terrence ASAP. Being paired with that lowlife is like trying to surf with a rusty anchor tied to your ankle. Time to lose the loser and his broken-down junk-heap of a pickup too! It feels good to have made up my mind about Terrence, but now I’m thinking about Eli again. 
It took me about a week, but I got over being ticked at him for bringing up my mom that day. I’m sure I overreacted. Because really, he’s not so bad. He’s a lot better than Terrence. He treats me lots better too. And his interest in me has been flattering. Even so, it’s not like I want to sleep with him. At least I don’t think I do. 
I think my interest in Eli is more about curiosity than attraction. The dude is just so freaking weird. Seriously, every time I turn around it seems like he says or does something that totally messes with my head. Maybe that’s a good thing because it helps me to keep a safe distance. And I’d be a fool to make myself vulnerable to him—or any guy. I’ve learned my lessons—hurt them before they can hurt you. If you don’t give your heart away, no one can stomp on it. 





Chapter Four
 
 
 
My Monday morning, my plan to dump Terrence Stuart was neatly in place. I’d ignored his texts and calls all weekend, except for late last night when I accepted his offer of a ride to school this morning—my chance to dump him face-to-face. 
I usually try not to take the coward’s way out, that’s just one of my standards. Thanks to my less than lily-white reputation, no one expects me to have any standards, but I do. Like no sexting—only an idiot with no understanding of the internet or plans for her future would do something that ignorant. Another standard that people don’t expect from me is that I try to keep my language relatively clean. Sure, I’m not perfect and if pushed too hard, I drop an occasional F-bomb, but for the most part I try to rely on my vocabulary—without four letter words. And, thanks to the fine example of my parents and grandmother—not!—I have mostly remained clean and sober. Mostly.
Anyway, during the weekend, it became fairly obvious that Terrence assumed I was his ‘girlfriend,’ AKA booty-call. But the more I ignored his texts the more determined he became. And as his texts grew more rude and lewd and crude, I became more convinced—I really was done with him and couldn’t wait to cut him loose. Now, I’d never admit this to Gloria, but I suppose I was still chewing on what she’d said about respecting myself. I wasn’t sure it was even possible to truly respect myself, but whether I liked it or not, she’d got me thinking. After all, if I didn’t respect myself, how could I expect anyone else to?
Something weird happened this morning. As I was in the bathroom, meticulously applying a second coat of mascara and reminding myself that I felt more power and confidence when I looked my best, I suddenly remembered being a little girl and how I watched my mom doing this exact same thing. I stopped and stared at the image in the mirror, startled to realize how much I resembled her. Same thick long auburn hair, which was even about the same length as hers when she died. Same sea-green eyes, full lips, and straight nose. It was sort of eerie—almost like my mom was staring back at me. And then it was like I could hear Eli’s question again, asking me about what my mom would think of me now. My hand was actually shaking as I put the mascara wand back into the tube. Maybe it really was time to do some reevaluating. 
Did that mean I was completely done with sleeping around? Well, who could know such things for absolute certain? But I did know this, I was done with Terrence, and I was done with his stinking pickup too. That was why I’d taken extra care with my hair and makeup this morning, and why I’d put on a denim skirt that showed off my legs, and a pale blue t-shirt that showed off my curves. I planned to stand strong and proud when I told Terrence to take a hike. As I went outside to wait for him, I knew I looked hot—even before a car full of guys honked and whistled.
Terrence pulled next to the curb with a grim expression, like he was still smoldering from last night’s rejections. But one look at me and his scowl quickly turned into a stupid grin. He leaned over to the passenger window. “Hey, babe. Looking good.” 
“Hello, Terrence,” I said crisply. “Thanks for stopping, but I don’t need a ride this morning.”
“Huh?” The scowl returned. “What’d’ya mean—”
“I mean, we’re through, Terrence. It’s been fun, but the fun’s come to an end and I just wanted to tell you to your—”
“You can’t dump me!” He jumped out of his truck, rushing over to me with a furrowed brow and not for the first time I wondered if he ever washed his greasy hair. “What’d I do anyway?”
“Nothing.” I forced a stiff smile. “It’s not you, Terrence, it’s me.” Okay, it was cliché and not really true, but it was all I had.
His dark eyes burned holes in me as he stepped closer with what can only be described as a seriously menacing expression. “Hey, you don’t get off that easy, babe,” he said between his teeth. “You can’t just dump me without any—” He stopped to the sound of a horn honking.
I glanced over my shoulder to see Jude’s Mustang slowing down. Eli waved from an open window and Pete and Tommy looked on with interest from the backseat. 
“Hey, Mag,” Jude called out. “Whazzup?”
Keeping a wary eye on Terrence—I meekly waved to them. “Hey, guys.” 
“Everything okay?” Eli called out.
Before I could answer, Terrence stepped in front of me, blocking me from the Mustang in a very territorial way. “Beat it,” he yelled over his shoulder. “We got this under control.”
“Not so fast,” I stepped around Terrence. “Hey,” I called out, trying not to sound nervous. “Got room for one more in there?”
“Sure,” Pete called back.
“Hold on, Mag.” Terrence grabbed me by the forearm, squeezing it painfully tight. “You’re not going anywhere!”
“Let go of me,” I yelled.
“Better listen to her.” Eli was suddenly out of the car with Pete right behind him. Meanwhile, Jude and Tommy started to cheer and jeer like this was about to become a spectator event. 
“Yeah, let her go,” Pete firmly commanded. He’s a linebacker and looks like he could easily take Terrence.
“You guys better butt out of this!” Terrence swore at them. “I’m warning you!”
“Let go of me, you jerk!” I yelled into Terrence’s face, twisting to break free from him. “I’m going with them.”
“That’s right. She’s coming with us.” Pete grabbed Terrence by his shoulder, giving him a hard shove, and suddenly the two of them were going at it, swinging and punching and swearing. 
“Stop it!” I screamed at them. I didn’t want this to turn into an incident where the cops would be called and I could be implicated. “Both of you—stop!” Then, just as Pete’s fist sailed straight for Terrence’s face, I grabbed Pete by the arm, jerking so hard that he missed. Then with Eli’s help, we dragged Pete back to his car and shoved him in the front passenger seat. Eli and I jumped in back next to Tommy. Terrence, still swearing, ran after the car beating a fist into the trunk of Jude’s Mustang and then the tires screeched down the street.
“Sorry about that,” I said after we were safely away. “But thanks, guys.”
“What was that all about?” Jude asked.
“I just told him I wasn’t that into him anymore,” I said lightly.
“He didn’t take it too well.” Eli chuckled.
“He’s a hotheaded bully,” I told him. “That’s just one of the reasons I broke up.”
“One of the reasons?” Eli’s dark brows lifted slightly.
“Yeah…one of them.” I turned away to avoid his gaze. 
“Well, you’re smart to dump him,” Tommy told me. “Terrence is a loser.” Tommy glanced at me with what almost seemed like interest. “You deserve better.”
Suddenly the other guys were jabbing at Tommy, teasing him that he wanted me all for himself. And for all I knew, it could be true. After all, he’s a guy. I turned back to Eli, curious as to his take on this since he was keeping his mouth closed. But his expression, as usual, was impossible to read. Maybe he was thinking about his dad. 
“How’re you doing?” I quietly asked him. “I mean I haven’t talked to you since, you know, losing your dad and everything.”
“I miss him. But I know he’s in a good place.”
I frowned. “How can you possibly know that?”
His lips curved into a smile, but there was sadness in his eyes. “Some things you just know…inside of you.”
I made a forced laugh. “Yeah, right…are you a prophet or something?”
His brow creased as if considering this. “Something, I guess.” 
But it was too late to question him further because Jude was parking in the school lot and everyone started pouring out of the car. Tommy looked at me with concerned eyes. “Do you think Terrence will give you any more trouble?” Despite being a meathead football player, I suspected this guy had a sensitive side. Or else he was just playing me.
“I don’t know. Probably.” I tossed him a flirty smile. “You wanna do something about it? Wanna become my new hero?” I jabbed Pete in the side. “Although I doubt anyone could do a better job of it than you did. Thanks, dude.”
Pete’s eyes lit up. “Hey, anytime, Mag. I’d like to totally rearrange that freak’s zitty face.”
“Pete,” Eli put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t go looking for fights, man.”
“I’m not looking. I’m just saying if Maggie needs it, I can—”
“Don’t bother,” I said lightly. “I can take care of myself.” I made a half wink. “But thanks for the offer.” I patted Pete’s cheek then blew him a kiss.
“Anytime, sunshine,” he called out.
I waved then turned away, striding toward school in a strut that says look-at-me, and I was pretty sure Pete was looking. Probably Tommy too. Maybe they all were. And, really, one of those guys wouldn’t be a bad catch—not that I was looking to catch anything more than a ride. But I could do worse. Still, I reminded myself that I was taking a break from guys. At least for awhile. Because, like it or not, Gloria had been right about something. Sleeping around had never brought me happiness…or self respect.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
I could’ve been flattered that, after several days, Terrence still seemed unwilling to let me go, but when he laid into Eli on Friday, shortly after school let out, I felt seriously worried. Not so much for Eli’s sake, although that was concerning enough. But Terrence was making a scene in the courtyard across from the administration office, and I really didn’t want to get hauled into the principal’s office again. I’d already explained my way out of the skirmish with Julie and her gang of thug chicks a few weeks ago, I wasn’t sure I could concoct another believable story.
“Bug off,” I yelled at Terrence as he pinned Eli against a post. “You’re just a loser and a bully.”
“I knew you dumped me for Eli,” Terrence shouted into my face. “And now he’s gonna pay.”
“You’re insane.” I grabbed Terrence’s t-shirt, twisting it into a knot as I tried to pull him off Eli. “Why don’t you just hit him?” I said to Eli. “Let him have it?”
“Because Eli is nonviolent.” Pete stepped in with a couple of his buddies right behind him. “But I’m not.” Suddenly they were all going at it. But spotting a security guard jogging toward the noisy scuffle that was starting to draw a crowd, I decided to make myself scarce. Sure, I felt sort of bad as I hurried toward the bus stop, but self preservation trumps guilt. Besides, it was my day to meet with Gloria and I didn’t want to miss my bus. 
Gloria was suitably impressed to hear that I’d been writing in my journal. And I watched as she made careful note of the fact that I hadn’t been with a guy in more than a week. She almost seemed proud of me. And I realized that a good report from her could go a long ways in keeping me out of hot water if I landed in the principal’s office again. Not that I planned to.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that.” Gloria pointed her pen at my bare arm. 
I’d forgotten about my tank top and that it exposed the tattoo on my bare shoulder. “Oh, that.” I shrugged. “No big deal. I got it when I was fourteen. Used fake ID. But my grandma’s fine with it.” Okay, that last bit wasn’t true, but Grams eventually drowned her disappointment in me with her buddy Jack. 
“But what does it mean?” Gloria frowned. “A black heart. It seems so symbolic and, no offence, rather dismal and hopeless.”
I considered lying, but then wondered why. Who was she going to tell anyway? “It’s not really a black heart,” I began. “It’s just that I tweak it a little. You know, with a black Sharpie pen.”
“What?” She was clearly confused.
“It’s a broken heart. I guess that was symbolic at the time.” I shrugged.
“Because your heart had been broken?”
“I guess.” I looked away.
“Was there someone who specifically broke it? Or was it just life in general?” 
“I could say it was just life in general,” I admitted. “But there was a guy.” 
“Want to tell me about him?”
“Not really.” I could still feel the pain of Tyler’s rejection. 
“Okay.” 
“It’s not a unique story,” I said with irritation, knowing there was no point in keeping it from her. Especially considering patient confidentiality laws. “I was fourteen and felt like I was in love with this guy. Tyler. And I thought he was in love with me. I wasn’t technically a virgin.” I sighed. “But you know about how I was molested as a kid.”
She nodded. “So you weren’t technically a virgin, Maggie, but you’d never had consensual sex. But that’s kind of like being a virgin, don’t you think?”
“I guess so.”
“So you had your first consensual sexual experience with a boy you loved?” 
“But after Tyler got what he wanted he dumped me.”
She didn’t look the least bit surprised.
“And then he went around bragging, telling everyone at school about it.”
“So that was the beginning of your reputation?”
I just nodded. I didn’t want to tell her about all the other guys that were suddenly lining up at my door—or how gullible I’d been about their less than honorable intentions.
“So you got the broken heart tattoo,” she finished my story for me, “and now you hide the broken heart behind the black heart.” She smiled sadly. “It makes perfect sense.”
For the first time, I almost liked this woman. Then she looked at her watch and I knew it was time to go. But as I rode the bus home, I felt like something good had happened—or was about to. I wasn’t even sure what, but I felt like it was related to some of the choices I’d been making recently. And I felt almost hopeful…but then the voice of doom started droning, chipping away at me.
Don’t fall for it, Maggie. Gloria can’t be trusted. No one can be trusted. Not even you. And don’t be tricked, life is never going to get better. If you were really smart, you’d check out now. It’s just going to be one big dead end. It’ll all go up in a puff of smoke. Just wait, you’ll see. It’s hopeless.


I tried to ignore it, but when I got home to find Grams splayed across the living room floor, I suspected the voice was right…again. It was hopeless. I frowned at the empty Jack Daniel’s bottle on the floor next to one of Gram’s fuzzy pink slippers. A nearly full bottle with a glass tumbler was still on the coffee table. She’d obviously started her party early today. As I set the empty on the coffee table, I wondered what the special occasion had been, then vaguely wondered if this would become her new norm. Wasted 24/7. That’d be something to look forward to.
It wasn’t that I’d never seen Grams passed out before, but not usually this early in the day and not usually splattered all over the matted down living room carpet. When she was this far gone, she normally tried to land in her bedroom, usually in or near her bed. I leaned down, checking to be certain she was still breathing. Satisfied that she was alive, I tossed an old afghan over her and started to leave.
You gonna leave that whisky there? What’s wrong with you, Maggie? Don’t you want to escape your problems just like Grams is doing? Come on, it’s easy. Just a sip or two and you’ll feel a lot better. All your cares will be washed away.


So I picked up the bottle and took it to my room, setting it on my dresser. As I sat on my bed, I stared at the amber-colored liquid. I wouldn’t have to drink a lot. Just enough to give me a good buzz—take me away from this nasty place. As if to confirm this really was a bug-infested dump, I spotted something brown scurry across the floor, I grabbed a flip-flop and smashed the cockroach with a loud thud. My life sucks. Truly, truly sucks. And the voice was right. It’s never going to get better. I reached for the bottle, pulled off the lid, but then—instead of swigging it—I carried the detestable stuff to the bathroom and flushed it down the toilet. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid!





Chapter Six
 
 
 
Grams was furious the next morning. “You did what?” she shrieked at me. After she’d futilely searched everywhere…and I got sick of hearing her whine and complain, I eventually confessed to dumping her whisky. 
“It just seemed the responsible grownup thing to do,” I calmly told her.
“I’m the grownup here,” she growled.
“Could’ve fooled me.” 
“You don’t understand.” Her voice trembled. “I need that whiskey—it was my last bottle.”
“It’s killing you, Grams.” I shouted. “Can’t you see that?”
And then, just like she always does whenever I confront her about her alcohol consumption, Grams burst into tears—and as usual, I just couldn’t take it. So I left. But without any real destination in mind, I found myself walking toward the beach. And then, seeing that the Surf Shop was open, I decided to go in. I’d only surfed a few times, but enough to know that I could be good at it. That is if I had a surfboard. And even though I can’t afford to purchase one, I could pretend to be looking. And, suspecting that Eli would be working today, it seemed a good excuse to talk to him. 
As I went out of the bright sunlight into the dimly lit shop, I could hear female voices talking and giggling in the back. 
“Come on, Eli,” a girl said seductively. “You know you want it. Just give in and we’ll give you the ride of your life.”
“Unless you’re gay,” another girl said. “But I don’t think you really are.”
“I told you to leave me alone,” Eli said in a quiet but firm voice. 
“Not until we give you a good time,” the first voice said. “Come on, Eli. You can’t pass this up.”
As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I could see the two of them. Amber and Heather, wearing their skimpiest bikinis, and running their hands over Eli like a couple of cheap whores. 
“Go away!” Eli said more firmly. “Now!”
“Listen to him!” I pushed my way past a clothing rack to glare at the sluts. “Get the hell out of here before I call the cops.” I waved my phone in the air like a threat.
Amber swore at me but Heather stepped away from Eli. 
“Seriously,” I said in a calmer voice. “Why don’t you go find someone who doesn’t care what kind of trash he sleeps with?”
“Like you?” Heather sneered. 
“Unlike you ugly skanks, I don’t have to go around begging for it.” I grabbed Amber by the arm, jerking her away from Eli. “You tramps must be as stupid as you look. You know, you could be pressed with assault charges, trespassing too since you’re obviously not customers.” I waved my phone again. “And I’m a witness to the crime.”
Heather tossed more choice words at me and Amber threw some F-bombs at both of us, but my warning must’ve worked because they both backed away from Eli. 
“She probably wants him for herself,” Heather taunted from the front door. “That slut just can’t get enough.”
“Yeah,” Amber chimed. “Everyone knows Maggie will sleep with anything. You can have him, skank!”
“But don’t get your hopes up,” Heather shouted. “Everyone knows that Eli’s gay! We just wanted to prove it.” Then laughing like idiots, they exited the shop. 
I looked at Eli, trying to gauge how he was taking this. But he simply pushed his tussled hair off his forehead and re-buttoned his shirt. “Well, that was awkward.” His smile seemed uneasy but genuine.
“Hope I didn’t interrupt anything,” I said sarcastically.
He looked slightly amused. “Hey, I appreciate your timing.”
“Why were they doing that anyway?” I turned my back to him, pretending to check out a rack of sunglasses.
“Who knows?”
“They just showed up out of the blue? Started coming onto you?” I persisted.
“Amber was flirting…but she does that a lot. When I made it clear that I wasn’t interested, they both started in on me. Acting like it was all a joke, like they thought they were seducing a gay guy. You know how they can be. Great fun.”
I turned to face him. “You’re not, are you?”
“What?” He looked evenly at me.
“Gay.”
“Would it matter?” He smiled, but his eyes looked sad. 
“Not to me.” I smirked. “I don’t care.”
For a few minutes neither of us spoke, I just continued poking around like I was a serious shopper.
“Looking for anything in particular?”
I tried to act nonchalant as I flipped through a rack of board shorts. “Just checking out your inventory.”
“You like to surf?”
“Yeah.” I nodded, probably a bit too eagerly. 
“Cool.” He nodded. “Good waves out there today. Planning to catch some?”
“I don’t have a board.” I stared longingly at a sleek blue board on the display rack.
“Why not?” He looked at me in a way that suggested he knew the answer.
I shrugged, unwilling to admit my true financial status. It’d take me a year to save up enough for that board. I could barely afford to rent a board at the moment.
“You know…we’ve got a couple of used boards out back that I need to move. You interested?” He tipped his head to one side, studying me.
“I might be…” I shoved my hands into my cutoffs pockets then pulled them out to show they were empty. “Or not.”
He laughed. “I mean we need to get rid of them. As in they’re free.”
“Seriously?” I blinked.
He nodded, heading for the back door. “Come on.”
“This isn’t just charity?”
“No way. But I’ll warn you, Maggie, they’re not great boards. You’ll see.” He led me through a small workroom where several boards appeared to be in various stages of progress and then outside, to an open work area where even more unfinished boards were lined up in racks against the wall. “Over here.” He went over to a dumpster with two surfboards leaned against it. One board had a pretty cool paint job and actually looked good, but the other board looked like trash. I ran my hand over the smooth board with the nice finish, imagining myself on it, riding a curling blue wave—it made for a nice picture.
“I don’t recommend that one, Maggie.” 
I frowned. “Why not? Looks good to me.”
“Appearances can be deceiving.” He began to explain about inferior foam and foreign companies that use cheap blanks and crappy stringers and bad rockers—he might as well have been speaking Russian. “This board might look good on the outside, Maggie, but it’s a mess underneath.”
I frowned at the attractive board. “Is this supposed to be some sort of metaphorical life lesson for me? Like beauty is only skin deep?” I hated it when Grams said that to me—as in hint-hint. 
He chuckled. “Well, I guess it could be.” He tapped the shiny board. “But the only thing this is good for is to hang on your wall—and just pretend you’re a surfer.”
I looked at the shabby beat-up board. “What about this?”
“This one definitely needs some work, but she’s got good bones and I think there’s a lot of life left in her.”
“What do you mean needs
some work?”
Now he started talking about resins and epoxy, explaining how I could sand it down, fill in the holes and reseal the whole thing. “It takes some time and elbow grease, but if you do it right, you’ll have a first rate ride.”
I studied the sad looking board. “You think it’s really worth the effort?”
“Absolutely.”
“Then why don’t you do it?” I asked. “You guys sell used boards here.”
“Because I already have plenty of high quality blanks to finish. Without my dad around, there’s more than enough work around here. And space is a factor. If you want this board, it’s yours. And I’ll even coach you through the refinish process.” He patted the board. “It could be a really good board.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll take it.” I picked up the board, tucking it under my arm. “Do you sell the epoxy and resin and whatever else it is I’ll need?”
“Yep.” He grinned. “See, even though the board’s free, I’ll still make some profit off you.”
I told him I’d take my board home and come back with some cash to get some supplies, which hopefully wouldn’t cost too much. Eli promised to give me a quick lesson on the steps of resealing then I hauled my sorry looking surfboard away. I was nearly home when I wondered if I was being duped…again. Maybe Eli was back at his shop laughing over how he just foisted the trash off on me. Maybe I was a total fool.
Of course, you’re a fool! And if you think you can trust Eli, you’re a total idiot. He just wants to reel you in—so he can sleep with you. But you want that anyway, don’t you? So play this up, Maggie. Go for it! Have some fun with Eli. You can hurt him before he hurts you. Now that’d be fun!







Chapter Seven
 
 
 
To my relief, Grams was gone when I got home. Probably off getting another bottle of Jack to drown her sorrows. And, really, it was probably just as well since I wasn’t eager for her to see me lugging this big old surfboard into our cramped apartment. Grams already complains my stuff takes up too much room in our tiny roach ridden ‘home.’ 
Eager to escape before her return, I shoved my board behind a chair then grabbed my wallet from where I’d stashed it in the bottom of my dirty clothes hamper, which is smelling pretty ripe. It wasn’t that I don’t trust Grams—although I don’t. But even worse, I don’t trust the lowlifes who dwell in this neighborhood. We’ve only been here a few months and we’ve already been broken into twice. I extracted what little was in my wallet, hoping it’d be enough to at least get started.
With cash in my pocket, I hurried back to the Surf Shop. And then, between waiting on customers and shaping a plank, Eli coached me through the steps of properly restoring a surfboard. He just happened to have one in need of attention. “You learn more by doing,” he told me. 
And so I spent the day meticulously sanding and filling, curing the epoxy in the sunshine, and then sanding and filling again…until it was time for the first topcoat of resin. “Wow, I said as I admired the smooth top of the shiny blue and green board. I know it needs more coats of resin, but it looks so much better.”
“Nice work.” He nodded with approval. “You’re a natural.”
“And how about the free labor?” I teased.
“Not exactly.” He handed me a shoebox. “I’m taking your work in exchange for these materials.”
 “Seriously?” I peeked inside to see he’d put in epoxy, resin, sandpaper.
 “Yep. You did a great job on that board, Maggie. It’s a fair trade.”
“Maybe you should hire me.” I was only partly kidding.
“Wish I could, but we’re on a budget here.”
“I get that.” I thanked him and started to leave.
“I’m guessing it’ll take you a few days to get it repaired and ready for paint.” He walked me to the door. “Don’t forget to apply the chemicals outside. Those fumes are toxic.”
“Yeah, yeah, you already told me.”
“And when it’s ready for paint, come on back and pick your colors.”
Feeling oddly hopeful, I headed home only to find my beat up surfboard looking sadly rejected outside the front door. I picked it up and took it inside. But it was obvious that Grams was in a full-blown snit. “Don’t bring that garbage back in here!” 
“It’s not garbage. It’s my surfboard and I plan to restore it.”
“Not in my house, you won’t.”
“I thought I lived in this fleabag too.” I glared at her then looked around for her whisky bottle, wondering how much she’d had. Obviously not enough to sedate her yet.
“Your junk already takes up too much room.” She waved a hand around the cluttered living room—which held as much of her junk as mine. “I told you when we moved to Ventura—thanks to you getting kicked out of your last school—that you’d have to get rid of some stuff, Maggie. And here you come dragging in another great big piece of junk. We don’t have room!”
“Then get a bigger place!” I yelled back. “I told you we needed a three-bedroom apartment in the first place, but did you listen?”
“We can’t afford a three-bedroom!”
“Is that my fault?” Spying her bottle of Jack on the kitchen counter, I grabbed it up, waving it in her face like evidence. “If you didn’t waste so much money on your freaking Jack-crap, we could probably afford a bigger apartment!”
“Give that to me—right now!”
“No!” I held it close to my chest. “You need to quit this garbage, Grams. It’s gonna kill you!” That’s when I noticed the orange price-tag stuck to the side of the bottle. “Are you freaking kidding me? This poison costs almost twenty bucks?”

“Give It To Me!”
“And you down one of these a day? Or is it two now? I lost count.” I put my superior mental math skills to work—and despite my general non-swearing standards, I let a doozy fly. “Do you know that just one bottle a day adds up to six-hundred dollars a month?” I screamed in disbelief. “Six-hundred! That’s more than seven thousand dollars a year! That’s more than enough to get us into a three-bedroom apartment.” I stared at her in disbelief. 
“Give that to me, Maggie!” She held out her hand.
“No!” I raced for the bathroom. “I’m flushing it—”
“No!” She went after me, but not fast enough. I slammed and locked the door, leaning my back against it, feeling the thuds of her fists against the cheap door as she pounded on it. Her screaming quickly dwindled down to pathetic whining, begging me not to dump her precious whisky. 
“Don’t do it,” she pleaded in a hoarse voice. “Please, Maggie, don’t do it. I need that.”
“I don’t care.” I moved toward the toilet, removing the cap from the bottle.
“You don’t understand,” she sobbed. “You don’t know why I drink.”
“Why?” I asked without genuine interest, holding the bottle over the toilet, ready to pour the poison down.
“It’s partly your fault,” she declared. “Oh, it started with your mother—I couldn’t control her either. But you’re just as bad, Maggie.” She pounded the door for emphasis. “No, that’s not true. You’re worse! Your mother never got kicked out of school like you did. I never had to move from my home because of her.”
Okay, that made me feel guilty. Was Grams’ extreme dependence on alcohol really my fault? Oh, I knew she’d always been a drinker, but I had to admit it had gotten steadily worse these past few years. And I knew I’d stressed her out.
“Do you think that was easy on me? To up and move like that? At my age? To leave my friends and neighbors? Just so you could have a fresh start? And what are you doing with this fresh start? You’ve already been in trouble at school. Who knows what’s next?”
I considered this…I hated to admit it, but her words sort of made sense.
“Maggie?” Her voice sounded weak and weary. “Are you listening?”
“What?” I snapped. 
“Please, give it back to me—please.”
I really didn’t want to give in, but felt defeated. It was true that my problems had disrupted her life…maybe I really was to blame.
“You can keep the surfboard,” she offered in a pleasant tone. “Just give me the bottle, Maggie, and I won’t say another word about the surfboard. I promise.”
“Fine.” I opened the door and shoved the detestable bottle into her grasping hands. “Go ahead, kill yourself with your poison,” I yelled. “See if I care.” 
As I stormed to my room, I pulled out my phone. I was ready to call up a guy, any guy, and ask him to take me away from here. Take me anywhere—to do anything. I didn’t care. What difference did it make anyway? I skimmed through my contacts, even tempted to call Terrence and knowing he’d come running, and then I stopped. How was that any different than what Grams did? She uses her bottle to escape—I use a guy. We’re both wimps.
I put my phone away and took a few minutes to actually write this into my journal. And then I went outside to get my surfboard. I felt slightly numb as I brought it into my already crowded bedroom. But I opened my shoebox and got out the sandpaper and, starting with the biggest grade like Eli had shown me, I started to sand. Grateful for the distraction, I spent the rest of the weekend working on my board. And by Sunday night, it didn’t look real pretty, but the surface was smooth. Skin deep…I thought as I leaned it against the wall. Ugly on the outside…but according to Eli, good on the inside. Just the opposite of me.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Eli was pleased to hear that my board was almost ready for paint. “And I even drew out a design on paper,” I told him and Jude on Monday morning. “It’s just random graphics—color and line.”
“I’d like to see it,” Jude told me.
I pulled the colored sketch out of my bag then suddenly felt self-conscious. 
“Let’s have a look.” Jude reached for it and Eli looked on.
“Cool.” Eli nodded approval. “I like it, Maggie.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t have used so much color.” I frowned. “That might get expensive—I mean to buy all those different paint colors.”
“Just bring your board to the shop,” Eli told me. “You can paint it there.”
“That intricate design looks like it’s gonna take some serious time.” Jude pointed at my sketch. “Need any help?”
I shrugged, unsure if I wanted his help.
“Jude’s really good at airbrushing,” Eli said. “If he offers his assistance, you should take it.”
So it was settled, I’d meet the guys at the Surf Shop on Saturday morning and with Jude’s help, hopefully get it painted in one day. It was probably silly—but having this project and these guys to help me with it—somehow it made me feel unexplainably hopeful. As I walked to the Math Department, I felt like this was the beginning of what could be a really good week…like my life was about to get better. 
Don’t fall for it! You know those guys are just using you—they’ll betray you. Just like everyone else has done. Hurt them, Maggie, before they can hurt you. And you can do it—you’re an expert at manipulating males. Use your skills to get them—get them first!


I wanted to scream ‘shut up’ to the voice. But that would just make me look crazy and, despite my brief flirtation with hope, I knew there were still plenty of haters around, girls eager to trip me up. How they’d laugh at me when I fell flat on my face. And by the end of the day, my feelings of hope had been replaced with harsh realities. Mostly at the hands of a few mean girls determined to torture me.
“Hey, Mag.” Todd Hanson put one hand on my shoulder, placing the other on the locker next to me, essentially pinning me to my locker. “What’s up?”
“Nothing.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you mind?”
“Just saying hey.” His smile was sleazy and he leaned so close I could smell alcohol on his breath. What a boozer.
“Hey.” I tried to squeeze past him. “Back off, dude.”
“Why so unfriendly?” He touched my cheek. “You know you’re a lot prettier when you smile, Mag.”
I pushed his hand away. “Bug off!”
He grinned. “Ooh, I like a feisty woman.” His grip on my arm tightened.
“Seriously.” I attempted a softer approach. “I want to go home and you’re in my way.”
“Oh, come on, Mags.” He leaned his face close to mine. “You saying you don’t wanna have some fun with me? I’ve got a case of beer in my car. We could hang at the beach and have—”
“What the hell?” Heather seemed to appear from nowhere, with Amber right behind her.
“Hey, Heather.” Todd’s hands flew to his sides as he stepped back, acting innocent.
“What’s going on?” Heather glared at me.
“Nothing’s going on.” I turned to go, but Heather grabbed my arm, shoving me up against my locker, with Amber by her side.
“You putting the move on my guy?” she demanded angrily. 
“Who can blame her?” Todd said in a teasing tone. “I’m hard to resist.”
“Yeah, right.” I rolled my eyes. “You can have your guy, Heather. That is if you can keep him.” I faked a laugh. “But you might need a leash.”
“You’re such a pathetic slut!” Heather slapped me hard across the face and before I could return the favor, Amber grabbed my other arm.
“Two against one?” I yelled at them. “Real fair.”
“Shut up, slut.” Amber snarled. “And keep your skanky hands off our guys—”
“Gladly!” Determined not to engage in a fight that would get me into trouble, I just stood my ground. “Now take your skanky hands off of me.”
“I’m not done.” As Heather raised a fist, I braced myself for another blow, but when it came straight for my face, I ducked. Her hand slammed into the locker behind me and I couldn’t help but laugh as Heather started swearing up a blue streak. But now Amber was getting ready to lay into me—and then Pete stepped in.
“Ladies, ladies.” He spoke in a mockingly pleasant tone as he pushed Heather aside and tugged Amber off of me. “I just saw Mr. Richards coming this way and unless you’d all like to explain this little brouhaha to him, I suggest you make yourselves scarce.”
“For now!” Heather glared at me. “But this isn’t finished, slut.”
“Come on,” Todd urged Heather. “Let’s get out of here.”
As Mr. Richards passed by, the three of them strolled off, laughing and joking like they hadn’t just been acting like lowlife thugs. But now I was fuming—ready to hit something or just scream, but instead of losing it, I slammed my locker shut and stormed away.
Pete, followed by Eli, Jude and Tommy, caught up with me outside. “What was that all about?” Pete asked with curiosity. 
“Nothing,” I growled at him.
“Then why were Heather and Amber getting ready to beat the crap out you?” Pete persisted. “You’re welcome, by the way.”
“Thanks a lot,” I replied in a snarky tone. “But I would’ve been fine.”
Pete laughed. “Didn’t look like it to me.”
Still too mad to talk and my face stinging from Heather’s slap, I ignored him as we all stood around Jude’s red Mustang, watching as Jude opened the trunk.
“Well, you can thank me later,” Pete grabbed a couple of bags out of the trunk, tossing one to Tommy. “We gotta get to football practice.” He winked at me. “See ya later, Mag.”
I just glared at him. And, okay, I knew none of that was Pete’s fault and he’d probably just saved my bacon, but I was still too mad to act civil.
“Wanna ride?” Jude offered cautiously.
Despite my rage, a ride sounded good, but I wasn’t ready to admit it.
“Come on, Mag.” Jude nudged me with his elbow. “We’re your friends.”
I turned to look at Jude and Eli. “Really?” I frowned with doubt. “Friends?”
“Looks like you could use some friends.” Jude got into the driver’s seat.
“Whatever.” But instead of arguing, I got into the backseat, and trying to shake off my anger and indignation, I tried to act nonchalant. 
“So what happened?” Jude glanced back at me as he started his car. “Why were those girls going to beat you up?”
I let out a long sigh then quickly explained about Todd hitting on me. “It’s not the first time,” I admitted. “And I’d already told him to get lost, but Heather showed up and threw her usual hissy fit.” I poked Eli in the shoulder, remembering how those same girls pulled that stunt with him. “What’s wrong with those girls anyway?”
He just shrugged.
“How can you be so nonchalant?” I demanded. “What about what they did to you on Saturday? That was practically—”
“What happened?” Jude asked with interest.
“It was nothing,” Eli said quietly.
“Nothing?” I demanded. “They were attacking you, Eli.”
“Huh?” Jude turned to look at me. “What did they do to him?”
So I explained about their sleazy seduction attempts, but Jude just laughed. 
“Man, I wish I’d seen that.” Jude shook his head.
“Aren’t you mad at them?” I asked Eli.
“No,” he said calmly.
“Why not?” I raised my voice. “Eli, they were all over you—and they were saying humiliating stuff. And yet you just act like it’s no big deal. How can you just take it like that? I’d like to kill both of them! Seriously, I wish they’d both just drop dead. I would be so happy—I would dance on their graves.”
“No, you wouldn’t,” Eli said quietly. “Not really.”
“Yes, I would!” I shouted at the back of his head. “If I could murder them both and get away with it, I would—that’s the God-honest truth!”
“I thought you didn’t believe in God.” Eli turned around to peer curiously at me.
“I don’t! It’s just a saying! A stupid saying.” I could feel myself getting angrier by the second. “It doesn’t mean anything. The point is—I wish that Amber and Heather were dead.”
“And how does that make you feel?” Eli asked as Jude stopped for a traffic light. “I mean how are you feeling right now, Maggie?”
“Furious! Enraged!”
“Does that feel good—does it make you happy?”
His question made me want to hit something. “Of course not! I’m furious!”
“You want to feel better?” he asked as the car pulled out. “Do you want to be happy?”
“Like that’s even possible.” My hands were still balled into fists and I could feel my heart pounding in anger.
“Let it go, Maggie,” he said gently. “That’s the way to feel better.”
“Let it go?” I shrieked. “Seriously?”
Eli just nodded, turning his back to me again.
“How?” I demanded. “How do you let crap like that go?”
“By forgiving,” Eli said simply.
“Right.” I rolled my eyes. “That’ll happen.”
No one spoke for a while, but as Jude pulled up to my apartment complex, I still wasn’t ready to let this go. “Seriously, Eli, how is that even possible? I want to kill those girls—how do you expect me to forgive them? You might as well tell me to fly to the moon!” I got out of the car. “Because no way in hell am I gonna forgive those two witches. They don’t deserve it!” I slammed the door.
Eli got out of the car and looked evenly at me. “You’re probably right, Maggie.” He just nodded. 
“I’m right?” I stared at him in wonder. “Seriously?”
“Heather and Amber don’t deserve to be forgiven by you. And neither does your grandmother.”
“You are so freaking weird!” I yelled at him. “Eli Shepherd, I swear you are the weirdest guy on the planet!”
“I gotta second that motion,” Jude joked from behind the wheel. 
“Thanks for the ride,” I told Jude. Then, still feeling irked from head to toe, I stormed up to the apartment. Eli is delusional—he seriously needs to get his head examined!





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
Why is it that as soon as I attempt to respect myself, everyone else seems determined to drag me through the mud?” I couldn’t believe I’d actually voiced this question to my therapist on Friday, but there it was just hanging in the air. But I had good reason to feel like this. Ever since Monday’s attack by Heather and Amber, it had turned into a get-Maggie fest. It felt like those two girls had managed to turn every female at Kennedy High against me.
“Elaborate on how you’ve tried to respect yourself,” Gloria gently prodded. 
I was tempted to dish some BS, but didn’t. “So…I was trying to take your advice, you know, with guys. And FYI I haven’t had casual sex—as you like to call it—for about three weeks. Maybe more. It’s not like I count the days. I mean I’m not in some freaking twelve-step program.”
“Maybe you should.”
“Do a twelve-step program?”
“Count the days, Maggie. It might be interesting to see how long you can keep this going.” Her smile looked authentic. “I’m proud of you.”
I shrugged. 
“So, who’s dragging you through the mud?” she asked.
“Mostly girls.”
“Calling you names and whatnot?”
“Yeah, and whatnot.” I nodded glumly. “It’s pretty much nonstop and seems to be intensifying.” I described Heather and Amber’s recent attack, and how I’ve really been watching my back.
“Doesn’t your school have an anti-bullying policy?”
I can’t help but laugh. Seriously? Does she honestly think any schools enforce those policies? Get real!
“Have you reported the girls?”
I shook my head no. “It’s useless. I mean these girls are so super good at this stuff. The little hypocrites act all sweet and nice when grownups are around, but tear into girls like me when backs are turned. And, even if it ends up in a brawl, I’m the one who’ll get blamed.”
“So you avoid them?” 
“I try to, but it feels like there’s a big target on my back.”
“Why do you think they go after you so hard?”
“Because they’re insecure witches who need to get a life?” 
She smiled. “You’re a very smart girl, Maggie. And you’re a very pretty girl. Whether you can see it or not, I’m sure those girls feel jealous of you. You’re right to call them insecure. I’m sure they are. One tactic that insecure people sometimes resort to…is to attack what they perceive as a threat. In other words, you.”
I rolled my eyes. “You honestly think they feel threatened by the school slut?”
“Is that what you call yourself?”
“No, but they do.”
“Well, you gave them that stone, Maggie. You told me yourself that you were sleeping around a lot. Maybe it’s the only thing they have to throw at you. Of course, they’re going to use it.”
I let out a long weary sigh. 
“But if you take that stone away from them—if you quit sleeping around and show yourself the respect you deserve, they won’t have it to throw anymore.”
“You make it sound so simple.” I skeptically shook my head. “But you don’t know these girls.”
“That’s true. So do you want to know the good news?”
“I could use some good news.”
“In a couple of years this will all be behind you. If you can keep your grades up like you’ve been doing…and keep your nose clean…you’ll probably be in college and these days will just be a memory.”
“College seems so far away.” I didn’t want to admit that the mere idea of covering college tuition was overwhelming. Like I was dreaming the impossible dream. 
“Don’t give up, Maggie.” She looked at her watch.
I thanked her and left, but as I walked to the bus stop, I didn’t feel encouraged. Everything about my life felt hopelessly hard…like I could never escape it…never find my way.
That’s right, stupid. You won’t find your way. You can’t—because it doesn’t exist. So why keep trying? You’re just beating your head against the wall. Can’t you see that? Just give up. Go back to your old ways. And while you’re at it, go see if you can pull Eli along with you. Because he’s into you, Maggie. He wants you. You’re the only girl that’s turned his head. It’s a Friday night—go get him. He’s lonely. He needs you—just like you need him. Go for it!




 
By the time I got home, I was seriously considering the voice of doom’s advice. I mean what did I have to lose? Pretty much nothing. As I went up the rickety metal stairs to our apartment, I put together a plan. I would call Eli and ask about the writing I’d recently found on the bottom of my surfboard. I was honestly curious about it, wondering if it was important, or if I should just sand it off and cover it up. After we talked about that for a while, I would ask Eli about giving me surfing lessons. I’d heard he was pretty good. I could imagine the two of us out on the same board…the way I would entice him…the fun we could have. Oh, sure, Gloria would be disappointed…but really, what difference did it make? I reached for the doorknob, knowing that my recent record for not sleeping with guys would be broken tonight. And I didn’t care. What difference did it make?
“Maggie.” Grams opened the front door with a big smile. “I was hoping that was you. Come in, come in.”
I frowned as I entered the apartment, trying to figure out what was up. “Is something wrong?” I tossed my bag onto the couch and stare curiously at Grams. Everything about this felt strange…creepy.
“Not at all.” 
I glanced around the apartment, which looked surprisingly clean. To add to the Twilight Zone sensation, a savory aroma wafted out of the kitchen. “Is someone coming for dinner?” I asked. 
“Just you and me.” She smiled, but her hands were trembling.
“What’s going on?” I studied Grams closely. “You seem, uh, different.” I wanted to say, ‘who are you and what have you done with my grandmother?’ but didn’t want to hurt her feelings. 
“I am different.” She pointed to a chair. “Sit down. I want to explain.”
Feeling seriously confused, I sank into a chair, waiting.
“Your words about my alcohol use got to me.” Her eyes seemed unnaturally sparkly. “So I quit.”
“You quit?” Okay, I was already feeling skeptical. “Seriously?”
“Yes.” She nodded firmly. “I quit drinking.”
“When did all this happen?”
She looked at the clock on the wall. “Well, let’s see. It’s been almost twenty-four hours now.” She was literally wringing her hands and I could see beads of sweat on her brow. 
“Twenty-four hours?” I repeated this, trying to wrap my head around this. “And you haven’t had a single drink?”
“Not one. Yesterday I told myself that was the end. I was quitting.”
“I admire your willpower, Grams…” I wanted to add, but I doubt it will work.
“And I went to my first AA meeting this morning.”
“Good for you.” Okay, maybe she was serious. “How are you feeling?”
Her smiled faded slightly. “Well, I’m happy about quitting. I really am. But the truth is, I don’t feel too good right now, Maggie.” She leaned back in the chair with a sigh. “I was doing okay when I cleaned house. And then I made us dinner, but I really don’t feel like I can eat. My stomach is a little queasy right now.”
“Oh.” I peered curiously at her. Her skin seemed paler than usual and those shaky hands had me worried. “Do you think it’s safe to do stop drinking like this—I mean cold turkey? Should you see a doctor or something?”
She waved a hand. “No, no, I’ll be fine. Oh, I’ve heard it can be a little rough at first. But the important thing is that I want to do this. I need to do this.” She slowly stood, moving toward the kitchen. “I’m doing it for—for both of us, Maggie. I—I—” She stopped talking and I could see she was sort of weaving back and forth. I was just going over to her when she collapsed onto the kitchen linoleum.
“Grams!” I stared down at her, watching in horror as she went totally rigid and began to jerk uncontrollably. I’d never seen a seizure, but I felt certain she was having one now. I fell to my knees, holding her close, trying to stop her from shaking, but seeing her eyes roll back in her head and her lips turning blue, I reached for my phone and with trembling fingers dialed 9-1-1. 





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
My heart was still racing as I paced back and forth in the ER waiting room. All I knew was that I was right—Grams had suffered a seizure. “Probably from quitting alcohol without proper detox treatment,” a female medic had explained as Grams was being loaded into the ambulance. “People can die from this.”
That was all I could think about as I waited for someone to tell me how Grams was doing—she could die from this! And if she died, I would blame myself because I had ragged and ragged her—calling her names and nagging her to quit drinking. So then she does—and now this? Wasn’t it my fault?
It was around six o’clock and I just couldn’t take it anymore. I went to the receptionist, demanding that either someone talk to me or I’d go back there and find out for myself. “Just a minute,” she said quickly.
Before long, a doctor emerged with a solemn expression. “Your grandmother is in critical condition,” he said stiffly. “She’s in ICU right now. We won’t know anything for certain until we run some scans and tests.”
“When will that be?”
“After she’s stabilized.” He glanced down the hallway behind me. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. You’ll just have to be patient.”
“Is she going to die?” I demanded.
He seemed to be weighing his response. “We’re doing everything we can to prevent that.” He reached over to place a hand on my shoulder. “But if you’re a praying person, well, you probably should do that.” Then he excused himself and left. 
A praying person? Seriously? That was his best advice? He obviously had no idea that, not only was I not on good terms with God, but that I didn’t believe any of that crap. Even so, I found myself walking down to a small room that I’d noticed earlier. With stained glass windows, a few pews and some sort of altar, I assumed it was a religious place. Not that I’d had much experience with such things. But taking the doctor’s words to heart, I went into the room and sat down. But to pray? Where would I even begin? 
As desperate as I felt, I knew it was hopeless. What was I supposed to say? Like hey, God, I don’t believe in you, but could you do me a favor? Seriously? It sounded hypocritical—and if there were a God, I suspect it would be insulting. And so I left, but before returning to the ER waiting room, I called the Surf Shop. I didn’t even know if Eli would be there, or what I’d say if he was—but for whatever reason, he seemed the right person to call.
“Surf Shop,” he answered brightly.
“Eli?” I said in a raspy voice.
“Maggie? Are you okay?”
“Not—not really.” My words poured out in a jumbled mess as I attempted to explain about Grams’ alcoholism and quitting cold turkey and how it’d caused a seizure. “I’m afraid she’s dying—and the doctor said to pray.” My voice cracked. “But I—I honestly don’t know how.” I was crying now. “And I—I thought maybe you would know how. I mean I don’t really know if you’re religious, but I remember that time with Savannah’s dog and you seemed—oh, I don’t know.” I collapsed into sobs. 
“Jude is here at the shop with me,” Eli said. “But we were just closing up. How about we swing by the hospital, Maggie?”
“Really? You’d do that?”
“Yeah. See ya in about twenty minutes.”
As I pocketed my phone, I wondered what good it would do to have Eli and the guys here at the hospital—and yet I felt comforted to think I wouldn’t be alone. And, really, as pathetic as it is to admit, Grams and I don’t have anyone. No family and no close friends…no one to really turn to. And if I lost her, well, I didn’t want to think about that—but I would blame myself.
It’s your fault when she dies. You goaded her into quitting alcohol. She did it for you. And now you’ll lose her and you’ll be alone…or worse, you’ll be back in the foster care system. Why don’t you do the world a favor, Maggie? Just go to the top floor of the hospital and take a flying leap. It won’t hurt much. And no one will miss you. All your troubles will be over and your pain will be gone. End of story.


As I walked back toward the little religious room, I was tempted by the voice of doom’s words. That really would be an easy way out. Why not just put an end to all this suffering? No one would care. Well, unless Grams survives. She might care. If she survives.
I sat down on the back bench and tried to think of a prayer, but the only words that came to me were: “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.” And that didn’t seem much of a prayer, but it was all I had.
“Maggie?” I turned to see Eli, followed by Jude, coming into the room. “How is she?” Eli asked as he slid in beside me. Jude slipped into the row in front of me. They were both looking on with what seemed genuine sympathy and concern—and I suspected Eli had filled Jude in about Gram’s alcohol addiction and the cause of her seizure.
“I don’t know,” I told them. 
“Are you praying?” Jude asked.
I shook my head. “I really don’t know how.”
“Eli knows how,” he said. “Don’t you, Eli?”
“There’s not much to it.” Eli shrugged. “You just say what’s on your mind…to God…and believe that he’s listening. That’s all.”
“Will you—will you pray for my grandma?” I whispered.
Eli pursed his lips then closed his eyes and, not wanting to stare at him, I closed my eyes too. But no one said anything. We all just sat there for several minutes and finally Eli mumbled what sounded like ‘amen.’ I opened my eyes and stared at him.
“Are you done?” I asked.
He just nodded.
I felt confused, but resisted the urge to ask ‘is that all there is to it?’ Instead, I thanked him, thanked them both, and stood.
“I hope she’s okay,” Jude said.
“I better go check with the receptionist,” I said nervously. “To see if anything has changed.” I went to the receptionist, making my inquiry, but after making a call, she glumly shook her head. “Nothing’s changed. They say she’s still in critical condition. Still unconscious.”
“Oh…” I swallowed against the lump building in my throat, wondering what I’d expected. Did I think that Eli’s prayer was going to save her? Was I really that naïve and foolish? I could hear the voice of doom condemning me for my stupidity, but I tried not to listen. The guys were coming over to join me in the waiting area.
“How is she?” Jude asked quietly.
“The same.” I blinked back tears, trying to appear strong.
“I hate to take off like this.” Jude nodded to the clock and I was surprised to see it was a little past seven. “But I promised to be home in time for my sister’s birthday party. And I’m already a few minutes late.”
“I understand,” I said quickly. “And I’m sure my grandmother will be just fine.” Okay, that was a big fat lie. But what right did I have to keep them around? I assumed Jude had driven Eli—and that he needed to take him home. “Thanks for coming, guys. I really appreciate it.” I forced what I hoped was a brave smile. 
“Let us know how she’s doing.” Eli held up his phone. And then we said goodbye. As soon as they left, I broke down into tears. I’d never felt so alone or scared…never. It was like this really was the end of my rope. Like if Grams died, I would be totally out of options. I couldn’t go back into the system…I’d rather take a flying leap off the top floor of the hospital. In fact, I decided—if Grams didn’t make it, that is just what I would do. Call it a day. End of story.
That’s when I noticed some little kids staring at me, probably wondering why I was such a blubbering mess. So I hurried to the restroom, tossed cold water onto my face, and tried to get a grip. I was just coming out when I saw the doctor coming down the hallway toward me.
“There you are,” he said. “Your grandmother is awake and wants to see you.”
“Really?” I felt a rush of hope as I followed him. “She’s okay?”
“Yes. She regained consciousness about twenty minutes ago,” He explained as we walked. “I examined her, and she seems to be in surprisingly good condition, all things considered. She even knew what day it was. But I still want to run more tests and she’ll need to remain hospitalized for a few days. Until she’s thoroughly detoxed from alcohol, but I’d say the prognosis is good.”
As we went past the receptionist’s desk, I glanced up at the clock. Twenty minutes ago must’ve been about the same time Eli had prayed for Grams. Was it possible…was God really listening?
 
Eli and Jude seemed somewhat surprised when I showed up at the Surf Shop the next morning. “I told you she was better last night,” I reminded Eli as I leaned my surfboard against the wall by the door. “I spent the night at the hospital and would’ve stayed all day. But Grams told me it was a waste of time for me to sit and hold her hand. She insisted I should go out and get some fresh air.” I smiled. “And I didn’t argue with her.”
“So she’s really gonna be okay?” Jude asked. 
“The doctor sounds pretty positive.” I looked curiously at Eli. “He told me that she regained consciousness around seven o’clock last night,” I said carefully. “Right about the same time you were praying for her.”
“What a coincidence.” Eli turned his focus onto my surfboard, studying it closely.
“How long will she be in the hospital?” Jude asked.
“Until she’s done detoxing—four or five days.”
“Do you think she’ll really quit drinking for good?” he asked. 
“I sure hope so. She claims that she’s done with it. I think having that seizure might’ve sealed the deal for her.”
“So maybe it was for the best.” Eli ran a hand over the top of my surfboard. “This feels really good, Maggie. Nice work. And you were right—it’s ready for paint.”
“But what about the words on the back of it?” I asked Eli.
“Words?” Eli picked up the board, laying it face down on the work table. “What words?”
I pointed to the spot where I could barely make out some letters. “It looked like the letter B and O. And then like Stein-something.”
“Bo Steinfeld?” Eli said with interest.
“No way,” Jude grabbed a work light, holding it over the board to see better.
“It is!” Eli exclaimed. “Look. It’s the real deal. It says Bo Steinfeld.”
“No way, dude!” Jude bent down to see better then slowly shook his head. “How did Maggie get so lucky?”
“Lucky?” I grimaced. “Seriously? Me?” I leaned over to peer at the words. “What does that mean? Who is Bo Steinfeld?”
“Just one of the greatest board shapers of all times,” Jude told me.
Eli nodded solemnly. “Bo was a world class surfer in the 1960s. He got hurt riding the Beast in Hawaii back in the 1980s. Paralyzed from the waist down. But he still loved surfing and took up making boards. Really good boards.”
“Man, Bo was the best.” Jude put the light away.
“Bo was a friend of my dad’s, the one who taught Dad all about shaping boards. Bo died when I was a kid.”
“And this was his board?” I stared at the board in wonder.
“Well, probably not a board he personally used,” Eli explained. “But he obviously made it—and it’s valuable.”
Now I felt guilty. “Then I should give it back to you, Eli. It’s really yours. I don’t want to—”
“No way.” He firmly shook his head. “It’s yours now, Maggie. You rescued it. You did the work on it. You gotta keep it.” 
“But if it’s such a good board…so valuable…I don’t know. Maybe you should keep it, Eli.”
“Remember how it almost went in the dumpster?” Eli said. 
“And how I almost took the other board,” I reminded him, “thinking it was the better one—just because it looked good on the outside. But you encouraged me to take this one instead, said it had good bones.” I ran my hand over the board. “But I had no idea it was this special.”
“It’s special because it has the maker’s mark on it,” Eli said solemnly. “But it was so beat up, we couldn’t tell. But that’s what gives it value, Maggie, the maker’s mark.” His face broke into a smile. “And I think Bo would be glad to know it’s in such good hands too.”
I felt a tiny wave of hope wash over me. “I’ll take really good care of it,” I promised Eli. “I won’t let it get beat up or anything.”
“You don’t mean you’ll just hang it on your wall?” Jude frowned with concern. “That’d be wrong.”
“Yeah,” Eli added. “Bo wouldn’t approve of that, Maggie. This is board that’s meant to be out there. It needs to catch waves. Bo would expect you to have a good time with one of his boards.”
“Oh…okay,” I agreed uneasily. 
“We’ll get it all painted and looking good and then you’ll have to hit the surf, Mag.” Jude set an airbrush and selection of paints on the work table. “And I wanna be there to see you hanging ten on Bo’s board. That’ll be cool.” 
“I have a confession to make,” I admitted sheepishly. “I barely know how to surf.” I watched their amusement. “I mean I’ve been out a few times on rental boards, but I’m not very good. And I’d never forgive myself if I did something stupid and ruined this surfboard.”
“We’ll teach you,” Eli promised. 
“Yeah,” Jude agreed. “You seem like a gutsy girl to me, Mag. A few lessons and you’ll be just fine.”
“And this board is tough enough to take a beginner,” Eli assured me. “Plus it’s well-balanced. That’ll help you get the hang of it.”
As I worked on my surfboard, learning to use the airbrush and carefully painting the intricate design I’d drawn, I felt like this board and I had a few things in common. We’d both been a mess and people had assumed we were worthless, but we actually had value. Now if only I had the maker’s mark on me…I might be worth even more. 
It was late in the day, and Jude and I were just finishing up my board, when I felt a fresh wave of hope wash over me. Even though I had no idea what lay ahead, I thought maybe I could face it…with friends like Eli around. And, sure, I could be wrong and I’ve been wrong before—but deep down inside of me I didn’t think Eli could betray anyone. Not even someone like me. I felt like maybe, just maybe, I could trust him.
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Chapter One
 
 
 
Judas, we need to get close to him. We need to get right up to him. Can you help us?”
I, Judas Iscariot, looked at the men around me. I saw the fervor in their eyes and the money in their hands. If I played this right, it could solve all my problems. If I played it wrong, it would be a disaster. 
“Yes,” I said with resignation. “Yes, I can get you so close to him you can touch him. I can make this happen.” My eyes went to their money. “But I need something from you.”
The men exchanged an eager glance. “Name your price.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but the sound of music interrupted me.
I pulled out my phone. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this.”
I stood in the student parking lot of Kennedy High School between my own red Mustang and some blue piece of crap owned by one of the two “men” I was speaking with. Wisps of morning fog from the ocean streamed overhead with a passing seagull and the distant smell of brine, but the sun had almost finished burning through and was already on its way to making the day hot enough that I would rather be at the beach.
Students streamed through the parking lot toward the school entrance, almost entirely in a safe and good-natured dance with the cars pulling in and the parents dropping off the freshmen. Some announcement about homecoming crackled over the P.A. The breeze rustled the ash trees clustered here at the edge of the parking lot, where we stood.
I turned my back to the punks and brought the phone to my ear. “Whazzup, Zilch? Whatcha got for me?” I listened and hummed my responses. “Okay, I’ll be right in.”
I pocketed the phone and walked back to the two “students,” who were both probably twenty and looked like they’d crawled out from under a trailer park in Stockton. Apparently, the uniform of this subculture was dirty plaid button-ups, torn jeans, scraggly facial hair, and messy hair. I wasn’t into profiling—who was I kidding? of course I was into profiling—but if I’d been a cop, I would’ve arrested these two on sight.
Just the kind of gentlemen I needed.
“So do we have a deal or what?”
The two looked at each other again and then at me. “You said you could get us close,” Scumbag One said. “How close?”
I came to stand between the two and put my arms around both. “Boys, you’re fans of The Black Death. I don’t blame you. Quality band. Good music. But front row seats are impossible to get—and backstage passes cost a fortune. To be able to meet Slash Hayden himself…?” I whistled. 
Scumbag Two wiggled out from my arm with an expletive. “You messin’ with us, bro? You said you could—”
“Hang on, man,” I said. “Chill. I said it would be hard to get you close to Slash. Almost impossible.” I produced two oversized tickets from my pocket. “Unless you’re me. Which I am.”
Scumbags One and Two all but salivated over the tickets. Number Two snatched them from my hands. “‘VIP. Backstage Pass. Musician’s Friend’? Dude, how did you—”
“Never ask a magician how he does his tricks.” I snatched the tickets back. “Now, do I have your attention?”
Scumbags One and Two exchanged a high five and chest bump.
“What do you need us to do?” Scumbag Two asked.
I smiled. “Excellent. Now, do you see where my car is parked? Do you see exactly where my car is parked?”
They nodded dumbly, and I explained the plan.
“You mean you don’t want our money?” Scumbag Two asked when the explanation was done.
“No, you can keep your bag of silver. Just do what I ask, and you can get right up to the man himself.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
In a large hunting ground, there will be multiple predators. Lions, hyenas, crocodiles, pythons, tigers, hawks, and wolves. They all use stealth and guile. They all lie in wait. 
And when the conditions are perfect, when the prey has been defeated before its killer has even been revealed, the predator strikes.
I approached the double doors of Kennedy High, and underclassmen sprang out of my path. My lieutenants, Zilch and Stucco, fell in and together we passed inside like Nazi leadership. Two popular girls kissed me on the cheeks and slipped notes into my hands. 
I turned toward senior hall, and Stucco, my younger lieutenant, whispered an update and merged into the clamoring crowd.
The warning bell rang.
Zilch and I reached our lockers and opened them. Fliers about homecoming fell out, and we just let them join the others on the floor. 
Zilch was taller than me and thirty pounds heavier. He was white and his hair, a curly brown mat, already receded from a high and wide forehead that seemed ever to be troubled by zits. His face was puffy and he had a unibrow. He seemed always to be in the back of a crowd. Always watching but never noticed. The perfect lieutenant.
I pulled books from my locker and put them in my backpack. “The parking ticket?”
“Taken care of.” Zilch stuffed his own backpack. 
“The new phone case?”
“In her locker with a pink bow and a secret admirer card.”
I nodded. “Good. But her favorite color is robin’s egg blue.”
“Duh,” Zilch said, zipping his bag. “I’m the one who told you that, remember?”
“So?”
“So…that’s why the new phone case is robin’s egg blue. But I thought the pink was a nice accent color.”
I regarded him silently, noting an oily sheen on that wide forehead. “Accent color?”
“Right. No reason her secret admirer can’t have good color sense.”
“Hmph.” I noticed a football player rounding the corner wearing a jersey. I jutted my chin in that direction. “And the wide receiver problem…?” 
Zilch looked and then turned back. “Also taken care of. He’ll leave her alone from now on.”
Now that I looked, I did notice a bit of a limp on the guy. “Hope it doesn’t hurt our playoff chances.” I slammed my locker shut, spun the combination dial, and slapped Zilch on the shoulder. “As always, my friend, you have done well. Expect a little something extra in your check this week.”
That made the unibrow bounce. “Thanks, man.”
We turned together toward our first classes, joining the thinning throng. 
“Speaking of something extra,” Zilch said, leaning in. “I know you’ve heard, but now that Maggie’s dumped her boyfriend, she’s…open for business.”
“Hmph.” I spotted Maggie in the crowd ahead. She was gorgeous, no doubt. And easy as Sunday mornings, which was always a plus. But anybody can do easy. I chuckled at my joke. “Nah, she says she’s swearing off guys.”
Zilch scoffed so loudly that half the hallway, including Maggie, turned toward the sound. With a double wink, Zilch shimmied off to class.
Maggie’s gaze searched the crowd and landed on me. She burst into a beautiful smile and turned to come toward me. 
With that stunning visage pointed at me, and despite the fact that someone else had my heart, I found I could see my way clear to liking her, after all. At least for a good time. She neared me in the crowd so I prepared my opening line.
But her eyes slid past me to someone behind. “Eli!” she said, and it was clear that she’d never been looking at me at all. 
I turned around and found myself walking next to Eli, and then Maggie too. 
“Hey, Scooge,” I said.
“Judas.”
Eli was two inches taller than me but skinnier. He had the olive skin so common—and so mixed—in SoCal that it was often impossible to tell if the person were Hispanic, Indian, Asian, Polynesian, Middle-Eastern, or just sunbaked. His hair was short but bushy, either from hours of primping or, more likely, from living and working so close to the beach. He had an open, friendly face that, even in elementary school, girls had always loved.
“Eli!” Maggie said, hugging his arm. “Grams is two weeks sober today!”
Eli smiled at her and at me. “Great to hear, Mags.”
“Used to, she’d be too drunk to talk to me, or else she’d be naggin’ me about everything. But now, she’s all, ‘God told me this’ and ‘Maggie, let me read you this from the Scripture.’ Eli, what did you do to her? Now I can’t get her to shut up! But I love it!”
“I didn’t—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Maggie said. “I don’t even care. I just…” She seemed to flail for words, but then a wild smile overcame her face and she gave Eli a big kiss on the cheek. “Thank you!” She let out a little squeal and turned her eyes on me, and in her excitement gave me a kiss too. With a happy little shudder, she jetted off to class.
I turned to Eli with a smirk, but Eli was looking at me so seriously that it sobered me instantly. “Dude, what?”
Eli wiped the wetness from his own cheek and stared thoughtfully at his fingers. “So many meanings a kiss can have.”
I didn’t know what to do with that, and anyway I saw someone important heading toward my classroom door. “Totally, right? Especially from her. So, yeah, gotta run, Scooge.”
There she was.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
Mary Valdez walked in beauty. She glided down the halls of Kennedy High like a princess, like a dancer on TV. 
 She was Hispanic, so her skin shone like mocha. Her hair flowed in long, graceful, black curves down her back. Her face was friendly and guileless, and something about her smile and the kind tilt of her head had always made me feel safe, and like a better version of myself. She was exactly five inches shorter than me, and she remained as elegantly slender as she’d been since kindergarten.
Today, Mary wore a bright red Kennedy High spirit shirt, which she somehow made seem like high fashion. She wore tastefully torn jeans of a very light blue denim over white tennis shoes. Tiny diamond studs glittered on her ears, and I glowed with the knowledge of where she’d gotten those. Somewhere in her purse or bag was probably a phone in a new robin’s egg blue case.
Because I had positioned myself so carefully, my next move seemed absolutely accidental. I turned to look behind me and walked into Mary’s left shoulder, pushing her gently into the wall just before she could step into class.
“Oh, I’m— Mary? Oh, hi. I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you. Are you all right?”
She stepped back, her wrists bent upward in the cutest pose of Snow White delicacy. “I’m fine, Jude. No worries.” 
I didn’t step away from the wall to let her pass. Behind us, the other kids swept inside. The bell would ring any second. 
“I’m so clumsy,” she said.
For some reason, that angered me. “Don’t say that. Mary, you’re the most graceful girl I know. I don’t like it when you say bad things about yourself. No one gets to do that.” I make sure of that. “Not even you.”
She tilted her head and gave me an Aw, what a cute kitten face. “You’re so sweet, Judas. You’ve always sweet to me.” She placed her hand on my wrist.
And all my rehearsed words vanished. “I… You were… It’s…” I squeezed my eyes shut. “It’s lucky I saw—ran into—you. I wanted to…” I had to take a breath. I pointed at one of the Kennedy Rockets’ homecoming fliers on the floor down the hall, but there was no way she could know what I was looking at. “I… With all the… So I was wondering if you wanted to…”
Her eyes flicked away, but her face didn’t move. Then her face slowly swiveled away and slightly upward, but her eyes stayed on me. Finally, her eyes gave in and looked.
I turned. Braylen Cox, captain of the basketball team, loomed over me. He was tall and had sandy-blond hair and a ridiculously strong jaw. What was he doing here? He wasn’t in our class. A look back at Mary, and I knew I’d lost her. 
 “Braylen,” Mary said, moving around me and entering the classroom with the jock, “are you in my class now?”
Basketball wasn’t even in season, so was he really a captain of anything right now?
The tall jerk bobbed his stupid head. “Hi, Mary! I guess so. Got moved up to AP History. What does ‘AP’ even stand for?”
I, forgotten, walked behind them like an omen. A Primate, I thought. AP stands for
A Pig. Aggravating Pinhead.
The bell rang and I sat at my desk.
Probably, the teacher talked about American history for the next fifty minutes. All I did was fill two pages of my notebook with other meanings of A.P. 
The one I circled was A Problem.







Chapter Four
 
 
 
I burst through the exit closest to the Mustang. It was also an exit that didn’t have a security desk, which meant my bit of extra violence to the door would probably not be challenged. 
The morning had indeed turned hot. I felt the air conditioning get whisked off me by the backdraft of the door slamming behind. The sea of parked cars shimmered in the heat of the black asphalt. For there to be so many objects capable of movement assembled here, the expanse was eerily still. A lone golf cart snuck along on battery power to my left.
I leaned back against the brown brick wall of the building I’d just left. The hot bricks seared me distantly, like well-deserved punishment. What was I going to do about Braylen “AP” Dorkface? This messed everything up. How was my plan going to…
Wait a minute.
I pulled out my phone and sent a text to the Scumbag Twins: “New wrinkle in plan. More players. Will explain l8tr.” I put the phone away, wondering who I could ask t—
With a whine, a whirr, and a click, I found myself in front of the golf cart I’d seen. In the driver’s seat, smiling at me with that goofy grin, was Eli.
“Hey, Jude.”
I hmphed. “You just make that up?”
“Yup.”
“Whazzup, Eli?”
Eli turned the golf cart off with a soft click. “Don’t you have class right now?”
“Don’t you?”
“This is my class.” Eli reached to the floorboard of the passenger seat and pulled up a sparkly disco ball. “Homecoming dance. Mrs. Carson needed it out of storage, and I’m her TA, so…” He shrugged.
I sat in the passenger seat, enjoying how my weight rocked the cart. I took the disco ball into my lap.
Eli turned the power back on. “Where you going? I’ll drive ya.”
“If you’re going to drive me where I’m going,” I said, holding onto the cart’s frame as we buzzed forward, “take me to my car.”
Eli stopped the cart abruptly. “Going somewhere?”
“Yeah, home. No more school today for this boy.”
With a shrug, Eli turned the cart toward the parking lot. “Don’t tell Mrs. Carson.”
“I’m parked way at the edge, past the stadium, right by the ash trees.”
Eli whistled. “That’s a remote spot. Good thing you’ve got a car to get to your car.”
“Yeah,” I said softly.
We rode together in silence. The wind in my face felt surprisingly wonderful. The cart was silent except for the slight whine of the electric motor.
“Is this what surfing is like?” I asked. “Quiet and peaceful. Wind in your face.”
Eli smiled sadly. “You really need to let me teach you. There’s nothing else like it. Except windsurfing. But I guess that’s the same.”
We rode quietly again, until Eli navigated the lanes and pulled to a stop behind my Mustang convertible. 
I didn’t get out, so we sat beneath the whispering ash leaves. 
“What’s on your mind, buddy?” Eli asked.
I sighed. “Do you ever… I mean…” I rubbed the stubble on my chin. “Have you ever wanted something so bad that you were willing to do almost anything to get it?” 
Eli’s gaze became distant, but he didn’t reply.
“Maybe even willing,” I said, “to do things you probably shouldn’t. Things that, I dunno, some people might consider wrong or too far or whatever.”
Eli looked at me with one raised eyebrow. “By ‘some people,’ you probably mean…”
“Police.” We said it together.
“Or,” I raised my hand and shrugged, “whatever.”
“Well,” Eli said, scratching the back of his head, “yeah, I think so. I can imagine wanting something so bad that I’d be tempted to kind of break the rules to get it.” His smile was back. “But then I try to just, you know, let it go and see if…” he wiggled a finger toward the sky “the shepherd of the universe made a way for it to happen even without me breaking the rules.”
“‘The shepherd of the universe’? You want the universe to solve your problems?” I hmphed. “Typical surfer.” I stood and handed the disco ball back to Eli. “You are one weird dude, Scooge.”
Eli nodded deeply. “Why, thank you, kind sir.”
I fished for my keys and the golf cart pulled away. It wasn’t until I was almost out of the parking lot that Eli’s comment about the universe registered and I remembered that his last name was Shepherd.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
Lupe, I’m home!”
I tossed the keys to the ‘stang on the circular glass table in the vestibule and headed up one of the two curved staircases that emptied there. 
I saw a shadow dim the shine on the chessboard marble floor. A Mexican maid—sorry, a Mexican-American maid—in a black shirt and white apron hustled into the foyer with a yellow-handled broom on her shoulder. Lupe was in her early forties, broad in the hips and with a hairdo that always reminded me of the 1950s.
“What are you doing home, Señor Jude? You are supposed to be in class, si?”
I just continued up the steps. “Thank you, Lupe.”
A text arrived as I walked toward my bedroom, and I was so engrossed in it that I missed my door, reached my sister’s, and had to go back ten paces.
It was from Zilch: “confrmd, he askd her to h-cming; she sed yes”
I slid the double doors to my room shut, dropped my backpack to the wood floor, and collapsed onto my bed so hard the sleeping curtains rattled on the side rails overhead. I lay back and stared at the parallel lines of wood on my ceiling.
Stupid basketball players.
The new plan would work. Might even work better. But there were a lot more variables at play with only one new person added to the situation—and I was about to add a second. 
Variables meant it took longer for the predator to gain the advantage over the prey before the attack even happened. Not that Mary was prey and I was…
What was I thinking? That’s not what this was. This was about demonstrating something. Just presenting it. Making the case. Laying out the evidence. Because when she was reminded of those things, her conclusion in my favor was assured.
Or would’ve been. Was. Before the other predator had come sniffing around. How many foxes was I going to have to chase from the chicken coop before I reached my goal?
I propped myself up on one elbow and stared across the room to my computer, which sat beneath the lovely black and white art print of a woman’s crossed legs. How Mother had fought me over that new decoration! I got up and kicked my shoes off, then padded in my socks over to the computer.
I woke the computer from its slumber and checked my e-mail. Blah, blah, blah. I checked my specialized news fetches. Blah, blah, blah. I checked my investment performance. Meh. 
I turned my head toward the settee, and my eyes went to the shadow beneath the purple beast. I went to my knees and pulled out a scrapbook. “Alexa,” I said to the room computer, “meditation mode.”
My windows, which looked out over one of the pools, dimmed. Recessed blue and white lights came on, and innocuous New Age music filled the air.
I tossed my phone on the bed and flopped down beside it with my oversized brown scrapbook. I opened the cover and it fell with satisfying weight onto my comforter. My eyes rested on the yellowed newspaper articles on the opening pages, but I didn’t really read even the headlines. I knew where I was heading, and in exactly seven flips of magnetic film-sealed page boards, the important spread lay before me.
BOY HONORED FOR SAVING GIRL FROM SCHOOL FIRE: “I DIDN’T REALLY MEAN TO BE A HERO”
My finger traced the words and I read them aloud. 
“‘When 9-year-old Thomas Rich noticed his classmate and friend in the window of his burning school in June 2003, he didn’t think twice about his own safety. He just went on instinct and rushed inside to rescue her.’”
My finger skipped down to the key paragraph, and I closed my eyes and recited from memory.
“‘Hearing Kylie cry, he made his way to the classroom door and called to her. She ran into his arms.’” I squeezed my eyes shut. “She ran into his arms. She ran…ran…ran…into his arms.” A smile twitched my cheek. “‘He picked her up and, carrying her, retraced his steps to the front door and got out safely.’ Hear that, Judas, ol’ boy? He picked her up and carried her to safety.”
I opened my eyes and actually read the last paragraph as if for the first time: “‘Eleven years later, the story got even better. “Thomas and I kept in touch over the years and we graduated high school together,” Kylie recalls. “One day in college, Thomas called and asked me to dinner. In the middle of this nice restaurant, Thomas got down on one knee and asked me to marry him. Of course I said, ‘Yes’! Of course I want to marry my rescuer.”’”
I shut the scrapbook and put my head on the pillow, feeling some of Thomas Rich’s power glowing in my heart. 
Of course she would marry her rescuer.
This was going to work. But with the basketball player in the mix, I suddenly needed a plus-one, and my informant network had saved me once again.
I found the number on my phone and touched the little green call icon. I rolled to my back and stared again at the lines on the ceiling. 
“Jude?” the girl’s voice said. “What do you want?”
“Whazzup, Maggie?”
“Nothing.”
“Hey, it’s great that your gramma’s doing better. I think that’s awesome.”
She paused. “Yeah…?”
“So, this is really late and all, and…” I pulled the phone away and blew out through my mouth as if I were nervous, “but…that is…I’m wondering…because I know you’re just out of a relationship and all…so…”
“Jude, I’m not gonna sleep with you, even if I don’t have a boyfriend. So if that’s what this is—”
“It isn’t!” I actually managed to sound indignant. “I don’t think that way about you, Maggie. Come on, how long have we known each other?”
“Like, a month.”
Oh, right. “And in all that time, have I ever hit on you?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, well, whatever. That’s not what this is about.”
“So then what do you want, Jude? I’m doing something.”
She’d flustered me. Had I really hit on her? Oh, yeah, I probably had. Hey, she was a babe. Babes must be hit upon. Everybody knew that. Maybe one of them would take a chance on me. 
“Hello?” she said, sounding irritated.
“Okay, look, Maggie, it’s about homecoming. I wanted to ask you to homecoming. To the game, I mean, not the dance. Not that we… Anyway, yeah, I need a date to the game and maybe you need one too and I thought we could go together.” In my mind, I saw the smile she’d given me (well, really, the smile had been for someone else) and I remembered that I’d felt like I could go for her.
No, not just for sex. Okay, yes, just for sex. But she was pretty. No one would kick her out of bed.
“You want me to be your date to homecoming?”
“Yes. To the game.”
“And this isn’t some kind of trick?”
“No.” Well, yes, it totally was, but not like what she was thinking.
“You want me to be your date even knowing you won’t be getting any?”
“Of course.” I tried to sound mildly offended that she would think that of me. Ha. “Unless…someone else has already asked you.”
She sighed on the phone. “No. Well, no one I’d consider going with.”
Really? She’d consider going with me? Or was she not saying that? “Well, I thought maybe there was…a special someone you were hoping would ask you.”
“What do you mean? What do you know?”
Ooh, I must’ve hit a nerve. “Nothing. But I saw how you looked at Eli today.”
She was silent for a while, and her reply was so soft I had to ask her to repeat it. “I said he hasn’t asked me.”
Interesting. “So…you’re free to come with me?”
“Sure, okay,” she said.
“Really?” I found myself moved. Did I have a shot with her? How awesome to have a girl like her on my arm. “Okay, great!” 
As we worked out the details, I toyed with the idea of actually being who I was pretending to be. What if my behaviors matched my thoughts for once, for this one night, and I left all my stratagems behind?
Nah.





Chapter Six
 
 
 
Jude, I swear you have passed seven parking spaces. Do you want to go to this game or not?”
Maggie was gorgeous when she was mad. I’d seen her all smiles and I’d seen her pouring out tears, but the mode that felt most right for her was this one.
She wasn’t exactly dressed up for tonight’s homecoming game. Just blue jeans and a bright red Rockets shirt. It might’ve been the soft evening light on her or just how good she looked inside my Mustang, but her face seemed to glow and confidence flared in her eyes.
“There’s a spot I like to park,” I said. “It makes for a quick exit once the game is done.” I pulled into the correct aisle of the parking lot and put my eyes on the ash trees. 
“Here?” she asked. “I don’t see any open spots. If you’ll just turn around and—”
“You never know. Oh, look. It’s our lucky day.” 
Sure enough, a blue piece of crap pulled out of the spot.
“Hey,” I said mockingly as if to the other driver, “it’s home-coming, not home-going. Am I right?”
Maggie just shook her head.
The car drove away and I pulled into the spot. Perfect. 
I put it into park. “You know, some girls would be nicer to the guy who took her out on a date, bought her ticket, picked her up in a fantastic sports car in the school’s colors. Some girls would think they were lucky to be in that car. They might even think of ways to show their appreciation.”
She grabbed her little purse and opened the door. “You’re not getting any.”





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Uh oh,” the announcer said over the stadium loudspeaker, “there’s mustard on the lettuce.”
Even after saying that at every game for the last five seasons, the stale joke about a penalty flag being thrown still got a laugh. Maybe this time it was because it was homecoming and some of the recent grads found it nostalgic.
Maggie and I emerged from under the concessions roof and out into the packed Kennedy High stadium. The bass drums from the marching band throbbed, and the fans—a sea of red—did the wave from our left to our right. I smelled popcorn, hot dogs, and weed. The soles of my shoes stuck to the concrete from mostly dried spilled soda. The wave reached the right edge of the stands and came back again with a sweeping yell and cheer. 
People were morons.
A burly school counselor, Mr. Colquitt, and an equally burly female police officer converged at the railing toward where Maggie and I were descending. They conversed, looking frustrated, and they scanned the crowd. The policewoman’s nostrils flared. 
I stepped to them and leaned forward conspiratorially. “They’re usually under the bleachers, officer.”
Colquitt straightened. “Who might you be referring to, Mr. Iscariot?”
“Nobody, sir. I just hate to see this important game going to pot.” I extended my hand to Maggie, who sort of took it. “Come, darling, let us find a favorable vantage point.”
I smirked and raised my eyebrows as the two burlies bustled off to find the stairs that led below the bleachers. Some potheads were about to have their party pooped.
The fans cheered, and my attention was drawn to the field, where various thugs in red and black rolled around on the grass with various thugs in blue and yellow. I vaguely wondered if a certain wide receiver were in the game or sitting this one out. Which reminded me…
As if on cue, I spotted Zilch. He stood about five rows up, mostly concealed by the crowd. He wore a Kennedy Rockets cap (backward) and took a big bite of an oversized pretzel. I bugged my eyes at him and shrugged. Zilch bounced his unibrow and threw his head over his left shoulder. I followed his gaze.
There they were. 
A full section over and three more rows up sat Braylen Cox, assorted tall dorks, several pretty girls…and the queen of the universe.
Mary wore white. Because…naturally. She wore a feminine dress that probably came down to her knees but wasn’t long enough, in my mind. Especially when she sat on those red metal rails disguised as bleachers. And especially when she was with someone who wasn’t, well, who wasn’t me. She should be clad in burlap and barbed wire, as far as I was concerned. Or at least blue jeans. But there she sat, resplendent in virginal white, her face open and kind and fragile and good. Somewhere, she was probably toting her phone in its new robin’s egg blue case.
Braylen made some joke and put his hand on Mary’s bare knee. Blackness narrowed my vision, and it was all I could do to not rush up there, lift him with the sort of supernatural strength that comes to mommies saving babies, and toss him over the visitors’ side of the stadium and into traffic.
“Hey,” Maggie said, “we gonna just stand here or what?”
“Hmm?” I turned back to her.
Maggie jutted her chin toward the scoreboard. “Looks like they picked the right team for homecoming.”
I checked the score. Home 26, Visitors 3. “Wow,” I said. “Isn’t it just the first inning?”
“That’s baseball, nerd,” she said, not unkindly. “But yes, it’s just the first quarter. I think there’s some rule that says you pick the district’s worst team to play against for homecoming. But I wonder who this team picks.”
I tugged briefly on her upper arm. “Come on. I’ve found us a place.”
“Okay,” she said, following but still watching the field. “So long as it’s someplace where I can watch the halftime festivities.”
“Hmph. I think you’re too new to be named homecoming queen, Maggie. Maybe next year.”
She rolled her eyes. “Ick. But don’t you guys have the streakers or whatever?”
“What?”
“Yeah. The boys’ water polo team. I heard they—”
“Oh, right. Yeah, the Speedo Dash. Oh, trust me, you won’t be able to miss that.”
She fell in behind him then. “Good.”
“You know, if you want to see a guy in a Speedo close up, let me know. I think I can arrange it.”
“Ha!”
At the other end of the stadium, the marching band—sitting for now in the bleachers—struck up a song, and a gaggle of cheerleaders led the crowd in a chant whose primary word seemed to be “Hey.”
The crowd gave a collective wince and the announcer proclaimed over the P.A. that a player was down and, while the trainers tended to him, fans should thank the PTO, the band parents, the Lions Club, and Jim’s Carburetor Repair for…something. 
I led Maggie to the bottom of the steps we would need to ascend to reach Mary and the riffraff. So far, she hadn’t spotted me. 
I felt my mouth go dry. Was I really going to do this? What if it didn’t work? What if she found out and it all backfired? I had the sudden urge to drop to my knees and crawl down to where the potheads were getting busted.
“Come on, Maggie,” I said, “let’s go back t—”
“Oh, look! There’s Eli!” Maggie said, erupting into a full body wave. “Eli! Eli! Hi!”
I scanned the section of fans to my left and eventually spotted Scooge sitting with a bunch of random freshmen. Both Pete and Tommy were on the football team, which left Eli going solo if I didn’t hang out with him. I felt a pang of responsibility that I hadn’t given Eli a second thought before the game. No worries: There were plenty more games to come, and this one needed to be a no-Eli-zone anyhow.
Maggie was halfway up the steps before I knew what was happening. I followed her up a few, as if caught in her wake. This wasn’t the plan. 
“Hi, Jude.”
Mary’s voice electrified me, as usual. I turned to her, almost against my will. It took a few brain cycles to make sure my voice sounded stable. “Hi, Mary.” Oh, my God, she looked amazing. I turned to face the field as if I couldn’t take my eyes off the game. “Pretty good…” The words failed me, so I just pointed at the field. 
“Oh, yes!” she said, bouncing her feet daintily. “Isn’t it exciting?”
I found a presence looming above. Braylen stood over me, not only because of his extreme height but also because he was standing on a step above me. 
“‘Sup, man. I’m Braylen.”
I craned my neck and shook Braylen’s hand. “‘Sup. I’m Jude.”
Braylen sat beside Mary and put his arm around her. “Scoot over, Sugar. You wanna sit, Jude?”
Mary moved over, not seeming to mind his touch.
“Naw, I… Well…” I looked up the steps and found Maggie descending. “Oh,” I said, watching for any reaction from Mary, “here’s my date. Mary, you know Maggie.”
“Of course.”
Mary stood and she and Maggie embraced as Braylen and I looked at each other awkwardly. 
“And Maggie, this is Braylen.”
“Hey, Mags,” Braylen said with a tone that suddenly gave me new information.
Maggie folded her arms. “Hello, Braylen,” she said stonily. 
The story of whatever had happened here, and I could guess, might be useful information for the future, but right now, I needed to know something else. 
The crowd applauded at something, and both Maggie and Braylen turned toward the field. 
I took my opportunity and leaned close to Mary. “Maggie’s my homecoming date.”
“So I see.”
“She’s totally with me.”
She tilted her head. “Because…she’s your date.”
“Right. Maggie’s my date. So…what do you think?”
That perfect forehead furrowed. “What do I think?”
“Of Maggie.”
She shrugged. “I think she’s nice.”
This wasn’t going as I’d hoped. “You’re not…? I mean…some people think she has not the best reputation.”
A one-shoulder shrug this time. “You’re a big boy.”
“Hey,” Braylen said, “what are you two talking about?”
“Nothing,” I said.
“I was just saying,” Mary said, pulling Maggie over to sit beside her on the bleacher, “how happy I am that Maggie and Jude have found each other. You know, it’s so nice.”
Whatever Maggie said in reply to that was lost in the squeal of the P.A. system and some announcement about the homecoming dance.
There wasn’t enough space for me on the other side of Maggie, and anyway, I wanted to be close to Mary. So I sat on the bleacher in front of her, my back “accidentally” brushing her knees as I pretended to become engrossed in the game. 
Without even trying to, I spotted both Peter and Tommy on the field. They looked suitably grassy and tired, so I assumed they’d been getting lots of playing time. The score was now somehow 32-3 and it was the second inning. Second something. The scoreboard said the Q was 2.
I concentrated on leaning back just enough to feel the heat of Mary’s legs through the back of my t-shirt. Blessed warmth. This effort had the effect of heightening my hearing, as well, and I found that Maggie was giving Mary a recap of her grandmother’s drinking habits and, of course, Eli’s coincidentally timed prayer for her healing. Who cared? Blessed kneecaps of joy!
“Hey.”
I physically jolted in surprise. Braylen now sat beside me. “Uh, hey?”
“I just noticed something,” Braylen said, turning to the girls and making sure they were listening. “You and I have brought to this game, as our dates, the two most beautiful women in this entire stadium.”
The girls giggled. Some of Braylen’s teammates, and their dates, protested—“No, my date’s the most beautiful!”—but I couldn’t disagree with Braylen’s assessment.
I looked directly into Mary’s eyes. “He’s not wrong.” 
If she caught my meaning, she didn’t let on. She seemed to have eyes only for What Does AP Even Stand For.
I turned my eyes to Maggie quickly, to make it seem that I’d meant to include her in the compliment too and had only accidentally looked at Mary first. 
Maggie regarded me pleasantly but thoughtfully, and I recognized the look I myself probably wore when filing away information for later. Was I busted?
Not yet, apparently. Maggie surprised me with a friendly smile and turned back to the football game.
“It’s gonna be halftime soon,” Braylen said, “and concessions will take forever. Jude, let’s you and me go get something now for our girls and beat the crowd.”
I was torn. On the one hand, time away from Mary was bad. On the other, taking Braylen’s hands from Mary was good. “Okay.”
“Good.” Braylen nodded. “Sugar, you probably just eat salad and little cucumber sandwiches, don’t you?”
No, idiot. She likes chicken salad with pickle chunks and spinach. She likes pineapple pizza dipped in ranch dressing. She hates chocolate but loves caramel. She drinks sparkling blueberry Izze and, on special occasions, pink champagne.
“Actually,” Mary said, “I saw someone with nachos that looked good.”
What? What? If she was willing to eat stadium cheese for this bonehead, I really was lost.
“Okay,” Braylen said, standing. “Nachos and Cokes for all.”
I stood and looked to Maggie, who only watched me bemusedly. “We’ll…be back, I guess.”





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Has she laid you yet?”
I turned from my examination of the concessions’ prices to look up Braylen, who stood beside me in line. “I’m sorry—what?”
The concessions area and ticket gates were under the top portion of the stands and press box. The space was cramped when no one was there, but during games when people came for refreshments or waited in line for the ladies’ room, it was hot and tight and loud. If not for the open breezeways on all sides, people would probably suffocate and die from popcorn fumes. It was bad now, but halftime was approaching.
“Maggie,” Braylen said, only slightly keeping his voice down. “Have you gotten laid by her yet?”
“Oh. Um, no. I don’t really…”
“She’s something—let me tell you,” he said with a wide leer. 
So, my suspicions from earlier were confirmed, but I didn’t like the idea any better. Braylen had had Maggie too. Come on. How loose was this girl? Seems like she’d played the whole field in just a few weeks. And how was she not pregnant? Had her Grams taken her to the doctor to get her on the pill, or was Maggie just taking her chances? 
Still, if she had given herself to this doofus, then maybe, if things didn’t work out with Mary…
No. None of that. Well, maybe. But things would work out with Mary. She would finally be his tonight.
“What do you think of Mary?” Braylen asked with licentious tick of one eyebrow.
What could I do but answer honestly? “Mary is perfect.”
Braylen grinned toothily. “She is, isn’t she? Oh, man, I can’t wait to get her out of that little white dress.”
Rage arose in my mind. The thought of this…filth…touching Mary in that way…
“Can I take your order?”
I blinked in confusion. Somehow, we’d gotten to the front of the line. With Braylen’s help, we placed our order. I had to sit there quietly while Braylen thought my silence meant I was applauding his plan to violate Mary, whom I knew to be unspoiled. What I really wanted to do was take one of the heating elements the hot dogs were rolling under and drive it through Braylen’s heart.
Then I remembered my plan, and a calm fell over me. This was actually perfect. The hardest part of the execution had been placed in my lap. I felt a smile creep over my face, even as I lifted a cardboard tray of creamy orange goop.
“Hey, Braylen,” I heard myself saying as we worked back against the crowd, “I’ll bet you’d like another shot at Maggie, wouldn’t you?”
“Duh. But I think she wouldn’t like the idea so much. She thinks I was a little…rough last time. Besides…” his eyes gleamed “…Mary.”
“Right.” AP stands for Aggravating Pinhead. “But hear me out. I’m rich, you know.”
Braylen lifted his tray of sodas over the heads of some sophomores. “I’d kinda heard that.”
“I live in a mansion.”
“Seriously? Whoa. Invite me over sometime.”
Too easy. “How about tonight?”
The sound of distant music reached my ears. The visiting team’s band was on the field—a tiny, pathetic group—doing their number while facing the other side of the stadium. Mainly, I heard bass drums thumping and the occasional crescendo of music when they turned this direction in formation. Braylen and I finally emerged from under the overhang into the fresh air. People milled around, generally ignoring the other band. 
“What do you mean?” 
“What would you think about a foursome? In my pool. At my mansion. With the two most beautiful girls in school.”
Braylen looked shocked. Shocked and in ecstasy.
I leaned closer. “My parents are gone. The house is ours.” It wasn’t true in the slightest, but he didn’t need to know that.
“Dude, really?”
“Straight up.”
“I would like another go at Mags. You wouldn’t mind? She’s your date and all.”
“You’d be welcome.” Oh, he was so in my pocket now. “And we have to go in style too. All four of us, in my 2018 Mustang GT Premium Fastback convertible, screaming down the highway at one-ten. Sound good?”
He nodded, then his face clouded. “But my car?”
“I’ll have the chauffer bring you and Mary back, after. But you might want to just sleep it off at my place and get the car in the morning. I’ll have Lupe make flapjacks.”
Braylen smiled dreamily. “Lupe. Flapjacks.”





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
When we got back to our place in the bleachers, both Maggie and Mary were up the steps, talking with Eli. 
The pang I felt wasn’t jealousy, exactly. It was hard to be jealous of a guy like Eli. The dude had never shown romantic interest in anyone, male or female. So how could I be mad that a guy like that was talking to my girl? One, Mary wasn’t even my girl. And two, Maggie, who was my date, also wasn’t my girl. 
Still, if Eli could fall for anyone, it would be Mary. I mean, male humans were powerless to resist her. She attracted them effortlessly. 
It was up to me to chase them all away.
“Mary,” I yelled. “Maggie.” I lifted the tray. “Food.”
They came down the steps, one after the other, two visions of loveliness and grace. I felt like I was watching the Miss America pageant—football gown competition. 
Mary smiled chastely at me as she passed, and all but cooed at Braylen as he presented her with a cardboard bowl of slop that would probably stain her dress. 
“What I want to see,” Maggie said when she neared me, “is white boys in skimpy swimsuits.”
Adrenaline shot through my chest. How did she know? “Oh, we’re not really going to—”
But she let out a whoop and rushed past me to the railing. Dozens of girls gathered, all squealing and whistling, and finally I understood.
The Speedo Dash. 
Relief flooded my body as quickly as the boys’ water polo team running across a football field while wearing itty-bitty red swimsuits. Two of them wore skin-colored suits. At least, I thought there was some fabric there. 
The crowd roared and the girls cheered like they were at a skanky bachelorette party. Even Mary.
The dash ended and I saw the homecoming court, whose crowning I’d evidently missed, walking with the cheerleaders and the band back toward the stands. The second half would begin soon.
“Now where’s that food?” Maggie asked, hustling back up the steps. 
I caught Mary’s arm as she turned to climb back toward Braylen. “Mary, how well do you know Braylen?”
She looked down at my hand in irritation. “What do you mean?” 
“I mean,” I said, bending down exactly five inches to her perfect ear, behind those perfect gentle locks, “that he does not have…honorable intentions toward you tonight.”
Her eyes flashed, and I suddenly feared what it would be like to have Mary angry at me. “I don’t believe you.”
“It’s true—I swear.” Adrenaline flooded me again, and I was freewheeling, going off-script. But the intimacy of this moment, of her closeness, undid me. I was vaguely aware that, if I succeeded in warning her off, my larger plan could be in jeopardy somehow, but it was hazy beneath the blackness ringing my vision. “Mary, he told me, when we were getting food.”
She yanked her arm away. “I don’t believe you. Braylen would not.”
I reached for her, but she marched away. She sidled up to Braylen and, it seemed to me, made a point of pressing herself against him. She looked at me, daring me to object. 
Braylen looked up at me too and shot his eyes toward Mary as if to say, Dude, whatever you just said to her worked! She’s all over me now.
I put my face in my hand and rubbed my forehead.





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
I wonder what the record for biggest butt-whupping in a high school football game is.” 
Braylen had his arm around Mary, and she burrowed into his side. 
I had no idea how she was able to walk across the parking lot in that position. “I’ll bet it’s more than 46-6, though.” 
The four of us waited as the burly policewoman guided traffic with her lighted pointer baton. The night was still hot and the exhaust fumes of the passing cars didn’t help. Maggie had grown sullen and she didn’t speak much now. Finally, the officer halted cars long enough for our group to cross to the back part of the parking lot.
“Seriously, Jude, where the f— you park?” As the evening had gone on, one of Braylen’s teammates had slipped him a couple of beers, and he’d begun dropping the f-bomb in conversation. Apparently, since no one had objected, he felt this was okay.
“Someone,” Maggie said, rousing herself to speak, “said we’d get out of here quicker if we were way out here.”
Mary pulled away from Braylen and walked at his side. “I still don’t understand why we’re going to Jude’s car at all.”
“I told you,” I said quickly, “I have something in the car I told Braylen I was going to let him borrow.”
Braylen winked at me. 
We split apart to avoid a car that was backing up. This far out in the parking lot, there weren’t as many overhead lights. But the combined headlights from so many cars in line, plus the glow from the stadium lights, gave us enough.
Ahead, blooming in front of a low streetlight from the road beyond, was the stand of ash trees. My Mustang sat alone. All the other cars were gone from around it. Dark forms hunkered at the base of the tree trunks, if you knew where to look.
I felt sweat grease my palms. Thomas Rich, lend me your power.
I pulled out my key fob and triggered the trunk release. The headlights and taillights flashed, the horn beeped, and the trunk popped open, revealing an interior light. I hurried to the trunk and, as rehearsed, bent into it as if digging for something.
“Dude,” Braylen said, “what the f— you doin’? Let’s get to your house.”
I winced. “Shut up.”
“House?” Maggie approached the car. “What’re you talking about?”
“Party!” Braylen said. “Party at the mansion. Livin’ large. Four on the floor. Pool party! Didn’t bring your suit? No f— problem.”
 Maggie cussed. “Jude, what’s he talking about?”
“Yes,” Mary said, sounding worried, “I have to get home in fifteen minutes.”
Where are those guys? I stood away from the trunk and was trying to think what to say when the Scumbag Twins finally made their appearance.
“Hey,” one of them said in a ridiculously low, gruff voice, “get away from the car.”
Mary squealed and Braylen dropped another f-bomb. 
Scumbag One and Two, both clad all in black and with black ski masks on, rounded the Mustang but kept to the shadows. They both held pistols. I wondered where they’d gotten handguns and where they’d found ski masks in Southern California in September.
“What do you want?” I said, hands up and stepping toward Mary.
“Your keys!” the other scumbag said in some sort of fake European accent. He sounded like Pepe Le Pew. 
“Okay,” I said, tinkling the key fob in my right hand. “We don’t want any trouble.”
Scumbag One snatched the keys away. He pocketed them and flicked his muzzle toward Mary. “You’re pretty.”
Mary froze. Braylen dropped the f-bomb. Maggie looked over her shoulder toward where the policewoman had been directing traffic. 
I was just glad the scumbag had correctly identified Mary over Maggie. All that drilling about which was which had paid off. It was a good thing, because this wouldn’t work if they’d threatened the wrong girl.
“Now, wait just a minute,” I said, stepping in front of Mary so the gun now pointed at me. “You’ve got the keys. Just go. Nobody has to get hurt.”
How many times I’d imagined this moment. How many times I’d rehearsed these lines. Now it was happening, and all my dreams were about to come true.
“The girl too,” Scumbag One said. “She comes with us.”
I shook my head. “Not gonna happen.”
Scumbag Two approached from a different angle and pointed his gun at Mary. “You heard the man. Do it now!”
The next moves unfolded in my mind with perfect clarity. The karate chop to Scumbag One’s gun arm, the elbow to the face, the leg sweep and takedown. The knee to the ribs and the disarming. The turn of the gun on Scumbag Two and the resulting scuffle. I tensed to begin the dance.
But Braylen moved. His sneakers scrunched some gravel, causing both scumbags to swivel their guns toward him. This was not in the script.
“F—, don’t shoot me!” Braylen grasped Mary by the shoulder blades and, as if he were doing a chest pass of a basketball, he shoved her toward the guns. “Take her!”
Mary stumbled forward and fell into Scumbag Two’s knees. He collapsed with a grunt, and his gun hand went to the asphalt to catch his balance. 
The gun went off.
That tore it. Mary screamed from the ground. Maggie took off running. I cussed—had he seriously pointed a loaded gun at Mary?
And Braylen panicked. His body contorted crazily, so instead of running away with Maggie, his feet somehow launched him forward and sideways, and with a lurch and the beginning of another f-bomb, he propelled himself head-first into the edge of the Mustang’s trunk. He hit his head hard and collapsed unmoving behind the rear wheel.
“Braylen!” Mary cried.
Now I was mad for real. I stepped over to Scumbag One and punched him directly in the face. 
He reeled back, looking surprised but largely unhurt. Then he seemed to remember what was going on and affected a fall into the ash trees.
Scumbag Two was untangling himself from Mary. I pulled her away, and she scrambled behind me. I kicked him in the ribs. I was playing the part and I was mad, but I was also stupid. If he really got angry and pointed that loaded gun at me or Mary…
But in his pain, he dropped the gun and held his side with both hands. I kicked the pistol away and laid into the scumbag with fists blazing. 
In the middle of my punching, I looked over to be sure Mary was watching.
She wasn’t. She was kneeling over Braylen, lifting his head into her lap.
I set off an f-bomb of my own.
I reared up to wail on the scumbag again, but both of them were now up and backing away toward the ash trees, stuffing their pistols in their pants. Scumbag One tossed my keys into the grass, as planned. “Thanks for the tickets!” he whispered and they ran off.
I went ahead and finished the script. “You’d better run! And don’t you ever threaten Mary again!” 
I pocketed the keys and turned back to Mary. What a disaster. “Did you see that, Mary? I beat them off. I protected you. Did you see me?” I felt pathetic saying it. It was like I was a puppy hoping for his master to pet him. I was completely at the mercy of another, completely in Mary’s power to approve me or reject me. It was a helplessness I worked very hard to avoid.
Mary paid me no heed. She cradled Braylen’s head in her lap, brushing his hair back and humming. He moaned softly. I noticed that Mary’s right knee was scraped and bloody from her fall—not from the gunshot, surely. Hopefully, the bullet had gone straight into the ground or ricocheted away harmlessly.
I scanned the parking lot. The cars were still queued up. No stampede of concerned citizens was heading toward us. I didn’t see the policewoman anymore, but I wasn’t sure where she’d gone. Apparently, you can fire a gun here and no one would come to investigate. Good to know.
I thought about pulling out my phone and calling 911, but then I almost laughed out loud at myself. As if I wanted police sniffing around a crime scene I had orchestrated. 
How had things gone so wrong? Was it really Braylen’s cowardice that had wrecked everything, or had my plan been boneheaded from the outset?
Well, one thing at least had come of it all: Mary’s virginity probably wasn’t at risk anymore tonight. I really had saved her, but I had a feeling that fact was going to be lost.
“Is he okay?” I asked.
“He’s fine,” She cooed. “He’s only sleeping.”
Braylen coughed and lifted his hand, but Mary shushed him and sang again.
How could I make her see? “Wow, your knee looks pretty bad from when Braylen pushed you to save himself. Can you believe he threw you under the bus like that?”
Her singing continued without pause or deviation.
“He was hoping to have sex with you tonight. You know that, right? He told me.”
The humming continued.
“He’s a complete douche, actually. You’re only a conquest to him.”
Mary stiffened at that and looked up at me. I thought I’d finally gotten through to her. But she broke into a smile. “Help is here!”
“What?”
Sure enough, Maggie was approaching. The silhouette beside her wasn’t the burly policewoman.
It was Eli.
“Are they gone?” Maggie asked, gripping Eli’s arm.
“Yeah,” I said boldly. “I…fought them off.”
The two of them neared and stopped to stare at me. “You did what?” Maggie asked, out of breath.
I shrugged and looked at the knuckles of my right hand. “Had to protect Mary—and you guys.”
“There’s Braylen!” Maggie said, moving past me. “I saw him go down, but I didn’t know he’d still be out. Can you help him, Eli?”
“He’s fine,” I said, not knowing if that were true or not.
Eli’s eyes scanned the whole area, and he looked pointedly at me. Sometimes he seemed to see or know things he couldn’t possibly. He approached Braylen and Mary and knelt down. “I don’t know what you think I can do, Maggie. Have you called 911 yet?”
Maggie put her hands on her knees to catch her breath. “No. Just ran. Couldn’t find police. Saw you.” She reached for her phone. “Should I call? Can’t you just…like with Grams?”
Eli touched Mary’s shoulder. “Mary.”
She smiled. “Hi, Eli.”
“Where is he hurt?”
Mary sighed. “His head. But I think his heart is rotten too. Can you help him?”
That sounded promising. Had she heard me talk sense after all? 
“I don’t know,” Eli said. “One’s harder than the other.” He felt around Braylen’s head, eliciting a moan, then paused. He gave a sharp intake of breath, then nodded and put Braylen’s head back in Mary’s lap. “I’m not really sure what I can do. Maybe he’ll be okay.”
I wanted to say something, to play a last card and somehow salvage the situation. But it seemed like my moment was gone.
Eli looked at me and then at Mary. “It seems like Jude may have protected you tonight.”
What was this? Could it be?
Mary turned to look at me, and her eyes seemed to regain their focus. “Jude, I—”
Braylen awoke with a gasp and immediately sat up, all but head-butting Mary in the process. He looked around, chipper as Christmas morning, and smacked his lips. “Who’s hungry?”
“Braylen!” Mary said, holding his face in both of her perfect, soft hands. “You’re all right!”
“Of course I am.” He looked at all our faces. But when he turned to Mary again, his licentious leer returned. “Hello, beautiful—want to get naked with me?”
To my surprise, and before I could even register the anger rising in me, Mary reared back and slapped Braylen so hard I thought it would knock him out again.
“That’s for treating me like a tramp.” Mary stood and gingerly picked the fabric of her dress, now soiled and a little bloody, from her knee wound. She turned to me and smiled, but it was a sad smile. I felt my hopes both surge and be dashed by her look. “You protected me tonight, Jude, and for that I will always thank you. But you also promised to help Braylen rape me. Braylen told me during the game about your little party and how you said he could have his way with me. For that, I will never forgive you. Goodbye, Judas Iscariot. Never speak to me again.”
I watched her turn away. She had it wrong. She had never been in any danger from Braylen. That had all been a ruse just to get them all out here to spring my trap. But because of what I’d arranged, she really had been in danger from the idiot and his live ammunition. I couldn’t exactly tell her that the foursome in the pool had been a lie to enable the attack in the parking lot, which had also been a lie. 
What could I say now to keep the love of my life from erasing me completely from her heart? 
In my mind’s eye, I saw Thomas Rich carrying Kylie out of the burning school. I could also see me carrying Mary, the waif in white, over the prone bodies of two ruffians I’d beaten to a pulp to rescue her. I saw Thomas and Kylie saying their wedding vows. I saw Mary and me saying ours. 
Only now…it was gone. The image dissolved in smoke and blew away on the Pacific breeze.
Mary went to Eli and took his arm, and they turned to leave. As I watched them leave, something changed in me. Something broke. This was a turning point for me, somehow I knew that. 
Braylen stood then and scanned the parking lot, and I expected him to say, “Dude, like, where’s my car?” The line of cars leaving the stadium parking lot had dwindled now to almost nothing.
I felt a touch on my shoulder, and I saw Maggie there. 
“Hey, Mags.” I just stared at her, and then at the ground. I sighed. “I guess I ought to take you home, huh?”
“You got your keys back?”
I sighed. “Yeah. What do you say? Will you ride with me?”
I expected an angry reply, but instead, she gripped my arm in hers and put her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry for what happened.”
That threw me. “What, uh… Hmm?”
“I know you’re in love with her. I’ve known it for a long time. She knows it too.”
Tears wet my eyes, betraying me. I wanted to speak, but all I felt was a sob welling up, so I kept myself clamped down.
“People would like you, Jude,” Maggie said, smiling at me wanly, “if you’d just be you.”
Ha. “Just be me?” I managed. “You don’t know ‘just me.’ Just me is…” What? Worthless? Stupid? A terrible person? Not enough? Broken? Flawed? Hideous?
“Oh, I know you.” Maggie smiled and put her cheek on my shoulder. “Stop trying to be more than you are. What you are is enough.” Then she punched me in the shoulder, knuckles first.
“Ow!”
“Now take me home, Mr. Iscariot. And don’t bother asking, because you’re not gettin’ any.”
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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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Chapter One
 
 
 
I vaulted Kennedy High into the playoffs with a seventy-seven-yard miracle touchdown in the last game of the regular season. Then we won our first-ever playoff game after Pete sent the league’s MVP off the field in a neck brace. If we win today, then we’ll be playing in the championship game one week from today on Thanksgiving morning. 
It’s third and seven, and we’re up by two with four minutes left in the fourth quarter. We’re on our own forty-two. We need this first down. Our starting cornerback left the game just before half, and his backup has surrendered three touchdowns since, allowing our opponents (whom the local paper predicted to win by forty) to come roaring back from a double-digit deficit. If we don’t score on this drive, or at least run down the clock, we’re going to lose. And that’s not pessimism, that’s reality.
Phil, our mediocre-at-best quarterback, slides me a look.
This is it, the play Coach drew up just for me after my touchdown two weeks ago. It had worked perfectly in practice all week, and though I only need seven yards to extend the drive, I know what I can do after the catch. Just ask my receiver coach—he’s on the sideline leaning against a crutch with a sprained ankle from trying to cover me in a drill the other day.
Lined up on the outside, I’m searching the stands for Nicole, the mysterious Jamaican girl that appeared in my class on Halloween—the girl I’m secretly in love with.
I need her to see this.
The play goes like this: trips right on the strong side, and I’m all alone on the weak side. Pete’s lined up as the single back, but he’s our fullback so he’s only there to block. Phil signals me into motion, and I run behind him, crossing over to the strong side. As soon as I get behind the other receivers, the center hikes the ball, and Pete falls into pass protection, picking up the rusher coming off the left edge, while the three receivers ahead of me take off down the field, pulling the d-backs with them and leaving me all alone in a nice little bubble in the flat. I catch the ball with at least five yards of space before the linebacker even gets close—more than enough room to impress Nicole. 
That’s how it’s drawn up.
There she is!
Third row up and four seats in. She’s…
Not looking! She’s talking to the person next to her!
That figures. Out of the three hundred people here, the only person not about to see me send Kennedy High to the championship game is the only person that needs to!
“Ready!” Phil calls out.
No! I’m not! She’s not!
I look up again. She’s still talking, hooking one of her braids up around her ear with her perfect, slender fingers.
C’mon! C’mon! Come on!
“Set!”
The line drops into a three-point stance.
She looks…straight at me.
I don’t know if she notices me looking at her over my facemask or not, but I feel the adrenaline of love filling my body so fast that I almost jump off-sides. Keeping the flock of butterflies in my chest from floating me away, I snap my eyes downfield, pretending to pick out a spot near the first-down marker. The corner reads my eyes and shifts, falling for my bluff.
Here we go, baby. The stars have aligned.
I spit in my gloves, rub them together and flex my fingers. Satisfied with the feel and sound of beautiful Grip Tack technology, I look back to Phil.
“Hut!” he screams.
Wait! What the heck is he doing?
“Hut!” He sinks his butt, spreads his hands beneath the center’s rear end.
Motion me, you idiot! Motion me!
“Hike!”
The ball’s snapped, Phil’s fading back, and I’m stranded on the wrong side of the field.
Crap!
Pete’s taking off out of the backfield somewhere, and I sprint diagonally for the first-down marker, the corner ready to jump my route and beat me there. So I take a big step toward the sideline, turning my hips and looking back over my left shoulder, overselling my move and leaving the cornerback salivating with thoughts of an interception. And that’s when I whip back around to the inside, using my still-planted foot to cut across the middle and run the prettiest dig route you’ve ever seen. The corner falls over, and I’m all alone streaking across the field.
It can still work. Just get me the ball! Nicole’s watching!
The ball comes out over the battling line like a drunken duck. Not only is it an ugly ball, but he’s led me too much! He’s gonna get me killed! But I don’t care. The knowledge of Nicole’s eyes on me makes me invincible. I’d run through a brick wall to catch this pass!
I extend my hands, willing my fingers to grow. The tips of my gloves make contact. It’s gonna be a catch that people talk about all year long, that Nicole will reference whenever she hears my name or sees me. She’ll know who I am after this.
There’s an enormous, polycarbonate crunch!
Fireworks explode in my head as the world spins away from me, and I forever fall to the grass and go to sleep.
When I open my eyes seconds later (though a year could’ve passed for all I know), I’m on my back and my crotch is dead. It’s completely and totally destroyed. Annihilated. In all the world, there’s no pain like it, and I’m trying as hard as I can to keep the tears from rolling down my face. I manage to roll onto my side, and then get up on all fours. I think one of my testicles is lodged in my throat, because I can’t breathe. I can’t even open my eyes. If I could, I’m sure I’d find blood squirting out of my knee pads, my pants red instead of white. But all I can think about (besides dying), is that she’s watching.
She’s watching. She sees you. Get up! Shake it off!
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I was ruled a defenseless receiver, drew a flag, and gave us fifteen for a first down. But noooo, the person that blew me up wasn’t on the other team.
It was Pete!
Apparently, he’d decided that, fullback or not, he’d take advantage of the broken play and try to go out for a pass. And, for some other reason, when he went for the same ball I was going for, he decided that he’d jump like a leaping ballerina, thrusting his knee out in front of him as he sailed through the air toward my crotch.
“You okay?” I hear him ask. He sounds miles away.
And that’s when I realize I’m holding up the game, and that the focus of over six hundred eyeballs is squarely on me.
“Get me outta here, Peter.”
He reaches down, grabs me beneath my shoulder pads, and launches me up into the air like I’m a six-year-old girl. And then, instead of letting me down on my feet and helping me walk off the field, he carries me like I’m his bride over the threshold of our honeymoon suite, my knees pressed tight, my hands between my legs.
This is fantastic.
Once I’m kneeling on the sideline, the trainer patting my back and saying something I can’t hear, I risk a glance up into the stands. I just can’t help myself. And sure enough, Nicole is looking right at me…and laughing.
Perfect, Tommy.
As I said, we’d lose the game if we didn’t get a first down on that play. And, thanks to Phil’s crappy throw, my humiliating effort, and Pete’s over-eagerness to bully his way into a position that wasn’t his, I have to watch, with a bag of ice on my Johnson, as a last-minute field goal ends our season.
Now, if I can just convince Jude to swing by a bridge.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
Pete is pissed about losing the game. He hasn’t said much since walking off the field, and I know it’s gonna take him a while to come around. He eats and sleeps football, and now that it’s over (especially ending the way that it did), he’s having a problem with letting it go.
“You weren’t wearing a cup, huh?” Jude asks, shaking his head behind the steering wheel. “So much for the kiddos.”
“Shut up, Jude,” I reply. Maggie’s sitting next to me, and this is the last thing I want to be talking about in front of a girl—any girl.
“Guess James and Matt are really gonna have a leg up on you now that the continuation of the family name is all on them,” Pete says from the other side of Maggie. Ah, there he is.


Jude honks the horn, pretending a ba-dum-tss! after Pete’s joke, and they’re all laughing at me.
James is my older brother. He’s away at college, traveling the yellow-brick road of academic elitism and basking in the glorious light of parental pride. Matt is my twin brother. He attends some college prep school half an hour away. I don’t remember what it’s called, some fancy Latin name or something. Supposedly, it was recognized by Wall Street Journal and Forbes last year. So yeah, if one of the twins is going to succeed on this spinning rock, all bets are on him—Mr. Potential. Voted most likely to succeed, valedictorian, highest SAT scores in the county, extrovert with a politician’s charming smile…you get the picture. In fact, people have since resorted to calling me “The Twin.” We’re not even identical twins, so I can only assume that what they’re really saying is, “It’s the other one…that kid that came out of the womb with Matt.” Now, I don’t really think of myself as being all that smart, but I apparently am. At least according to my teachers. “If only you’d apply yourself,” they all say. I had one teacher tell me I had the makings of a poet in me, another even using the word “intellectual.” Whatever, man. I am who I am. Anyway, Pete and Jude aren’t even aware of all my family angst, so I just shake it off, knowing they don’t mean anything by their ribbing.
But Eli turns in the front seat and looks back at me with his piercing eyes, digging into my mind with that psychic shovel of his. I’m not a huge fan of that shovel, but I gotta say that whatever he may unearth, you can’t help but feel he’ll strap it to his own back, bearing the secret burden along with you. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but there’s this atmosphere of acceptance that Eli emanates that tells me there ain’t nothing he can find in me that would affect our friendship. With that said, I’m not about to show him my diary (I don’t actually have a diary).
I look out the window, breaking connection with the eye shovels.
“Hey,” Maggie says, placing a hand on my knee.
Because she’s hot (no one would deny her that), and her reputation is what it is, her body touching mine has a lot of unintended consequences. At least I’m assuming they’re unintended. I don’t think she’s trying to seduce me with a calculated hand placement, so I try to keep all those sudden, incidental thoughts locked away as I look over at her.
Her eyes twinkle under the passing streetlamps. “I’m sure Nicole didn’t want kids, anyway,” she says as straight-faced as she can manage.
And then the whole car bursts into laughter.
I’m stunned. Not that Maggie would make such a joke (she’s been feeling more and more like one of the guys lately—despite her, well, you know), but that she knows!
She must’ve seen the color leave my face, because she whispers in my ear, “You think it’s a secret?”
Right away, I’m trying to determine how it could be anything but a secret. How can she know? And are the guys laughing because they know, too? Or are they just laughing because being with Nicole is part of the joke? But they don’t know anything about Nicole.
“I won’t tell,” she adds.
Relief floods through me, her words confirming that she alone is guardian of this sacred knowledge. I offer her a subtle nod of thanksgiving. Guess I’ll have to talk to her about this later, see what tells are revealing my hand (or in this case, my heart).
But then Eli turns back and nods too, and I can see his eyes shaking the dirt off their shovels.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
Jude whips the car into the parking spot like he’s James Bond showing up at Casino Royale. He thinks it’s so cool. I think it’s embarrassing.
We get out of the car and march up the long drive, passing couples that are making out in the shrubbery.
“Uh oh,” Pete says. “Incoming.”
Martha is marching down the driveway toward us, dragging Lazarus behind her. She’s saying something like, “I can’t believe you didn’t think I’d find out! What were you thinking getting into that death trap of a car? Is that boy even old enough to drive? And do you know what goes on at these kinds of parties? Well, I’ll tell you! Sin and more sin, Lazarus Valdez!”
As she passes, judgement lasers shoot out of her eyes at us, and I think she would’ve turned us to ash if it was within her power to do so.
“Hey, Martha,” Jude says with a salute.
She answers him with a look of disgust.
Eli turns and congratulates Lazarus on a good season. He’s always encouraging people, even when they don’t really deserve it. Laz hardly even played a down all year.
“Thanks, Eli! See ya!” he calls back as his sister yanks him around the bend and they disappear.
“Man, that chick needs to r-e-l-a-x,” Pete says.
Maggie offers a stronger suggestion.
We walk around the fountain at the top of the driveway, some nymph shooting water out its mouth, and finally reach the marble steps leading up to the house. A group of guys is leaning against the house, beer bottles in hand, the light of their phones illuminating their faces as they laugh and whistle at whatever they’re looking at. I don’t recognize any of them and figure they’re probably from the community college. Phil’s always looking for an in with that crowd.
As we walk past them, Maggie attracts their attention, and now they’re looking at her the same way they were just looking at the pictures on their phones.
Eli walks up beside her, blocking her from their view. “Hello,” he says to them.
They exchange a glance with each other and then burst out laughing, one of them spitting beer all over the side of the house.
Pete takes a step toward them, but Eli puts a hand on his shoulder. “C’mon,” he says. Then he looks back to the jeering perverts. “Nice to meet you.”
This stops their laughter. “Yeah, whatever…retard.”
Eli just smiles, and then motions for me to knock on the door. After all, it’s supposed to be a football party.
I knock but don’t wait for a response. I push the door open and step onto the scene.
And what a scene it is.
My father’s voice comes back to me.
You want to waste your time playing stupid games and going to useless parties? Fine. Knock yourself out. But don’t you dare go and get yourself into trouble. You may not be thinking about your future, but I’m not going to let your wild oats go flushing it down the crapper. So, at the first sign of trouble, you’re out of Kennedy and into boarding school, ROTC, Boy Scouts, the works. Mark my words, Twin (okay, he hadn’t actually said that, but that’s what I heard), these high school parties are nothing but trouble. Nothing good ever comes of them, just trouble…
And now here I am, walking into a situation that is probably going to earn a visit from local law enforcement before the end of the night. I’ll be spending my Thanksgiving break packing for sure. I’m about to turn to Eli, to suggest that we follow Martha’s wake, when I spot her.
Nicole.
Suddenly, the embarrassment of the game and all other concerns, dissolve at the sight of her.
I walk into the fray. 





Chapter Four
 
 
 
A wild wave of panic tosses me onto the shores of consciousness, and I open my eyes. Blinking, the world refuses to focus. My head is pounding in-sync with the blasting alarm clock, and I reach over and crush the thing, plunging my room back into silence and letting the tide return me to the peaceful depths of sleep.
But just as I start to drift off again, a stronger surge of panic zaps me wide awake.
I sit up, my chest heaving, a single thought stuck on repeat.
Oh, no.
Over and over again, the record skips. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no. And then, in dreamlike fashion, it grows legs and starts spinning web all over my brain.
It was only a dream.


No, it was real.
What was real?
The thing that happened.


What thing that happened?
Last night.


What happened last night?
It was bad.


What?
You can’t remember?


No, I can’t remember…anything.
Nothing?


And it’s true. I can’t remember anything after walking into Phil’s house…and seeing Nicole.
My head throbs, and I think back to Pete crushing me over the middle. Yeah, my attention had been on the blaze in my balls, but I remember the smack of our helmets too. Maybe I got a concussion…
Maybe it’s something else. Maybe you’re dying.


Okay, sometimes my healthy skepticism can get a little carried away. Sometimes, there’s this other voice that comes in and takes things a little too far, trying to spoon-feed me a big dose of depression. But I can usually discern this voice from my own (even though others will try and convince me they’re the same—which I refute).
I look at the clock.
What day is it?


The cobwebs are thick, and I can’t break through them.
A buzzing noise from the floor. My phone.
Where is it?


After digging through scattered clothes, I find it in the front pocket of the jeans I was wearing last night. It’s a text. There’s no name associated with the message, just the number it was sent from. My eyes won’t focus on the words, they’re blurred and dancing. My head is killing me. I bring the phone so close that it’s almost touching my nose, my eyes crossed. I squint, close one eye, and exercise all kinds of bizarre facial expressions while trying to make sense of the words.
TTHHAHAN N TK K YY O UUUO FFO R OORR—
I close my eyes, press a thumb and forefinger into them. Why does my head hurt so bad? I try again.
THAN KYOU OUYKN AHT ROFFOR—
I give up, toss the phone onto my bed and stumble into the hallway, heading for the bathroom.
The hot water clears the fog in my head, but does not alleviate the pain. I try to recall last night, what happened, how I got home. Nothing. I assume Jude dropped me off, but…
The panic again.
What did you do?
Nothing.
If you can’t remember, how can you be so sure?


I shut the water off, wrap myself in a towel, and walk to the mirror.
“Holy crap!” I shout.
I wipe the mirror, leaving swathes of rainbow streaks in the hazed glass. I watch my reflection reach up to my head and probe a large, red mass sitting between my eyes. Pain shoots through my head when mirror-me makes contact with it.
“You gotta be kiddin me,” I mumble. The stupid football helmet always makes my forehead break out, but this? This is a discovery that could make National Geographic. A new volcano. Right between my eyes. I would’ve cried had I not been accustomed to the universe’s ongoing plot against me, always setting me up just to tear me down. You know that saying, the bigger they are the harder they fall? Well, I think the same can be said of happiness. It’s like jumping off a diving board into an empty pool. The higher the board, the more exhilarating and awesome the jump. But then there’s that concrete finish.
Dad says that I’m a pessimist (but he’s one of the people that doesn’t understand the difference between skepticism and pessimism), and that my bitter outlook on life acts as a sort of negative placebo, my life a self-fulfilling prophecy of bad fortune. Maybe he’s right. Maybe this mountain was launched from the depths of pessimism, a physical reaction to an emotional state experienced while I slept. I did hear that laughter can heal things. But even so, don’t tell me that if I were a happier person, seeing everything as sunshine and rainbows, that the world would just fall into my lap. Because I’ve been happy, hopeful, and expectant before.
Like when I was about to finish first in my cross-country meet last season. I was twenty yards from the finish line and thinking about where to put the trophy, my room completely rearranged to compensate for its glory. At least five seconds ahead of the next guy, I couldn’t lose. I think I even smiled. And that’s when Mr. Universe thrust his invisible hand into my wheels, and I landed on my face. He even winked at me and said, “Not so fast, son.”
So yeah, don’t tell me that positive thinking and good feelings would’ve kept Mount Ararat off my head today. In fact… I think I can see the Ark.
I squint, which makes the volcano rumble, and peer closer into the mirror. Yup. There’s Noah. He’s waving to me.
You know God’s against you when Noah shows up riding a pimple between your eyes the day after being humiliated in front of the whole school (and more specifically the girl you love).
I walk back to my room, passing Matt in the hallway. I keep my head down, averting my third eye.
“Hey, you okay?” he asks.
I stop, my hand on the doorknob, but don’t look up. “Why?”
“You got in late last night. Dad was worried.”
I waited to see if he’d offer any more information, but he didn’t. “I’m fine.”
“Tough break at the game. How’s your—”
I shut the door on him. I feel bad when I do stuff like that. It’s not his fault I’m “The Twin.” In fact, as far as brothers go, he’s been pretty good to me. Eli suggested that I cut him some slack. He’s probably right.
I throw on some boxer-briefs and then resurrect the jeans from yesterday off the floor. I give them the ol’ smell test. They pass, and I pull them on.
What the…


The right leg is split up the backside, from calf to butt.
How did that happen?


A tremor of panic.
I pick my phone up off the bed and check the date. Okay, it is the day after yesterday, so that’s good. I look at the text again, this time my eyes having no problems with it.
THANK YOU FOR WHAT YOU DID
It was from a number I don’t have in my phone. I’m so confused. I kick the jeans off and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging on the wall behind me, noticing something on my leg. Turning, I look back to see a long, red line where the rip in my jeans was.
My phone vibrates again just as there’s a knock on my door.
“Tommy,” my mom calls.
“Yeah?”
“Do you want cereal or eggs?”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Cereal or eggs?” she repeats.
Sigh. “Eggs, please.”
“Bacon or—”
“Bacon.”
Silence.
And then, muffled through the door, “You were out pretty late last night.”
“Is that a question?”
“You were at Phil’s the whole time?”
“Of course.” Right?


“Okay, well, hurry up. You have twenty minutes.”
“I’m on it,” I mumble, bringing up my new text.
WHAT THE HELL DUDE
It was from Phil.
I typed back, WHAT ARE YOU—
And stopped. I needed to find out what happened before talking to anyone. 
Another text. Number blocked.
U R DEAD
A whirlwind of panic, but it’s not enough to loosen the buttoned-down hatches of my memory. What did it mean? Am I dead? Is this some message from the Universe, letting me in the afterlife know? Is that why I can’t remember anything, because I died? I shake my head and decide to go with a simpler explanation, perceiving it as a threat from someone I must’ve offended instead.
 
I didn’t notice myself getting dressed or sliding eggs down my throat. It wasn’t until my father dropped the morning paper on the table beside me and sitting down with his coffee that I was finally stirred from my stupor. At least enough so to spot Noah dancing in the twisting steam of dad’s dark roast. He’s doing the hokey-pokey and giving me the finger.
My dad, Alfonso (Alf to his friends, Alfie to my mom), opens the paper like he does every morning, and starts complaining about politics, of what this party is doing and what that party isn’t doing. My father thinks of himself as a concerned citizen. I think he’s going to have an aneurism in his newspaper one day.
He pauses, folds down the top of the paper wall, his eyes staring at me over the edge. “Where were you last night?”
“Phil’s,” I say.
His eyes go to the mountain, and he stares so long I think he’s spotted Noah.
“You got in past your curfew.”
I don’t respond, just eat bacon.
“Get your homework done?”
“Yeah.”
“Anything else you want to tell me?”
I can think of a hundred things that I want to say, all of which will get me a backhanded off my chair. And yet, why would he ask that? “No…”
The wall of words rises, and his eyes again disappear back into the end of days.
I finish eating and run back to my room to grab my schoolbag.
“You sure you’re okay?”
I spin around to find Matt leaning on the doorframe. “Yeah. Why?”
He shrugs. “You were missing a shoe when you came in last night.”
What? I look around the room for my shoes. I spot one, but…
He takes one step into my room after stealing a glance down the hall. Lowering his voice, he says, “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”
I hate when he plays the older brother. He’s literally minutes older than me. But I guess that’s all the time the Universe needs to ruin your life. “Sure.”
“Alright. Have a good one.” He leaves the room and I hear a car pull up outside, the front door opening and closing. He’s off to his fancy school where my parents are paying to make him better than me.
“Hey, Twin! Is Jude picking you up?” my dad asks from the kitchen.
I’m assuming he is. “Yeah!” I holler back.
“Alright. See you later!”
“Yeah, ciao,” I whisper absentmindedly as I look for my other shoe. 
I look under the bed and find…a wallet. I grab it, look it over, and slip it in my back pocket for later. I step into an old pair of sandals.
Waving goodbye to mom, I hurry out the door and take up my position at the end of the driveway. As I wait for Jude, I pull out the wallet and crack it open. No ID. Fifty-seven dollars. A bunch of credit cards, all with different names. A condom.
Panic.
“What the heck, man?” I look around the neighborhood. “Dude…” I close the wallet and stick it in my book bag. I can’t wait to talk to Jude. Pete. Even Eli. Someone that can tell me what the heck happened last night.
The morning sun hurts my head, so I whip out my Raiders cap and pull it down low over my eyes, blocking the sun and concealing Noah and his ark from the rest of Ventura.
But Jude never shows up.
I text him but get no response.
A steady drum roll of anxiety now.
I call Pete.
No answer.
I half expect a car to come whipping around the corner with some bad bandito leaning out the window and pulling the trigger on his gold-plated .45s.
U R DEAD
I pull my backpack up over my shoulder, take a peek at the house to make sure mom isn’t watching me through a window, and start walking.
I’m gonna be late for school.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
It’s a half-hour walk to school, and I use every second of it thinking about the mystery girl in what has suddenly become my mystery life.
Nicole…
Dark and beautiful, her hair a braided tapestry down her back. I don’t know where she came from or how she ended up in Ventura, just that her Jamaican accent is music to my ears. 
Anyway, she was there last night, which strikes me as odd because, stepping out of heaven on Halloween, she doesn’t really have any friends that I know of. Certainly not any that would’ve been at Phil’s. But then I remember those dudes I’d never seen before leaning against the house. It was supposed to be a football party, and sure there’d be the outer rings of friends that would show up too, but—
I can’t remember!


I pull out my phone, skip over the three bizarre texts, and see if there are any others from last night.
Pete: WHERE R U
Pete: CALL
Jude: I CANT BELIEVE IT
Maggie: CALL ME
Eleven missed calls from Pete, Jude, Maggie, Phil, and the number that thanked me this morning. The calls all came between 10 PM and 11:13 PM. I wonder just what time I did get home last night. And why no one could find me.
The morning breeze off the ocean tries to talk my headache into surrendering, but it’s going to take more than a nice feeling to win that war. I stare down at my toes as they traverse the cracks in the sidewalk, thinking I should’ve grabbed my sunglasses. But then I realize my whole body actually aches. Which is strange because I only got hit a few times in the game.
I still can’t believe the football season climaxed the way it did (anti-climaxed, actually), with Pete wiping out my progeny. But at least the practices would be over now, which meant more time to hang with Eli and the others. Assuming, of course, that I hadn’t robbed a bank or something last night.
Whatever. My inquiries run out of road and have nowhere else to go. Only thing to do now is to wait, so I swing my backpack around, pull out my Bluetooth headphones, get Spotify going on my phone, and put the rest of my journey to a OneRepublic score.
Turning down a street that pulls the hills up over the horizon like a pair of pants, I look up at the cloudless sky and wonder what this Friday will bring, what Mr. Universe and his quantum armies of doom might have up their sleeves today. 





Chapter Six
 
 
 
I actually make it to school before the bell, and hurry down the hall, bypassing my locker and heading straight for homeroom. The bell rings just as I slip through the door. Relieved that I don’t have to deal with a tardy on top of everything else that’s going on (whatever it is), I go to drop my sore body into the seat, but stop when I see a shoe sitting on it.
My missing shoe.
I swing my eyes around the room real quick, looking for any conspirators who might be struggling to maintain their composure. But everyone is in their own world, dealing with their own issues. I pick up my shoe and sit. There’s a folded piece of notebook paper stuffed inside, and I discretely extract it. It crinkles as I unfold it.
My heart stops beating.
 
Meet me at the beach after school. By Eli’s shop.
 —Nicole
 
I don’t know how long I was dead for, but I was brought back to life by Ms. Laney calling my name. I folded the piece of paper and looked up. “Huh?” Please don’t make me take off my hat! Please don’t make me take off my hat!


“What about you?” she asks.
I stare at her. And Blink.
She sighs the sigh that teachers have been sighing since the beginning of teaching—that exhausted expression born from having to constantly repeat one’s self. “Like I said, it’s important that we’re thankful for the good things in our lives. And so, we’re going around the room and thinking of something we’re thankful for.”
“Okay…”
“So, Tommy, what is something that you’re thankful for?”
I’m not in the mood for this. “Why is it important to be thankful for something?”
Now she blinks. “Excuse me?”
“Yesterday, we learned in Mr. Yoder’s class that life is just a random, pointless accident. So, if there is no rhyme or reason to why any of us our here, if life itself is just dust in the wind, then why do we need to be thankful for something?”
She folds her hands on her desk and stares at me. “Do you feel pointless, Tommy?”
Unable to control myself, I laugh out loud.
“You think it’s funny?” she asks.
“I think it’s ridiculous that you teach us we’re nothing, then refer us to counseling when we start to believe it. You don’t want us to believe there’s a God, but you want us to live like there is. You want us to believe we’re all the pointless product of chance, but you don’t want us to live like we believe it. So I guess I don’t understand why the issue is pressed so hard.” I scratch an imaginary itch on the back of my neck. “It’s all very confusing, Ms. Laney.”
“I think you should see me after the bell, Tommy.”
“Sure.” At least she didn’t ask me to take off my hat.


“Oh, and Tommy, would you please remove your cap?”





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
I haven’t seen Eli, Jude, or Pete yet, and I’ve only just now spotted Maggie in the lunch line. I send out another text to them, wondering why they’re not writing back and why they aren’t at school today. My phone’s going to die soon, though. I didn’t plug it in last night and it’s barely holding on to life in the red.
Nicole is sitting at a table on the other side of the room and talking with a couple girls. Did she really write the note? Did she have my shoe? If so, she’s not going out of her way to let me know. She hasn’t even glanced my way.
Maggie sits down across from me with her tray of food.
“Aren’t eating?” she asks, noting the empty space in front of me.
“Nah. My head hurts too much.”
“Maybe that’s why you should eat.”
“Maybe.”
“You didn’t call me,” she says picking at some fries.
“I didn’t get your message until this morning.”
“So what happened?”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
“After you left.”
“After I left…”
“The party, dufus.”
“I left the party?”
She offers a look of impatience.
“Seriously, Maggie, I don’t remember anything about last night.”
Now she frowns. “Shut up.”
“Honestly. I remember walking through the front door,” I lower my voice, “and seeing Nicole.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“Have you talked to anyone?”
“No one is answering me. Do you know why Eli, Pete, and Jude aren’t in school today?”
“Yeah. They wanted to hang out with Eli.”
I shake my head. “What do you mean?”
“Eli spent the night in the hospital, they wanted to be with him when he woke up.”
“What?” I leaned forward, my mind suddenly on an amusement park swing ride and my headache growing. “What happened?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. They aren’t writing me back either.”
I close my eyes. “You said I left the party? When?”
“I don’t know. About ten-ish.”
“By myself?”
“Noooo.” She smiles.
“What?”
“You left with Nicole.”
I almost fall off the bench.
She shakes her head. “You don’t remember?”
“Nooooo.”
She turns and looks at Nicole, then back at me. “Maybe you should go ask her what happened.”
I show her the note I found in my missing shoe.
“You left your shoe with her?”
I shrug.
“Okay, Cinderella. Let’s take it from the top. Tell me about your morning.”
So I told her about the texts, the rip in my jeans, my family asking if I was okay, and the wallet with the credit cards and condom. Oh, and then I took off my hat and introduced her to Noah.
“Ouch,” she says. And then she asks for my phone.
I hand it over and watch her go straight to my pictures and videos.
“Well, would you look at that,” she whispers.
“What?”
She turns the phone around so I can see it.
Nicole is staring at me through my own phone, flashing a smile that makes my heart skip a beat, her finger in the process of hooking one of her braids behind her ear.
“You took this?” Maggie asks.
“I…” Have no idea.
“I think you should go to the nurse’s office after lunch, Tommy.”
“Why, so she can diagnose me with pimple cancer?”
“I’m serious. You have a headache and can’t remember anything. Either you took something that you should probably know about, or you got hit in the head last night. Or maybe during the game yesterday. Which, by the way, sucked. Can’t believe the season ended that way. How’s your…” She trails off.
“I’m fine.”
She smiles. “Oh, good.”
I’m not really sure what she means by that, so I ignore it, looking instead throughout the rest of the cafeteria. I see some of my teammates now scattered throughout the room. Season’s over, so acquaintances with those on the field are quickly replaced by actual friendships again, the bond of gridiron brotherhood that seemed so strong quickly fading into simple waves and half-nods in the hallways as the basketball, baseball, and soccer seasons resurrect other brotherhoods, football forgotten until next August.
Maggie’s looking at another picture now. It’s me and Nicole. My arm is around her shoulder, and I’m taking the picture, my outstretched arm in the foreground.
“Looks like you had a good time. You get lucky?” She winks.
“Are there any more?”
She swipes the picture away, and another one comes up. This one was obviously taken in a bedroom, Nicole sitting on the edge of the bed. I can tell it’s a guy’s room by the bland colors and the posters on the wall. Either that or it belongs to a lesbian who’s into swimsuit models. “You did get lucky…”
I think of the text from the unknown number. No… I get up and swing around the side of the table, sliding in next to her. I take the phone from her hands and spread my fingers against the screen, zooming in. Then I move the image to the background and center on a trophy sitting on a shelf—a silver basketball. Phil’s name is on it, congratulating him on 1,000 points scored. Phil’s no Drew Brees, but he’s an outstanding point guard. “This is Phil’s room,” I say, pointing to the trophy.
“Who’s that?” she asks, shrinking the picture back to its original dimensions and pointing to what looks like an arm in the corner of the shot.
I thought it was my arm, but then realize the angles are all wrong. It can’t be me. It’s someone else standing in the room, off to the side of the bed, between me and Nicole (assuming I’m the one that took the picture). There’s the slightest hint of color radiating off the flesh-tone near the bottom of the frame. Maggie blows it up, and we both know what it is. And who it belongs to.
It’s a hemp bracelet—Eli’s hemp bracelet.
“Let me see the wallet,” she says, putting the phone down.
I take it out of my backpack and hand it to her. She pulls out the credit cards and shuffles through them.
“Obviously stolen.” Then she pulls out the condom. “Mmm…not my brand.” She puts it back in. “You sure this isn’t yours?”
“Yeah, when I’m not getting kicked in the balls, I’m going around stealing credit cards.”
She picks up my phone again, pulls up the missed calls, and dials the number that sent the thank you text. She turns in her seat and stares at Nicole.
My heart is pounding, each beat a bassline thrummed in my head. A bead of sweat breaks out beneath my hairline. I can’t believe that I spent time with Nicole last night, though with no corresponding memories to go with the fact, I know not to jump to any conclusions. This could all be Pete and Jude, even Maggie, playing some trick on me. Or maybe Phil blames me for his botched play, and he’s orchestrated this whole thing as payback. Nah, he wouldn’t know about Nicole.
I watch from beneath the brim of my hat as Nicole reaches for her phone.
Thank you for what you did.


What the heck did I do?
But when she sees who’s calling, she doesn’t turn and look at me. Doesn’t even answer. Instead, she responds with a text.
ELIS SURF SHOP AFTER SCHOOL
I look up at Maggie, suddenly feeling like I’m in a spy movie. Next, I’ll find a key to a safety deposit box with a pistol and a dozen passports with my face on them, all their names matching the credit cards.
“What happened last night?” I ask Maggie. “What were you doing? Where were you?”
But she’s too busy watching a video on my phone. It’s a crazy video, the person holding the phone (again, I’m assuming it was me) running. I can see my shoe every once in a while. And then I see a bare foot. Streetlights, a swing set, muffled shouts, someone running ahead of me… And then my phone shuts off, the battery dead.
I’m so confused. “You said you saw me leave with Nicole around ten. But you don’t know what happened to Eli. Why not?” I grow suspicious. “How did you get home?”
She shrugs, averts her eyes.
“So you ended up leaving with someone else.” I almost ask if she even knows the person she left with, but manage to hold my tongue.
“I didn’t sleep with him,” she clarifies.
“Whatever. What was Eli doing when you left?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t with those guys when I saw you leave.”
“How’d you know Eli went to the hospital?”
“Jude sent me a text, in case I was counting on him for a ride home.”
Before I can ask another question, the bell rings.
“Go see the nurse,” she says, getting up. She hadn’t eaten more than a few fries. “Let me know if you hear anything. And good luck at the beach.” She winks at me and walks away.
As I stand, the world teeters crazily and I have to grip the edge of the table to keep from falling. After it passes, I see one of the lineman walking toward me.
“What a way to end the season, eh?” He shakes his head and keeps walking.
I head for the nurse.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
After pretending not to notice my third eye that had awakened during the night, Nurse Bennington combed through my hair with gloved fingers, searching for the source of my headache. Since I didn’t remember anything from last night, she wanted to rule out head trauma. Turns out, however, that I had a nice, big contusion across the back of my head.
“Looks like you hit your head on something. Or something hit your head,” she says, frowning.
“And now I have amnesia?”
She shrugs, removing her gloves one finger at a time. “Memory loss after a head injury isn’t uncommon. I’m going to recommend that you go to the doctors, have them check you out. In the meantime, I’ll give you these for the headache.”
She hands over a couple pills.
“I’ll call your parents, tell them you should see a doctor. Maybe you can get out early. Do you want to stay here in the meantime? Lay down?”
I think about it. I don’t want to leave early, because I have to meet Nicole at the beach right after school. But without my phone working, I don’t know how much more of last night’s mystery I’m going to be able to solve by attending my remaining classes. Nicole isn’t in any of them, and I’m pretty sure she’s not going to come up to me in the halls, not after the way she acted at lunch. “You don’t have to call my parents. They’re not home now, anyway. I wouldn’t mind lying down for a bit though.”
“Okay. I’ll write you a note to take home to them, and you can rest here as long as you want. I’ll let the office know.”
“Thanks.” I go to an empty bed, noticing Pilgrims and Native Americans chasing fat turkeys all over the walls. If the protestors my dad’s always talking about were to see them, they’d probably burn the school to the ground. I lie down, lace my fingers behind my head, and stare up at the ceiling. There are so many thoughts racing back and forth in my mind, all of them playing tag and chasing each other, that it only makes my head pound harder.
How did I end up with Nicole alone last night? Did anything happen between us? What did I do that she felt she needed to thank me for? What was Phil’s deal? Who wanted me dead? What happened to Eli? Whose wallet do I have? What happened to my head? And my jeans? The football season is over. Thanksgiving break starts after school today. Am I supposed to have a test in one of my classes today? Is my dad going to find out that something bad happened at the party and ship me off to boarding school, never to see Nicole or Eli again?
Nicole…
Figures I finally spend time with her and then can’t remember it. Sounds like something out of the Universe’s playbook alright—give him a taste of his dreams come true, and then wipe his memory of it.


It’s her face I’m thinking of, trying to imagine how our meeting on the beach might play out, when sleep comes and relieves me of all my troubles.





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
I love the ocean. Terrified of it, but there’s something tranquil and eternal about its reach to the horizon. That spot where sky and water meet always fills me with a sense of “the more” in the “there must be more” claim my soul always seems to whisper to me. Of course, if I listen to my teachers at Kennedy High, I don’t even have a soul.
No soul, eh?


That’s what they say.
Then what’s the point of everything they’re preaching? Of equality, freedom…rules, even?


What’s the point of anything?
Exactly.


For once, me and myself are on the same page.
I watch the water roll beneath the sky, the sun well on its way down to its shapeless bed, and push my bare feet beneath the warm sand. My headphones are pouring music into my ears.
I ended up sleeping until the last bell, Nurse Bennington waking me in time to join the mass exodus out of the building and into Thanksgiving break and to my rendezvous with my first true love.
And so here I am, waiting for her arrival. Eli’s shop is just over my shoulder, and I can see that it’s closed. It’s killing me not knowing what happened to him or how he’s doing. And I feel slightly guilty about coming here instead of getting to the hospital. Or at least home so I could charge my phone and make some inquiries.
A seagull glides across the water, its white feathers turned red-orange by the sinking sun.
“Hey.”
The sudden voice behind me makes me jump. “Holy—” I rip the headphones from my ears.
Nicole is standing there, and I can tell by the trail of footprints behind her that she’d chosen a direct route up my blindside. “Sorry,” she says, smiling.
“I think you just reduced my life expectancy.” Good one, Tommy. That’ll win her over.


She sits down beside me, bringing her knees up to her chest. The ocean breeze is whipping at our clothes, and I think I must be dreaming. In fact, I’m beginning to think this entire day has been one strange dream.
“You weren’t in any of your classes.”
“I spent the rest of the day sleeping in the nurse’s station.”
“Well, you have an assignment from Mr. Yoder.”
My eyebrows arch.
“We’re supposed to spend the week off thinking about what we’re thankful for and then write a report on it.”
“I was thankful for no homework.”
She smiles, then asks with a different tone, “Do you want to talk about it?”
My heart is racing, the world around me completely irrelevant (if it’s even still there). “Sure,” I say, not knowing what else to say.
“Eli’s your friend, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Have you heard anything?”
“Just that he spent the night in the hospital. My phone’s dead so I haven’t been able to find out anything else.”
She stares out into the fire-lit distance. “I hope he’s okay.”
I’m just looking for clues at this point. There’s no way I’m going to tell her that I don’t remember last night at all. At least not yet. Because if I tell her that, then she could just write off whatever happened between us, forget about it and move on. I’m not gonna give her that option. Last night has brought us here, together, and I want it to stay that way. “Me too.”
 She turns and looks at me, and I can see the sun reflected in her chestnut eyes. “Thank you.”
Before I can respond, she leans forward, lifts the brim of my hat, and kisses me.
I’m so shocked, so convinced that this is a dream, that I don’t know what to do. The kiss is on my lips, but it’s not a passionate kiss, not one intended to lead to other things. It’s nice, gentle, and intimate. And what has started out to be a most bizarre day, has just turned into the best day of my life.
When she pulls back, I see her eyes go to the volcano between mine. I don’t blame her. How could they not? It’s like there’s a big red troll standing there with a flashing, neon sign screaming, “Hey! Look at me!”
I throw my eyes to the sand and pull my hat back down, totally and utterly embarrassed and wanting to go from sprinting up and down the beach, to burying my head in the sand. My emotional life drives a pendulum.
“It’s from my football helmet,” I hear myself say. Great! Way to bring that up!


“Doesn’t bother me,” she responds.
“I guess, being black, you don’t get many…” Did you just say that? Please tell me that didn’t come out of your mouth! “I mean…” And I can feel my face grow as red as the setting sun.
But she just laughs and reaches for my hand.
If Cupid has a simple, heart-tipped bolt that he usually uses on people, then he just slugged me with a harpoon meant for a Blue Whale. I wasn’t sitting on sand anymore, but riding the clouds, the earth falling away beneath us, time standing still and reality itself taking on a whole new dimension.
I’m in LOVE. And for the first time, I know what love, real love, is. It’s not the self-love that only wants to sleep with her for what I’d get out of it, but the “walk the ends of the earth for you” self-sacrificing love that I’d heard rumors of but that people said only existed in the imagination of screenwriters. But they’re wrong. This love will die for the object of its affection, will do anything for her benefit, to make her happy. This love will wait until the end of time, not finding satisfaction in anyone else.
People are idiots.
“How’s your head?” she asks.
I rub where the nurse said the bruise was. “Hurts.”
“He hit you hard. I thought he might’ve split your skull.”
I manage to not say something cliché about having a hard head, but I really want to know who this “he” is that hit me, so I have to say something. “You got my shoe. Thanks.”
She smiles. “You ran right out of it.”
I did? “Are you okay?” I’m totally fishing now.
She looks down at her hands, starts playing with a seashell she’d picked up. “I’ll be okay. It’s Eli I’m worried about.”
“Do you want to go see him? We can go together.”
Her eyes shoot up at me, a rim of fire igniting around her pupils. “Are you serious?”
I don’t know what else to do, so I just shrug.
“You think he wants to see me? After what I did? After what we did?”
There’s an earthquake in my gut, and all the good that just made this the best day of my life falls into an open fissure, sucked away into a great void, like Emperor Palpatene being tossed down the center shaft of the Death Star. I wonder what the price tag on that kiss might’ve been. And if I can afford it. “You don’t know Eli. He’s not one to—”
“Hold a grudge? Really? So he won’t mind that we just left him there? That we ran?”
A flash of recognition breaks through the frontlines of my injury, and I see him facing a line of silhouettes, headlights shining behind them.
I rub my temples, trying to remember.
She squeezes my hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of that to happen, to bring you into it.”
“Into what?” I had to ask. Now that a puzzle piece has finally dropped, I can’t hold out anymore. “Who invited you to the party?”
She looked at me, confused. “Some college girl from the neighborhood that I guess knows Phil. Why?” 
Okay, so that was a miss. “Never mind.”
Her eyes fill with the water that embraces the horizon. “I enjoyed our time together, and I can’t thank you enough for saving me. But I understand if you don’t want anything to do with me now. I mean, Eli may forgive you, but he doesn’t know me, and I don’t want to come between you two…”
“I’m telling you, I have seen Eli forgive people that…let’s just say, if I were on a rollercoaster with them, I’d unfasten their seatbelt.”
Her face holds mine in puzzled curiosity.
“Oh, yeah,” I continue, “one of those upside-down rollercoasters.” I use hand motions to show a person falling out of an upside-down ride, throwing in a whispered scream for effect.
She laughs, but then shakes her head again. “No one would forgive me for what I did.”
“Eli’s not ‘nobody.’ He’s about as strange a dude as you’ll ever meet. He loves everyone.” And suddenly, that realization takes on a new meaning because of her. He does love everyone, and with that selfless love I’ve just been awakened to.
“He loves everyone, huh?” She shakes her head, examines me more closely. “You two aren’t…”
“What? No! How could you think that…after last night?” I totally threw that ending in there at the last second, taking another shot at an assumption.
She looks confused, and more hope slips into the fires of Gondor.
“It’s just that…well, I thought we connected, ya know?” I say, wondering if I should be reinterpreting the kiss we just shared. Maybe where she comes from, that’s how people say thank you.
“We did, Tommy. And I’d like to keep seeing you, but…”
“But what?”
“But, you know, all the things that we talked about last night.”
Crap.


“If none of that mattered,” I venture, “would you be interested in…you know…me?” Now I’m staring at my hands, sifting sand through my fingers.
She smiles, leans forward, and kisses me again.
Okay, I’m pretty sure this isn’t just a thank you kiss, no matter where she’s from.
“I like you, Tommy.”
“I l-ike you, too.” The kiss hangover almost gave up the game. As much as she may like me, I’m pretty sure using the love word this soon will see her on the first bus out of this…whatever it is. I take her hands in mine, still not comprehending how this is happening and beginning to feel the footsteps of the Universe coming up behind me like a safety ready to take off my head.
With a boldness I’ve never had before, I turn my hat around (making sure its low enough to block Noah’s view) and lean against her, kissing her with a little more eagerness than she’d exhibited herself. I’m testing the waters…and unable to restrain myself. I could die right here and now, and that’d be okay with me. I release my lips from hers and jump into the trap I know the Universe has set for me. I just don’t see a way around it. “I have to tell you something.”
“Okay…”
“You mentioned me getting hit in the head.”
“Yeah?”
“I have a killer headache, and the nurse says I have a contusion across the back of my head.”
She nods, her beautiful eyes growing wide.
“I also have a slight case of amnesia.”
She blinks and waits for the punch line, but I don’t give her one.
“What are you saying?” Her eyes are suddenly skeptical.
“I don’t remember last night.”
She swallows, her eyes studying me. “What do you mean?”
“I remember walking through the front door and seeing you, and then waking up this morning.”
“You don’t remember anything from last night?”
I shake my head. Here it comes…


She turns and stares out over the waves for a while, and I can feel the magic switch course, taking the off-ramp to Turkeyville. How fitting.


“You’re telling me that you want to be with me, and that Eli will forgive me, but you don’t even know what happened?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“You can only say that because you don’t know.”
“So tell me.”
She doesn’t say anything, but I can see her brain computing so many scenarios, processing formulas, predicting trends, running a cost-risk analysis.
“Nicole, I woke up with a headache, ripped jeans, a missing shoe, strange text messages, pictures of you on my phone, a video of someone running, someone’s wallet… Oh, and Noah.”
“Noah?”
“Never mind. Please, I’m so lost right now. Tell me what happened.”
“I told you last night that my dad’s in the military, so we get moved around a lot. Kennedy is already my second school this year.”
“Wow.” I can’t imagine switching schools that often. No wonder she was keeping to herself.
“I don’t make that many friends…”
“Do you have a boyfriend at your old school?”
“No. Nothing like that.” And her eyes do a funny little thing that I can’t read.
She stands, but I grab her hand and gently pull her back down. She sits again, leans against me.
The bottom of the sun kisses the sea and ignites the horizon with fire. We sit in silence and watch the sun disappear.
“I have to go,” she finally says.
We get to our feet.
“Talk to Eli, and then call me tomorrow. If you want.”
I go to kiss her, but she dodges it and counters with a peck on my cheek.
“See ya, Tommy.”
I stand there and watch my world walk up the beach and off into the sunset without me. 





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
By the time I get home, my parents are waiting for me at the front door.
“Sorry,” I say, walking up the path toward them.
“You couldn’t have called?” my mom barks.
I hold up my cell. “Dead.”
My dad steps aside and opens the door, signaling for me to go in ahead of him. “Well, you’d better have a good excuse.” He follows in behind me.
“Oh, I do,” and I can’t help smiling. I’m an emotional contradiction right now. The best of times and the worst of times and a bag of chips.
They maneuver me into the living room, and I sit in the big armchair. I’m anxious to talk to Eli, to find out how he is, but I know that the quickest way to that end is over this road. My parents may see an underachieving and visionless kid when they look at me, but they still love me, and I don’t feel like I have to hide everything from them. So I tell them about Nicole. Which leads to what little I’ve been able to piece together about last night.
My dad starts pacing, holding his tongue from all the things I know he wants to say, mostly things like, “I told you nothing good could come out of these things!” But he doesn’t, and I respect him for that. Besides, maybe something good did come out of it. I certainly wouldn’t have been kissing the girl of my dreams today if there’d been no party last night.
Then again, Eli wouldn’t be in the hospital either, so…
My mom is trying not to fly across the room and examine my head. Or maybe dial 911 for an ambulance to take me to Community Memorial (which might not be so bad if Eli is still there). But when I mention Eli going to the hospital, their concern embraces mine, and we’re all on the same page…simply wanting to know what happened to Eli.
“This mean you’re gonna send me away?” I ask my dad.
He shakes his head. “We don’t even know what happened yet. But I want you to get checked out first thing tomorrow. Head injuries aren’t something to take lightly. Especially when they come with amnesia.”
“Dinner’s on the table,” my mom cuts in, dismissing me so that she can talk with my dad in private.
I leave my backpack and go eat dinner. When I’m done, I plug my phone in and lay on my bed. My door’s open, and I can hear mom and dad still talking in the living room. I can tell my dad is angry. He wants to find the person who hit me over the head, who put Eli in the hospital. My mom’s trying to calm him down. “We don’t know what happened yet, Alfie,” she keeps saying.
I didn’t tell them everything. I didn’t tell them about the wallet or the text messages, but I needed to talk to Eli soon or my dad will be going to Phil’s house to get his own answers. And I’d like to know what those answers are before he does.
The screen on my phone lights up as it’s brought back from the dead. It’s still gonna be a few minutes before it’s fully functional though, so I close my eyes and relive the kiss. Over and over again, my heart pounding, I try to convince myself that it really happened. I can’t believe it. She likes me! Me! Third eye, crushed balls, and all!
But again, I get a glimpse of a shadow sweeping across the celebration. It’s a trap. The Universe, who probably resembles the Grimm Reaper, is just waiting for the right moment to strike me down with its scythe. It’s all a setup. A Trojan horse.
I push it all out of my head and determine to be positive, to not let go of that kiss. To savor every ounce of hope it delivered. No RETURN TO SENDER on this package. I’m invested. In it to win it. Not letting go. I may get hurt in the end, but what other option is there?
I drift off to sleep, the feel of Nicole’s lips on mine, the warmth of her body leaning against me…
So this is love…






Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
I wake up to knocking on my door. Opening my eyes, I see my dad leaning against its frame.
“You okay?” he asks.
“Yeah.” I rub my eyes. “What time is it?”
“Ten fifteen.”
“Crap.” Sitting up, I swing my legs onto the floor.
“You talk to Eli yet?”
“No. I fell asleep waiting for my phone to charge.”
“I talked to Mrs. Shephard.”
“What?”
“I hope you don’t mind.”
“What did she say? How is he?”
“He took a pretty good beating, but he’ll be okay.”
“Did she say what happened?”
He shakes his head. “She gave me what I needed to know as your father. But I think Eli wants to be the one to walk you through the details. I think he’s been trying to call you, but Mrs. Shephard said he wouldn’t be taking calls past nine thirty. I think she mentioned him wanting to meet up tomorrow.”
“Yeah…”
“I scheduled an appointment for you in the morning. For your head. Assuming everything checks out okay, I can drop you off somewhere if you have plans.” He shrugs, and I know he’s approaching uncomfortable terrain—affection. “Unless you want Jude to take you.”
“Okay, thanks.” I’m not sure what else to say. Like I said, I know my parents love me, I just wish they’d remember it more often.
He goes to leave, and then sticks his head back in. “You like this girl, Nicole, don’t you?”
I nod, and he smiles, but his eyes are hiding something.
“How’s Eli doing? I mean, with his dad passing and all?”
I shrug. “He’s seems okay.”
“His mom sounds like a pretty strong woman. Still…has to be hard.”
I’m not sure what he’s trying to say. Maybe that Eli being in the hospital right before Thanksgiving is the last thing she needs right now? I’m not sure.
“Anyway…goodnight.”
“Goodnight,” I say, unable to remember the last time my dad came to my room to say that.
As soon as he’s gone, I snatch my phone, pulling it free from the cord. I power it on, noting that it’s fully charged. Seems like it takes forever to start up. Hours. Days.
Finally, it’s working and I’m getting one alert after another. Missed calls, texts, voicemails, emails, tweets, Instagram messages…
The calls are from Jude, Pete, and Maggie. Some of the texts are from them, too—typical messages asking where I am and why I’m not answering my phone. Most of the Instagram and Twitter traffic is football related. GOOD SEASON. SUCKS ITS OVER. TOUGH LOSS. GREAT RUN. BEST CATCH OF THE YEAR. Stuff like that.
There is a text from Eli. TRIED CALLIN. HAVE 2 SIGN OFF NOW. MEET ME AT THE SHOP 2MORROW MORNIN IF U CAN.
I scroll through all my messages, and my heart sinks a little when there’s nothing from Nicole. I text her. MEETIN ELI 2MORROW MORN. WILL CALL U AFTER. And then, not able to help it, I add, U R BEAUTIFUL. But as soon as I send it, I wish I can take it back. I don’t want to look like some desperate, insecure sissy. Oh, well.
She writes back, and my heart just about explodes out of my chest.
THANKS
That was it. At least she responded. That was a good sign, right?
I turn my light off and go to sleep, dreamworld welcoming me back through the gates of a Nicole-themed wonderland. 





Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
The doctor cleared me after diagnosing me with post-concussion syndrome, said my memory would probably come back at some point. He said to get a lot of rest and to avoid stress. He said to call if I developed the blues. He obviously doesn’t know me very well. Anyway, my headache was gone and all the scans came back negative, no brain bleeding in this cranium, so dad was driving me to Eli’s shop like he promised. As he drove, I spent some time on my phone looking up PCS. Some of the medical sites said it was more likely for women and older people. Figures. They also said the symptoms could last weeks or even months. And though the memory loss seemed to indicate that my trauma was of a more serious nature, I couldn’t pinpoint any lingering symptoms—other than the other night still missing from my timeline, of course.
I wave to my dad as he pulls away. I told him I’d either walk home or get a ride with Jude. He said if it started to rain to call him and he’d come get me, that he’d just be home working on some architectural designs in his office, anyway. Looking up at the clouds, I think it could start raining soon.
As I walk to the surf shop, I start to wonder just how bad Eli got beat and what he’s going to look like. I enter the shop and can see a light on in the back, a shifting shadow keeping pace with the rhythmic sound of sanding.
“Eli?”
The sanding stops, and he pops his head out from behind the doorway. “Hey, Tommy.” He comes out of the back and walks into the dim, midmorning light. “How’re you doing?”
I can’t even speak. The sight of my friend in such a condition leaves me shell-shocked, and I instantly regret thinking that whatever happened at the party was worth Nicole’s kiss.
His entire face is black and blue, his left eye swollen shut. His bottom lip is split and looks like it was stung by a bee. Stitches run like train tracks above his eyebrow.
I don’t say a word, but Eli reads it all in my eyes.
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he says, trying to smile through the swollen melon that is his face.
“You sure? Because it looks pretty frickin bad.”
“Nothing’s broken. Just a little sore.” He changes the subject. “Have any plans for Thanksgiving?”
I stop myself from speaking, reigning in my frustration. I want to scream, “Who cares about Thanksgiving right now?” But then I remember my dad’s words last night and realize that Eli is going to be fatherless for the holiday. My heart breaks for him.
He must read that, too, because he gives me a sheepish smile and grips my shoulder.
And BAM!
The other night comes rushing back all at once. Everything that happens, from when I’m walking with Nicole to when I rip my jeans on the fence and run out of my shoe.
“Holy crap, Eli!” I blink, the rush of information almost knocking me over and reigniting my headache. I sit down before I can fall down. “How did you do that?”
“Do what?”
“I couldn’t remember anything from that night. Some kind of amnesia from getting hit in the head. But when you touched me…” 
He only laughs, which is not a denial in my book.
It’s strange to suddenly recall an experience you don’t remember experiencing. All the emotions slamming into you like a tsunami… It’s disorienting.
“You okay?” Eli asks.
I’m holding my head, watching a rerun of the events that have led us to this very specific spot in time. “Who were they?” I whisper as a group of guys walk into the show.
“It doesn’t matter,” he replies.
“Doesn’t matter?” I’m beside myself with fury. Those punks hurt my friend, hit me in the head with a pipe, tried to tear Nicole’s clothes off! Now I know how my dad felt last night as he paced the living room, wanting to impose justice on whoever had hurt his son.
“Tommy,” he says, his voice calm but with an edge of authority, “just let it go.”
My fury is quickly turning to rage.
The rerun drops me into the moment like a paratrooper. Their silhouettes are punching, kicking, and stomping in the spotlighted glow of headlights. Eli is on the ground at their feet. But he’s not covering his face and head. He’s grabbing them, keeping them on him while yelling for me and Nicole to run. At least two times, the gang turns away from him, intent on leaving him and chasing us. Bloody and bruised, Eli reaches out and grabs their pant legs, tripping them and bringing them back on him with added ferocity. I get to my feet and pull at Nicole’s shirt, urging her to run. We come to a fence, and I help push her over. When I jump down on the other side, my jeans catch and rip, a small line struck down the back of my leg. My shoe flies off as I run. My phone is in my hand, and I’m trying to dial 911, but I’m shaking so much that I somehow manage to video our escape instead.
Eli watches me with something like sympathy as I relive the event. But why should he be sympathizing with me? He’s the one that got the hell kicked out of him!
He sighs, walks over to a chair and sits.
The show continues. Nicole and I are walking now, panting, scared. We’re sure we’re safe, and we sit on an empty park bench beneath a sodium-yellow street lamp. I hold her tight, and she shakes in my arms. I’m sure I’m shaking in hers. We sit there for a while, and then…
No.
I look at Eli. “We left you there?”
“You called the police, which is all you really could do.”
I go to pull out my phone, not remembering a dialed 911 call, but he says, “Nicole called.”
“Eli…I—”
He waves me off. “You were protecting Nicole. She was your main priority, and you were right to get her out of there. That’s why I got involved. If I wanted you to stay there and get beat up, I wouldn’t have interfered in the first place.”
His words make sense, but they don’t relieve the guilt I feel for not going back for him. Why didn’t I go back for him?
I remember Jude swinging by, picking up Nicole and taking her home. And then I did go back for him. Only he was gone by the time I got there.
That’s where I found the wallet. Eli must’ve grabbed one of their back pockets, ripping it open and spilling the wallet onto the ground. I picked it up and, not knowing what else to do, walked home. I don’t remember getting home or falling into bed, and I know I probably never will.
“I did go back for you,” I say. “I found this.” I pull the wallet out and show him.
He smiles. “I remember that flying onto the ground after I yanked one of them from behind.”
“Should I take it to the police?”
He shrugs. “Sure. The credit cards should probably be turned in.”
“How—”
But before I can ask how he knew there were stolen credit cards in there, he says, “Then you should probably just forget it.”
My eyes start to fill up, emotion squeezing my throat like a vice. “How can I ever forget, Eli?” I look out into the gray sky, noting the dark clouds rolling in off the ocean. “You might’ve saved our lives. At least Nicole from being gang-raped.”
“You did that when you didn’t leave Nicole behind. When you slugged the first guy that put his hands on her.”
“I did?” I can’t remember that.
“Yeah. Knocked out a tooth.”
“Then what happened?” But I don’t need to ask, because it comes back just then. “Oh.” I rub the back of my head, seeing them drag Nicole to their car. She’s kicking and screaming. They’re laughing. She’s putting up such a fight, that they give up on the car and decide they’ll just do what they’re going to do right there on the parking lot asphalt. They have her jeans down to her knees when Eli interrupts them. He says something to them, and they all look up…and take a collective step backward. One of them even stumbles, tripping over his feet and landing on his back. I don’t know what he said. Maybe, “Freeze, police!” I don’t know, but after being terrified out of their minds for some reason, they regain their courage (insanity, rather), and move on him, which allows Nicole to pull her pants up and make a run for it.
They jump him like a pack of demons, the insane rage in their eyes the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen. But Eli doesn’t seem scared, only determined. “Run!” he shouts to me.
Looking up from his chair, Eli asks how Nicole is doing.
“Uh…she’s okay, I think. I didn’t know any of this when I talked to her. She thinks you won’t forgive her.”
“For what?”
“Leaving you, I guess.”
“Tell her it was my pleasure.”
I squint at him and realize that we’re somehow already past the part where I tell him how I feel about her. The way he turned back and looked at me after Maggie mentioned her name in the car the other night comes to mind. So he did know. “Hey, you ain’t movin in on my girl, are you?” I laugh. Eli would give away the clothes on his back if someone asked for them, so the idea of him trying to steal anything is absurd.
“You should go talk to her. She’s going to need you.”
I’m not sure what that means, but I nod, brushing a tear away. “You gonna come out to the field Thursday morning for our annual Turkey Bowl?”
“I’ll try. We’ll see how much help mom needs. You know it’s going to be a big day for our family.” His eyes cloud with sadness.
“You miss him?” Good one, Tommy. It hasn’t even been three months.
Now his eyes turn to glass, and he wipes away his own tears. “Yeah. But I know I’ll see him again. Soon.”
“Yeah, but not that soon, right?”
“I think time is different with God. I’m not sure Joe will be waiting all that long for any of us.”
That puzzles me. But then I remember a movie I’d seen that dealt with time dilation, where one hour on a distant planet translated to seven years on earth, and I figure he must think heaven is something like that.
“Tommy,” his eyes grow clear again and they lock onto mine like a tractor beam. “Be strong. Have faith. God has a plan for you, and He can’t plan that end and not plan the means.”
“Okay…”
“And sometimes God gives you a desire for something that He wants to see fulfilled even more than you do. But in His time. Look at Abraham, Moses, David. The Scriptures are full of men that God called to something specific, giving them both the desire for it and the promise of its fulfillment. But it wasn’t handed to them right away. God had to prepare them for it first. And in some cases, that preparation was so intense, that by the time God came to fulfill His call, they weren’t even interested in it anymore.”
“Why are you telling me this, Eli?”
“Just don’t lose faith, Tommy.”
“Faith in the big Nothing that governs us all?” It’s a sardonic response, but I genuinely want to know how he’ll answer me.
“How can Nothing govern Everything?”
“You should bring that up to Mr. Yoder.”
He moves his eyes past me, putting them over my shoulder and out of the shop. “Oh, me and Mr. Yoder will have some conversations, I’m sure.”
A rain drop strikes the window, leaving a liquid trail behind it.
“You better go now. Before you get stuck here.” He stands up, trying not to grimace from the pain.
“What about you?”
“I have a lot of work to do if I want any days off next week.”
“You don’t want company?”
He smiles. “I appreciate it, but I think you should go talk to Nicole.”
“Hey, thanks again, Eli. No one’s ever done anything like that for me before. It was awesome. You’re like a superhero.”
He laughed. “Superheroes don’t get beat up by the bad guys.”
Taking a breath, I answer, “This one does.” And I turn to leave.
“Wait, Tommy…”
“Yeah?”
“Can I see the wallet real quick?”
I have no idea what he might want with it, and my brow creases. “Sure.” I pull it out of my pocket and toss it to him.
He catches it, opens it, and pulls out the condom. “Think I’ll keep this.”
Now I’m really confused. “Okay. Sure. Didn’t know you—”
He laughs and throws the wallet back to me. “Get out of here.”
I wave and take off, but as I pass the shop, I glance back through the window just in time to see him throw the square package into the trashcan.





Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
I call Nicole as I’m walking off the beach, and she agrees to meet me at the Denny’s off East Harbor Boulevard. I’m not sure where she lives, but I know her father moved them here from Oxnard and that he works at Port Hueneme.
I cut through a grass lot that will be packed with Winter Fest trees in a couple weeks, almost get run over crossing the road, and find Nicole already waiting for me in the parking lot.
“Almost didn’t make it,” she says, nodding toward the five lanes of traffic I’d just traversed.
I’d have crossed ten lanes of molten lava to get to her. “C’mon. I’ll buy you something.” I open the door for her and follow her in. Thunder rumbles at my back.
“You saw Eli?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“And…do you want something to drink?” I pick up the menu. “Are you hungry?” I have twenty dollars to my name, but I’ll gladly spend every cent of it right here and right now.
“Coffee would be great.”
“Really?”
“Why, what do you drink?”
“I’m gonna get an energy drink.”
Her face corkscrews. “That stuff’s poison.”
Guess I’m passing on the energy drink. “Is Dr. Pepper okay?”
She shrugs. “I’m not your mom.”
O-kay. “You hungry?”
“Nah. I just ate. What did Eli say?”
“Straight to business then…” I lean back. “He says it was his pleasure to save us. That he didn’t want us to come back, that it would’ve defeated the point.”
She glares at me, skepticism swimming laps in her eyes. “That’s what he said?”
“Yeah. Why? What did you think he’d say?”
She looks out the window, watches the rain splash the parking lot.
“Look,” I say, leaning forward onto my elbows, “I feel horrible about running away, too. But he was holding them, keeping them on him so that we could get away.”
“Thought you said you couldn’t remember.”
“It came back to me this morning. Most of it, anyway.”
Her skepticism grows. “And he didn’t address it?”
“I just told you he did.”
An awkward silence settles over our table.
“Nicole, I don’t understand what’s happening…” I feel like I’m trapped in a bad dream. Last night we were holding hands, and now she’s…I don’t know what she is! Not the same, that’s for sure.
Before she can answer, the waitress is next to us with a pad and pen and working hard at a piece of gum.
“Can I get a coffee, please?” Nicole asks.
They both look at me. “I’ll have a coffee, too.”
The waitress pops a bubble. “Anything else?”
My stomach is suddenly a hollow shell, and I can’t imagine sending anything into it right now. “That’s all for right now. Thanks.”
She snaps another pink bubble and takes the menus.
A small smile breaks across Nicole’s lips. “Do you even drink coffee?”
“What? I love coffee.”
She laughs. “Yeah, we’ll see.”
Her laughter is a ray of hope that warms my soul.
“So are you okay?” I ask. “I mean, now that I remember what happened…”
She nods, folding her arms on the table. “Do you remember what I told you last night? About what happened to me at the last school?”
I’m blank.
She sighs, looks out the window. “I don’t even know why I told you the first time.”
“What? Tell me.”
She just watches the rain.
“Does it have something to do with another guy? ‘Cause you kinda got this funny look on your face yesterday when I asked if you had a boyfriend…”
“He isn’t my boyfriend.”
I frown. “‘Isn’t.’ That’s present tense, right?”
She leans forward, covering her face with her hands. When she talks, it from behind a fingered fence. “There’s this guy…Spider. I got—”
“Wait.” I hold up my hand. “His name is Spider? As in Spider-man? Or the itsy-bitsy spider?”
“More like a gang name. Probably because he has a spider web tattoo around his neck.”
“Oh, that’s cool.”
She drops her hands. “I wasn’t in to him. He was in to me.”
“Now you’re using the past tense. So, you weren’t into him, but now…”
Impatience flashes across her face, and I think I just made her angry.
Thankfully, the waitress interrupts by setting two mugs of coffee down in front of us. “There you go. Here’s some cream and sugar.” She pulls a handful of packets out of her apron and dumps them in a pile between us.
“Thanks,” Nicole says. 
The waitress goes over to another table, snapping a chorus with her gum.
Nicole huddles the mug in her hands. “Let’s talk about something else, okay?”
That’s fine with me…for now. “Okay, sure.” I reach for my own coffee, wondering what it’s going to taste like. I’ve never tried it before. French-vanilla cappuccino from the school cafeteria, absolutely. But I’m pretty sure this won’t be anything like that. “Listen, a bunch of us play football at the school Thanksgiving mornings. It’s tradition. Just touch or flag, so girls can play too if they want.” I take the mug to my lips and sip.
“Why can’t girls play tackle?”
The liquid tar squirts out my nose, burning my throat and nasal cavity. I try to pretend the reaction had nothing to do with her question. There’s no way I’m stepping into that mine field. Besides, I’m sure every guy would love to play tackle football with girls. But I’m not going there either. “Mmm…this is great,” I say, wiping my nose with a napkin. I hope I didn’t get any on her.
She smiles and hands me another napkin while pointing at my chest. “I’m not sure what we’re doing for Thanksgiving yet.” She looks down and draws a circle on the table with her fingernail as I wipe the wretched drink off my shirt.
“What do you usually do?”
She seems to think about it. “Depends where we are. Sometimes we go out to eat, other times we stay in and watch football and Charlie Brown and stuff. Every once-in-a-while we’ll get together with my aunts and uncles, but that’s only if we happen to be nearby.”
I look at her and I can tell she has a lot of things going on inside. Eli’s words echo in my head: Go talk to her, she’s going to need you.
“Are you really okay,” I ask her, trying to cut through all the peripheral stuff and get straight to her heart.
She nods, cradles the mug in her hands. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah. Doc says I have Post Concussion Syndrome. Told me not to get stressed out.”
We laugh, and then she brings the mug to her lips with shaking hands. She takes a sip, then sets the mug down again. “They could’ve killed you.”
“They could’ve killed both of us if Eli didn’t show up.”
“They were insane. Did you see their eyes?”
“Frenzy.”
“Exactly.” She takes another sip. “What is that? Were they high?”
“They were evil.”
“I’ve been having nightmares. Of them getting me. Only Eli doesn’t show up, and you…”
“What?”
“They don’t stop hitting you until your face is gone…” Water congregates in the corner of her eye and she looks out the window again as she wipes it away, laughing at herself. “Sorry.”
“For what?” I reach across the table and take her hand. She doesn’t pull it away, and I’m thinking that we’re back on track.
“I was so scared,” she whispers, her lips trembling. A tear from each eye ricochets off her cheek and lands on the table.
I squeeze her hand. “So was I.”
“You clocked the one dude good.”
Now I dropped my eyes and whispered, “I wanted to kill him. When I hit him.”
“And you feel bad about that?”
I shrug.
“You did what you had to do.”
I don’t think it’s that simple, but I’m not going to argue with her. “Where did they come from?”
She takes another sip. “They followed us from the party. You didn’t see them driving alongside us?”
“Guess I was too distracted.”
We share a smile.
My heart starts slamming into my ribs, and I start to sweat as I try to build up the courage to ask her a question that I would’ve thought needed no workup given that we’d already kissed. But a guy never can tell. “You wanna…uh…” I’m staring at my hands now. “…go out with me? You know, be like…my girlfriend?”
I don’t get the reaction I dreamed of. Instead, she looks down and gets lost in the swirling steam climbing out of her mug. When she finally looks up, she asks, “You really don’t like coffee, do you?”
I feel like I’m pouring sweat out of my skin. “Is that a no?”
The rain lashes the window beside us, and lightning flashes.
“Tommy, I like you a lot. I need you to know that.”
Uh oh. Here comes the Universe.
“But—”
I cut her off. “If it’s really about you coming between me and Eli, I told you, he’s fine. I think he’s even ready to forgive the guys that beat his face into squash. You should see his face. Wow. Anyway, that’s—”
“It’s not that. I mean, I don’t know how he could forgive me for what I did, but it’s more than that.” She stares at me. “My dad is worried. He’s probably out there right now looking for those guys. He’s pissed.”
“I would be too if someone tried to rape my daughter.” I can see a series of chills sweep through her at the mention of the word.
“He doesn’t want to stay here.”
“What do you mean?”
“He wants to move.”
“But you just got here!”
“Truth is, I don’t think this thing he’s doing was gonna work out anyway.”
The floor falls out from beneath my feet and I’m sinking, waiting for the snap of the noose. “Where?”
“Florida.”
“Florida?” I blurt out. “But the hurricanes!”
She doesn’t say anything.
“When?”
“Friday.”
“As in Black Friday?”
She nods.
I can’t breathe.
“Hey, we can still talk on the phone…”
But I can only stare out the window as a hurricane rampages my insides. Nothing makes sense, all of it chaos, emotions and logic chasing each other over a landscape of broken dreams and a crushed heart.
“Tommy—”
I reach into my pocket, pull out a five-dollar bill and toss it on the table. With tears in my eyes, I tell her, “I wish you’d never come here.” I get up and walk out the front doors and into traffic. 





Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
I don’t notice the cars honking their horns at me, or how close one of them comes to taking me out. I don’t hear Nicole screaming to me from the side of the road. I don’t notice the rain pelting my body, my clothes instantly soaked and clinging to my skin. I’m not really here, in the present. My heart has severed the connection between mind and body, and so my subconscious is acting as the backup generator, moving my legs along at a turtle’s pace.
Why did the kid cross the road?
It’s not a riddle, rather what I know the headlines in tomorrow’s paper will read. The paper my father will unfold and examine with his coffee. I should care, but I don’t.
I’m staring at the ground ahead of me, my mind a huge five-thousand-piece puzzle dumped out of its box. I’m looking for the corners, the edges. Sometimes I get a few interior pieces together, but they float against a limitless, blank canvas.
I told you, tried to warn you, but you wouldn’t listen.
Shut up.
You really thought that the Universe would let you win?
Shut up!
Remember, the world just sets you up so that it can knock you down from higher heights. You can keep climbing that high dive, but there’s no water in the pool.
Leave me alone.
And it does. The voice goes away, leaving me to my own thoughts—so many thoughts.
By the time I look up, I’m standing in front of Eli’s surf shop. I don’t know why my autopilot brought me back here, but I had a few questions for Eli anyway. Like what the heck he’d meant when he said that Nicole would need me. And all his talk about God fulfilling desires in His own time… Had he known what was going to happen? Did he already know that Nicole was leaving? Had she told him?
I try to open the door, but it’s locked and the lights are off inside. He’s gone.
I kick the door in frustration, instantly regretting it. The last thing Eli’s family needs is to deal with a broken door. I suppose that I don’t even have a right to be this upset. After all, Eli just lost his father, and he’s managing to keep it together. And here I am feeling all sorry for myself because a girl I’ve spent all of a few hours with is moving away after almost being raped.
Oh, so you should be happy that other people have it worse than you?
What? No, of course not.
Isn’t that what you just thought? That you should be happy because you still have your father when Eli doesn’t?
I don’t know what to make of that thought, so I push it away and take a deep breath. I turn and slide down the side of the shop wall, sitting, facing the ocean. The wind is pushing white caps across the water as the sea roils in formless agony. Lightning branches across the horizon, and I think that I must feel much the same way the ocean looks.
Twenty minutes later, I’m walking home. It’s still raining, but I don’t notice. I rethink the whole conversation with Nicole. I feel bad about what I said. I didn’t mean it. Not really. I pull out my phone and go to text her, but see that she’s already texted me.
I AM SO SORRY. PLEASE DON’T BE MAD. I DON’T WANT TO LEAVE U
I text back: IM SORRY. I DIDN’T MEAN IT. 
Somehow, I keep from telling her I love her. But I know she knows.
She responds: WHERE R U?
WALKING HOME
WILL U SEE ME AGAIN?
YES. PLEASE.
TONIGHT? MOVIE?
SURE
MEET THERE AT 8?
WHAT MOVIE?
DOES IT MATTER?
I smile. NO.
SEE YOU THEN. She adds a kissing emoji.
I get to my house, throw my soaked clothes into the laundry room, and hop in the shower. This day has been a day of emotional twists and turns, and I’m not sure how much more I can take. I think about the project Mr. Yoder gave us, about writing a report on what we’re thankful for, and again I find it amusing that in his self-professed pointless existence, he feels it’s so important to be thankful for something.
Whatever it is you’re thankful for, Tommy, you know it’s probably just another rung on the way to the high dive…





Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
I spent the rest of the day in my room, playing video games, stalking Nicole’s Instagram account, and listening to music. My oldest brother, James, got back from college just before dinner. We had a relatively good family meal and it’s nice to be together again even if Matt and James attract most of my parents’ attention. But I did catch my dad looking at me every now and then and I can tell he’s worried about me. Finally, around seven, I retreat back to my room, not all that interested in hearing about James’ adventures in academia.
I examine my face in the mirror, glad to see that Mount Ararat is on the retreat. So long, Noah. To which he responds by giving me the finger and promising, “Until next time, sucker!”
I’m dressed and ready to go. James said he’d take me to the theatre, and I’m assuming her dad will be the one dropping her off. I’m about to leave when my phone buzzes.
Text from Eli.
NICOLE IS A SWEET GIRL. BUT SHES A LITTLE LOST RIGHT NOW. BE CAREFUL
What the heck does that mean? I stare at the window, listening to the rain massage the roof, and think. The words trigger something and more puzzle pieces come together. But the picture is vague and far away.
And then it hits me.
Wait.
I bring up the pictures on my phone and scroll through the ones from the other night. I stop on the one of Nicole sitting on the bed.
When was this? Why don’t I remember it?
The wrist in the foreground.
Eli.
I close my eyes, try to remember.
Why were the three of us in Phil’s bedroom? Why is that part of my memory blocked?
A knock on the door.
“You ready, sport?” James asks.
“Yeah.” I slip the phone in my pocket and grab my hat. 
We talk about school, the football season, and what’s going on in the country. “Lot of crazy stuff,” he says. “We’re on the verge of losing the nation.” I know what’s coming next, it’s what always comes next when James and Dad start talking politics. Prophecy. The whole coming leader thing. But I don’t feel like hearing about it again, so I head him off by bringing up Nicole.
“I still can’t believe that happened,” he says as he makes a right at a light.
“Yeah…”
“You’re not gonna do anything stupid tonight, right?”
“What do you mean?”
He shoots me a sly grin. “You know what I mean.”
I look out the window. “No, of course not.”
“You said she’s moving this week. To Florida.”
“Yeah.”
“Gonna be tempting. Might be the only chance you get.”
I look at him. “What are you doing?”
“I’m preparing you. Making sure you’re on guard. If you really care about this girl, the last thing you want is to sleep with her right now. It’ll just cause problems for the both of you down the road.”
“We’re going to see a movie.”
“What movie?”
“I dunno.”
He raises an eyebrow, amused.
“She’s not like that,” I argue.
“Oh, because you know her so well.”
We drive in silence for a while. Then he asks, “You’re playing Thursday morning, right?”
“Of course.”
“Good. I can use some running around.”
 
He drops me off at the curb, and I find Nicole inside, standing against the wall to the left of the ticket booth and playing on her phone.
“Hey.”
She looks up and smiles. “Hey.” She gives me a hug. Not a nice, hello-it’s-nice-to-see-you hug, but a tenacious, passionate embrace. Like she’s trying to pull me into herself.
I can feel the contour of her body, and both James and Eli’s warnings flicker in my conscious as my imagination ignites.
She lets me go and takes my hand, pulling me past the long line to the ticket booth and straight to the ticket taker.
“You already have tickets?” I ask.
She flashes two tickets and hands them over to the older kid who rips them absentmindedly and then mumbles directions to theatre fourteen. I think he said all the way in the back, last one on the right. Whatever we’re seeing, it isn’t the talk of the town—at least not anymore.
We pass the long lines to the main attractions and head toward the back, passing posters of upcoming features and some arcade games. She pulls me through the open door, and I catch the name of the movie above it. It’s something I’ve never heard of. I follow her up the stairs to the top row, passing all the empty rows along the way. She goes all the way to the wall so that we’re sitting in the back corner of the room. There isn’t another person here.
The previews start, and she leans over and kisses my cheek. Before the first trailer is over, we’re making out. And I’ve never made out like this before.
By the way, I’m a virgin.
I know I talk like I’m not when I’m around the guys, but it’s the truth. If I’m completely honest with myself, it’s probably because I’m too insecure. I know I’d do something stupid, and that the girl would go around telling all her friends what a clumsy prude I am. Before long, the whole school would be making fun of me.
There are other reasons, like the lack of opportunity (which I think is now fading fast), but then there’s the whole marriage thing, too. I know my teachers and people on TV are saying that marriage is an old hat, that it stands opposed to personal freedom and true self-discovery, but I’m smart enough to know that’s a bunch of crap. As far as I can tell, most of the world’s problems stem from people that only think about themselves. Not to mention the effect such a philosophy has on society. Sure, I’ve seen some marriages fail, but I’ve also seen a lot work. Why those who fail at it, or are just afraid to commit to one person, want to make everyone else give up on it doesn’t make sense to me. Marriage is something that I’m actually looking forward to. And, of course, with the way I feel about Nicole, I can’t help picturing us tying the knot.
Yeah, I’m a realist, but I’m also a romantic. Go figure.
Anyway, I don’t want to spoil my marriage by too much “extra-circular” activity beforehand. I mean, look at Maggie. Who would want to be her husband? Always wondering what she was like with everyone else, if you’re up to par with her past lovers or not…
Nicole is leaning into me now. She whispers in my ear, “How is it? Has it recovered?” And she’s putting her hand between my legs.
The shock of it straightens my spine, and I’m both loving and hating it. My hands are now navigating her body, and I can’t seem to control myself anymore. Guess James was right. I hadn’t been ready for this, and now here I am…
She pulls something out of her pocket and slides it into my hand. I feel the square package and know instantly what it is. The preview that’s playing flashes light that illuminates the theatre, and I see the wrapper in the palm of my hand. Maggie’s words come thundering back.
Not my brand…
The thing I’m holding is identical in every way to what was in the wallet and what I watched Eli toss in the trashcan.
She’s still kissing me, but my mind is suddenly elsewhere, disconnected from what’s happening. I’m thinking of that picture of her on Phil’s bed, Eli standing in the room between us. My mind is back at the party.
Nicole senses my detachment and leans back. “What’s wrong?”
I hold my head, trying to fit the pieces together.
A flash.
 
Pete and Jude notice me staring at her, realizing that Maggie wasn’t joking, and dare me to talk to her, pushing me in her direction, calling me names. Then I am talking to her, and they’re sneaking thumbs-up signals to me when she isn’t looking.
She’s leading me up the stairs, and they’re hi-fiving each other and biting down on their fists to keep from laughing out loud. She takes me into Phil’s bedroom and closes the door. She sits on the bed and tells me to take a picture of her. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t want it to stop either.
Movement to my right as I snap the shot.
Phil has a bathroom attached to his bedroom, and Eli walks straight out of it, interrupting the moment. Nicole is up on her feet and screaming at him, calling him a pervert, a peeping Tom (which is weird since that’s my name), asking if he gets off on watching other guys get what he obviously can’t.
And she slaps him, hard. Spits in his face.
I don’t know why she did that, why she assumes Eli was spying, but she grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room, leaving Eli alone with a red handprint on his face. His eyes are sad as they find mine, but the shame that I feel at leaving him is overpowered by the attachment I suddenly feel toward Nicole. And before I know what’s happening, I’ve chosen a side. Instead of defending one of my best friends, I let him be wrongfully accused and humiliated when it should’ve been me who was humiliated.
She takes me out of the house, and we walk hand-in-hand down the street, toward a little park. 


 
Nicole asks again, “Tommy, what’s wrong?”
“I…I think…” but I don’t know what to say. The pieces are connecting too fast now and I can’t process it all. I squeeze my eyes shut and return to that scene.
 
She’s talking about Eli, telling me how creepy he is, how she thinks he might’ve been there to watch me and not her and all kinds of other stuff that, for some reason, I don’t refute. But I know why I stay silent. This is all a dream that I don’t want to wake from. So I just roll with it. I don’t want to lose her.


She takes me over to a bench on the sidewalk. I can tell she’s pretending not to be nervous as she starts to pull something out of her back pocket.
No…
But it is.
A condom.
Before I can react, headlights blind us, doors open, and rough voices start shouting.
 
My eyes drift up and find hers. “That’s why you didn’t think Eli would forgive you.” And then I look away. “Why you thought he wouldn’t forgive me.”
“What’re you talking about?” she asks.
“I just remembered. I mean, I remembered from the time Eli showed up, but I didn’t remember anything before that until just now.”
She turns so fast that I almost lose her. When she gets up to leave, I grab her and pull her back down. “No. Please don’t go.”
And then everything crashes down, her whole front, the whole game, all of it. She breaks out in tears, sobbing. And now I’m the one holding her.
Eli’s text stamps my mind’s eye. She’s a sweet girl. But she’s a little lost right now. Be careful. And again, his words from this morning: She’s going to need you.
We talk through the entire movie.
There are still a couple gaps in my memory—the time we supposedly sat talking while waiting for Jude to pick her up and when I went back for Eli, and then my trek home. I suppose I’ll never remember them, but I’m guessing that’s when I put the condom in the wallet, and when she told me all the things she repeated during the movie.
About how her mom has cancer, and that the real reason they’re moving to Florida is to be near a doctor who’s working on some new, cutting edge treatment. She tells me how scared she is of losing her mother, that she doesn’t want to leave me or Kennedy High but that she has be there for her family.
Then she tells me about this Spider guy, how he’d assaulted her in Oxnard. That the experience changed how she feels about sex. She tries to explain why she was coming on to me so strong, believing that if she could have a good time with someone she really likes, then maybe she could forget the other thing, and the nightmares would stop. She tells me that’s why she freaked at Eli when he came into the bedroom, because for some reason she’d associated him with Spider.
I try to wrap my head around this girl that I love being raped while telling her that she should probably talk to someone about it, that her plan could potentially make things worse. I then ask her if she’s always this bold with guys she barely knows, leading them off to strange bedrooms, to which she responds by reiterating her last point while adding that she knew I liked her from her first day at Kennedy. And that she liked me, too.
I say other things, and I think she appreciates them, because she hugs me a lot. 
Somehow, we end up talking about me and my family life (which I feel horrible complaining about given all that she’s going through with her mother). I express my frustration at being “The Twin” and always perceived as the underachieving downer. I even let her in on the voice I hear sometimes. And she says she hears it, too. Weird, right?
By the time the credits are rolling, we’re laughing and joking with each other, and I’ve never felt closer to anyone in my life.
 
Thank you,” she says as we leave the theatre. “I needed to get that out, and you’re quite the counselor, aren’t you?” She leans into me, resting her head on my shoulder.
She’s going to need you…
How had Eli known she’d been giving an Oscar-worthy performance to everyone around her for so long? That beneath the cool exterior and pure, porcelain mask, her heart and mind had been fractured by the trauma experienced in her last town?
We walk out the front doors…and she stops dead in her tracks.
I look back at her, wondering why she’d stopped, and see that her eyes are wide with alarm. “What’s wrong?” She doesn’t answer, so I follow her gaze to a group of guys standing around on the other side of the theatre entrance. They’re smoking and making lewd jokes, their laughter loud and haunting.
One of them turns and moves his eyes over the crowd trickling out of the theatre. His gaze sweep over us, and I detect a sudden flicker of recognition register in his crazed eyes. He stares at us. At Nicole. Taking a long pull on the cigarette, he tosses it, his face opening into a burning smile. He taps the guy next to him and turns.
I look at Nicole.
She’s terrified.
When I look back to the guys, they’re all walking toward us, cutting through the stream of people. I recognize one of the guys from somewhere, but I can’t place from where.
And then I notice his missing tooth.
The one I decked the other night.
Another face triggers recognition. The one who hit me in the head with the pipe. And the two that drug Nicole across the pavement and pulled her pants down.
“Hey, Nicole,” the front-man says. He’s wearing a t-shirt that says something very impolite, and his grin is demon-like, his eyes fire-lit with lust as he looks her up and down. “C’mon, baby. Get in the car, and I’ll overlook the other night. Won’t even ask you to apologize. We can just pick up where we left off like none of that other stuff ever happened.”
“What’s he talking about?” I ask Nicole.
Then I notice the webbed tattoo around his neck.
No!
“Go away,” she says.
He pretends a sad face before laughing with the others. They’ve breached our side of the sidewalk and are now right in front of us. “I’m not asking, doll.” He reaches for her and she pulls away.
He inhales, anger replacing amusement, and a vein on his neck bulges, the cobwebs rippling. His right eye ticks. “I said get in the car.”
Nicole pulls out her phone and starts dialing 911 when he smacks it out of her hand. It bounces off the sidewalk and skitters away.
“Knock it off,” I say, stepping toward him. I should be scared, but I’m not. Not at all. I’m pissed. I’m so angry that I have to clench my fists to keep my hands from shaking. All I need is a match to light this fuse, and…well, I’ll probably just get my face kicked in, but I’m gonna do my best to impose some justice on this gang-banging, rapist thug. Doesn’t even matter that he’s twice my size. Because this is Spider, the guy who turned Nicole’s dreams into nightmares. I want to kill him more now than I did the other night.
He flashes a wicked smile in my face. “Hey, faggot. You the one I texted the other night? Well, don’t worry, we’ll save some for you, too.” Then he reaches out and grabs my shirt while whipping a switchblade from his back pocket. It pops open with a hiss. 
I’m gonna die, I think.
He’s about to gut me right there in front of the theatre when a voice from behind us sounds out. “Hey, what’re you guys doing? Leave those kids alone!” a woman shrieks.
Spider turns and shoots her a look that makes her scurry into the theatre. All the other people, rather than challenge him, spread away, not wanting to get involved. At least I can see the woman dialing on her cell, presumably calling 911.
When Spider turns back to face me, he gets the full brunt of Nicole’s purse in his face. And then she kicks him between the legs. He goes down onto his knees, and I plant a solid punch that I’m certain breaks his nose. But then the other five guys are on us. They tackle us onto the ground, and I feel fists pelting me on my head, in my kidneys and stomach.
I hear Nicole screaming.
“Get off him,” Spider says, back on his feet with blood flowing out of his nostrils and down over his snarling lips.
They grab us and pull us to our feet, holding us in headlocks before Spider and his blade. I look around, trying to make eye contact with the few people moving past us. I can’t believe that people are just going to stand there and let us be killed. And then I spot someone inside the doors, standing off to the side and filming us with his phone. Well, at least I’ll get my fifteen seconds of fame as I bleed out on YouTube.
Spider looks at me, insane hatred radiating out of his eyeballs. But then he steps away from me and moves to Nicole instead.
“I gave you a chance. Now I’m gonna carve you up.”
Before he can flick the knife, I lift my feet into the air, using the two guys holding me as leverage, and double kick Spider in the shoulder. That gets me a punch in the side and Spider’s returned attention.
“You know what I’m gonna do to her when I’m done with you?”
But before I can answer, or he can spit another threat, he’s gone. Standing there in front of me one second and absent the next.
Straight from an NFL highlight reel, a figure comes flying from my left and obliterates Spider, striking him just beneath the ribs, ripping him off his feet and driving him into the concrete. The knife spins into the glass doors behind us.
The punks holding us let go as they run to help their leader. They grab the person who’s delivering blow after blow to Spider’s his head and face and pull him off, tossing him backwards onto the ground.
Lying there at our feet, Pete looks up at us and winks. “How was the movie?”
Then he disappears beneath the five thugs as they go to work on making his face match Eli’s. But before I can step in to help him, I hear Nicole yelp. Spinning around, I see Spider yanking her by her hair, pulling her toward the parking lot.
I race after him and launch myself onto his back. Clinging to him, I grab his hair. He hollers, flips me over and slams me onto my back. The air is chased from my lungs and I roll onto my stomach, waiting for my body to start breathing again.
Spider continues to drag my girl away.
Why isn’t anyone DOING ANYTHING? I’m almost angrier at the people watching than I am at Spider. I reach out and swipe his ankle, making him stumble. He turns and kicks me in the head.
And then someone else is picking him up, raising him over their head, and launching him across the parking lot. Spider hits the ground and rolls.
“Tommy, are you okay?” the man asks.
“Dad?” I’m so confused. “Get up, son.” He runs toward Pete.
“You sure know how to pick ‘em, don’t ya?” another voice calls out, following after my dad.
“James?”
I get up onto my hands and knees and watch as five-on-one becomes four-on-five and bodies start flying all over the place.
I grab Nicole. “Are you okay?”
She’s staring at Spider, and he’s staring at her. He gets up again, a relentless, zombie-like devil, but a police car screeches to a halt between us, setting the scene on fire with red and blue lightning. The officers are out of the car and throwing Spider to the ground so fast, I’m not even sure they had time to put the car in park. They’re tossing Spider into the backseat of the cruiser five seconds later.
More police cars arrive and they take over from where my dad, James, Pete, and some other dude left off, getting the rest of the gang into handcuffs.
The unknown dude comes running up to Nicole and gives her a huge hug, holding her tight. “Are you okay?” he asks her.
I’ve been hearing those three words way too much lately.
She nods. “Yeah, I’m okay.”
He looks at me with an expression that gives away his identity. It’s Nicole’s father, and I’m not sure if he’s going to shake my hand or kill me.
“Dad, this is Tommy. Tommy, this is my dad. He’s the boy who saved me the other night. And tonight.”
“Well, I think Eli—”
He cuts me off, taking my hand in his iron-grip. “Tommy, thanks for looking out for my little girl. I really can’t thank you enough.” He hugs her again, and then gives us some space as he goes to speak with the police.
Now my family comes over. “Who’s the girl, Tommy?” James asks with a big smile.
“Dad, James, this is Nicole.”
She shakes their hands and says it’s nice to meet them.
“Thanks for showing up when you did,” I tell James.
“We were just sitting in the parking lot waiting for you to call and heard a scream.”
Pete walks over and joins us.
“And what about you?” I ask. “What the heck are you doing here?”
He flashes a mysterious grin. “Eli called me. Said you might be needing a ride.”
“What?”
“I know, right?” And he hums the Twilight Zone theme music while rotating his shoulder.
“But how’d you get here?”
And then Jude steps out from behind a line of bystanders and gives a finger wave.
I give him a head nod and he returns it. Then I watch Pete clutch the shoulder he was just rolling. “You okay?”
He waves me off. “Of course, I’m okay. You see the other guy though? The one with the tats? I wrecked his—” he sees my dad and alters his word choice “—butt.”
“Yeah, you did.”
I put my arm around Nicole.





Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
It’s Thanksgiving morning, and we’re on Kennedy High’s practice field. Eli lines up beside me, ready to go out for a pass. His face is getting better but is still yellow and scabbed. Pete, his arm in a sling but playing anyway, is lined up across from him, Matt in front of me. Before James can hike the ball, I say to Eli, “I’m sorry for walking out on you. At the party. I would’ve apologized sooner but I didn’t remember until—”
He smiles and slaps me on the shoulder. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
Yeah right, I think. And if I didn’t know better, I’d say that he’d meant for me to forget what we did to him. But that’s crazy.
The ball is snapped and James drops back, running away from my uncle and Pete’s cousin as they rush him. We’re a mish-mash group of family members and neighbors observed by a small audience. As I run at Matt, stutter-stepping and then cutting hard to the outside, James releases a tight spiral that finds my hands. I make a sideline grab right in front of Nicole and her mother, and she blows me a kiss (Nicole, not her mom). When the kiss strikes me, it’s like a truck hauling ten tons of realization.
This is the end.
The week off school has been both wonderful and depressing. Nicole and I got to spend a lot of time together, and I’m just falling deeper and deeper for her. And I think she’s falling for me, too.
But she’s leaving tomorrow, and I know I’ll probably never see her again.
Oh, I have dreams of meeting her in a couple years, maybe pick things up in college. But, as you know, I’m a realist. So while today will be one of the best of my life, her and her parents invited to hang out with my family all day, it’s overshadowed by a sense of finality that doesn’t seem fair.
Tomorrow will a black Friday alright. But Nicole has already made me promise to ignore the voice that we both know will come whispering the end of the world in my ear.
The other night she told me what happened with Spider, how she’d unintentionally gotten his attention on the first day of school in Oxnard. He’d been pushing twenty as a junior and finally decided to drop out after the first three weeks, but he kept coming around with his gang. And despite all her efforts to deflect his attention, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. One night, while she was walking home from the Centerpoint mall, he snatched her off the sidewalk and carried her to an empty ball field in Rudolph Beck Memorial Park.
When he still wouldn’t leave her alone, acting like it’s what she wanted, that she was his property, she knew she had to tell her dad. She’d seen enough psycho/stalker movies to know that if she didn’t get help fast, they’d be pulling her body out of a dumpster.
I toss the ball back to Nicole’s dad who sets up at center and gets ready to snap it to James again.
I can’t help but think about him, how helpless he must feel being a soldier trained to survive, to serve and protect, and yet unable to keep his own wife and daughter from the enemy—seen and unseen. Of course, he wanted to hunt down Spider, to put a bullet in his head, but he knew what facing a murder charge would do to his family. Nicole needed him with them, not in a cell for the rest of her mom’s life. So he’d pulled her out of school in Oxnard and moved to Ventura while pursuing justice through the limits of the law. But without any evidence or witnesses, the law failed and Spider was free to skate. Before any plans for making his own justice could be made, however, Spider came after her again, this time with dozens of witnesses and surveillance video from the theatre to see him locked up for a long time.
The next play is a pass to Eli. Instead of taking it himself, however, he pitches it back to Lazarus and lead blocks for him, letting him score.
The crowd goes wild.


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





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


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





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


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







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


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







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


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





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


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





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


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





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





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





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


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





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


 
My birthday actually starts out to be a pretty good day. For starters, Grams surprises me with a bouquet of flowers and balloons first thing this morning. That’s a first. Then Clive and Nick somehow get word of it—I suspect Eli—and present me with a little cake and card with a small check after my shift ends. And Savannah even calls me from Mexico to sing the Happy Birthday song to me. So far this birthday is turning out to be one of the best ones ever. 
Although I’m still a little sore from my recent beating, I am determined to go surfing this afternoon. So, taking a piece of birthday cake for Eli, I head for the Surf Shop. Hopefully he will loan me that smelly old Body Glove suit again, but to my surprise, he’s got my new wetsuit all ready for me. “I had them overnight it,” he explains. I happily hug the suit like an old friend then thank Eli. “And I asked Jimmy to come watch the shop for me,” he tells me. “So I can go surfing with you. He should be here any minute now.”
As I tug on my new wetsuit, I wonder how he knew I planned to go surfing…then wonder why I wonder. Before long, we’re out there catching some pretty great waves and I’m having so much fun that even when I wipe out, I hardly feel the pain. 
“Hey look,” I point to the beach as we’re waiting for what we agreed will be our last wave of the day. “Someone’s got a Winter Fest bonfire going.”
Eli nods then tips his head to where a big wave is just arriving and both of us ride it for as long as we can, nearly making it to shore. “Let’s go get warm.” He heads for the fire and I hesitantly follow. Not everyone gets welcomed at just any bonfire. But as we get closer, I see something that stops me in my steps. It’s Amber and Heather. “Come on,” Eli urges me. “It’s okay.”
Although I want to run in the opposite direction, I know that I’ll be safe with Eli and so I continue. Amber and Heather have kind of somber expressions, but don’t seem hostile. To my surprise, they tell me ‘Happy Birthday’ and then take turns apologizing.
“I’m sorry about everything,” Heather begins. “I know what I did was wrong. Really wrong. I’m not even sure why I did it—or why I felt like I hated you so much. It’s like something really twisted was going on inside me, and I did nothing to stop it. I kinda just let it happen. And, well, Eli’s been talking to me about it and I’m just really sorry, Maggie. I hope you will forgive me.”
“Yeah,” Amber says. “I feel the same way. I told Eli it almost seemed like there was another person—like the devil or something—that was driving me to be so terrible to you. But, like Heather said, I didn’t try to stop it. It’s like I sort of enjoyed being mean and nasty to you. But at the same time I hated it. I know that doesn’t really make sense. But the truth is I don’t want to be like that anymore. I really don’t. So I hope you’ll forgive me.”
I’m so stunned, I barely know what to say. 
“And I really can’t blame you if you don’t forgive us,” Heather says.
Amber nods. “Yeah, we don’t deserve it.”
“I do forgive you,” I blurt out. “And I get what you’re saying about how something inside doesn’t want to do the right thing. Yet something does. Like a battle going on. But I don’t want to be ruled by the bad crud.” I glance at Eli. “I don’t want to be stuck in that prison anymore.” I turn back to the girls. “I forgive both of you. I really do.” Then to my complete and utter amazement—we all hug—and suddenly Amber, Heather and I are all crying like babies. And it is seriously freaking unbelievable! I feel like I’ve been set free—like this huge weight’s been lifted off of me.
The girls have a grocery bag with them. They start pulling out hotdogs and buns and chips and soda and we all sit around the fire and talk and eat…and by the time we’re done, I feel like I’ve got two new friends. And like I just experienced a real-life miracle! 
As Eli and I carry our boards back to the Surf Shop, I thank him for orchestrating that bonfire. “You were right once again,” I admit. “Forgiving Heather and Amber was the best birthday present ever. Thanks for helping me to see that.” Eli just nods, taking it in stride like he usually does after doing something that totally blows my mind. But I can tell he’s happy about what just happened—and that makes me even happier. It really truly is a happy birthday. 
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Chapter One
 
 
 
I needed to hit someone. My body was screaming for it. I totally missed the rush I got from slamming into first-stringers with enough force to get them carried off the field—in a neck brace. Honestly, guys on defense talked about wanting to sack the quarterback, block a pass, or tackle the ball carrier—like that’s what football was all about. In my playbook, those are just so much more frosting on the cake. The meat and potatoes of every play was the hitting. Not a bump-and-roll type of thing, but a hit that would rattle their teeth—and shatter their nerve.
I was on some kind of auto-GPS mode this morning. My feet took me where I needed to go without me thinking about it. Exactly why I decided to walk to the Surf Shop that early—you wouldn’t understand. I’m not even sure I did. Tommy, Jude, and every other guy with half a brain slept in on Saturday mornings. But the stretch of the legs felt good. And Eli would already be at the Surf Shop. He’d been keeping the shop going ever since his dad died early in the football season. Even though Eli didn’t play football, he totally understood me—and that need to hit.
Offense or defense, every play was about yardage. And when I freight-trained a guy wearing a different colored jersey, we gained an invisible field advantage even if the line of scrimmage didn’t move an inch. It was an intimidation thing—and that was my thing. Three years ago, my freshman coach told me something I never forgot. 
“Pete, hit your man like a Mack truck on the first play—and you’ll set the tone for the entire game.” 
I took it a step further. I hit with that kind of force every play of the game. I’m a human battering ram. Anyone I tagged in the game knew my jersey number—and feared it. When I took someone down, he didn’t have to look at my number to know who did it.
I picked up the pace, antsy to get to the Surf Shop. Seagulls wheeled and glided overhead, riding the steady breeze off the Pacific. They seemed as restless as I was. I hoped Eli would have something physical for me to do. Like rotate the tires on his dad’s old pickup. Anything to work off some of that juiced-up adrenalin I was feeling. I missed the practice. I missed the games. 
Two scoreboards showed the stats in every game. The big one at the end of the field was the one the people in the stands are always so concerned about. But the scoreboard on the field was what I was all about. The things the spectators couldn’t see. The fear that looked back at me from inside my opponent’s helmet. The players who limped after I’d tackled them. The way they flexed their fingers as if trying to pump up their strength. The way they rolled their shoulders between downs, trying to work out the kinks and lumps I was pounding into them. The guys I punished play after play, who went to the sidelines to shake it off—and to build up the guts to come back. Oh, yeah. I added to my scoreboard on every play. And it had been way too long since I’d racked up some points.
Some parents were always on their kids about treating others nice. I guess my dad had a different take on all that. His philosophy? Hit enough guys hard enough, and doors opened for you. College doors. And if I was going to get to college, I’d need a scholarship. My dad had always been clear about that. No loans. Period. 
The education wasn’t what I was after. I just wanted to play college ball. I wanted to keep hitting. Which is why I’d been doing the dawn patrol in the weight room lately. My idea of a New Year’s resolution, I guess. For some, knowledge was the key to open those scholarship doors. But I didn’t need a key. I was using a battering ram.
I was hoping that lifting would help keep my mind off something else, too. Or rather someone else. But so far, it hadn’t exactly worked. 
The moment the Surf Shop came into view, I was already hoping she’d be there. But even if she wasn’t at Eli’s, it was a pretty safe bet she’d be next door at Surfer Joe’s Coffee Shop. One place or another I was bound to see her—and say something stupid.
The 1953 Ford F100 was parked out front. The pickup was a regular landmark in the area and actually was the Surf Shop logo. Three longboards were bungeed in the bed. Joe’s Surf Shop was painted on the driver’s door. The thing needed paint, but the tires had plenty of miles left on them. And thanks to a little TLC from Eli, she ran like a champ. Eli must have been a mechanic in another life because he was a wizard with engines. But honestly, the first time I saw him behind the wheel instead of his dad…it was weird. But the pickup fits Eli somehow. I think his dad would be proud of him if he were still alive.
Even though Eli had wheels, he usually caught a ride with Jude or me. He just liked being around people, I guess.
Eli stepped out the shop door just as I got there and shook the cushioned mat that normally sits beside the worktable. He wore a faded Surfer Joe’s T with the shop logo screened on the front.
“Morning, Pete.” He gave me a quick once-over. “Dressed kind of nice for a Saturday.”
I glanced at my shirt like I’d noticed it for the first time. “I just grabbed the first clean shirt I found.”
He smiled like the whole thing was some kind of inside joke. “You always wear the jersey—clean or not.”
Not just any jersey. My Dick Butkus Bears jersey. Number 51. “Well today I felt like wearing an island shirt.”
He thumped the mat two times, then walked me inside. “So there’s no reason you’re dolled up this morning?”
“Dolled up?” 
Eli laughed. “I’m just messing with you, man. You look good. Even the hair.”
“What’s wrong with my hair?”
“Not a thing. Just seems longer than you normally wear it.”
He was right about that. And I wouldn’t be getting a haircut any time soon. “I’m going for the wild man look.” Which was completely true. Another resolution. I wasn’t going to cut my hair until the next football season was over—and I had my scholarship.
“It suits you.” He grabbed a broom and worked dust and scraps into a pile. “Kind of a Samson thing?”
“What?”
“His hair grew. His strength grew.”
Truthfully, I was a little rusty on Samson’s bio, but the strength thing was interesting. “If you believe that kind of stuff I guess.”
He stopped sweeping and gave me a funny look. “Of course I believe that stuff.”
“Well anyway,” I said, “maybe after work, want to come over and hang out at my place? Maybe we could watch a movie.”
“No way,” Eli said. “We are not watching Gridiron Gang again.”
“Did I say we were going to watch that one?”
Eli laughed like he could read my mind. “You were thinking it.”
The front door swung open—jingling the shop bell—and even before turning I just knew who it was. My heart thumped the way it does when I hear the whistle before the opening kickoff. 
“Hey, Eli!” Maggie’s smile looked forced. Like maybe she had a case of pre-game jitters. She wore her button-down island shirt tucked into a short pair of faded jean cutoffs. Honestly, she was drop-dead gorgeous. She’d look good wearing anything, though. Especially my Butkus jersey.
 “My shift starts in a few minutes. Thought I’d stop in.” She wiped her palms on her shorts. “Actually, I wanted to bounce something off you.”
I cleared my throat, and she glanced my way. She almost looked surprised that I was there. How did she not see me when she walked in?
“Morning, Petey,” she said. “Where’s the jersey—of who is it—your grandma’s favorite football player?” 
“My grandpa’s. And he was right. Dick Butkus was probably the greatest linebacker of all time. He was an animal. An absolute—”
“Spare me the hero worship details.” She turned back to Eli.
I wasn’t sure who she thought my hero was—Butkus or my grandpa. I guess both would have been right.
“Hey, look at that,” Eli said. “You’re both wearing island shirts. You could pass for twins.”
Maggie laughed in that musical way that she does. “The last thing I need is a football freak for a brother. I gave up babysitting a long time ago.”
“Babysitting?”
She put one hand on her hip. “How many concussions have you had, Petey?” 
“None.” I was proud of that. “I give concussions. I don’t get ‘em.”
She waved me off. “Whatever. But you’ve taken a lot of hits to the head. And that means you’re losing brain cells, Petey. Keep playing ball and eventually you’ll need a babysitter. It’s a dumb game.”
“Dumb? Dumb?”
“Listen to yourself. You’re making my point.”
Eli held up his hands like he was trying to keep the peace. “I’m calling a truce. I still say you’d make a good brother and sister. Look, you’re fighting already.”
Maggie laughed again, and it made me start laughing, too.
“And just think,” Eli said, “If Pete was your bro, he might let you wear his Butkus jersey.” He winked at me—almost like he knew what I’d been thinking.
“I’d never wear that ratty shirt,” Maggie said. “And I don’t need a brother.” She glanced at her phone. “Time to fly.”
“You wanted to talk,” Eli said.
Her eyes flicked to me for a second, then back. “I’ll stop back when I can. It was probably stupid anyway.”
The front door bell chimed, and she was gone. I stepped closer to the window. She slipped her phone out of her back pocket, checked the time, and trotted toward Surfer Joe’s. 
Eli stepped up beside me. “I’ve never seen her look spooked like that.”
“Maggie? Afraid?”
“Some people are good at covering up,” Eli said. “Maggie’s a pro.”
Over the next hour, Eli helped several customers and fielded a few phone calls. But I caught him looking toward Surfer Joe’s after nearly every one of them. And he told me about Samson—the super-strong dude who had a weakness for women. When he described how Samson took on the barbaric Philistines, I almost felt like I was watching a movie. He made the story come alive like I’d never heard it told before. Like he’d seen the whole thing in real time.
Jimmy stopped in—but only to pick something up for his mom at the office. He said hi to me, but ignored Eli. When Eli asked how the day was going at home, Jimmy glared at him. “How do you think it’s going?” He stormed toward the door just as Maggie appeared—carrying two coffees.
She raised the paper cups high and pressed herself against the doorframe to avoid getting bowled over. “Seems to me”—Maggie watched Jimmy march to his bike, “brothers are highly overrated.”
Eli stood at the window, watching Jimmy pedal away. “He’s hurting. Misses my dad.”
“Why is that your fault?”
Eli gave a sad smile. “It’s not. But I guess I’m an easy target.” He faced Maggie. “And good brothers aren’t overrated. They’re just rare. You’re going to need one, Maggie.” He nodded toward me.
“Not interested.” She held out a coffee for Eli. “One shortboard, decaf, extra cream, extra sugar.
I had a feeling Eli would have been have been happier with a glass of water, but if that was true he never showed it. “Thanks, Maggie.” He smiled and reached for the coffee.
“And for you”—she handed me the second cup—“one longboard, black, fully amped. How’d I do?”
“Perfect,” I said. I held it close to my face, inhaling the aroma. “How’d you know?” I’d never even ordered a coffee from her since she got the job.
She gave me one of those you-wouldn’t-understand looks. “You’re an open book, Petey. With lots of pictures and really big print.”
Eli flipped over the Back in 30 sign on the front door and pulled three stools to the workbench. “Tell us what’s on your mind, Maggie.”
She looked at me, then back at him—like she really didn’t want me there. Which made me wonder if maybe she kind of liked me and wanted to talk to Eli about it.
“It’s okay,” Eli said. “Talk to us.”
She stared down at the worktable but didn’t say a word for maybe a whole minute. Eli sat there like he had all day, but it was driving me nuts. Seriously, I was just about to make a comment when she looked up and took a deep breath, like she was about to say something really important. I leaned toward her.
“Somebody is stalking me.”
Eli’s eyes narrowed just a bit, but he stayed quiet. 
I looked out the window, half expecting some lowlife to be hanging around across the street or something.
“I haven’t actually seen him, but I know he’s there. When I was Bo-boarding after school yesterday, I spent more time scanning the beach than watching for waves.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “Bo-boarding?”
“Sometimes when I surf just before sunset, it’s just me and Bo.” She shrugged. “I call it Bo-boarding.”
Just her and Bo? “Hold on,” I said. I’d never seen her with any other guy in months. “Who is this Bo-zo guy? Maybe he’s the one messing with your head.”
“There is no other guy,” Eli said. “She’s talking about surfing alone. Her surfboard is an original Bo Steinfeld.”
As if I would know who that was. “I wouldn’t know Bo Steinfeld from Bo Jangles.” 
“He’s a big deal to surfers, dude,” Eli said. “It’d be like you getting a game-worn jersey from Dick Butkus.”
“Oh.” Now he was making sense.
“Sometimes,” Maggie said, “I’m so sure somebody is following me—but when I turn around…”
“But you’ve never actually seen him, right?” I tried to make it sound like I believed her, but honestly?
She shook her head.
“Maybe you’re being stalked by the Invisible Man.” I grinned, hoping she’d feel better if we lightened things up.
She shot me a disgusted look.
“Maggie, you need to be careful,” Eli said—like he totally bought her story. 
 “I’m a big girl,” Maggie said. “I can take care of myself.” She patted her purse, which made me wonder if she was carrying mace or something.
“You’ve been taking care of yourself for years,” Eli said. “But this is different. You just can’t be out all alone for a while. Especially at night. You need a bodyguard.”
“Or a shrink,” I said. “You’re paranoid, Maggie.”
She stood and glared at me. “You can leave now, Petey. I really only wanted to talk to Eli anyway.”
“Easy, both of you,” Eli said. “Nobody’s leaving, Maggie. You’re going to need all the friends you’ve got.”
“Friends?” She was still giving me the dagger-eyes.
“Tell us the rest,” Eli said. “There’s more, isn’t there?”
She gave me a hard look. “If Petey makes one more crack about me imagining this, I’m leaving—or he is. Got it?”
I raised both hands in the air. “Not another word. Promise.”
“My Grams believes me—and she questions everything.”
Eli motioned for her to sit. “When did the feeling start—that you were being stalked?”
She sat and stared at the floor. “Halfway through Winter Fest. At first I shook it off. But I’ve been feeling it more and more.”
“You have an idea who it is, don’t you.” Eli was making a statement, not asking a question.
Maggie pulled her phone from her back pocket and opened her messages. “Wednesday, the texts started.”
“Texts?” If she’d mentioned this little detail to begin with, I’d never have doubted her.
She scrolled through the display. “I’m watching you—and you look fine. You won’t look so pretty when I’m done with you, though.” She looked at both of us. “It goes on to describe what I was wearing. Exactly.”
“Have you shown that to the police?”
She nodded. “The texts are from one of those prepaid Walmart phones—so it’s not exactly traceable. And since I haven’t actually seen anyone following me,” she shot me a look, “and nobody has physically threatened me…” She shrugged.
“There’s nothing the police can do,” Eli said.
“Pretty much.” Her voice sounded softer, weaker than before. 
“So, block his number,” I said. “You won’t even know when he tries to text you.” Eventually the jerk would get the message and stop harassing her, right?
“I can’t,” Maggie said. “I need to know when he’s watching me. When he’s close.”
Eli nodded. “The text serves as a warning…so you can be on guard?”
“I’m always on guard,” Maggie pulled her purse onto her lap. “I just want to be ready.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “You think this guy would actually come after you?”
Maggie took a shaky breath. “The texts are getting worse. I mean—he describes exactly what he plans to do to me.”
I stood and walked halfway to the window, then back. I couldn’t just sit there and listen. I needed to do something. That feeling was back—in a big way. That need to hit.
“Let me see that.” Eli reached for the phone, but Maggie pulled it back.
“There’s some pretty twisted stuff in there. You don’t want to see it.”
Like the sick-o’s texts were her fault? She had no reason to be ashamed. It didn’t make sense. I leaned against the heavy wooden workbench, reached back and gripped the edge—imagining it was the sick-o’s arm. The bench was made of some kind of hardwood, but I wanted to hear it crack.
“Where’d you get the gun?” Eli said.
His question got me refocused. 
Maggie looked slightly rattled. “Who told you—”
“Seriously?” I glanced at her purse. “You’ve got a gun?”
“Grams insisted.” She reached into her purse and pulled enough of the handgun out to remove all doubt.
“Your grandma has a Glock?” The deadliest thing my grandma carried was her cane. 
“In your heart, you know who is sending the texts,” Eli said. “Don’t you?”
She didn’t answer, but her face definitely said she did. “The beast.” 
Tears welled up in her eyes, and honestly, I had no idea what to do. I gripped the workbench harder. Wanted to throw it across the room. And I was pretty sure I could.
“He stopped in at Surfer Joe’s a couple weeks ago. Lucky me, I actually made his coffee. Then he sat there pretending to drink it. But he was watching me.” She shuddered. “The way he looked at me was so disgusting…like he was imagining all kinds of perverted things.”
“You’re beating yourself up, Maggie,” Eli said. “He’s the monster—not you.”
“But why did I ever go out with an animal like that?” Tears ran down her cheeks. 
I’d never seen her cry before. Not even when Heather slapped her hard in the hallway at Kennedy High, long before they became friends.
My mind was racing, trying to figure who this beast was. Braylen Cox was an animal. But she only went out with him what—once, maybe? Why would he stalk her? 
“The day after he was at Joe’s I started getting that creepy feeling like he was watching me. When I left Grams for school. When I got off my shift. But no”—she looked at me—“I never actually saw him.” 
“Then the texts started,” Eli said. “Right?”
She nodded. “Why did I let him ever touch me? Why did I ever let him—”
“But you’ve changed,” Eli said. “He’d never have a chance with you again—and he knows it. That’s why he’s doing this.” 
I knew a half-dozen guys she’d probably been with before she started hanging with Eli. And who knew how many I didn’t know about? But if it was Braylen, I was going to tear him apart.
“I knew better than to go out with him in the first place. I was stupid.”
“And hurting.” Eli handed her a clean rag from the bench.
Clearly, both of them knew who this guy was. “Who’s this ‘beast’ guy you’re talking about?” 
She looked at me, dabbing at the tears. “I haven’t spoken his name in months, and I refuse to say his name now. I call him the beast. Let’s just leave it at that.”
Leave it at that? I wanted to rip his Maggie-stalking face off. I locked eyes with Eli. “Do I know him? Is it Braylen?”
Eli shook his head. “Terrence Stuart.”
What? I half-expected Maggie to say he was wrong. But she buried her face in that rag and sobbed. 
Terrence? I tried to get my head wrapped around that. “But you broke it off with him months ago.” It wasn’t that I didn’t believe her. I just didn’t see why the guy hadn’t moved on. “Why would—”
“Because that’s how he is,” she whispered. “If he can’t have me, nobody will.” 
I gripped the workbench until my forearms began to cramp. Terrence. I pictured his cocky, pock-marked face.
I needed to hit someone. God knows, I needed to hit someone so bad.
And now I knew exactly who.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
I spent most of the day at the Surf Shop, working out some strategy with Eli. My plan was simple. Find Terrence and beat the tar out of him. Hey it was Saturday—which seemed like a perfect day for a fight. 
Eli had a different plan. Naturally. He was the diehard peacemaker. Eventually he called Tommy in—which I was kind of happy about. It wasn’t just that Tommy was a good friend, but more importantly Tommy could hit—a little fact he’d demonstrated plenty of times during the football season. If things got rough with Terrence, Tommy was a great guy to have on the field. And Tommy needed something to keep his mind off Nicole, anyway. Ever since his girlfriend moved, he’d been moping around even more than usual.
Eli invited Jude over, too. Another good friend, and the kind of guy who had a gift for cooking up the wildest schemes. Jude had the money to make them happen, too. I was relieved when Jude pulled up to the Surf Shop in his convertible Mustang. I’m not saying Eli wasn’t good at making plans, it’s just that Jude’s ideas were a whole lot more weasely. Which is exactly what we really needed when dealing with a stalker.
The four of us kicked around ideas for dealing with Terrence. Eli kept reminding us that this wasn’t about paying Terrence back—or teaching him a lesson. He’d called us together to protect Maggie. Somehow Eli talked us into trying his way first.
By the time Maggie was done with her shift, just after seven, we had a bodyguard schedule all worked out. Eli explained the whole thing to her when she came over after work. Jude would give her a ride to school—and back. When she worked, one of us would escort her to Surfer Joe’s and home again—every time. Tommy would borrow his dad’s car when he was on, and I’d borrow my mom’s CRV. 
And when Maggie was in the house—we made her promise that she’d make sure all the doors and windows were locked. She argued with us a little, but I don’t think her heart was in it. I mean, I’m no Eli when it comes to reading faces, but even I could tell she looked a little relieved that she had all of us looking out for her.
She gave us a little push-back when it came to surfing alone, but she finally promised to give up Bo-boarding until we were sure Terrence was only making empty threats.
“Have you told Savannah about this?” Eli said.
Maggie did this little thing where she bites her lower lip. “She just got back from Mexico. There was a lot for her to talk about.”
“Heather and Amber?”
Eli had told all me about Maggie patching things up with the psycho-sisterhood—but it still took me off guard to hear him suggest that she confide in them.
“Just you,” she said. “And Grams.” 
“Telling them would have made it real,” Eli said. “Right?”
She shrugged. “Something like that.”
“Let them in the loop,” Eli said. “You need them—and they need you.”
Whatever that meant. What she needed was for someone to knock Terrence’s teeth down his throat.
We did that find-my-friends app thing so that all five us could see where one another was at any time. I don’t know how that idea popped in my head—but as soon as I suggested it, Mags smiled at me—like a for-real smile—for the first time ever. We tested the app by all of us heading in different directions, then checking our phones to see where each of us were. I could tell Eli was in his shop. Mags was there with him. Jude took his Mustang for a drive around the block, and Tommy was out on the beach like me, except he wasn’t nearly as close to the water, and he headed north while I went south. 
After hearing about Terrence, my whole world started spinning south. By the time we all met back at the Surf Shop, I’d convinced myself that I wasn’t going to just sit back and wait for Terrence to come after Maggie. I’m all about defense on the football field, but with Maggie’s safety on the line? I was ready to carry the ball.
I would have taken every bodyguard shift if I could, but all the guys wanted to help. When it was time to head home, Tommy was her bodyguard and ride to her grandma’s place. I offered to go with, you know, just in case. But Tommy insisted he had things under control. I watched them leave the shop, Tommy’s head swiveled left and right like he expected an attack any minute—which was good. At least he’d be on high alert.
Eli said he’d be working late, and it kind of looked like he needed to focus on the board he’d been shaping. 
“I’ll give you a ride, Pete,” Jude said. “Scooge needs to get some work done.”
I didn’t need a ride. I wanted to walk—and hoped I’d see Terrence along the way. Preferably someplace really dark. But Jude can be pretty stubborn, so I finally climbed in the Mustang.
“Look,” Jude said the moment we pulled away, “Scooge is a great guy, but he’s been breathing too many epoxy fumes—or whatever he coats those boards with.”
“What are you saying?”
“Maggie doesn’t need a bodyguard. She needs a bouncer,” he said. “The only way to get this scumbag off her back is to put him on his back.” He made a fist.
Finally, somebody was seeing the whole field on this. “My thoughts exactly.”
“We can’t just wait for something to happen,” Jude said. “We gotta make something happen ourselves. Can you imagine what he’d do if he finds her when we’re not around?”
I did not want to picture that. “I’m with you on this. Any ideas?”
“Working on it,” Jude said. “I do my best thinking when I drive. Let’s take a ride.”
Our drive ended up at Terrence’s apartment. How Jude knew where he lived, I have no idea. Jude parked where we had a decent view of the entire lot. “There it is.” He pointed to a Chevy Silverado parked in a handicapped spot—the same model year as Terrence’s. The pickup was coated with light gray primer—so I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure it was his.
“He’s parked in a handicapped stall,” Jude said. “What’s up with that?”
“Maybe he’s psychic,” I said. “He can see the future.” 
Jude laughed like he couldn’t believe I said something clever. “Whoa, Pete! Nice one.”
“You sure that’s his truck?” If it wasn’t—and Terrence was slinking around somewhere—I’d have felt a lot better going to Maggie’s and keeping an eye on her place a bit.
“Trust me,” Jude said. “I got a good look at his truck the first time we met him.”
The morning we’d helped Maggie get away after she dumped him. The thing was, I just couldn’t picture her with Terrence. Never could.
“She was still fifteen then,” Jude said. “And Terrence is like, what? Twenty? They could legally nail him for messing with an underage girl.”
“Good luck proving they were together,” I said. “It’ll be her word against his.”
“I’m just saying the guy is a total perv,” Jude said. “I wonder if his neighbors know he likes taking advantage of minors.”
“I wish there was a way to let them know,” I said. “Warn them or something.”
Jude smiled like his wheels were turning. “Maybe we can.” 
“Talk to me.” 
He sat up. “We get some spray paint—and leave some messages right there on his truck. We turn his truck into a mobile billboard.”
“Spray paint?” I pictured something a little more aggressive. Something that involved painting his face bloody—with my fists. “Seems like he’d be getting off kind of light.”
“Look,” Jude said. “Call it a clear warning to stay away from Maggie. And we’re letting his neighbors know he’s dangerous—so other girls don’t get caught in his web. We’d be doing the community a favor.”
I pictured it for a couple secs. “It would be a way of protecting the neighbors.”
“Definitely a noble thing to do,” Jude said. “And obviously he wants his truck painted. It’s all primed and ready for us.” He started the engine.
“Where are we going?”
He grinned. “To pick up spray paint.”





Chapter Three
 
 
 
We picked up hot pink spray paint. The neon stuff. I was more in favor of picking up a couple of those propane torches plumbers use. I liked the idea of burning a message into the primer. But the spray paint thing was totally Jude’s brain child, so I let him call the shots. 
Jude wanted reinforcements—which was ridiculous. We could handle Terrence. But Jude always likes the odds in his favor. He had two other guys he wanted to call—but I put my foot down on that one. We finally compromised by swinging by Tommy’s place. Jude explained his idea. Tommy hated every bit of it, but Jude finally talked him into getting in the car. He griped all the way to the apartment building and gave us twenty reasons why Jude’s plan was doomed.
Terrence was the doomed one. And his truck was still in the handicapped stall.
Tommy insisted that Jude phone Eli before we did the deed. He wasn’t budging on the issue, so finally Jude made the call—and put Eli on the car’s speakers so we all could hear. Eli actually tried to talk us out of painting Terrence’s truck, which was pretty much what we all expected.
“I’ve got another hour before I can be there,” Eli said. “Don’t do anything without me. Okay?”
“Lighten up, Scooge,” Jude said.
“Seriously, guys, this is a mistake,” Eli said. “Wait ‘til I get there. I’ll explain.”
Jude checked the time. “So you’ll be at Terrence’s dump by nine?”
“Count on it.”
“See you then.” The moment Jude disconnected, he grabbed one of the cans and tossed it to me. “Start shaking.”
“I thought we were waiting for Eli.”
“Technically I never agreed to that,” Jude said. “I just said we’d see him here.” He shook the other can until the little marble inside was banging up and down, keeping rhythm with my heart.
“This is a bad idea,” Tommy said. “This isn’t going to end well.”
“Shut up, Tommy.” Jude tossed him the keys. “Stay with the car. Keep low in the back seat, but tap the horn once if you see anyone coming.”
“Like a cop car?”
“Or any other car, idiot.” Jude opened his door. “Ready, Pete?”
Oh yeah, I was ready. “I’ve got some choice things to spray on the sides of his truck. Like ‘Stay away from Maggie, you pervert.’”
Jude looked at me for a long moment. “Actually, I need you to come with—just to be my lookout—not to paint. I’ve got our message already worked out—and I’ll need all the space I can get.”
“I’m not going to just stand around and let you do everything.” I kept shaking the can. “I want to rip this guy’s head off.”
“Which is why I’ve got you watching my back. If Terrence shows up.” He made a fist and smiled. “Deal?”
I nodded. 
Jude led the way across the parking lot, weaving in and out of the cars until he crouched alongside the passenger side of the pickup. He pried the cap off the can and wrote in six-inch letters. As much as I wanted to watch, I forced myself to keep a scan going on the parking lot, and the apartment building beyond. If Terrence did crawl out from underneath his rock, I wanted to be there to greet him.
“How ‘bout I do the other side?” I wanted to graffiti every stinking quarter-panel of his truck. I was thinking something along the lines of STAY AWAY FROM MAGGIE OR I’LL TWIST YOU INTO A PRETZEL.


“We only want to paint this side,” Jude said. “I’ll explain after we’re out of here.”
So why’d we buy two cans? I scanned the parking lot. The place was dead. Even the apartment balconies were empty. “Almost done?”
Jude laughed like I shouldn’t be so impatient. “Another minute.”
Headlights approached the parking lot. I held my breath to see if the car would turn in. “Move it, Jude. May have an incoming here.”
Tommy blasted the horn just as the car pulled into the lot and wheeled into an empty parking slot.
“Perfect timing,” Jude said. He tucked the spray can under his T-shirt. I stuffed mine in the pocket of my cargo shorts. We strolled toward Jude’s car like we were in no hurry at all. By the time we got near the Mustang, Tommy was motioning frantically.
We ducked in and slid low in the seats.
“It’s Terrence,” Tommy said. “Just walked out the door. Think he spotted us?”
Neither of us answered him. Of course he didn’t see us. Terrence did his cocky big-man walk to the truck. The scumbag was so full of himself. I wanted to pop every zit on his face with my fists. Actually, I couldn’t think of a reason why I shouldn’t go over there and settle this right now. I reached for the door handle.
“Easy, Pete.” Jude grabbed my arm. “Let this play out. You’ll get your chance.”
And just like that, my chance was gone. Terrence slid inside the truck and slammed the door. The engine sounded horrible—just like it did months ago. Actually, I was surprised the thing still ran. “Sounds like he still needs that spark plug. He should have taken Eli’s advice.”
Tommy gave me a sideways look. “Said the guy who just ignored Eli’s advice.”
“He’s leaving,” Jude said. “And he doesn’t even know. That’s why we didn’t paint the driver’s side.”
Terrence backed out of the parking spot, tapped the bumper of a Subaru in the stall directly behind him, and pulled out of the lot.
Jude fired up the Mustang. “Now comes the real fun.” He pulled out seconds later, keeping a safe distance from Terrence, but not so far back that we’d risk losing him at a traffic light.
Terrence stayed in the passing lane, and Jude kept to the right. Then I got my first glimpse of the message printed in two lines across the entire passenger side of Terrence’s truck. 
Perverted & stalking your underage daughter.


Try stopping me, dogface!
Tommy laughed like he was suddenly enjoying this whole thing. “Okay, I stand corrected. Maybe this was a good idea.”
“And it’s about to get better.” Jude said. “Watch.”
The traffic light turned, and Terrence coasted to a stop.
A charcoal Tacoma with Semper Fi bumper stickers pulled up alongside the primed pickup. A guy leaned out the window and shouted at Terrence, but even with our windows down we couldn’t make out what he said.
Tommy leaned forward. “Asking for directions?”
“More like telling him where to go,” I said.
The light changed and the Marine charged ahead.
“Yes!” Jude smiled like he’d imagined it all coming down like that. “I love it.”
At the next red light some guy in a Jeep pulled up next to Terrence and exchanged some choice words with him. The instant the light changed, the Jeep pulled ahead and cut Terrence off. The beast had to hit the brakes hard.
“Poor Terrence,” Jude said. “He’s got to be wondering what in the world is going on.”
“Cop behind us,” Tommy said. “How’s your speed?”
Jude glanced in his rearview mirror. “We’re going with the flow.”
The cop was on a motorcycle, and seemed to be in a hurry. He weaved around Jude and changed lanes again to pass Terrence on the passenger side. But instead of roaring past him, the cop slowed down and kept pace with him—obviously reading the spray-painted message.
“Uh-oh,” Tommy said.
They missed the green light, and the cop stopped dead even with the pickup’s passenger window and revved his engine like he was trying to get Terrence to look at him. The instant the beast turned his way, the cop spit on the passenger door.
“Did you see that?” Jude pounded the steering wheel. “This is perfect. This is absolutely perfect.”
The cop didn’t turn away, but kept staring Terrence down. Then he flipped on his lights and siren and roared through the red light, cutting into Terrence’s lane as he did. He took one hand off the handlebars and tapped the gun strapped to his side.
“Looks like he’s sending his own message to Terrence,” Jude said. 
The light changed and Terrence pulled into the next gas station. Jude swung into the Taco Bell parking lot just beyond. 
Terrence hopped out of his truck, grabbed a window squeegee.
“He’s going to wash the loogie off the side of his truck,” Tommy said. 
Terrence stormed around the bed of the truck—and stopped cold when he saw the other side.
“Surprise!” Jude said. “We should have filmed the whole thing.”
Terrence took the sponge side of the window squeegee and rubbed at the pink paint—but it didn’t budge. He threw the squeegee onto the pavement and stomped back around the truck. He gunned the engine, making it miss all the more, and squealed out of the lot.
“Anybody want to bet he goes to the store for more primer?” Jude said. “Admit it guys…I’m a genius.”
That was pushing it a little. The graffiti was fun, but it wasn’t much more than a prank. I still thought we needed to send a message in a lot stronger way.
At that instant Eli pulled up next to us. He drove his dad’s old ‘53 Ford—and he came in fast. The moment I saw his face, I kind of got that sick feeling in my gut. He didn’t look mad, though. Just disappointed. I think it would have been easier if he was upset. He slid out of the truck and walked over to Jude’s door.
“I thought you were going to wait. I even left the shop early.”
“You saw the little message we left on Terrence’s—”
“I read it,” Eli said.
He definitely didn’t look happy.
“How’d you find us, Scooge?”
Eli waggled his phone. “The new app. Remember? What happened to waiting?” He ducked lower so he could see all of us.
I slid a little lower in my seat.
“We had an opportunity, and we took it,” Jude said. “Everything worked out. He never saw us—so everything’s good.”
“No,” Eli said. “Everything isn’t good. Everything’s a mess now.” He turned from the car and walked back to his truck. He grabbed the rails over the bed and sort of bowed his head like he was praying or maybe trying not to say something he shouldn’t.
“Now that is what I call overreacting,” Jude said. “Scooge has got to loosen up.”
I climbed out of the Mustang. The high of the spray paint messaging had definitely fizzled, and honestly, I wasn’t in the mood for any more of Jude’s hot air. Tommy must have felt the same way. He crawled out of the back seat even as I walked toward Eli.
“Sorry, Eli.” I whispered so Tommy wouldn’t hear. 
He turned to me. “I know you wanted to do something to help Maggie. But the Scriptures say that vengeance belongs to God. You take things in your own hands, and you’re going to make a mess.”
“Actually, I wanted to do a lot more than mess up his truck.”
“So you held back.” Eli gave me a half-smile. “That’s a start, anyway. Give me the spray paint.”
The spray paint? It was a strange request, but then a lot of things Eli said didn’t make a ton of sense. I walked back to Jude’s car and grabbed the cans off the floor. Maybe he was going to get rid of the evidence for us. Probably a good idea.
Eli tossed the cans through the open window of his cab. “Give me a minute, will you, Pete?”
“Yeah.” I took a step back. “Sure.”
Eli grabbed the wood rails rising from the bed of the truck and closed his eyes again.
Jude got out of the Mustang and made a big deal out of slamming the door. “Who wants something to drink?” He jerked his head toward Taco Bell. “I’m buying.”
I didn’t want to go with Jude, but I wasn’t so sure Eli was in the mood for company either. 
“Go with them, Pete.” Eli’s eyes were still closed. “I’ll join you when I’m done.”
Tommy, Jude, and I went inside and grabbed Cokes and a table. Twenty minutes later Eli walked in and sat next to me.
Jude leaned forward. “Look, Eli, you’re not going to make me feel guilty for warning innocent people that Terrence is twisted. So don’t even start on me.”
“Our goal was to protect Maggie,” Eli said. “She was the only one in danger.”
“Why do you think I spray painted the beast’s truck? It was all about protecting Maggie.”
Eli looked at him long and hard. “Protecting her? You just put her in more danger than ever.”
Jude waved him off. “You know what I think? You’re jealous this wasn’t your idea. You always have to be the big hero. It’s like you want to be Maggie’s savior. But you missed your chance, Scooge. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“You’re wrong.”
I was still thinking about what Eli said about Maggie being in more danger. “What did you mean—about Maggie?”
“Who do you think Terrence will figure did the graffiti on his truck?” Eli pointed at Jude. “You?” He looked at me. “You? Tommy?”
Jude shook his head. “He never saw any of us. He’d never guess it was us. We’re in the clear on this. What are you so worried about?”
I had to agree with Jude. But honestly, I wouldn’t have cared if Terrence did see us. I’d like to see him try to take us on.
“You’re right,” Eli said. “He’d never guess it was any one of you. Because he thinks the only one it could possibly be is the one he was texting.”
My gut did a summersault. “Maggie.”
“And do you think for one minute he’ll sit back and take being humiliated by her?”
The moment Eli said it, I knew it was true. “Dear God, what did we do?”
“Hold on.” Jude gave that same smile he did when he asked me to trust him. “I think we’re all overreacting.”
Suddenly Eli’s eyes got wide. “He’s going after her.” He sucked in his breath—like he was seeing it all play out in his mind somehow. And by the look on his face, it wasn’t good. He pulled out his phone, scrolled through his favorites, and tapped her picture. He swung the phone to his ear. “C’mon, Maggie. Pick up the phone.”
I looked directly at Tommy. “You got her home safe, right?”
“Yeah. Walked her right to the door. Said hi to her Grams and everything.”
“And you reminded her to stay put?”
 “Her grams said something about Maggie going to the grocery store for her, but she didn’t seem like she was in a hurry for anything. Maggie knew she was supposed to stay inside. I figured she’d pick up whatever her grandma needed tomorrow.”
I turned to Eli. “You think she went out?”
“I’m sure of it.” Eli stood with the phone still pressed against his ear. “She’s not answering.”
I whipped out my phone. Scrolled to the location app.
Eli looked directly at me. “Where is she?”
I stared at the screen and groaned. “Definitely not at her house.” It took me a sec to place her. “She’s at the beach. Near the Surf Shop.”
Eli ran for the door. 
I followed, but at a distance.
“Maggie’s probably surfing,” Jude shouted after us. “She’s insane.”
Eli shook his head. “She’s in trouble.” 





Chapter Four
 
 
 
I watched Eli tear out of the lot. Alone. What had I been thinking?
“C’mon, Pete.” Jude was already climbing into the Mustang. 
Tommy dove into the back seat. “You’ve got shotgun.”
I wished I had a shotgun. I’d stop Terrence for good. I ducked inside—just as Jude fired up the 5.0 liter engine.
“Seatbelts,” Jude said. “This thing’s got 435 horses—and we’re going to use every one of them.” He peeled out of the parking lot—fishtailed—and got control again.
Obviously Tommy hadn’t buckled up. He was bouncing around in the back seat like a pinball. “You’re going to get us killed.”
It wasn’t my life I was worried about. “Show us what this thing can do, Jude.”
Jude blew a stop sign, ran a red light, and roared past Eli within the first four blocks of leaving the parking lot. It still didn’t seem like we were going fast enough. I rolled down my window. At least the rush of air made me feel like we were flying.
“I can’t understand why she’d go out,” Tommy said. “And that stretch of beach? At night? Nobody’s out there. It would be a perfect place for someone to—”
“Shut up, Tommy.” Okay, maybe I said it a little stronger than I needed to, but he wasn’t helping things at all.
Tommy leaned forward between the seats. “Think we should call 9-1-1?”
Jude slowed up behind an SUV doing the limit and flashed his brights. “And tell them what?” He swung into the oncoming lane and gunned the engine. “We don’t know anything.”
“Eli knew something,” Tommy said.
He definitely did. I watched Maggie on the app. She hadn’t moved since I’d first spotted her. Maybe she was just sitting there, watching the surf in the moonlight.
Or maybe Terrence already found her.
Maggie needed us. Now. I didn’t need Eli to tell me that. My gut was convincing me pretty good. “Can’t you go faster?”
“Only if I had wings.”
I needed a pair right now. Four bodyguards, and none of us were with Maggie. So much for Eli’s plan. And sending a message with pink spray paint? Jude’s idea was no better. I’d known from the beginning that the only message that scumbag beast would understand would be from my fists.
“There,” Jude said. He pointed at her grandma’s Buick LeSabre parked in front of the Surf Shop. I unbuckled. Kicked off my flip-flops. Checked Maggie’s position with the app one more time. Jude screeched to a stop in the empty spot next to hers. 
I leaped out of the car and raced for the beach. There was no way I was waiting for the others. My bare feet hadn’t even touched sand when I heard the crack of a pistol.
Then another. And another. 
“Maggie!” I zeroed in on the sound of the gunfire. “Maggie!”
Two more shots—quick. And then silence.
“Maggie!” 
I sprinted toward the ocean—and strained to hear.
But there was nothing. No screams. No gunfire. Only the sound of the surf, and my heart beating wildly in my ears.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
I knew it was Maggie even though it was really too dark to be sure. She was on her knees—her back to me and arms outstretched, pointing the gun away from me into the darkness.
“Maggie!” 
She whirled—swinging the Glock my way.
I held up my hands and stopped. “It’s me, Pete. Petey.”
“Thank God.” She dropped the gun. 
I don’t think anyone has ever thanked God when they saw me coming. Not ever. 
She broke down, sobbing the moment I got to her. Her island shirt was ripped—bad. Every button gone—or hanging by threads. One sleeve torn completely off. She threw her arms around my neck like she would never let go. Her whole body shook.
Or was it my body that was shaking? “Did…did he hurt you?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “But no—not the way you’re thinking.”
“Terrence?”
“He had a stocking over his face. But it was him. I’m absolutely sure.”
So was I. Even as I held her, I scanned the area. Looking for the beast…or his blood.
“I was so scared,” she said. “It was like he was more animal than human.”
She was still trembling in my arms. In that moment, I knew I would die for this girl. Or kill. “Did you get him? Did you put a bullet in his hide?”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “Somehow I managed to get my hand into my purse. I actually fired the first round inside it—and the beast instantly rolled off me. I shot a couple more times—without even aiming—just to keep him moving. He ran toward the shore road. Then I aimed and squeezed the trigger twice more to make sure he didn’t come back.”
I gently loosened her grip and pulled off my shirt. “Here. Put this on.” She took my Butkus jersey without hesitation. I turned to give her some privacy.
Maggie slipped it over her head just as Jude and Tommy ran up. I have no idea what took them so long—but then again maybe I do. Jude talks a big game, but doesn’t show up until the danger is over.
“Guard her,” I said.
I ran in the direction she’d been pointing the gun when I first saw her. All my senses were on high alert. I wanted Terrence to ambush me, and yet at the same time, hoped to find him lying in a pool of blood. The way I saw it, he deserved to be dead. But dying from a gunshot wound was too easy. Too quick. He needed to feel a bit more pain on his journey to the hereafter.
I was nearly back to the road and still no sign of Terrence. I slowed to a stop. Rested my hands on my knees to catch my breath—but kept searching the shadows ahead of me.
I glanced back to make sure Maggie was still okay. I could see her silhouette. Jude and Tommy were with her—walking her in the direction of the Surf Shop. A fourth person was approaching them. Eli. 
Clearly she was in good hands. I turned my attention back to the road ahead. A door slammed in the distance—and an engine started and revved twice. I strained to see, but couldn’t get a visual on the vehicle as it pulled away. But it didn’t matter. The sound of that motor wiped away any doubts of who her attacker was. 
Terrence really should have gotten that spark plug fixed. 





Chapter Six
 
 
 
When I got to the Surf Shop, Maggie was sitting on one of the stools by the workbench. I locked the door behind me and leaned against the workbench. I was way too keyed-up to sit.
“Maggie was just going to explain what she was doing out there alone,” Jude said.
Exactly what I’d been wondering.
“Grams needed distilled water for her BiPAP machine,” Maggie said. “She’s got sleep apnea really bad.”
“Oh, that clears up everything,” Jude said. “Who doesn’t go to the beach for a jug of distilled water?”
She ignored him. “The moment I got in my car, I got that weird feeling.”
I had no idea how that worked with girls, but I wasn’t about to discount it. Not anymore. “Like someone was watching?”
She nodded.
“Why didn’t you go back inside the house?” I kind of blurted it out. What she’d done was incredibly stupid, if you asked me.
“I almost did,” she said. “Then I thought about how you’d said I was paranoid.”
“That was your first mistake,” Jude said. “Nobody pays attention to anything Pete says.”
I wanted to tell Maggie how stupid she’d been to go out. Alone. But it was partly because of my big mouth. Maybe the dumbest thing Maggie had done was listen to me.
“So,” Eli said, “you had that feeling at Grams.”
Maggie nodded. “And it got worse. I took some quick turns, and kept checking my rearview mirror. I didn’t see anything suspicious, but I couldn’t shake the sense that I was being followed. By the time I got to the grocery store, I was feeling too spooked to go inside anyway—or to go home.”
“So you went to the beach?” Jude circled his ear with one finger. “Yeah, that made sense.”
“Shut up, Jude,” I said. “Would you let her finish?” 
“Maybe I should have gone to the police station,” Maggie said. “But I never thought of it. I drove to the Surf Shop. And when I saw the light on, I figured you were here, so I knocked on the door.” She shrugged. “But you didn’t answer.”
Because Eli was sitting at Taco Bell—trying to show us how our little graffiti stunt could put Maggie in danger. So she’d fought her instincts because of my idiot comment, and Eli wasn’t at the Surf Shop to help her because of my idiot moves. This thing was my fault.
“I thought maybe you’d gone for a walk on the beach, like you do sometimes.” Maggie glanced up at Eli. “So I went out there to take a look. The feeling I was being followed melted away. I ended up sitting there for a while, I guess. Suddenly the sense that I wasn’t alone came back in a big way. But before I could run, he was there. Like he came out of nowhere.”
I didn’t want to hear any more. No details, anyway. We were all quiet.
“So what did he actually do to you?” Jude looked at the Butkus jersey like he was trying to see through it. “I mean, did he—”
“No,” I said, maybe a little stronger than I needed to. “He ripped her shirt good. That’s all.”
I glared at Jude.
“Why don’t you grab a Surf Shop shirt off the rack, Maggie,” Eli said. “You can use the changing room. Then you can give Pete back his jersey.”
I hadn’t even thought about the fact that I wasn’t wearing a shirt.
Maggie hugged herself and shook her head. “When I get home.”
Honestly? She never looked more beautiful than at that moment. I grabbed an XL T-shirt off the rack and pulled it over my head.
“You need to call Grams and let her know you’re all right,” Eli said. “I’ll give you a ride to get the distilled water, then home afterward. Maybe Pete can follow in your grandma’s car.”
“Absolutely.” I glanced out the window at the white LeSabre. “I have my license on me.”
Maggie walked to the other end of the shop to call her grandma. 
“Okay,” I said, when she was out of earshot. “What are we going to do about Terrence?” I told them about hearing his engine.


“Police are no good,” Tommy said. “She can’t positively ID him—and even if she could there are no other witnesses. It’s his word against hers. And you didn’t see him either, Pete.”
He was right. 
“She won’t call the police anyway,” Eli said. “They’re going to ask her all about her past with Terrence, and she can’t go there right now.”
“Scooge is right,” Jude said. “Maggie can’t even say his name out loud.”
“So taking this to the police is out,” I said. “I say we bust him up. Tonight. After we drop off Maggie.”
Jude shrugged. “I think that’s all this guy will understand. It’d be a game-changer.”
“More like a life-changer,” Eli said. “The way you’re juiced up on hate and adrenalin right now?” Eli looked right through me. “You’ll kill him, Pete. You know that, right?”
Maggie walked up at that moment. “If he comes near me again, I’ll kill him myself.”
“Nobody is killing anybody,” Eli said. “Let me talk to him…see if we can sort things out.”
“Talk to him?” Jude laughed. “Honest-to-God, Eli. Sometimes I wonder what planet you’re from. You really think that will do any good?”
“Right now he thinks Maggie spray-painted his truck.”
“What?” Maggie looked confused. “The only thing I want to spray his truck with is gasoline—and then—”
Eli held up one hand. “Once he understands Maggie had nothing to do with the damage to his truck, there won’t be any reason for him to retaliate against her.”
Both Tommy and Jude argued with him on the whole idea of talking to Terrence. I felt the same way, but kept my mouth shut. I tried to gauge how Maggie was taking all this.
“It’s the principle of the thing,” Jude said. “You can’t let him get away with this.”
It was funny, hearing him talk about principles, but I agreed on that last point.
Maggie sat back and watched them go back and forth on the issue. She looked like she was going to cry at any moment. All I wanted to do was take her in my arms again. Just hold her—nothing more. Except promise her everything was going to be okay.
But things weren’t going to be okay. Not if we didn’t do something drastic. Even as I sat there, a dark plan began to form in my head. At that moment I knew Eli was right. My plans were more than game-changers. They were life-changers.
Eli could tell us the benefits of “talking” until he was blue in the face. When it came to dealing with Terrence, Eli could do what he felt was best. I wouldn’t stop him. 
And I would do what I felt was best. And Eli had better not try to stop me.





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
For the longest time Saturday night, I kicked back on my bed, and stared at the dark ceiling. A restlessness possessed me—sort of like the way it always did before game day. And just like during the season, the need to hit was strong. I mean, really strong.
I dug my phone out of my pocket. Checked the find-my-friend app and located Maggie. Clearly she was at her grandma’s house.
Was Maggie still awake? I don’t know how she could sleep after everything that went on tonight. Eli and I got her home safe. I could tell she really appreciated everything we did. But she was real quiet when we walked her to the door.
Eli tried talking her out of keeping the handgun. He might as well have been talking to a stone. She wasn’t budging. And honestly, if he couldn’t change Maggie’s mind, how did he expect to change Terrence?
I flipped on the flashlight app and laid the phone on my chest. I looked at the backs of my hands in the beam. Late in the season I’d taken a Sharpie and written a letter on each knuckle. BANG on my right hand. BOOM on my left. It was that very first game afterwards that I’d sent that player off the field in a neck brace. Even after the season was over, I kept inking the letters in for a few weeks. The letters were faint now, but they hadn’t faded completely.
My hands cast giant shadows on the ceiling. I closed one hand into a fist. Then the other. They were massive—and perfect for what I needed to do.
Honestly, guys like Terrence are animals. Maggie had it right. He was a beast. And the thing Eli couldn’t get was that you can’t talk animals into not attacking. It was way too late for talking anyway—unless sign language counts. People said I had a tendency to talk with my hands—so maybe I’d use them to talk to the beast. I looked at the Hulk-sized shadows of my fists. I jabbed at the air with the right—and the left. BANG—BOOM.
I swiped off the light and stared into the blackness. The decision was made. I was going to take this to the next level. It actually felt good to have that resolved in my mind. But then again, I’d known I was going to do this from the moment I saw Maggie on the beach. 
“Get ready for a little payback, Terrence.” It was just a matter of finding the right time.
I already had the place all picked out.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Sunday morning, Eli had a meeting all set up with Terrence—and he invited me to come with. Not as a bodyguard—but just to watch. He said it might help me. 
Which made zero sense. I knew exactly what would help me—and it had nothing to do with watching Eli talk to Terrence. Watching the beast crumple into a bloody heap in front of me would’ve done the trick nicely, though.
Eli drove his dad’s old F100. We cranked the windows down and headed for Terrence’s apartment building.
“I can’t believe he agreed to talk with you,” I said.
“Getting people to talk isn’t hard,” Eli said. “Getting them to listen is the trick.”
Exactly. Eli sure hadn’t been listening to me whenever I suggested what Terrence really needed.
The beast was waiting for us when we pulled into the parking lot. His pickup was back in the handicapped stall—right where it’d been parked the night before. Terrence stood next to the bed of his truck and watched us pull in.
Eli pulled into an empty parking slot and turned off the ignition. He handed me the keys. “Stay in the truck.”
“What if you need help?”
Eli opened the door. “He won’t try anything. Promise me you’ll stay here.”
I shrugged, and that seemed good enough for him.
Eli grabbed the cans of pink spray paint. “This won’t take long.”
Terrence was the animal, but Eli put me in the cage. 
For now.
I slid into the driver’s seat and could hear everything through the open window. Terrence dropped the tailgate and hoisted himself onto it. He sat there like he wasn’t at all worried about me marching over and ripping his head off. Which showed me all the more what an idiot he was.
Eli showed Terrence the paint cans—as if to prove Maggie had nothing to do with it.
“Okay,” Terrence said. “So Mags didn’t do my truck. What’s to stop me from calling the cops right now and having you arrested for damage to personal property?”
He thought Eli did the graffiti? 
“Nothing,” Eli said. “And while they’re here let’s talk to the police about what happened to Maggie at the beach last night.” 
“You can’t prove nuthin’. You know it—and I know it.” The sickest grin spread across Terrence’s face. “You ask me, Maggie was kind of getting into it anyway.”
That was it. I reached for the door handle. I was going to ram that oily smile down his throat.
“Hold on, Pete,” Eli said. His back was to me, but it was like he knew what I was going to do. “And you watch yourself, Terrence,” Eli said. “I’m trying to help you here.”
“Help me? You want to help me?”
“I think you know I do.”
Terrence bobbed his head. “Okay…you paint boards, right? Airbrush ‘em?”
Eli nodded.
“Well if you really want to help me,” Terrence said, “you can start by repainting my truck. And I’m talking a quality job.”
Eli didn’t seem at all surprised. “Done. I’ll repaint the whole thing. And you’ll stay away from Maggie. Deal?”
What? Eli was rewarding Terrence? It was no better than a bribe.
“Give me six days.” Eli held his hand out to the scumbag. “I’ll have it done by Friday night. Do we have a deal?”
Eli might as well be making a deal with the Devil. There was no way this would work.
Terrence stood and stuffed his hands in his jeans. “Maybe I’ll talk to my lawyer. How will I get to work this week?”
“You don’t have a lawyer,” Eli said. “And you don’t have a job. The truth is, you’ve been out of work for weeks—and you’re two months behind on your rent. By Friday you’ll be evicted from your apartment. You’ll be homeless.”
Eli had to be bluffing about that whole eviction thing—but honestly? He made it sound like he was telling the absolute truth.
Terrence gave Eli a suspicious look. “And exactly how would you know any of that?”
“I took a drive here early this morning. Before I picked up Pete,” Eli said. “Your neighbors had plenty to say about you—and your landlord was especially chatty.”
Eli never ceased to surprise me. He’d really done his homework on this.
“So,” Eli said, “do we have a deal?”
Terrence shifted his weight, like maybe he was taking the bait. “I’ll be getting a job soon. I’ll need wheels.” He eyed me in Eli’s ‘53 Ford. “How ‘bout we trade for a week?”
“How about you quit while you’re ahead,” Eli said. “That was my dad’s—and it’s not a loaner. If you line up a job interview this week, call me and I’ll drive you to it myself.” Eli took a step back. “Last chance, Terrence. You stay away from Maggie. I paint your truck—and have it to you by Friday night. Take it or leave it.”
Terrence grinned and handed Eli the keys.
Unbelievable.
Eli hopped into Terrence’s Chevy and fired up the engine. Which still had that spark plug issue—and was missing on one cylinder, by the way. Honestly, Eli wasn’t firing on all eight himself at the moment.
I drove Eli’s F100 back to the Surf Shop. Alone. Which was probably good, because I wasn’t ready to sing Eli’s praises on this deal. Justice definitely wasn’t served. The beast tried to take Maggie…hurt her, and what did Eli do about it? Agree to paint the guy’s pickup. I had to straighten out Eli’s head on this somehow.
And I still couldn’t understand why Eli had to drag me with. Except for one thing. By me being there, Eli had someone to drive his truck home. There was no way Eli could have known Terrence was going to ask to have his truck repainted. Right?
I locked Eli’s F100 out front and walked around the side of the building. 
Eli parked Terrence’s pickup in the carport in back of the Surf Shop. Just seeing it there fed my need to hit. I pictured myself taking a sledge to it. Making it as pock-marked as Terrence’s face.
“You even had me going on that whole bit about him getting evicted,” I said. “I think he bought it.”
“He should,” Eli said. “He’ll be homeless by Friday.” He smiled in that easy way of his. “But he’ll have a one good-looking truck.”
“Yeah, about that paint job,” I said. “A little over the top, wouldn’t you say?”
“Think about it,” Eli said. “Terrence has no wheels for the week. It’ll definitely make it harder for him to stalk Maggie.”
 I hadn’t thought of that. “I could have accomplished the same thing by busting his face. It would have been a lot less work for you—and a whole lot more satisfying for me.”
Eli laughed and shook his head. “Which is another reason I’m painting the truck. It’ll save you from a lot of pain, bro.” 
“I can take Terrence,” I said. “He’s the one who’ll be in a world of hurt.”
“Exactly,” Eli said. “But you’ll have the consequences to deal with. The police. A lawsuit. And you’ll kiss your college scholarship—and football—goodbye.”
I was not going to let him turn this around like he was doing me a huge favor by helping Terrence. I nodded toward the truck. “I hope you’re not expecting me to lift a finger to help this guy.”
“Nope.” Eli said. “In fact, I don’t want you around when I do it.”
He looked serious. “But you’ll need help.”
“I have someone in mind.”
“Tommy?” There was no way he’d get near the fumes for fear of some rare lung disease. “Jude?”
Eli shook his head. “I got this, Pete. And I’ll take care of Terrence. You have no idea the surprises I’ve got in store for him.”
I smiled. I had some surprises in store for the beast myself.





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
At times, I’ve wondered if Eli sleeps. Turns out Martha and Mary’s brother, Laz, was his mystery helper. Mary was okay. Actually, if you asked Jude, he’d say she was the most gorgeous girl in Ventura. Martha was the snobbiest. Her holier-than-thou attitude had reached an all-time high—even for her—ever since she got back from the Mexico missions trip over Winter Fest.
But I couldn’t get over Eli asking Laz for help. Laz was nice—but he was a freshman. Laz seemed thrilled about helping, though. Together they draped the carport in heavy plastic sometime Sunday night after I left. Eli attached the plastic at the ground with two-by-fours and made a really decent spray booth. He even rigged up some makeshift lights inside so he could work at night after he closed the shop.
Eli never asked me to help. But I did drop by Monday night just in case he changed his mind. 
He didn’t. He had Laz. I hung around outside for a while before finally driving my mom’s CRV home.
I stopped by the Surf Shop Tuesday night, too. Again, Eli turned down my offer to help.
I decided I’d hang around for a bit anyway. “Has Maggie stopped in?”
Eli shook his head. “Not today.”
And not yesterday either, as far as I knew. I wondered if it was because of Terrence’s truck parked out back. But she’d also been unusually quiet at school the last couple of days. “You think she’s okay?”
“She’s wrestling with her own demons this week.” 
That’s all he said—which I thought was a little strange.
“Think we should help her somehow? Talk to her?” I had no idea what we’d say, but I hated that feeling of helplessness.
“I’m on it,” Eli said. He glanced toward the spray booth.
“The truck?” I hated to be the one to break it to Eli, but the only way that truck could brighten Maggie’s day is if the thing drove over a cliff—with Terrence buckled inside.
Eli shook his head. “What Maggie needs is prayer. And so do you, my friend.” Eli glanced at me and smiled like he knew something I didn’t. “I’m on that too.”
Terrence was the one who was going to need prayer before this week was over.
Jude stopped by shortly after closing—and offered to give Laz a ride home.
Eli saw right through that. “Trying to save me some time—or hoping to see his sister?”
“Mary?” Jude put on this mock-innocent face. “Why would I want to see her?”
“Thanks anyway,” Eli said. “I’ll drop him on my way home.”
Jude left, but he didn’t look happy. I’d really hoped Eli would’ve sent Laz with him. I liked Laz, but he’d been hanging around the Surf Shop a whole lot since Eli recruited him to help. It was like Laz felt he was Eli’s right-hand man.
It was weird leaving the Surf Shop—with Laz still there. Normally that would have been me with Eli. I circled around back, and saw Eli and Laz already inside the spray booth.
Eli had never let me inside the carport, and even though the plastic was clear—it was that foggy stuff that made everything inside totally blurry. All I could tell is that he was painting the pickup black. When I thought of Terrence’s heart, I believed the color choice was perfect.
Laz and Eli started laughing their heads off about something. I turned and left. I really wished Laz had gotten that ride home with Jude. 





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
Wednesday, I had a long talk with Jude about my plans for dealing with Terrence. He was all over the idea of me dishing out some serious payback. My kind of payback. 
“Terrence got off too easy,” Jude said. “What does he have to do before Scooge wakes up to life in the real world?”
It wasn’t just what he might do—but who he might do it to. I had a growing uneasiness that Terrence wouldn’t keep his end of the bargain. If he got Maggie alone again—and she didn’t get her Glock out in time? I couldn’t live with that. Not when it was in my power to do something about it. 
Jude liked my plan—especially since I was going to be doing all the work. We didn’t even try to get Tommy involved. Tommy probably hated Terrence as much as we did, but he wouldn’t have gone for what I had in mind. He’d have given me a list of reasons why it was a bad idea—or how it would backfire. I wasn’t in the mood for anyone trying to talk me out of it.
There was only one detail to work out. And it was a big one. Exactly how would we get Terrence to meet us?
I hung out at the Surf Shop after dinner. I was Maggie’s ride home tonight, and I wanted to stick close. Laz was at the shop too. He’d skipped some church youth group thing to help Eli.
 Which didn’t exactly go over great with Laz’s big sister. 
Martha steamrolled into the Surf Shop afterwards. “I think it’s time you got home and finished your homework,” Martha said.
“Done,” Laz said. “Eli said I had to have it finished before I came over.”
She looked surprised at that. And then she started going into this whole thing about the Mexico missions trip she’d been on over Winter Fest—and how Eli should consider helping the hurting like that if he was really serious about his faith. It was like she was trying to bait him into giving a reaction. The girl was intense.
“You don’t need a passport or a fund raiser to help the hurting,” Eli said. “There are plenty of people right here who need help.”
Martha laughed. “Help? You have no idea what people in need really look like. I saw kids picking through garbage looking for scraps to eat. You should have seen their faces when the team handed out packages of cheese and crackers. I have pictures that would make you cry.”
“Your team did some great work, Martha.” Eli sounded calm. Like he didn’t even notice how she was trying to make him look like a slacker. “I’m not discounting that. Your team made a real difference in the lives of some people—for seven days. But you can’t give them crackers this week.”
“If I could have stayed,” Martha said, “I would have. I wish I could be there right now.”
“I get that,” Eli said. “Just don’t underestimate the importance of staying right here where God has you living—and being there for the hurting day after day.”
“Oh, come on, Eli. The problems people have here in California are First World problems. What should I wear today? What if I can’t find a parking spot? What am I going to do—my battery is running low on my phone.” Martha did that little head-jerk thing to flip the hair out of her eyes. “Our team was serving where there were Third World problems. Will I find clean water to drink? Will I find something to eat today?”
Actually, I was feeling a bit hungry.
“The problems people are facing all around you are just as real. And important,” Eli said. “Young girls feeling their life doesn’t matter—and they’re willing to throw themselves at anyone who will make that pain go away—even for a short time. Guys who wrestle with anger. Rage. And they need a way to deal with it—but they don’t have the tools.”
For just a second, I thought of how I wanted to take a tool to Terrence. A crowbar would do nicely.
Eli looked right at Martha. “And then there’s those who feel they have to do and do and do. They’re always trying to perform, because deep down inside they don’t think they measure up otherwise.”
Martha glared at him and fidgeted around. 
“Third World or First World,” Eli said, “most people live as prisoners, as slaves to their own sin and shame—and they don’t have the keys to get out.”
“And you think you do?” Martha pointed an accusing finger at him. “Sounds like a Messiah complex to me.”
“Shut up, Martha.” Laz stood. “What are you doing here anyway? Why don’t you leave?”
Laz’s stock went up in my mind. I kind of liked how he handled his big sister.
“Easy, Laz,” Eli said. “She’s here because she loves you—and wants what’s best for you in her own way.” Eli looked directly at Martha. “Why don’t you just say what you’re really worried about?”
Martha pasted on a confused look. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”
Eli sighed. “And you were just beginning to speak your heart. For a minute there, I thought we were making some progress.” He stood and brushed off his pants. “Look, Laz and I have some work to do on that truck—and we’ve got to get going on that. But feel free to look around. Check the cabinets. The drawers. See if you can find what you’re looking for—then you can go back and report to Reverend Benjamin.”
“And what am I looking for?”
Eli couldn’t have missed the sarcasm in her voice.
“The Kool-Aid. Benjamin warned you that I’m some kind of wannabe cult leader, right?”
She shot Laz a look like maybe he’d betrayed her. 
“I’ve got nothing to hide,” Eli said. “But a lot to share. Tell Benjamin if he has questions, he can come and grill me anytime.”
He walked toward the back of the shop, Laz right behind him.
Martha followed. “David Koresh. Jim Jones. Countless others like them. Cult leaders build a following. Tell me you’re not doing that, Eli.” She stopped and planted her hands on her hips. “Tommy. Jude. Pete. Maggie. And now Savannah Turner is getting sucked in. My own Mary—who is too young to see through your façade. Not to mention your most recent converts, Heather—and her fornicating friend, Amber.”
Eli turned to face her. “Hold on—”
“How you got those two worshipping the ground you walk on—I have no idea.” She cupped her hands on either side of her eyes like blinders. “And frankly, I don’t want to know.”
“Shut your face, Martha.” Laz tossed her a rag. “Go home. Polish your halo or something.”
I laughed out loud. “Tell her, Laz.”
Martha ignored me and looked from Laz to Eli. “And now my very own little brother is getting drawn in by your force-field. Who’s next?”
Eli gave a half-smile. “Maybe you.”
“You’re sick, Eli Shepherd. Reverend Benjamin is on to you. He warned me that you possess some kind of dark power. A Manson-like mind-control ability you’re using to build some vile cult community.” 
I was ready to toss the windbag out of the shop.
“Cult leaders live a lie,” Eli said. “They enslave. They build their empires for their own twisted purposes. I’m here to show people the truth. To set people free. I’m here to build my Father’s kingdom.”
“If you’re so big on building the Father’s kingdom,” Martha said, “why don’t you get more involved in the youth group?”
“Then who would reach those who’d never darken the door of a church? Besides,” Eli said, “They already have a ‘shepherd’ there.”
“Oh”—Martha’s eyes lit up like she’d cornered him or something—”so you admit you’re a shepherd?”
Eli smiled. “That is my last name.”
Laz laughed hysterically and followed Eli into the back room. 
“I need you home in one hour, Laz.” Martha said. She flew out the door, but she looked more embarrassed than angry in my opinion. 
I headed for the back room the moment she left. Eli was just heading out to the spray booth. “You put her in her place,” I said. “I loved it.”
“She’s hurting, and definitely conflicted,” Eli said. “I feel for her. But she’ll get it sorted out.”
Laz ducked under the plastic tarp—and it looked like Eli was ready to do the same.
“How’s the truck coming?” I tried to sound like I was okay with the whole thing.
“Right on schedule. We’ll be done Friday night.”
Just forty-eight hours from now. “Need help?”
“We got this. And you’re supposed to be at Surfer Joe’s right now. You’re Maggie’s escort home.”
He was right. But I had to get past the feeling that he didn’t want me around. “You’ll be here late. Maybe I’ll swing by afterwards.”
Eli laughed like I didn’t fool him for a second. “Nice try. Do not try out for Bye, Bye, Birdie. You’re a horrible actor.”
There was no way I’d try out for any stupid school play anyway. I’d have to wear makeup and prance around on stage in some costume. That would never happen.
Eli pointed toward the plastic hiding Terrence’s Chevy from my view. “You still don’t like what I’m doing. I can’t have you stomping around getting steamed while I work—and I sure don’t want you to be a hypocrite and cover it.”
“Okay,” I raised both hands. “Guilty as charged. Maybe I just don’t get why you’re being so nice to him.”
“Showing a little mercy, that’s all.”
I resisted the urge to clench my fists. “Terrence doesn’t deserve mercy.”
Eli looked at me for a couple of long seconds. “Nobody does. But everyone needs it.” His eyes flicked down to my hands for a moment. Like he knew exactly what I was planning.
“And before this is over, Pete, you’ll need mercy too.”
I wasn’t going to argue with him, but I knew exactly what I needed—and it wasn’t mercy. I needed payback. And I intended to get it before the truck was finished. 





Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
On the ride home from Surfer Joe’s, Maggie was more distant than ever. I’d talked and talked, filling every quiet second. I probably wasn’t making a lot of sense—and I might have even said something that bothered her. I probably did. 
She was in a different world, and I had no idea how to get there—or how to bring her back to mine. Maybe she needed some time with Bo. I was pretty sure she hadn’t been surfing since the incident on Saturday night.
We were nearly to her house before she spoke. “Mind if we take a quick detour?”
“Need more distilled water?”
Maggie shook her head. “Just wanted to run by Eli’s home for a minute.”
She really was losing it. “He’s still at the shop. Remember?”
“I just want to talk to Mary,” she said.
Okay, I’d heard they’d been doing some Scripture study together. Eli’s mom was filling in some holes Maggie’s mom had left behind, I figured. Maybe that’s what she needed right now.
Minutes later I wheeled into the Shepherd’s driveway. The house was completely dark. The family F150 Ford with the extended cab wasn’t there either.
“Just go,” Maggie said. “Obviously she isn’t home.”
She didn’t say a word the rest of the way back to Gram’s place—which to me was worse than driving alone. Maybe all my small talk annoyed her—so I kept my trap shut too. I pulled to the curb in front of her house, turned off the engine, and turned sideways to face her.
“Maggie?” Suddenly I didn’t know what to say. 
She stared at me. Sad eyes.
“Did I do something wrong? I mean, I know I say stupid things—but I don’t mean anything bad.”
She smiled. “Petey, you haven’t done anything wrong.”
I loved it when she called me Petey. “You seem…far away.”
Maggie looked out the windshield for a what seemed like forever. “I’m no angel, Petey.”
She was to me.
“I guess maybe Eli made me believe I could be different,” Maggie said. “Change. But I’m chained to my past—and I just know I’ll never be free. End of story.”
“Eli is right,” I said. “Who says differently?” If it was Tommy, honestly, I was going to give him something legit to worry about.
“The voice of doom.”
“What?”
“A little voice in my head, Petey. And these last couple of days, that voice has been making way too much sense.”
“If this is about Terr—”
“Don’t even say his name, Petey. I’m serious.” She hugged herself. “To me he’s just the beast.”
I took a deep breath. “I’m going to take care of…the beast.” And I’d be taking care of her at the same time.
“You going to wax the beast’s truck after Eli finishes the paint job?”
The frustration in her voice was obvious. I clenched and unclenched my fists. “I have something a lot more hands-on in mind for the beast.”
She gave me this look. I don’t know exactly how to describe it, but I imagined it’s how she would’ve looked as a little kid if she was lost in the mall or something. “I thought Eli was some kind of miracle-man,” she said. “Believed him when he said he was going to fix this.”
“And instead,” I said, “he’s painting the monster’s truck.”
Maggie looked out the windshield. She didn’t nod in agreement or anything. She just bit her lower lip—and I knew she felt Eli’s plan was pointless.
She tapped her phone. “The beast started texting me again.”
“What?” I reached for her phone—but she pulled it back.
“You don’t want to read these,” she said.
“Is he threatening you?” I wanted to tell her about my plan to settle things once and for all. How I only needed to find a way to lure him to me.
“No,” she said. “It’s all about what the two of us are going to do when I, quote, ‘come to my senses and crawl back to him.’ He’s sick.”
And I was sick and tired of the beast. Terrence was out of her life—and yet he wasn’t. Somehow, he still had her in a Full Nelson. “And you still don’t want to block his number?”
“I wish I could,” she said. “But I don’t dare. I have to know when he’s watching.”
“What about answering him?” I said. “Tell him what’s going to happen to him if he doesn’t come to his senses and back off.”
She shook her head. “The beast would take any answer from me as a good sign. We’d be talking—and he’d see that as progress. He’d think I was leading him on somehow. Playing hard to get.”
That was it. I wanted to shout hallelujah or something. Maggie had just handed me the key to luring Terrence to the little going away party I had planned for him. It would work. I was sure of it.
“Listen to me, Maggie.” I paused to even out my breathing. “By this time tomorrow Terrence will be out of your life forever. I promise you that.” Terrence had dodged a bullet Saturday night. Literally. But not this time.
She looked up at me, a flicker of hope in her eyes. “Tomorrow—for real? Thursday night?”
I nodded. “I’ve got it all planned out. But don’t mention anything to Eli—okay?”
“What are you going to do, Petey?”
“Something I should have done Saturday night.”





Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
Thursday I was ready. So completely ready. I was full of some kind of pent-up energy. That need to hit. ‘Caged rage’ I called it. And the name fit.
At school, I avoided Eli all day. I didn’t go to his shop afterwards either. Somehow I feared he’d see right through me and figure out what I was going to do. I didn’t need him trying to talk me out of it. As if he could.
I met up with Tommy outside Surfer Joe’s. Tommy’s idea—which was fine by me. He needed to talk, he said. He had to be desperate if he needed me for a sounding board. But I wanted to keep my mind off the clock—which was moving way too slow. Tommy and I walked right past the Surf Shop and onto the beach.
“I’m going to hang around outside Maggie’s tonight after I drop her off,” he said. “Just ‘til I’m sure she doesn’t go out on some crazy errand for her Grams again.”
I liked that idea. But it wasn’t really needed. Not tonight.
“I feel like it was partially my fault that Terrence got at Maggie on the beach,” Tommy said. “I wish I could make it up to her somehow.”
So that’s why Tommy needed to meet and talk. Apparently I wasn’t the only one wrestling with guilt over what happened to Maggie Saturday night. “Getting her home safely is the best way you can help her tonight.”
“I put a Louisville Slugger in my car,” Tommy said. “If he gets near her on my watch?” He made a batting motion.
“I’ve got a feeling you’re not going to have any trouble from him tonight. But if you do,” I smiled. “Swing for the fence.”
He stopped a good thirty yards from the where the sand and surf met. “Close enough for me.”
We stood there picking up shells, sticks, anything we could—and just kept pitching them into the foaming waves. Which was good—because I really didn’t feel much like talking. Tommy was pretty quiet, too. When he did talk it was always about Nicole. How they were determined to make a long-distance relationship work. Even from the other end of the country, the girl still had a grip on his heart. 
He told me everything he’d already told me about Nicole. We talked about the fight. How Tommy had saved Nicole from something really ugly that night. Actually, Eli had a lot to do with Nicole and Tommy getting away. Tommy told me about how he’d been flying high afterwards—only to be taken out at the knees when he heard Nicole was moving.
“I keep thinking about what I’d do if some predator like Terrence started skulking around Nicole in Florida.”
“I know what you’d do,” I said.
He gave me a sideways look.
“You’d hop a flight to Florida—and you’d only pack one thing,” I said.
Again, that look.
“Your Louisville.”
He smiled. “Got that right.” 
Tommy seemed to relax after that. We stood there watching the surf for what seemed like ten minutes. The ocean seemed especially restless. The roar of the waves slamming themselves onto the sand sounded like a stadium packed with fans. They were cheering me on—like they knew what I was going to do tonight.
“The tide is always either coming in or going out,” Tommy said. “Ever think about the significance of that?”
I hadn’t.
“When it’s coming in,” Tommy said, “I feel like it’s reaching for me—and not in a good way. Each wave comes closer and closer.” He took a step back. “And when the tide is going out it’s just a picture of what it wants to do to people.”
I just looked at him.
“Drag them off—away from shore—where they can’t touch bottom.”
How Tommy ever slept at night, I had no idea. He probably had some crazy nightmares. I slung an arm around his shoulder and steered him away from the ocean. “What do you say we grab something to eat. Hungry?”
An hour and two burgers later, Tommy went home and I hung out at Surfer Joe’s Coffee Shop. I sat directly below the stuffed Great White shark suspended from the rafters by steel cables. Jude was due to arrive just before closing. He was completely on board with the plan. I was ridiculously early, but somehow being near Maggie seemed like the right place to be.
Maggie may think she’s no angel, but she absolutely glowed. She smiled at customers. Played the espresso machines like they were harps. Every once in a while she’d come over to the table and sit a few minutes.
I would have worn my Butkus jersey tonight—but Maggie hadn’t given it back yet. And I wasn’t ready to ask her for it either. She looked radiant in her island shirt. The new one she got since the beast had shredded her old one. And tonight I was going to shred him.
Savannah stopped by. She’d become a friend to Maggie—which was good. Maybe that’d mean Maggie wouldn’t be out “Bo-boarding” so much. I hated the idea of Maggie surfing alone. Savannah pulled Maggie off into the corner where the old Pfeifer Beach sign was screwed to the wall. They whispered back and forth for a minute. Then Savannah hugged Maggie and left. Didn’t get coffee or anything. Weird.
Fifteen minutes later, Heather and Amber snuck in. Instinctively I looked behind the counter for the owner, Nick—or his wife, Clive. Hadn’t they banned the girls from coming to Surfer Joe’s after they’d trashed the bathroom? 
The two girls huddled around Maggie and talked too quietly for me to hear a word. Not even a month earlier—if they’d have gotten this close to Maggie it would have been to do something nasty. Now they were here to show their support? Girls could be insane. There was no other way to explain it. Heather took something from her pack and practically forced Maggie to slip it in her apron pocket. I’m pretty sure it was a taser. If Maggie was still packing the Glock, she was going to need a bigger purse.
Nick came out from the back room at that moment with Clive, stopped, and stared at the two girls.
“We’re not really here.” Heather grabbed a napkin and wiped off a table before smiling and slipping back out the front door with Amber.
Savannah. Heather. Amber. None of them even noticed me. I was sitting under a Great White—yet it was like I was invisible.
But not to Clive. She kept looking my way. I’d catch her studying me. Maybe trying to see if I was a lowlife user like some of the guys in Maggie’s past. 
An hour before closing, she finally stopped by my table with a couple of cookies. She swung a chair around backwards and straddled it. “Hungry?” 
I shook my head. Those last two hours before a game I never ate. “Thanks though. Maybe later.”
Her eyes narrowed like she was analyzing me or something. “Maggie says nothing but good about you.”
I studied the sugar cookies on the table. 
“She’s smart. Witty. Great with customers. A hard worker,” Clive said. “I’d hate to see her start dating again and have to cut back her hours.”
I nodded. I think maybe she was also saying Maggie was too good for me. Too pretty. Too smart. Too perfect. But I already knew that.
“Nick and I really love that girl,” she said. “Wouldn’t want anything to happen to her. Do you know what I’m saying?”
I believe I did. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”
She patted my hand. “I don’t believe you would.” She stood and smiled. “You’re welcome here any time. And you watch out for yourself too, darling.” She turned and walked back to the counter.
Did she know? Maybe Maggie said something. But Jude was the only one who actually knew the plan in any detail. And even he didn’t know the whole of it.
Fifteen minutes before closing I pulled my old Sharpie out of my pocket. The same one I’d used before each of the last games of the season.
Maggie breezed over, just before I could darken the letters on my knuckles. The store was dead—and apparently Clive could handle anyone who came in for a few minutes. 
She handed me a cup with my name written in black marker on the sleeve. “Another longboard, Petey?”
I took the cup, but I wasn’t going to be drinking it. Maggie sat across from me. She reached over and flicked the hair off my shoulder. “It’s really getting long.”
Believe me, I was feeling as strong as Samson at that moment. And ready to take on a Philistine like Terrence.
She glanced out the front window. Then back at me. Her smile had faded—and that glow along with it. “So…it’s tonight then?”
I nodded. “Any more texts from the beast?”
She bit her lip and nodded. “I keep trying to push it out of my head.” Her eyes welled with tears. “He’s not going to stop.”
I leaned forward. “He’s never going to bother you again. I promise you that.”
She looked all torn up inside. “Listen, Petey, I really appreciate what you’re trying to do. I just don’t want you getting hurt.”
But she needed my help. “Is that you talking—or the voice of doom?”
She smiled. “Maybe both.”
I laughed—not at her exactly. But at that whole voice of doom thing. “I’m ready, Maggie.” Not even her Glock could stop me tonight. “I’m unstoppable.”
“And so is he.”
Nick was wiping down the counter, going through his closing routine, no doubt. Our eyes locked for a moment. He gave me a single nod—like he knew what I was planning—and was all for it. Did everybody know?
I uncapped my marker to darken the faded letters on my knuckles. The thing was dried out—which was dumb on my part. I should have tested it beforehand.
“Let me do that,” Maggie said. She pulled a Sharpie out of her apron pocket, pulled the cap off with her teeth, and took my hand in hers. She neatly traced the letter on each knuckle. B.A.N.G. After she finished my right hand, she took my left. Her touch was electric. Calming—yet firing me up like no pregame ritual ever could. B.O.O.M.
Tommy strode through the door looking pumped—like maybe he’d been doing some batting practice.
“Hey, slugger,” I said. 
He smiled.
Nick motioned to him. “You her ride again tonight?”
Tommy nodded.
“Pull around back and wait there,” Nick said. “I’ll take her out that way—and she’s leaving before closing.”
Tommy disappeared out the front door.
Maggie looked embarrassed. “Really, I’m going to be fine. You don’t—”
“Don’t argue with the man.” Clive laughed. “Wrap it up and get out of here, sweetie.”
Jude slipped in and took the chair between Maggie and me. “Ready?”
I nodded.
“I need your phone, Mags,” Jude said.
She gave him a suspicious look.
“It’s okay,” I said. “We’re going to answer those texts from the beast.”
Her eyes got wide like she understood my plan. “You’re going to invite him to meet me?”
“You’re going to invite him,” Jude said. “At least he’ll think it’s you.”
“But you’ll be safe with Tommy,” I said. “And he’ll find me waiting for him instead of you.”
She looked from Jude to me, and then back. “What are you going to say?”
Jude smiled. “Something along the lines of this. ‘How you’d like to make a deal. One more time together—just for old time’s sake—but only if you’ll promise me you won’t text me again.’ I’ll add some juicy little details, naturally. Then I’ll tell him to meet at a very isolated rendezvous spot Pete has picked out.”
Maggie didn’t look too sure. “You think he’d fall for that?”
“I think,” Jude said, “the beast will promise anything or go anywhere for a chance at you. Give me your phone.”
Maggie fished it out of her apron pocket and handed it to him. “How will he get there? Eli has his truck.”
Jude scrolled through the texts. Then his thumbs flew over the keyboard. “Skateboard. Roller blades. Big Wheel. He’ll find a way. After he reads this text nothing will hold him back.”
A wicked smile spread across Jude’s face as he silently reread his text.
“Exactly what are those juicy details you’re adding?” Maggie reached for the phone.
Jude pulled back. “You can read it after I push…SEND.” He made a big show of tapping the screen. He set the phone on the table just out of reach. “Read it after we leave.”
Seconds later her phone dinged.
Jude scooped it up, read the text and grinned.
“Did he take the bait?” 
“Oh yeah.” Jude looked extremely happy with himself. “Hungry little beast, isn’t he?” He looked at me. “Ready Gaston?”
“Gaston?” What was that all about?
Maggie angled her head slightly. “A reference to Beauty and the Beast?”
Jude raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Kill the beast.” He motioned for me to follow and ducked out of Surfer Joe’s without another word.
Maggie caught me before I got out the door. “Be careful.”
I nodded. But in football it was often the guys who held back who picked up an injury. Playing it safe wasn’t my way. I needed to get all Butkus on the beast. I needed to let the rage out of the cage.
She took my hands in hers. “Make him go away, Petey.” She raised my hands to her lips and kissed a knuckle on each hand. “So far he won’t ever come back.”
Oh yeah. I could do that. BANG. BOOM. “I’ll send him to the moon.”





Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
I could hear the fans in the ocean “stadium” growing louder as Jude and I stepped onto the beach. Whipping themselves into a frenzy. Wanting the game to begin. And I was definitely feeling the home field advantage. 
The beach was nearly empty. A couple strolled here and there, but otherwise quiet. I needed it to be totally clear. “Did Terrence know where to meet?”
“Oh yeah,” Jude said. “He loved the idea of that exact spot.”
“He would.” The very spot on the beach where he’d started on her Saturday night. And that’s where I’d finish him.
Waves thundered in with the rising tide like they wanted to get a piece of Terrence as much as I did. Foam trailed the heavy surf as if the ocean itself was rabid. Looking for someone to devour. Tommy would’ve wet his pants, just being this close.
Heat radiated off my knuckles like I’d done two rounds with a heavy bag. The warmth of Maggie’s kisses had some kind of power like nothing I’d ever known. In one way, I didn’t need the distraction. On the other hand, I felt totally and completely invincible.
Because I was.
“You don’t want me to hold him for you?” Jude hustled to keep up with me.
“He’s all mine.”
“Unless you need help. Then I’ll jump in.”
“I won’t need help.” What was it with him? Even yesterday he’d tried to get me to let him bring some lowlife friends of his along—just in case things got ugly.
We parked ourselves close enough to see the spot clearly, but deep enough in the shadows not to be seen. We didn’t have to wait long. The perv came jogging from the direction where he’d parked his truck the other night.
“Looks like he’s ready for action,” Jude said.
He was going to get plenty of action. Just not the kind he was expecting. I waited until he was within range—where I was sure he couldn’t turn tail and get away again. 
I bolted from the shadows and was on him before he knew it. Took him down hard in a diving tackle. He squirmed in an attempt to get out from under me—which definitely wasn’t happening. He only dug himself deeper into the sand.
“Recognize this spot?” My voice sounded more like a growl. “This is where you tried to force yourself on Maggie Saturday night.” I spun off him. “Get up, beast.”
Even in the moonlight I could see his eyes dart toward the surf, then back toward the road—looking for a way of escape.
“Get. Up.”
I sensed Jude behind me.
“Two against one?” Terrence pointed. “So that’s how you want to do it?”
I needed him to get up. “Just me.” I was bouncing on the balls of me feet, adrenalin coursing through me like I’d just had some kind of infusion. “Last chance. Up.”
The beast stood. Held his fists up in a defensive stance. “You wanna piece of me? C’mon girl. Let’s see whatcha got.”
I slammed into him before he could throw a punch. He went down fast and landed hard. I rolled off him. “Up.”
His eyes narrowed, like he was trying to figure me out—which wasn’t likely to happen. I needed to hit. To tackle. And he was my human tackling dummy. “Get up and run like the stinking coward you are.”
He sprung to his feet and flung a handful of sand at my face. 
I ducked, but it gave him the lead he wanted. He ran like a scared rabbit. 
But I was a wolf. Within twenty yards, I hit him with enough force to drive his face into the sand up to his ears. I jumped to my feet and jerked him up by his collar. “Run!”
Terrence spat and brushed sand from his face. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and stabbed at the screen. 
I knocked the phone out of his hand. “When you stop running I’m going to tear you apart. I’m going to knuckle-bust every zit on that ugly mug of yours. Your choice. Run—or do I finish you off now?”
He bolted—screaming his head off for help as he did. I tore after him and rammed into him so hard he lifted off the ground. I drove my shoulder into his ribs as we hit the beach—and I heard the crack.
Terrence howled in pain and clutched his side. “You busted my ribs, man!”
“Get up—or I start on your face.”
He staggered to his feet—held one hand out toward me. “Enough.” Blood dribbled out the corner of his mouth. 
“Run.” I still had way too much juice in me. More than ever, I needed to hit. I wasn’t getting it out of my system—I was an addict wanting one more hit. “RUN!”
He hobbled more than ran—his elbow tucked in tight against his damaged ribs. 
A man and a woman walked arm-in-arm a good fifty yards away. I had no idea where they came from—but I wasn’t going to stop now.
“Help. Me!” Terrence shouted and waved at them.
I charged after Terrence and freight-trained him good. I felt the air get forced out his lungs when he hit the sand. Felt the crack of another rib. This time he didn’t get up.
I rolled him onto his back and kneeled over him—straddling his chest. “You stay away from Maggie. Hear me?”
Frothy blood ran from both corners of his mouth now. His eyes were wild. “I’ll take her any time I want!” His voice was deep. Unearthly. More of a roar. He shoved me with more strength than I would have thought humanly possible—especially in his condition. 
I scrambled to get back on top of him and clocked the side of his face hard. Blood spattered the sand. “Shut your face or I’ll shut it for you.”
He raised his head, eyes defiant. “That slut is OURS!”
I swung. Connected. His head snapped back. He covered his face with his forearms.
“OURS!”
I swung again. And again. And again. Bang. Boom. Bang. Boom. Left. Right. Left. Right. I. Had. To. Shut. That. Stinkin’. Face.
“Pete!”
The voice—Jude?
“Pete, stop!”
The beast’s arms went limp and dropped to the sand—leaving his ugly face wide open.
Bang. Boom. Terrence’s head jerked one way. Then the other. Blood speckled the sand in a dark ring around his ugly face. He convulsed under my weight.
Someone grabbed my shoulder—holding back my arm. “You’re going to kill him. That couple on the beach—I think they called the police.” 
I grabbed Jude’s arm with both hands and flipped him over my head. 
Jude landed with a thud and rolled. “Are you crazy? Sirens, Pete. We gotta move.”
I heard the sirens now. I was running out of time—and I wasn’t nearly done.
“Get up!” I got in Terrence’s face. “Get up and fight!”
He opened his eyes. Half-smiled and gave a gurgling laugh. “Ssslut.”
Bang. Boom. Bang. Boom. 
Jude worked himself up to his knees and stared. “For God’s sake, Pete, stop!”
I was going to kill Terrence. I knew it—but I couldn’t stop. Bang. Boom. Bang.
Someone slammed into me with enough force to vault me off Terrence and right into Jude. Whoever it was stayed with me and followed me down. Cop?
“Pete!” Eli’s voice. “No more. It’s over.”
His voice took the fight right out of me. “Eli?”
Eli got right in my face. “Pete—you need to leave. Now.”
He helped me to a sitting position. Terrence was lying on the beach—deathly still. 
Jude stood over us. “I tried to stop him, Scooge. Honest. I tried.”
“Lord have mercy,” I said. A sense of reality swept over me. “Did I kill him?”
Eli rushed to Terrence and leaned over him. “It’s not good, Pete. Go.”
Terrence groaned.
Flashing lights were visible now, moving onto the shore road.
“Jude,” Eli ordered, “get him out of here.”
Jude tugged at my shirt. “C’mon, Pete.”
“Wait—Eli?” I struggled against Jude. “What about you?”
“He won’t make it if I leave. Now go.”
Jude tugged me backwards.
“The cops—I can’t leave you holding the bag.”
Eli looked at me with eyes like I’ve never seen before. Incredibly intense. “You stay, and there’s no scholarship. You’ll be tried as an adult. Your entire life changes—and not in good ways. Go.”
The cop cars squealed to a stop along the beach road. 
“Jude—for Pete’s sake, move!” Eli pleaded. “I need a minute before the police are on us.”
“Let’s go.” Jude jerked me hard. 
I took a few steps backwards, then turned and sprinted alongside Jude for cover. What had I done? What had I done?
Only when we were deep in the shadows did Jude slow up. “We…wait…here.” He dropped to his knees. I crouched beside him.
He was right. There were too many lights by the Surf Shop. It would be suicide to go there.
Eli was kneeling beside Terrence. One hand on the beast’s chest. The other raised in the air. His face lifted heavenward. Even from here, I could see his lips moving like he was pouring his heart out.
Three, no, four police trotted toward Eli.
“I deserted him,” I whispered.
“You did what you had to do,” Jude said.
“I’m an idiot.” I stood. “I gotta turn myself in.”
Jude pulled me back down. 
“Let me go, Jude.” I looked at my bloody hands. My shirt. “I deserve whatever’s coming to me.”
“Stop beating yourself up,” he said. “You’ve done enough fighting for one night.”
The cops were almost on Eli—and suddenly Terrence stirred. He sat up and shook his head.
“Holy…” Jude stopped in midsentence. “What just happened?”
Terrence stood. He kept one elbow pulled in tight to his busted ribs, and used his other hand to brush the sand off his pants and shirt.
“Eli just saved that scumbag’s life,” Jude whispered.
Oh yeah. He definitely did. And my messed-up life too. 





Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
Tommy, Jude, Maggie. Me. Even Laz. We were all in the Surf Shop the next night when Terrence came for the truck. Eli made us promise to stay inside and watch from the windows. 
Maggie was wearing the Butkus jersey. My Butkus jersey. “The way Jude told the story,” she said, “I expected the beast to be in ICU.”
His face definitely had some color, but the swelling wasn’t as bad as I figured it would have been. I expected his eyes to be no more than slits.
I looked at my knuckles. They were red and raw looking—but I wasn’t sure if it was from Terrence’s face or the Bon-Ami I used to get the Sharpie off. 
“Terrence was down with a TKO when Pete and I ran,” Jude said. “And the next thing I know, Eli has him on his feet. I asked him later how he did that. Guess what he said. ‘I know a little first aid.’”
“Yeah,” Laz said. “When I asked Eli about it he said, and I quote, ‘It’s amazing what you can learn on YouTube.’” 
“We’re not going to get anything out of Eli that he isn’t willing to tell us,” Maggie said.
I had to agree. “How did Eli know where to find us last night?” I looked at Maggie. “You called him, right?”
She shook her head. “He sensed you were in trouble—and used the phone app to pinpoint your location.”
“The Find-Your-Friend one?”
“Uh-huh.”
That app was a lifesaver. “Thankfully he got there before the police.”
“I thought they were going to arrest him,” Jude said. “But Terrence told the cops that Eli had saved him from some pyscho attacker—his words—not mine.”
I’m not sure I liked the word psycho, but I’d be the first to admit I’d totally lost control. “The thing I don’t get is why Terrence didn’t give the police my name. He knew who I was.”
“Eli talked him out of it,” Jude said. “Just before the cops got to him.”
Eli pulled the truck around front. The thing looked killer. Basement-at-midnight black with a band of orange and red flames licking their way from the front wheel well all the way back. The chrome grill and trim along the side looked clean—like he’d polished them. The whole body had a showroom shine. I was pretty sure he even worked out some of the dents.
“He doesn’t do anything halfway.” Maggie didn’t sound mad about what Eli did for Terrence anymore. Instead there was a sense of wonder in her voice.
“Yes!” Terrence stood there, looking over the truck—grinning and bobbing his head. He clapped Eli on the back the moment he slid out of the cab. Like they were best buds. “You said you’d have it done by Friday night—and you are a man of your word!”
Eli left the motor running, maybe so we’d all know Terrence wasn’t staying long. And that’s when I noticed the difference in how the engine sounded. 
“He fixed the motor,” I said.
“We just changed the spark plugs,” Laz said. “Didn’t take us much time. The plug for the third cylinder was cracked.”
Eli was in deep conversation with Terrence.
“Wish I knew what Eli was telling him,” Maggie said.
Jude cracked open the door just enough to ring the bell. He reached up to muffle it, and we all pressed in a little closer to hear.
“A few things, Terrence.” Eli held up three fingers. “First, you’re going to San Francisco. You’re leaving tonight. I put information in your glove box about a commercial fishing company that’s hiring on workers. Take the job. They put out to sea Sunday, so don’t waste any time. You’ve already been evicted, right?”
He nodded.
“When you get back from the fishing run, you’ll have plenty of cash to get an apartment up there.”
“Okay,” Terrence said.
“I wish Savannah was here to see this,” Maggie said. “Amber and Heather, too.”
“Not enough room,” Tommy said. “We wouldn’t hear a thing.” He pressed closer to the door.
Eli held up a second finger. “And you’re never coming back to Ventura. The pickup will get you up to San Francisco just fine. But if you ever turn south, I’m telling you this thing will break down within ten miles. Got it?”
“Right,” Terrence said. “I got no reason to come back here anyway.”
“He’s agreeing to everything,” Maggie whispered. “How is Eli doing that?”
“Jedi mind trick,” I said. What else could it be, right?
“Don’t say that around my sister,” Laz said. “She’ll think it’s a cult for sure.”
“One more thing,” Eli said. “I’m not going to let you do to some other girl what you did to Maggie. So I painted a fair warning on the back end of your truck. But when you’re ready to change in here,” Eli tapped Terrence’s chest, “you call me and I’ll come repaint the tailgate. I’ll take care of everything. Got it?”
Terrence nodded, stepped to the back of the pickup, and stopped. His face lit up in an absolutely wicked smile. “I love it,” he said. “Do not change a thing. I want to keep it just like it is.”
Eli didn’t look surprised, but maybe just a little disappointed.
I was itching to get a look at the tailgate myself.
Eli joined Terrence behind the truck and talked to him so quietly I couldn’t catch a word.
Terrence’s smile sagged, and his face paled.
“What is Eli saying?” Maggie pressed closer to the door.
I had a feeling that Eli didn’t want us to know.
Terrence nodded and took a step back like he was afraid of Eli or something. Eli walked back to the side of the truck and opened the driver’s door.
“I guess it’s time for Terrence to go,” Jude said.
“Forever,” Maggie whispered.
“One more thing.” Eli grabbed a package from the front seat. “I picked up a new phone for you—if you’d like to trade me for your old one.”
Terrence gave him a suspicious look. 
“Obviously I didn’t transfer your contacts,” Eli said. “You won’t need to contact Maggie—or some of the other girls listed there—ever.”
Terrence reached in his back pocket and scooped out his phone. The same one I’d knocked out of his hand last night. He handed his old phone to Eli, and tore open the box for the new one.
Sure enough. The phone looked a whole lot better than the model Terrence had. The beast looked like he’d just won the lottery. He pocketed the phone and dumped the packaging in the bed. “You’re one strange bird, Shepherd.” Terrence winced slightly and clutched his ribs as he climbed inside the cab. He slammed the door, and slid the pickup in gear. 
Maggie shouldered her way closer to the door. “I want to see that message Eli put on the back.”
We all did—and were stretching and rubbernecking to see as Terrence wheeled the truck around and pulled out. The flames extended all the way to the back, but the tailgate itself was entirely engulfed in an absolute inferno. The wicked-looking blaze rose from the bumper to the top of the bed with three stylized words—in black—stacked one upon the other and running the full width of the tailgate. 
Perverted.
Predatory.
Possessed.
“Oh yeah,” Maggie whispered. “That about sums him up.”
Terrence blew a stop sign, squealed around the corner, and drove out of view.
Eli stepped inside. “Well, that’s done.” He grabbed a box of donuts from under the counter and set it right in the middle of the worktable. “Sorry I don’t have anything to drink.”
“What,” Laz said, “no Kool-Aid?”
Eli laughed. “Watch it, kid.”
We swung stools in place and sat around the work bench. Everyone reached for the box like we hadn’t eaten in weeks. I grabbed a cake donut covered with cinnamon sugar.
“What I want to know”—Jude pointed a devil’s food cake donut at Eli—”is what you said to Terrence behind the truck. It looked like he was going to wet his pants.”
“He scared the Hell out of him, that’s what,” Tommy said.
“No,” Eli said. “I didn’t get that far.” He shrugged. “I did put the fear of God in him, though.”
We all busted out laughing. A lightness filled the room. An energy. A bond. The way it felt in the locker room after we’d just trampled our opponents.
“So.” Jude turned to Maggie. “Are you ever going to give Superman back his cape?”
“If you’re referring to Petey’s jersey,” she said, “he gave it to me.”
My favorite shirt. “It was kind of a loan,” I said.
“Don’t torture him any longer,” Jude said. “Just give him the box.”
Maggie slid an Amazon Prime package across the worktable. Inside was a #51 Bears jersey. The thing looked brand new—and one full size bigger than my original one.
“Eli told me I could use a brother,” Maggie said. “And I guess he was right.” She nodded toward the jersey. “Now we’ll look like twins.”
“You’ll hang out,” Eli said. “You’ll fight. But you’ll always know Pete’s got your back.”
“And if he ever invites you to watch Gridiron Gang,” Tommy said, “just give him back his jersey. It ain’t worth it.”
I ignored his comment and held up the new jersey. “You should take the new one,” I said. “The old one has tears and—”
“Scars of love,” she said. “I’m keeping the one you gave me on the beach—when I needed it most.”
Everyone got quiet. Not one of those awkward silences. Just a good one. Clive was right. Maggie was out of my league, and I knew it. Smarts. Looks. The whole package. I think I’d always known I wasn’t really boyfriend material—but her brother? I could do that. I pulled the new jersey over my head. It fit perfectly—with plenty of room to grow.
“Anyway,” Maggie said, “I figure no guy is going to mess with me when I’m wearing my Butkus jersey.”
“I hate to say this, Maggie, but Butkus was an animal,” I said. “I’m not sure you can pull off that image.”
“When I wear this, I won’t be trying to remind anyone of your ancient football hero,” she said. “I want them to think of you—and to remember that you’re my brother.”
“Even I won’t try to mess with you.” Jude grinned. “Unless you want me to.”
Maggie put on a stern face. “Do I need to sic my brother on you?”
I stood—just for the whole effect.
“I’m joking.” Jude raised both hands. “Totally kidding. I’ve seen him in action. Bang—Boom.”
That got us all laughing hysterically. Then it all kind of died down and got quiet again.
Maggie’s head was down, and she looked up through the hair covering her eyes. “Is he really gone? Terrence, I mean.”
“He’s not coming back,” Eli said. 
“Yeah,” Jude said. “He totally bought that bluff about his truck breaking down.”
“No bluff,” Eli said. “His serpentine belt is on life support. He’ll make it to where he’s going, but if he turns south, that belt is going to snap—and he’ll need a tow truck.”
“Let me guess,” Jude said. “You’ve got an angel on that…just ready to snap the belt if he steps out of line?”
Eli smiled. “Something like that.”
 “I appreciate everything you did,” Maggie said. “All of you. And switching out the phones so he doesn’t have my number gives me some peace of mind.” She looked at Eli. “Will I ever get over that feeling like I’ve got to keep looking over my shoulder?”
“Yes,” Eli said. “That was the other reason I got him a new phone.”
Okay, I had no idea where Eli was going with that. And by the way the others looked, they were clueless too. 
“I bought the phone. I set the password.” Eli raised his eyebrows like the answer should be obvious.
Obviously it wasn’t.
“I added some apps, too. A bunch of them—including Find-A-Friend,” Eli said.
“Dude!” Laz laughed. “Slick move.”
Maggie sucked in her breath like she knew exactly what Eli had been thinking. Like I said, she’s way out of my league in the smarts department.
“I don’t get it.” There. I said it. “Would somebody please explain to me what is going on?”
Eli gave Maggie a nod.
“We have the app—and now the beast has the app,” Maggie said. “So we can see him any time we want.”
“But won’t he be able to see us?”
Eli shrugged. “I had the password—and I set it up so Maggie can see him…not the other way around.”
“Genius,” Jude said. “I need to take some lessons from you. Although actually”—he patted himself on the back—“I think I deserve a little more credit here. Eli may have saved the day—but I’m the one who finally got him going with my little graffiti stunt.”
He was smiling—but part of me thought he really believed that.
“So we should thank you for how this all worked out,” Maggie said.
Jude bowed at the waist. “You’re welcome.”
I threw the rest of my donut at him. “Shut up, Jude.”
Eli slid Terrence’s old phone to me. “How far can you throw that into the ocean?”
“Far enough.” I tucked it into my back pocket.
Maggie pulled out her phone and bounced it in her palm. “I can see him any time I want—but he can’t see me.” She scrolled to the app. “How’d you list him?”
“I knew you wouldn’t want to see the name Terrence,” Eli said. “But you’ll recognize him.”
Maggie studied the screen for a moment, then her face lit up. “The beast…you have him listed as the beast!”
“Hey,” Jude said. “Now your phone is like that magic mirror from Beauty and the Beast.”
“Show me the beast.” Maggie studied the screen—then her whole face lit up. “He’s heading north.”
 “And never coming back,” Eli said. “But if you ever doubt it, you know how to be sure.”
Maggie smiled and kept her eyes on the screen. “I guess I can give Grams back her Glock.”
Which was a relief, seeing she almost shot me on the beach.
Eli turned to me. “And how about you, Pete. Still have that need to hit?”
“I kind of worked most of that out of my system.” Not that beating Terrence to a pulp helped in any way. There was something about Eli that helped me shed that antsy feeling to hit. And what was left could wait until football camp this Summer.
“So the need to give Terrence a little payback?”
“Gone.” And that was the honest truth. There was only one payback I was interested in now. Paying back Eli for what he’d done for me. Which I was pretty sure I’d never be able to do. 
“Well,” Tommy said, “I hate to be the one to say this, but all’s well that ends well, right?”
“That does not sound like you one bit,” Maggie said. “What kind of donut did you have?”
“Don’t go overboard on this,” Tommy said. “Things worked out is all I’m saying. Even though I still believe Eli showed Terrence way too much mercy.”
Eli laughed—but he looked at me—not Tommy.
“Actually, I love what Eli did for Terrence,” I said. And for me. Dear, God…what he did for me. “We all need a little mercy,” I said. I locked eyes with Eli and smiled. “Some of us more than others.”
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