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I HATED what my parents were doing to me. They told me my future was set, that I was called to preach the Gospel. No two ways about it. And since I wasn't allowed to have my own opinion, then I would never tell them how I really felt. I didn't want the future they said was mine.

They said it was mine but I didn't recognize myself in it. What I really wanted to try out was what they said was immoral. Even though I didn't know exactly what that could be, I knew I would come up with something. There was a lot to choose from because in their world just about everything was immoral. Maybe I could just be who I was, which could turn out to be the greatest crime of all.

What was going on now was that I had come to the coast to win a preaching competition for high school boys, seniors. Maybe some of them were juniors, I didn't know for sure. I did know I had never lost one of these things. I also knew I didn’t care anymore.

Not far from the beach where I was standing, there were these railroad tracks. Two trains had come by in the span of about half an hour, one for freight and the other for passengers. It didn't make any difference to me who was on board. I just wanted to know they would be so far down the line in a day or two that if they thought about me at all they would forget who they thought I was.

I was actually a kid who wanted to be normal. I didn't want to be a kid with a calling, responsible for the serious business of people's souls. But you couldn't very well tell the truth of how you felt when you would be accused of turning your back on God.

The train tracks, cut in the side of a hill, were a good 20 feet higher than the beach. All you had to do was climb up there and hop a freight, or so I've heard. They even ran in winter, a fact I needed to know.

Christmas was over but New Year's hadn't come. I had never been to a New Year's Eve party, at least not the kind with alcohol. At home we celebrated things in prayer. I didn't know what they would do here.

Although I was very cold, I held my place on the beach. A light rain was stinging the sand, as if the sand could feel. It couldn't, of course, and neither could I.

Nothing seemed real in the wintertime. It seemed to me that the people responsible for the beach would be coming along any minute now to put it in the back of a truck. Summer was the true time of beachcombing, the time of finding unexpected things. There was nothing here for me, and no one around.

The building where they sold lemonade had padlocks on the doors and shutters. I didn't know if they really sold lemonade but I wanted to think they did. There were many things I wanted to believe but none of them would change the dark, the rain, or the competition I had come to win.

I was here alone except that there were a lot of people who had come here for the same reason as me. If you were involved in church activities, then your parents would let you travel by yourself, even to the immoral cities of the Pacific Coast. I didn't know what was immoral about this one. It only seemed kind of dismal to me in the total gray of its clouds, especially with nightfall coming on.

A hotel room was waiting for me but I didn't want to go there. I had met this one guy over there in the lobby when we were standing around waiting for whatever was supposed to come next. His name was Daniel. All he wanted to talk about was salvation, which was fine. It was just that I talked about that all the time and I wanted to get out of there and go to the beach or something.

I found it by walking north, where the sailboats were parked. I forgot the word they used for that but I did know what a jetty was, huge rocks that protected the boats. A red light on the jetty marked the end of the piers. Beyond that it was pretty much the open sea. The beach I found looked out on it, though there were islands or something out there, more obstacles to the Pacific.

Rain was coming down in a misty form, not the kind of rain we had back home, where you ran for cover and never made it. This rain, you could ignore. I walked now from the lemonade shack toward the water. Because of the winter sundown, it was already too late to get a look at anything, no matter what I thought I was looking for.

But it seemed like somebody had found me. He must have even followed me, which was worse than being found by chance. About 20 yards off, he waved.

"You're Micah," he said, "aren't you?"

"Yeah."

He got closer. "I've heard about you."

I didn't know how anybody could have heard about me. It wasn't like I was a movie star. I started up the beach toward the lemonade shack. It was better if I was a moving target.

"It's raining," I said.

His path merged with mine. "The name's Griffin," he said.

I didn't want to know. "Your last name?"

"First."

"I'm Micah," I said.

"I know."

There wasn't much point in this, or in the direction I was going. But at the lemonade shack, I just kept on going and Griffin did, too, slightly behind. The train tracks were on the other side of the parking lot. Past all that, the hill got pretty steep, so I didn't know where I was going.

Griffin pulled even with me in a parking space, where we came to a halt, all the exits equally worthless.

"You and Cody are the best," he said.

"We are?"

"Everybody knows it."

I had never heard of Cody. Then again, it seemed strange that anybody had ever heard of me. If Griffin knew so much, then maybe he could tell me how I could lose to this Cody.

"I saw a couple of trains go by earlier," I said.

"Where?"

I took him up the bank, where sparse trees separated the rails from the shore.

"We aren't supposed to be here," I said. "But you know, if you're careful."

Griffin stood on the near rail. That made him taller, of course, but it didn't tell me anything more than that. He had red hair. The better lighting up here made that plain. I watched the rail itself, a metal line that would send notice of a train. But I didn't want to put my ear to the steel. Maybe it was better if I didn't know what was coming.

"Let's get down from here," I said.

The view from the bank showed us that a few people were having a barbecue in spite of the rain. The shelters must have had more to do with water than sunshine. I started down and Griffin caught up again near the bottom.

"Are you hungry?" he said.

"How do you know me?" I stopped in the parking lot, where the two cars probably belonged to the people standing near the barbecue.

"They say you're the best high school preacher they ever heard."

"Are you competing here?" I said.

We came to the curb and the soggy grass just beyond. Griffin sank a little. "I don't expect to win," he said.

But I did.

"What do you know about Cody?" I said.

"Totally different style."

"Like what?"

I guess we were pretty close to the barbecue shelter. A guy waved a metal spatula.

"You kids hungry?" he said.

Griffin raised his hand. "Yeah," he said.

Like the picnic was all planned for us, we walked toward the shelter. I didn’t know any of these people, not even Griffin, not really.

"Hamburger or hot dog?" the cook said.

"Both," Griffin said, and everybody laughed.

There was no reason for me to feel responsible for him. Besides, you could tell they liked him a lot better than they liked me. I was used to it because quiet people don't draw that much affection. Then the cook looked at me for an answer.

"I’m okay," I said.

"I’m the king of the burger makers," he said. "You’ll see if it isn’t true."

It was hard to say why they were being so nice to us except that the beach was a disturbing place in the rain and then we miraculously came by. The spirit must have moved them.

"You boys live around here?" somebody said.

"We’re competing in the preaching contest," Griffin said.

Everyone nodded like they knew what that was but you could tell they didn’t. And Griffin wasn’t done.

"Micah’s the best." He slapped me on the back.

"Is that right?" the cook said. "You do look like a preacher."

I think I wanted to say, What does a preacher look like?

But the man could apparently cook and make conversation at the same time.

"Kind of tall," he said. "Kind of serious."

Griffin laughed and so did the rest of them. I wanted to leave. They had no right to treat me this way, like one of their city's street performers.

"Cody’s the best," I said.

Everybody looked at Griffin.

"No," he said. "I’m not him."

"Then who are you?" the cook said, and he flipped another burger on the grill.

"Griffin."

They laughed again as if they were getting their money's worth.

"Okay," the cook said, and his smile wouldn’t stop.

Now that they had named us, I didn’t see how they could have any further use for us. I was kind of hungry, though. They never told us at the hotel how we were supposed to get our meals. And the man cooking the burgers was as good as he said he was if the waft from the grill was any sign.

"Is the preaching about religion?" a woman in the corner said.

"Yes," Griffin said.

They were all sitting
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