
                                           
CHAPTER ONE – The Arrival

Danielle Mayfield folded her hands in her lap so 
her Aunt Lucille wouldn’t see how badly they were 
shaking.  All she’d known of this aunt was the 
occasional phone call or birthday card, and now the 
woman was driving her halfway across the country to 
visit her Pennsylvania home for the summer.

Aunt Lucille had shown up early one morning at 
the door of her father’s messy, cheap apartment, 
demanding that he let Dani (as she preferred being 
called), visit her for the first time since Dani’s mother 
had died eight years before.  The thirteen-year-old girl 
had listened from behind the door of her tiny bedroom, 
and she could tell her father was going to give in – Aunt 
Lucille was a woman with a mission, and Dani didn’t 
think anyone would dare keep her from getting her wish.

When Mr. Mayfield finally reluctantly agreed, 
Aunt Lucille had strode purposefully to Dani’s door, 
knocked, and received entrance.  Speaking much more 
kindly to Dani than she had to Dani’s father, she 
introduced herself, explained the situation, and directed 
Dani to pack enough clothes and belongings for the 
whole summer.  Dani’s dark blue eyes had widened, but 
she made no protest.  Quickly and efficiently she packed 
all of her rather meager supply of clothing into a worn 
suitcase, gathered a few items from the bathroom to toss 
in, and lastly placed her Bible carefully on top of the 
clothes.  Inside it were tucked folded sheets of paper and 
a pen for her daily devotions.  She expertly braided her 
thick dark brown hair, which fell to just below her 
shoulder blades; she sighed briefly and snapped her 
suitcase shut.  Picking it up, she walked from the 
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bedroom, shut the door, and made her way to the front 
door. 

She looked at the ugly armchair over which she 
could just see the top of her father’s head.

“Bye, Dad,” she called softly.  The hand on the 
arm of the chair lifted off the remote control just long 
enough to give a small wave.  Dani turned and left, 
knowing that was all the reply she’d get.

The ride to Pennsylvania was long.  Aunt Lucille 
had tried to start a conversation many times, but though 
Dani made sure she was polite, she was too shy and 
nervous to be talkative.

Now, after many hours, they were nearing their 
destination, and despite her nervousness, Dani did not 
take her eyes off the land they were passing.  The roads 
were rough and bumpy, but she didn’t mind – in fact, she
was exhilarated with the farm country they were driving 
through.  The road wound around over hills, through 
clumps of forest, and past huge, open fields.  Some of 
the roads were made of a material Aunt Lucille called 
“macadam,” and Dani made a mental note to look up the 
definition sometime.  

Other roads were just dirt roads, shortcuts 
between paved roads, and they raised a huge cloud of 
dust driving over them.

Cows, peacefully grazing or lying down chewing 
their cud, glanced up at them from behind their fences as
they passed.  More than once Dani and Aunt Lucille got 
stuck behind a slow-moving tractor until it turned into a 
side road or they could pass it.  Dani loved it!

Quite suddenly, Aunt Lucille asked, “Dani, 
would you like a bicycle?”

Startled, Dani turned to her and got her first good
look at the woman.  Aunt Lucille was of medium height 
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and had a pleasantly rounded figure.  Her medium brown
hair, graying at the temples, was pulled back into a loose
bun at the nape of her neck.  She had a rosy, smiling 
complexion that was now directed at Dani.

“If you had an extra one, I would enjoy riding it,”
Dani replied, looking down.  Her father had sold her bike
during the winter. 

“Well, honey, I’ll do better than that,” Aunt 
Lucille said, pulling the pickup truck into the parking lot 
of a small shop.  She got out and strode to the door, Dani
following curiously.

Inside, Dani would’ve stopped short and stared if
she weren’t doing her absolute best to be polite – it was a
bike shop!  

As Aunt Lucille went to the counter to talk with 
the man there, Dani wandered around, closely examining
the several dozen bikes.

After looking at each one, she returned to one 
that had stood out to her.  It was a rugged-looking, dark-
blue mountain bike.  It had thick tires and a fairly heavy 
frame for someone as petite as Dani, but she thought it 
looked perfect.  As she gently, almost reverently, 
caressed the smooth paint on the frame, Aunt Lucille 
suddenly spoke from behind her, making her jump.

“Is this the one you’d like, Dani?”
Dani spun to face her, trying not to look too 

disappointed.  “But, Aunt Lucille, I don’t have any 
money.”

Intent on keeping her eyes on her shoes, she was 
surprised into looking up by Aunt Lucille’s merry laugh. 

“I wasn’t going to make you pay!” she 
exclaimed.  “It’s a gift!”  She took Dani by the 
shoulders, gently, and looked into her eyes.  “I’ve missed
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so many of your birthdays that I wanted to give you an 
extra special present to make up for it.”

Dani didn’t think she could speak past the lump 
in her throat, but she somehow managed to squeeze out a
breathless, “Thank you!”  She blinked away moisture 
from her eyes – she couldn’t recall ever having received 
such a wonderful birthday gift!

The man at the counter seemed a grandfatherly 
type man, and he was very cheerful as he adjusted the 
seat for Dani’s height and made sure the tires were 
pumped up.  He showed her how to change the gears, 
then helped load the bike in the back of the pickup truck.

As they got on their way again, after thanking her
aunt, Dani thought back interestedly on the exchange 
between her aunt and the owner of the bike shop.

“Frank, this is my niece, Danielle,” Aunt Lucille 
had said.  Frank, eyes twinkling, had shaken Dani’s hand
and smiled warmly at her.

“Hello, Danielle, it’s nice to meet you.”  The way
he said it left no room to doubt his sincerity, and Dani 
had actually found herself smiling back!

“Dani would like the blue bike, Frank,” Aunt 
Lucille said, gesturing.  “I don’t have the money on me 
today, but I’ll bring it to church Sunday.”

“Certainly,” Frank had readily agreed. 
Dani was snapped back to the present as the truck

braked, pausing before a house.  Dani stared out her 
window in utter fascination.

The old farmhouse was three stories high, big, 
rambling, and partially covered in ivy.  It was white with
dark green trim and had a large, shady front porch.  Dani
thought it was one of the most beautiful houses she’d 
ever seen.
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The front lawn was spacious and well cared for 
with a gorgeous flower garden. A couple of big trees 
shaded the house but didn’t block the view at all.  

As they pulled slowly down the driveway past 
the big house, Dani was able to see the back yard too.  
Right behind the house was a flower and vegetable 
garden enclosed by a white picket fence.  Farther back, 
past the neatly trimmed yard dotted with a couple big 
trees, was a field of waist-high grass held at bay by an 
old split-rail fence.  It rose gradually to meet the forest 
which surrounded it, and a couple hundred feet back in 
the field, next to the trees, was an old barn and a rotting 
silo.

“Well, we’re home,” Aunt Lucille said.
Home, Dani thought.  She smiled.
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CHAPTER TWO – Peter Ellis

“Macadam”, n: a roadway or pavement 
constructed of small closely packed broken stone usually
cemented with stone dust or bituminous material.

Dani read this from the dictionary she’d found on
a bookshelf in her aunt’s library just after breakfast that 
morning.

Imagine having a whole library just to yourself!  
She had thought when told of it, amazed at all her aunt’s 
house contained.  Her aunt wasn’t rich, but she certainly 
wasn’t in want of anything either.

Upon their arrival the evening before, Aunt 
Lucille had given Dani a tour of the entire house, 
including the spacious attic that harbored all sorts of 
antiques Dani was just itching to look through.

According to Aunt Lucille, the original owners of
the house had been extremely successful farmers with 
much land, hence the huge, fancy house.  The barn and 
silo were just for the family’s personal livestock.

Now the house was quiet and lonely with just the 
two of them, but Dani liked it – it was peaceful.

Her bedroom was medium-sized and very 
feminine, decorated with white and every shade of pink. 
The furniture, which included a bed, two chairs, a 
dresser, and a large desk, were all painted white with 
pale pink trim.  The bedspread was pink with white lace, 
and one of the chairs was a soft, comfortable overstuffed
armchair – pink – that Dani already loved.

Dani, sitting in the library with the dictionary in 
her lap, drew her attention back to that book.  She 
realized she had lost her concentration on the definition 
– what in the world was “bituminous matter”?
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By the time she discovered that “bitumen” was 
asphalt, tar, or petroleum, Aunt Lucille was calling for 
her.  Having temporarily satisfied her curiosity, she 
returned the book to its shelf and went to find her aunt.

The woman stood in the kitchen, which contained
an enormous cast-iron stove that served as both a very 
effective heater and a cooking stove.  It produced such a 
tremendous amount of heat, however, that Aunt Lucille 
only used it in the winter, preferring to cook on a normal
gas stove.

“Oh, there you are, Dani,” she exclaimed as Dani
appeared at the swinging door.  “I’ve made some 
chocolate-chip cookies – here, have a couple – and you 
really should get outside to enjoy the sunshine.”

Dani blinked as not two but three warm cookies 
were placed in her hand.  “Thank you,” she said, 
deciding she’d follow her aunt’s advice and head 
outdoors.

“Lunch is around noon!” Aunt Lucille called 
after her as she stepped out into the backyard.  The front 
of the house faced the sunrise, so the back was still cool, 
the grass covered in dew.

Alongside the garden was a dirt path that ran out 
back into the grassy field through an opening in the split-
rail fence.  Munching on her cookies, Dani wandered 
around to the warm, sunny front of the house to fetch her
bike from the back of the truck.  When she finished her 
cookies, she hauled out her bike, hopped on, and pedaled
slowly to the path out back.

She took her time going up it, in no hurry, and 
only made it to the barn before she got curious and 
stopped to explore.  

Leaning the bike against the rough, splintery, 
unpainted barn wood, Dani slipped inside through a 
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small side door, into the old, dilapidated building.  It 
appeared to be plenty sturdy still, though it was in 
desperate need of repair.

Dani looked around with interest at the inside of 
the old barn.  Old, dusty hay was strewn about the place, 
and a beam of sunlight streaming through a chink in the 
ceiling illuminated the dust floating in the air.

The downstairs consisted of a large passageway 
through the middle between two big sliding doors, 
several stalls, and a storage room of some kind.  They 
were all intact with nothing in them but that musty hay, 
so Dani climbed the ladder to the hayloft.

It was big!  The ladder poked up through a hole 
in the floor, and Dani only poked her head out of the 
hole to peek around – there was only hay up here, no 
rooms of any kind, so she headed back out into the warm
sunshine.

Walking back to her bike, she noticed next to the 
big sliding door some sort of chicken coop or rabbit 
hutch.  She determined that she would ask about it later.

Hopping back on the bike, Dani slowly pedaled 
along the narrow path as it followed the treeline to the 
top right corner of the field, where the trail disappeared 
into the forest.  She biked along it without fear of getting
lost – it was a clear path, and if it didn’t seem to be 
going anywhere she could always turn around.

She enjoyed the cool of the forest, with the sun 
filtering through the branches to warm the dew-wet 
plants on the ground.  The birds chirped cheerily, and 
squirrels chattered at her as she passed.

The trail wound through the forest for another ten
minutes, then she broke out onto the edge of another 
field, this one rather steeply sloped.  Far up on her right 
the field met the treeline, and on the left there was a 
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house.  The trail disappeared into the grass of the field, 
and Dani sat there on her bike, debating whether or not 
to keep going.  She would love to keep exploring, but 
she didn’t want to risk getting lost without the path to 
guide her.

Still undecided, she put down the kickstand and 
hoisted herself up onto a chest-high, flat-topped tree 
stump.  Brushing off dead leaves and pine needles, she 
sat on its edge, dangling her legs down.  

She looked out over the field contentedly, 
remembering a Bible verse she’d read that morning – 
Psalm 104:13, she was pretty sure it was.  “He (God) 
waters the mountains from His upper chambers; the earth
is satisfied by the fruit of His work.”

Dani certainly felt satisfied by God’s work right 
then, out exploring His Creation.  Drawing her knees up 
to her chin, she wrapped her arms around her jean-clad 
legs and silently thanked God for letting her come to this
wonderful place.

A road and farmhouse lay at the bottom of the 
hill.  A large fenced-in area contained two horses, a 
pony, a cow and her calf, and a smallish, rather green 
pond.  A creek ran through the pasture, behind the house,
and under a bridge in the road.  There was a small barn 
and a woodshed near the house, and a young child 
played on a tricycle in the driveway next to a tractor.  
Dani wondered who lived there, and if she’d be able to 
get to know them.  Would her father approve of her 
talking to strangers?

She shuddered as she thought of her father and 
his heavy hand.  He didn’t hit her too often – only when 
he got really drunk every couple weeks – but it hurt.  She
often woke up with nightmares, scared that one of these 
days he’d really hurt her – maybe even kill her.  Even 
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though she knew where she was going when she died, 
she was still scared.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, she concentrated
on Romans 6:7 – “Now if we died with Christ, we 
believe we will also live with Him.”  Other verses about 
eternal life sprang to mind, and she felt herself calming.

“Hey, who’re you?” a voice suddenly demanded 
from behind her.  She jumped, spinning around to see 
who had spoken.

A dark-haired boy of about fourteen stood on the 
same path she had taken.  He held his bike, standing next
to it and gaping up at Dani.  He wasn’t very tall, but next
to Dani’s petite size he was large enough to be 
intimidating, especially since she was so shy.

She turned bright pink and exclaimed without 
thinking, “I’m Dani.”

Expecting the boy to be taken aback by the 
nickname, she was surprised when he relaxed and 
smiled.  “Oh, you’re Mrs. Thompson’s niece,” he said.  
“I’m Peter Ellis, and I live just down there.”  He 
gestured to the house Dani had been watching.

“Oh,” Dani replied softly.  She wasn’t sure what 
else to say, not used to carrying on any sort of 
conversation, especially with a stranger, so instead she 
looked down at her watch.  Her eyes widened as she 
realized she must’ve been sitting there much longer than 
she had thought – it was nearly noon already!

She jumped down off the stump and reached for 
her bike.  “I have to go now,” she mumbled, keeping her 
eyes down.  Swinging aboard the bike, she pedaled hard 
down the path in the direction of Aunt Lucille’s house.

“Hey, wait up!” Peter called, following her.  
More used to bike riding, he caught up easily and rode 
alongside her.  “Why do you have to go so soon?”
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“For lunch,” Dani replied, wondering why he 
was following her.  Hopefully it wasn’t for conversation,
because he would most certainly be disappointed.  She 
pulled ahead of him on the narrow path, but he still kept 
coming.

She ignored him all the way back, but to her 
astonishment – and chagrin – he followed her right 
through the door.

Aunt Lucille found them almost immediately.  
“Well, Dani, I see you’ve brought a stray home for 
lunch.  How are you, Peter?”

“Fine, Mrs. Thompson.  How are you?”  Peter 
replied politely, easily – as if he talked to Aunt Lucille 
every day.  Which, Dani realized, was a definite 
possibility.  

“I’m just dandy, Peter.  Now, if you’ll lead the 
way to the kitchen, I’ll be along in a minute.”   Aunt 
Lucille bustled off somewhere, leaving Dani feeling very
trapped and uncomfortable with Peter.

Dani turned and headed for the kitchen at a rapid 
pace, almost hoping to leave Peter behind.  But he 
followed right behind her, and after a moment spoke.

“Why are we going so fast?” he asked, and Dani 
stopped so suddenly he practically skidded to a halt to 
keep from running into her.

She turned to glare at Peter.  “I was going fast 
because I don’t know why you’re following me, and I 
don’t really like it!”  An outburst like this was extremely
out of character for Dani, and she immediately dropped 
her eyes, cheeks flaming.  “I’m sorry,” she murmured.  
“I shouldn’t have said that, especially since Aunt Lucille 
invited you to lunch too.”

Embarrassed, she entered the kitchen, walking 
slower this time.  Peter quietly followed her.
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The meal was miserable for Dani, who was 
mortified at her behavior.  Panic clawed at her – what if 
Aunt Lucille learned she had been rude and sent her 
back? She didn’t think she could bear to be separated 
from this place so soon!

Then she regained her senses.  Aunt Lucille was 
a fair, Christian woman, and not only had she told Dani 
she loved her, she had shown her, too.  While she might 
punish Dani for being rude, she wouldn’t send her away 
for something so small.  And, if for some reason Dani 
had to go home early, it would be her job to accept that 
as God’s will for her, and thank Him for the time she’d 
been able to spend here, however brief.  

If Peter kept following her, she’d have to be 
polite to him – after all, Pennsylvania was his home, and 
Dani was just visiting.

Still, she wanted to be alone, and excused herself 
early.  Peter started to follow her, but Aunt Lucille 
stopped him with a gesture.  Dani was thankful – she 
wanted peace for a little while longer.

She slipped out the front door and was soon 
coasting down the road on her bicycle.  A brisk breeze 
kept her cool as she pedaled by farms, fields, forests, and
homes.  Her braid flew behind her as she whizzed down 
steep hills, and twice she stopped to watch cows behind 
their barbed-wire fences.  She was determined to make 
the best of her visit to Pennsylvania, whether it was just 
for a few days or for the whole summer.

As she coasted down a slight incline on a shady 
macadam road – earlier she had closely examined the 
road in front of her aunt’s home, fascinated – a figure on 
a bicycle pulled out of a partially hidden dirt road in 
front of her.  They both let out cries of surprise and hit 
the brakes on their bikes, but it was too late.  They 
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collided, Dani’s bike tipped, and she was dumped in the 
dust.

“Are you okay?”  Peter Ellis asked, hurriedly 
dropping his bike on the side of the road to rush to 
Dani’s side.

Dani barely managed to keep from snapping at 
him.  She looked him straight in the eye and demanded,  
“Could you tell me, please, why exactly you’re 
following me?”

He stared right back at her.  “I want to be friends 
with you,” he replied, then looked uncertain as soon as 
he’d said it, as if he dreaded her reaction.

Dani was speechless.  She couldn’t remember 
anyone ever wanting to be her friend, or even paying 
much attention to her.  Suddenly recognizing this as a 
gift from God, she smiled.

“I think I’d like that,” she said.  She put out her 
hand, and Peter pulled her to her feet.
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CHAPTER THREE – The Old House

As soon as the first rays of the sun crept through 
Dani’s window and across her hardwood floor, she 
began preparing herself for the day.  She took a quick 
shower, braided her wet hair, and slipped into a short-
sleeved plaid shirt and overalls that were loose on her 
slim frame.  Aunt Lucille kept trying to “put some meat 
on her bones”, but it didn’t seem to be working.  Usually
she just wasn’t very hungry – while Peter could down 
two big sandwiches and several cookies and soon be 
hungry again.  Dani was amazed he wasn’t fat!

It had been a week since they’d become friends, 
and Dani was having the time of her life.  They were 
usually out all day on their bicycles, often taking picnic 
lunches with them so they could explore more.  Dani got 
more tan every day, and she was steadily becoming more
outgoing and talkative.  She’d attended Aunt Lucille’s 
church with her on Sunday, and had been made to feel 
quite at home by the friendliness of the people there.  
They had even eaten lunch at Pastor Doyle’s home, and 
both he and his wife were fun to talk with.  

Today they were going to explore along a dirt 
road closed to automobiles.  It was supposed to be 
extremely difficult to traverse, even on bicycles.

Dani quietly headed to the kitchen to pack herself
a picnic lunch, and was pleasantly surprised to find one 
already made up in a brown paper bag.  A note from 
Aunt Lucille sat next to it on the counter, asking her to 
please be home by supper and to tell Peter it was Aunt 
Lucille’s turn to have Dani the next day.  Dani smiled, 
tucking the lunch and a big water bottle into her 
backpack.  
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Pushing her bike off the front porch, she swung 
aboard and pedaled down the road in the crisp, cool 
morning air.  She stopped at the bottom of the Ellis 
driveway, and within just a few minutes Peter had joined
her.  He led the way in the correct direction, and they 
soon reached the beginning of the dirt road.

A chain hung across it with a sign in the middle 
warning pedestrians and bicyclists to enter at their own 
risk.  Peering down the dark, marshy road, Dani couldn’t
help but agree with the sign about the “risk” part.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” she asked Peter 
uncertainly.

He shrugged.  “I’ve heard it’s tough going, but I 
don’t think it’s dangerous.”

Somehow that didn’t seem too reassuring.  “Your
kind is far too reckless,” Dani muttered.

“What?”
“Nothing, just talking to myself,” Dani grumbled 

as she lifted the heavy chain enough to slip under it on 
her bicycle.  Peter followed quickly, looking at the 
muddy potholes and ruts.

“A word of advice,” he said to Dani.  “Avoid the 
mud.  I’ve heard it can be really deep in places.”

“Right,” Dani agreed without hesitation.  She 
wondered if Peter actually thought she would’ve tried.

The road had an interesting start – about ten feet 
behind the chain, it dropped steeply down thirty feet into
a big stinking pool of mud and water.  The only way to 
keep from getting soaked would be to go along the edge 
of it, and even that was going to be pretty muddy.

As they inched down the hill with their brakes on
as tight as possible, Dani called to Peter, “I think I can 
tell why they closed it!”
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He nodded in agreement, swerving to avoid a 
huge pothole.

At the mud hole, they carefully edged their way 
around it.  Peter very nearly tipped his bike into the 
stagnant water, but managed to right himself just in time.

Beyond the mud hole the road was rutted deeply, 
with many potholes.  They decided to ride on the very 
edge of the road instead of in it.

They continued in this manner through the thick 
forest for half an hour, and Dani was beginning to get 
discouraged, when they finally spotted a clearing up 
ahead.  A field of tall grass bordered the road, which at 
this point became a little more dry so they could actually
ride on it.

A little farther on they came to a startling 
discovery: the road was actually a driveway!

A little house, roof sagging, with a partially 
collapsed front porch, stood in the clearing.  Towering 
above the one-story building was an immense, 
dilapidated barn.  The two of them stared at the 
enormous structure in astonishment, then looked at each 
other.  They both burst out laughing.

“What would people in such a tiny house put in 
such a huge barn?” Peter gasped.

“Let’s find out!” Dani exclaimed, putting down 
the kickstand and making a beeline for the house.

“Wait up!”  Peter yelled, scrambling after her.  
He caught up just as she reached the door and turned the 
handle.  It only opened a tiny crack, so they pushed on it 
together.

It suddenly burst open, sending them stumbling 
into the living room to regain their balance.  
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They looked around interestedly.  All the 
furniture was there, and everything was extremely musty.
Peter plugged his nose.

“Yikes, how long has this place been closed up?”
Dani was already exploring.  The living room 

wasn’t very interesting, so she quickly moved on to the 
kitchen.  She peeked into each drawer and cupboard, but 
a lot of the stuff had mouse droppings all over it, so she 
didn’t do anything more than glance at it.

Then she was off to the tiny bedroom, complete 
with a bed, dresser, nightstand and lamp, and a closet 
full of musty clothes.  Soft, thick carpeting muffled 
Dani’s steps – and hid a danger.

Dani cried out in surprise and pain as her foot 
went through a rotten floorboard.  The old carpet tore 
under her weight, and Dani found herself up to her knee 
in the floor.  Underneath, something sharp had cut her 
leg just above the ankle, and she could feel blood 
dripping down into her sock.

Peter, who had still been in the living room, 
hurried to her side and knelt next to her.  “What 
happened?”

“I stepped through a rotten floorboard, I think,” 
she replied, wincing as she sat back on the floor and tried
unsuccessfully to pull her leg free.

Using his pocketknife, Peter ripped the carpet 
away from the hole.  The wood around Dani’s leg was 
rotten but too hard to break through with their bare 
hands.

“I need something to break the wood with,” Peter
said, glancing around the room.

Dani frowned in concentration.  “There was a 
hammer in one of the drawers in the kitchen, I think.”
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Peter left and returned just moments later with a 
small hammer.  He knelt down and carefully smashed 
away the wood around Dani’s knee.  A big chunk broke 
off, and Dani was able to pull her leg out almost 
immediately.

Her sock and the bottom of her jeans were 
soaked with blood, and Peter gasped at the sight of it.

“Are you okay?” he instantly demanded.  “Do 
you feel dizzy or anything?”

Eyeing him quizzically, Dani shook her head.  
“No, it’s just a cut,” she said pulling up the cuff to 
examine it.   “I don’t even think it’ll need stitches.”

Peter looked shaken.  “But…but all that blood…”
Dani shrugged out of her backpack, unzipped it, 

and pulled out a small first-aid kit.  “I always carry it 
with me just in case,” she informed Peter, who still 
looked as though he’d faint any second.

By the time Dani finished bandaging her leg and 
stood up, some of the color had returned to Peter’s face, 
but when she went to take a step forward, he grabbed her
arm as if to support her.  Dani stopped and turned to him.

“Peter, I’m all right – I’m not going to collapse 
or anything.  I appreciate your concern, but I can walk 
fine on my own.”  In truth, she had been through things 
much, much worse, but she always tried to forget the car 
accident.  

She walked outside with Peter hovering 
anxiously nearby; she had to struggle to keep from 
smiling at his behavior.

Peter became even more anxious when Dani 
climbed onto her bicycle and began pedaling, but she 
pretended not to notice, and he managed to get hold of 
himself after a moment.
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They traversed the muddy driveway even slower 
than before, and when they reached the end they stopped
to have a picnic in the sun.  Peter was rather fidgety 
through the entire meal, and didn’t eat much.

Finally he blurted out, “I’m sorry I made you go 
down there!  You were right about it not being safe.”

Dani looked up at him in surprise.  “It wasn’t 
your fault!  I could’ve told you I didn’t want to go.”

Peter still looked miserable, staring down at the 
ground.

“In fact,” Dani continued, “I think I’d like to go 
back sometime – we didn’t get to explore the barn.”

She watched as Peter slowly looked up at her, his
brown eyes disbelieving.  “You want to go back?” he 
exclaimed in bewilderment.

“Yes, and I can promise you I’ll be more careful 
where I step.”  Peter gaped at her incredulously, and 
Dani couldn’t stop the smile that peeked through at his 
expression.  Noticing it, Peter frowned.

“What’re you smiling for?” he demanded.
Dani started laughing then, so hard she could 

barely breathe.  Peter’s frown grew fiercer for a moment,
then he looked puzzled, and then a reluctant smile 
tugged at the corner of his mouth.  In another moment, 
he was laughing just as hard as Dani.

When they finally stopped laughing, Peter gave 
Dani a crooked grin.  “I guess I was being kind of stupid,
huh?”  

Dani smiled.  “Don’t worry,” she said.  “I forgive
you for being pesky!” 

Peter snorted indignantly as they got on their 
bikes and left.
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CHAPTER FOUR – Remembering

Evidently seeing the blood on her leg affected 
Dani more than she had thought, for that night she had 
the worst nightmare about the car accident she’d had in a
long time.  It was the kind of nightmare where every 
detail was so vivid it was as though it was actually 
happening all over again.

Dani was ten years old and very frightened – it 
was well past midnight, and her father was driving her 
along the highway on an erratic course.  He was 
mumbling something about picking up his wife from the 
hairdresser’s, and what especially frightened Dani was 
the fact that Mrs. Mayfield had been dead for five years 
now.

Half an hour earlier her father had roused her 
from her sleep and told her to get dressed.  She had 
hurried to do his bidding as he left the room, afraid there 
was some sort of emergency.  Only when she exited the 
room and heard her father’s mutterings did she realize he
was drunk, but by then she didn’t have a choice about 
going anywhere.  He grabbed her arm with an iron grip 
and dragged her out to the car.

He had swerved his way along the nearly empty 
streets to the highway with Dani clutching the edges of 
her seat, terrified.

On the highway, a police officer pulled them 
over in just minutes, but as soon as the officer reached 
the car window, Mr. Mayfield floored the gas pedal and 
they were off again.

“Daddy?” Dani had said uncertainly, looking 
backward and seeing the police car in hot pursuit.  Mr. 
Mayfield, hearing the siren, became agitated, and his 
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driving got even worse.  The car swerved all over the 
wide road, and Dani was thankful there were no other 
cars in sight.

All the swerving slowed them down, and the 
police car was rapidly catching up.  Mr. Mayfield 
suddenly pulled the steering wheel all the way to one 
side, and Dani screamed as the car spun in a circle and 
nearly tipped over.  The police officer, just a few yards 
behind them now, slammed on his brakes, but it was too 
late – he hit the passenger side of the Mayfield vehicle.

Dani screamed again as her side of the car was 
smashed in.  Her legs were crushed, and glass sliced her 
face and shoulder.  The impact knocked the vehicle over 
and Dani fell against her father’s side, blacking out.

She awoke to multiple sirens and the sound of 
someone trying to force her smashed door open.  When 
they succeeded after a couple minutes, a firefighter stuck
his head in, and seeing Dani watching him, said 
something reassuring that she couldn’t remember.  The 
man put a neck brace on her, slid her onto a backboard, 
and then she was lifted from the wrecked car to be 
carried toward an ambulance.

She remembered seeing the young police officer 
sitting on the road.  His arm was in a splint and a 
paramedic was bandaging a gash on his forehead.

Another paramedic began examining Dani, and 
his arm brushed lightly against her shoulder.  It came 
away dripping with blood, and Dani blacked out again.

Over the next several months she struggled with 
physical therapy to recover from the multiple fractures in
her legs.  It was painful and exhausting, but it had a 
bright side.  A woman from the church Dani’s family 
used to attend before her mother died came to visit her 
nearly every day, and during that time they began to 
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speak of the Scriptures.  Dani was desperate for help and
relief and she snatched at what the woman said.  In very 
short order she accepted Christ into her heart as her 
personal Savior.  She found peace and solace in the 
Bible that was given to her, and she soon discovered just 
how much she’d need it.

Mr. Mayfield was in a lot of trouble, and his 
solution was to run from it.  One night, he packed up all 
of his and Dani’s possessions and they flew all the way 
across the country.  They stayed in a motel, then the next
day flew again.  They hitchhiked, rode trains and buses, 
and finally, nearly broke, settled down in the apartment 
they’d been in ever since.  Dani was surprised they 
hadn’t been found by the police yet, even though Mr. 
Mayfield had made some sort of deal with the landlord.  
“To keep his mouth shut,” was all the explanation Dani 
had received when she asked curiously why he gave the 
landlord more money than the rent.

The screech of brakes, the crunching metal and 
shattering glass, and the pain were all so intense and real 
that Dani started screaming, sure it was happening all 
over again.

She awoke with a gasp as Aunt Lucille shook her
shoulder.  “Dani, what’s wrong?”  

Aunt Lucille was sitting on the edge of the bed, 
clutching a baggy robe to her and staring at Dani in 
concern.  “Did you have a nightmare?”

Dani didn’t speak.  She curled against the pillows
at the head of the bed, and Aunt Lucille’s throat 
tightened.  She had been ready for sobs and tears, but 
this was worse.  Dani looked as though she were trying 
to make herself as small as possible, and her features 
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were white and terrified in the moonlight streaming 
through the window.

“Dani,” she said gently, “come here.”
Dani jumped, as if just realizing she was there, 

then tears filled her eyes and she was in Aunt Lucille’s 
arms, sobbing.  Aunt Lucille smoothed the girl’s hair and
murmured soothingly, rocking her back and forth.

It took several minutes for the racking sobs to 
subside, and then Dani sat back, sniffling.  “Thank you,” 
she whispered.  

Aunt Lucille handed her a tissue from the bedside
table.  “Would it make you feel better to talk about it?” 
she asked gently, holding Dani’s hand with both of hers.

Dani’s eyes filled up again, but she just sniffled a
little.  “Do you remember the car accident?”

“Yes, I do,” Aunt Lucille replied softly.  It had 
taken quite a while for her to overcome her anger and 
forgive her brother-in-law, especially after he’d run off 
with Dani.

“I used to have nightmares about it all the time, 
but this is the first I’ve had in several months,” Dani 
said.  Suddenly curious, she asked, “Aunt Lucille, why 
didn’t the police ever come after us?  Surely we weren’t 
too hard to trace, and you knew where we were.”

Aunt Lucille gave Dani a small smile.  “Right 
after you left something big came up, and your case got 
set aside.  They’ve probably forgotten it by now, or it’s 
been so long since it happened that they’re having a bit 
of trouble muddling it out.  As for my knowing where 
you were, I think your father wasted his time and money 
dodging around like that, for as soon as you were settled 
in, he sent me a letter with a return address on it.”

Dani smiled faintly.  “He’s changed a lot since 
Mommy died.”
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Aunt Lucille smiled back, though she felt like 
she’d rather cry.  Dani had been through so much!  
“Remember Psalm 121:3, Dani?  ‘He who watches over 
you will not slumber,’ and Psalm 34:4 – ‘I sought the 
Lord, and He answered me; he delivered me from all my 
fears.’  He also promises to sustain us and give us 
peace,” Aunt Lucille said, noticing Dani relaxing almost 
immediately with the Bible verses to concentrate on.  
“Do you want me to pray with you, Dani?”

“Yes, please,” Dani replied, and Aunt Lucille 
pulled her close as she prayed.

When she finished, she said, “Try to go to sleep 
now, Dani.  If you need anything, just come to my room 
or call for me.”  She stood, looking down at Dani with a 
smile.  “Goodnight, Dani.”  She bent down to kiss 
Dani’s brow before going back to her own room.  She 
lay awake for quite some time, praying and repeating 
Philippians 4:6 – “Do not be anxious about anything, but
in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God.”

Her last words of prayer were, in accordance 
with the verse, thanksgiving.  “Lord,” she prayed, “thank
you for allowing Dani to visit me, and please help me to 
help and encourage her.  I love her so much, Lord; thank 
you for giving her to me, even for so short a time.  In 
Your Name, amen.”

She drifted off to sleep, looking forward to taking
Dani shopping the next day.
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CHAPTER FIVE – The Quarry

Dani waited at the end of Aunt Lucille’s 
driveway only a few minutes past dawn.  She glanced at 
her watch; Peter should arrive any minute.  

Her shopping with Aunt Lucille the day before 
had been enjoyable for both of them – Aunt Lucille had 
insisted on purchasing Dani several sets of clothing, 
including Sunday dresses and a couple pairs of shoes.

Right now she was wearing new jeans, a new 
shirt, and new sneakers; she hoped she and Peter weren’t
going anywhere too dirty.  She didn’t want to make a 
mess of her new clothes the first day she wore them.

Finally Peter arrived, munching on a piece of 
toast.  He looked rather harried, and Dani decided now 
was not the time to mention his socks didn’t match.  He 
was often late, but Dani had learned the reason why very
quickly – he had three sisters and two brothers!

Today they were going to an old, abandoned, 
quarry deep in the woods along an old dirt road.  
According to Peter, who had been there a couple times, 
most of it consisted of a fifty- or sixty-foot cliff cut into 
the rock.

“Have we got everything?” Peter asked before 
they started.  Usually he had forgotten something 
important and remembered it only when they were a 
couple hours down whatever road or path they were 
taking.

Grinning, Dani pulled a checklist and small 
pencil from her jeans pocket, and Peter groaned loudly at
the sight of it.  But his attitude was resigned as she read 
through it, and when Dani reached the bottom of the list, 
she looked at him suspiciously.  He hadn’t been missing 
a single item from the list.

25



“You’ve actually got everything this time?”
Peter grinned.  “My Mom helped.  I even brought

a couple things that weren’t on the list!”
“I’m impressed,” Dani conceded reluctantly.  

“Let’s go!”
They took off along the road, pedaling fast.  Dani

thought this was one of her favorite things to do – she 
loved climbing to the top of a hill, sometimes stopping to
have a look around, then gliding down the other side. 

After a little while, Peter swerved off the main 
road onto a rocky, rutted dirt road that ran alongside a 
long, wide field that had many little plants growing in it 
in neat rows.

The field and road sloped up several hundred 
yards to the forest, and they took their time going up it.  
At the top, as was her habit, Dani stopped to look below 
them, and Peter waited patiently.

The view, Dani thought, was beautiful!  The field
rolled down to the macadam road; across the road was a 
field of cows and calves.  A small stream ran through the
cows’ pasture and under a bridge in the road not far 
beyond the dirt road they were on.  A tractor passed 
slowly by below, a car following, waiting for a chance to
pass it.

Finally, Dani turned, and Peter led the way onto 
the dimly lit forest trail that would take them to the old 
quarry.

It was a long trip – nearly an hour of bicycling, 
and Dani was glad they’d brought their lunches, as Peter 
especially was sure to be hungry soon.

But the sight of the quarry made her totally forget
about food.  Peter said it was a rather small quarry and 
had been abandoned because it wasn’t yielding much 
and was so far back in the woods.
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The ground sloped toward the base of the cliff, 
and when they descended into this pit they were faced 
with a sheer rock wall that had been either cut or blasted 
away.  It was probably forty to fifty feet high – smaller 
than Peter’s estimate, but still quite impressive. 

It looked as though at some point the cliff had 
been a hill, until the stone was discovered.  The trees and
soil had been removed and the rock cut, but when they 
weren’t getting enough yield they took everything and 
vacated the area.

Now the trees had grown back up in front of the 
cliff and up on top of it, though the trees were smaller 
than those in the surrounding forest, and the only 
reminder that this had once been a quarry was the 
unnaturally smooth rock wall.

Putting down her kickstand, Dani left her bike 
and wandered over to the base of the cliff.  It seemed 
even larger from that vantage point, and Dani walked to 
the far side of the wall, wondering if she could climb the 
hill and look down from the top of the cliff.
 Deciding she would, she followed the stone to 
where it diminished in height and gradually met forest 
dirt, trees, and underbrush.  She scrambled up the steep 
incline, then made her way along the top to the highest 
point.  Lying flat on her stomach, she peered over the 
edge.  Peter was looking around, calling for her.

“Peter, up here!” she called, and he looked up.  
When he spotted her, he threw his hands up in 
exasperation.

“Why are you up there?” he demanded, but Dani 
didn’t answer.  Instead she beckoned for him to join her. 
Shaking his head in annoyance, he walked to the same 
spot Dani had climbed up and in just a couple minutes 
flopped down next to her.
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“Wow, it’s been ages since I’ve been up here!” 
he exclaimed, looking down with interest.  Dani snorted 
indignantly, and he grinned unrepentantly. 

Dani looked down again, taking note of the 
details.  The cliff surface actually had a couple small 
ledges not easily visible from below.  They had dirt, 
leaves, and even some vegetation on them.  A diminutive
bush sprouted from one, and a maple sapling perched 
precariously on another.  Dani wondered how they had 
enough dirt for their roots – and wouldn’t they use up all 
the nutrients in the soil after a while?  

Her musings were cut short by Peter’s yell.  
When had he left her side?  She looked up, then leapt up 
as the rock where Peter stood crumbled and he tumbled 
out of sight over the edge of the cliff!

“Peter!” Dani screamed, lunging for the place 
where he’d disappeared.  She flung herself onto her 
stomach and held her breath as she scanned the ground 
for her friend.  There was no sign of him, and she 
frowned in confusion.

Movement suddenly caught her eye, about fifteen
feet down and a few feet to the left.

“Peter!” she exclaimed, relieved at seeing him 
alive, but still terrified for him in his predicament. She 
moved so she was directly above him, where he clung to 
the trunk of one of the little saplings, body dangling.  His
feet scrabbled futilely against the smooth rock.

“Are you all right?” Dani called anxiously, 
fidgeting because she didn’t know what she could do to 
help.

“Need – to get – on the ledge!” Peter replied, 
straining with all his might in an attempt pull himself up.
One of his hands slipped, and Dani gasped, lurching 
forward a little in consternation, but he managed to grab 
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hold of the tree again.  “Rope – in my backpack,” he 
panted, trembling with exertion.

Wildly looking about, Dani realized for the first 
time that Peter had taken off his pack next to where 
she’d been lying down.  She pounced on it and 
practically shredded it trying to get it open.  The first 
thing in there was the coil of rope, and she snatched it 
up, darting back to her previous location.  There were 
many trees around, but Dani didn’t waste time trying to 
choose a particular one.  She just threw the end of the 
rope around the nearest sturdy tree and tied the best knot 
she knew how.  Her hands shook, and she fumbled upon 
Peter’s agonized cry of “Hurry!”  

Finally, she was able to drop the rope over the 
edge, and it went taut almost immediately.  By the time 
Dani was on her stomach again to look down, Peter was 
crouching on the tiny ledge, panting and clutching the 
rope for dear life.

“Are you okay?” Dani asked, not even noticing 
the quaver in her voice.  Peter looked up, slowly from 
sheer exhaustion and terror.

“Yeah,” was all he said, too tired to elaborate.
“Are you going to go up or down?”  The way up 

was definitely shorter – and Dani wasn’t even sure the 
rope reached the bottom – but climbing up might be too 
much for Peter.

Peter looked over the edge of the tiny ledge, but 
quickly leaned back against the cliff wall, shutting his 
eyes.  “I don’t know,” he said wearily.  He was 
trembling all over, and Dani knew he was too scared to 
go on.

Without even thinking about what she was 
saying, Dani began quoting Philippians 4:13, though her 
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voice shook and she was on the verge of tears.  “I can do
everything through Him who gives me strength.”

Below, hearing the verse he also knew by heart, 
Peter took a deep, shuddering breath, let it out – and 
began to climb the rope.

Dani gasped.  “C’mon, Peter, you can do it!” she 
exclaimed in a near-whisper.  It seemed her throat had 
closed up, preventing her from shouting or even 
speaking loudly.  Peter strained to pull himself up, and 
Dani found herself sending up desperate prayers without 
even thinking about what she was saying.

The minutes passed agonizingly slow, until Peter 
finally reached the edge and Dani had his shirt in a 
death-grip.  They both gave a tremendous heave, and 
Peter tumbled onto the ground, safe.  Dani, white as a 
sheet, clung to him, sobbing, while he just sat there, too 
exhausted to move - or even think - for the moment.

Dani’s tears subsided slowly.  “I knew you could 
do it,” she said quietly, with utter conviction.  Peter 
looked at her.

“Thanks,” he said simply, but the choked up 
sound of his voice was enough to make a few more tears 
leak out of Dani’s eyes.

“Let’s go home,” she said, standing and pulling 
him to his feet.  They walked slowly back to Peter’s 
backpack, and Peter stopped short when he spotted it.  
The clip holding it closed was broken in several pieces, 
and the backpack’s contents were strewn about on the 
ground.  He turned to Dani; she had spotted it too and 
wore a sheepish look on her face.  She glanced at him.  
His eyebrows rose, then the corners of his mouth 
quirked, and suddenly they were both laughing even 
harder than they had the day Dani hurt her leg.  Every 
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time they came close to stopping, they looked at the 
backpack again and that started them up again.

When they were finally able to control 
themselves and wipe the tears from their eyes, they were 
surprised to discover they were sitting on the forest floor.

Dani giggled a bit as she stood.  “I’ll get the 
rope,” she said, and as she was doing that Peter repacked
the backpack.  Dani returned, placing the coiled rope 
inside, and they walked down the slope.  

“I had to cut the rope,” Dani suddenly said, 
anxious over such a trivial detail because of her 
exhaustion.

“It’s okay,” Peter assured her, and they fell into 
silence again.

They biked home slowly, wearily, and once 
home Dani went straight to Aunt Lucille for comfort.

“I was so scared,” she hiccuped, after sobbing out
the entire story to Aunt Lucille.

“There, there,” the woman comforted her, 
holding her close.  “It’s all over now, and you did a 
wonderful job.”  She held Dani back a little so she could 
smile at her.  “I’m so proud of you, honey.”

Dani buried her wet face against Aunt Lucille’s 
shoulder, craving the physical contact she hadn’t had 
over the years, since her mother had died.  Aunt Lucille 
wrapped her arms around the girl, feeling as though her 
heart would burst with emotions.  Despite thirty years of 
marriage, she and her late husband had been unable to 
have children, but that had not dampened her love for 
them in the least – in fact, it had probably strengthened 
it.

“Come with me, Dani,” she said, standing up.  
“Would you like to help me make a pie?”
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“Sure,” Dani replied, interested in cooking.  She 
was sure her mother must’ve been a good cook, but the 
woman had died when she was only five, so she had 
little recollection of her.

They headed off to the kitchen and spent a couple
fun-filled hours making not only pies but also jelly tarts, 
from the leftover pie crust.

Though it was always in the back of her mind, 
Aunt Lucille was able to shove away for that afternoon 
the thought of how little time one summer was with her 
precious Dani.
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CHAPTER SIX – Inside the Barn

The next day, thinking Peter might need a little 
recovery time, Dani went out on her own.  Though it 
wasn’t quite as much fun by herself, she had a good time
and greatly enjoyed the peace and quiet of the country.  
Having discovered the fun of baking, she went home 
early and begged Aunt Lucille into making cookies with 
her.  The rest of the day after that she spent reading in 
her room and helping Aunt Lucille in the garden.

Armed with cookies and tarts, she set out the next
morning to meet Peter.  They had plans to go back down 
the closed dirt road and continue their abruptly ended 
exploration of the small house and huge barn.

Peter was his usual self, and when he learned 
what Dani had in her backpack, he begged her for food 
the entire way to the top of the dirt road.  Dani just 
smugly replied each time, “Not yet,” and when they 
reached the road Peter gave up.

They traversed the muddy road with little 
conversation, concentrating instead on keeping out of the
mud as much as possible, skirting the puddles.  
However, once they came within sight of the grassy 
clearing, Peter said wistfully, “Is it time yet?”

Dani laughed and stopped her bike.  She swung 
her backpack off, balancing it on the handlebars to open 
it.  Peter practically drooled in anticipation as she opened
a paper bag and pulled out several tarts.  She placed 
them on a paper napkin and handed them to Peter, who 
scarcely remembered to thank her before he began 
munching.

“These are really good,” he mumbled through a 
mouthful of crumbs, and Dani laughed again.
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“Really?  I thought you’d hate them!”
Peter swallowed and smiled before downing 

another tart.  Shaking her head, Dani pulled one out for 
herself, put the bag away, and began pedaling toward the
house.  Behind her, Peter tried to follow and hold onto 
his handful of tarts at the same time.  The result was 
quite funny to watch, and Dani giggled as she munched 
on her single tart.  Peter heard the laugh and said 
“humph!” - but nothing else, probably because his mouth
was too full, Dani thought with a smile.

They entered the house first to finish their 
exploration, but even with all the furniture it was rather 
boring and before long they headed out to the enormous 
barn.

They walked all the way around the immense 
structure before going in, still curious as to why it was 
next to such a tiny house.  Its rough gray wooden sides 
towered over them as they wrestled the huge sliding door
open just enough to slip inside.  

“Bother,” Dani said.  “More hay.”  Peter sneezed 
in agreement.

Dani’s statement was very true – much like Aunt 
Lucille’s barn, there was some hay scattered haphazardly
across the cement floor.  The interior was dim, lit only 
by sunlight filtering through chinks in the ceiling.  A 
long, wide central aisle, bordered by stalls on either side,
led to another identical sliding door at the other end of 
the building.  The hayloft had rotted and collapsed long 
ago, and chunks of it were scattered all across the floor.  
The big heavy beams that made up the framework of the 
barn and hayloft were still intact and seemed to be as 
sturdy as ever, hovering many feet over their heads.
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Peter examined the beams near the door while 
Dani wandered around, looking for bird nests in the 
rafters.

“Who goes there?” a voice loudly demanded 
suddenly from a stall to Dani’s right.  She jumped in 
surprise and whirled to face the speaker, blinking as she 
found herself looking straight down the barrel of a 
squirtgun.  

It lowered slowly to reveal the face of a boy of 
about ten or eleven.  He was scowling suspiciously, and 
at his shoulder stood another boy of the same age, also 
holding a ‘gun’ on Dani.  The first boy squinted at her 
from brilliant light blue eyes that were surrounded by 
hordes of freckles on his tanned face.  A shock of bright 
red hair seemed to have claimed the top of his head and 
was currently in a civil war over which way it was going 
to point – it flopped about in no semblance of order and 
even stuck up straight in a couple places.

“What’re you doin’ way out in the middle o’ 
nowhere, Miss?” he asked in what Dani presumed was 
supposed to be a Western accent.  

“Yeah,” the second boy interjected.  “This town –
er, barn – ain’t big enough fer the three of us!”

The second boy was at least a little neater in 
appearance – his blonde hair lay relatively flat, though it 
had a little hay in it.  His gray-blue eyes widened in 
surprise as Peter appeared at Dani’s shoulder.  “Peter?” 
the boy exclaimed in surprise.  “What are you doing 
here?”

Peter was equally startled.  “Rusty Benson and 
Philip Jacobs?  What are you guys doing out here?”

Dani knew she had seen these two somewhere 
before, and suddenly it came to her.  “Hey, haven’t I 
seen you two in church?” she asked?
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“Oh, yeah,” Rusty said, recognition dawning on 
his face.  He shoved his squirtgun into a plastic holster 
on his belt.  “You’re Mrs. Thompson’s niece, aren’t 
you?”

Dani nodded, and was about to try to start a 
conversation, but Peter wasn’t through with the boys yet.

“Do your parents know you’re all the way out 
here?” he asked.

“Mine do,” Philip answered readily.  Rusty didn’t
take the questioning quite so kindly, however.

“So do mine,” he grumbled.  “Not that it’s your 
business, anyway.”  He frowned at Philip when his 
friend jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow.  “Do your 
parents know you’re here?” he demanded.  

Dani had to hide a smile at this answer, 
especially when Peter replied – calmly, but a little 
haughtily.  

“It doesn’t really matter where we go as long as 
we’re careful and get home on time,” Peter said.  “But 
yes, they do know where we are.”

Philip, apparently anxious to divert the topic 
before Rusty’s temper flared again, asked curiously, 
“Why did you come all the way out here?  There isn’t 
much to this place.”

“To explore.  Do you guys come here often?”
“Yeah,” Rusty said.  “As much as we can.”
“It makes a really neat hideout,” Philip agreed, 

fingering the squirtgun in its holster and getting a 
faraway look in his eyes – probably imagining himself 
an Old West cowboy about to tackle a cattle rustler, Dani
thought.  

While the boys continued to talk, Dani went back
to exploring.  Some of the stalls held a bit of straw, while
others just had a pile of rubbish from the collapsed 
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hayloft.  Dani wondered if Rusty and Philip had gathered
all the hay from the other stalls to create the massive pile
in their own stall.  She had noticed a couple half-buried 
backpacks and candy-bar wrappers in the boys’ haypile.

There wasn’t much more to see, however, so she 
soon headed back to the boys.  They were having a 
heated debate about what kind of spider was crawling up
Rusty’s arm, and after listening for a couple moments, 
Dani just ignored them.  She shuddered at the thought of 
letting any bug crawl on her bare skin.

“Hey, wanna see the creek?” Rusty asked 
suddenly.

“Sure,” Peter and Dani agreed, and as soon as 
Rusty and Philip had donned their backpacks, they 
swiftly ushered the older children outside through the 
other sliding door.  This led directly into the cool, green 
forest, though there was still a faint path beaten down 
into the ground.  It headed straight back into the trees, 
and they could faintly hear the musical sound of rushing 
water.  It was only a few minutes’ walk, and before long 
they were on the shore of a wide, shady creek.

Stripping off their socks and shoes and rolling up
their jeans, everyone splashed into the shallow stream.  
Philip showed Dani how to find crayfish under the 
smooth creek stones.  Rusty picked one up in his bare 
hands, then dropped it with a yelp as it pinched him with
one of its claws.  He scowled down at the fast-moving 
water, rubbing his hand.  Peter managed to hold one 
without getting pinched, and they all gathered around his
cupped hands to peer at the lobster-like little creature.

It wasn’t long before the four of them became 
fast friends, and they spent the rest of the morning 
wading around in the creek, exploring it for several 
hundred feet up and down and trying unsuccessfully to 
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catch the fast little minnows that gathered in the deeper, 
slower-moving pools.  They made tiny rafts out of twigs 
and watched them disappear downstream, sometimes 
racing after them to help them out if they got caught on a
rock or branch.

Rusty was the first to vocalize his hunger, and 
upon his announcement, they all sat down on the mossy 
bank for lunch.  Dani shared the rest of her cookies and 
tarts with everyone.  Peter protested loudly that they 
were his snack, but Dani just smiled and told him she 
would make him some more sometime.  He had still 
looked disgruntled, though, when she crumpled up the 
empty paper bag and put it in her backpack.

After lunch they spent a little more time in the 
creek before heading back to the barn to get their 
bicycles and start the long ride home.  They rode in a 
group, talking and laughing, and Dani thought they 
seemed to reach the top faster than normal.

At the top, they rested for a few minutes in the 
shade, tired from the full morning and the final effort of 
climbing the steep part of the road.  While Peter and 
Dani sprawled on the soft grass, Rusty and Philip moved
several feet away, whispering to each other.  The two 
older children looked on curiously, and after a couple 
minutes the boys turned to them.

Rusty’s freckled face was solemn as he 
announced, “We’ve decided, after much deliberation, to 
show you the orchard.”  He stumbled a bit over the word
‘deliberation’, but Dani and Peter kept perfectly straight 
faces.

“All right,” Peter said, glancing at Dani to make 
sure she agreed.  “Lead the way.”

They turned left onto the pavement from the old, 
muddy road – away from Peter and Dani’s homes, but 
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the older children followed their friends without 
hesitation.  They were still in very familiar territory and 
had no doubt they’d get home on time even with this 
detour.

The bike ride was very fast – the boys zipped 
around, very familiar with these roads and this route.  
Dani found it rather exhilarating – it was quite a change 
from her normal slower pace, but she didn’t have any 
trouble keeping up.

They made several turns, then abruptly swerved 
from the road into a thick clump of bushes.  Exchanging 
confused glances, Dani and Peter followed and 
discovered that they were on an extremely narrow, dimly
lit forest trail.  Dense underbrush surrounded them, 
standing several feet high on either side of them and 
giving the trail a tunnel-like appearance.  It was very 
quiet except for the crunching of the bicycle tires on 
leaves and sticks, adding to the mystery of the trail.

Finally the trail opened up into a big sunshiny 
field of tall grass, weeds, and scraggly old apple trees, 
which grew at intervals of about twenty feet.  The place 
obviously hadn’t been cared for in many years, but Dani 
thought it was wonderful!

Philip and Rusty dumped their bikes in the grass 
to dash over to the nearest tree – a venerable specimen 
whose branches spread far out and tangled with the 
limbs of the trees on either side of it.  The boys 
clambered up into the tree, completely at ease on its 
thick branches - there were many handholds because 
smaller branches tended to grow straight up out of the 
big ones.  Dani and Peter quickly joined them halfway 
up the tree.

Rusty stretched to reach a green apple with only 
a tiny tinge of red, and plucked it from its branch.  He 
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frowned at it, but took a bite anyway.  He immediately 
grimaced and flung it to the ground where it joined many
other tiny green apples.

“Still a couple months till they’ll be ripe,” he 
commented.  “We’ll have to come back in the fall.”

“A lot of them won’t be any good, since it’s been
so long since the orchard’s been taken care of, but we 
usually get a few,” Philip chimed in.

Thinking of the fall, Dani felt a pang of sadness –
she’d be gone then, she was sure, back to her father and 
the school she’d attended for the last couple years.  
Besides, Aunt Lucille had only invited her over for the 
summer.  Oh, how she wished she could stay here for the
rest of her life!

Peter nudged her, jerking her out of her thoughts.
“You okay?” he whispered.  Philip and Rusty were 
arguing again, and Dani wasn’t sure she even wanted to 
know what they were arguing about.  

“I’m fine,” she replied to Peter’s question.  “Just 
thinking.”

“Rusty, get down!” Philip suddenly yelled, and 
they looked up to see Rusty perched precariously on the 
very end of a branch, which was slowly bobbing up and 
down under his weight.

“Rusty?” Dani said hesitantly, not sure if it was 
her place to step in or not.  But Rusty just sat down 
where he was – evidently he hadn’t been content with his
former position. 

Shaking her head, Dani turned back to Peter, only
to discover that he was peering through the trees at 
something.

“Rusty, is that your brother?” he asked, pointing. 
Rusty glanced that way, stiffening when he spotted the 
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burly redheaded teen who was stalking in their direction 
with several other disreputable-looking boys at his side.

“That’s Stan, all right,” Rusty replied.  “Let’s get 
outta here!”  He scrambled down the branch to the tree 
trunk.

“Why?” Dani asked curiously, glancing at the 
approaching teens again.

“Stan said he’d beat up me and Philip the next 
time he caught us here during one of their meetings,” 
Rusty said matter-of-factly, jumping to the ground.  The 
others followed, and Dani suddenly remembered where 
she’d heard the name Stan Benson before – in church, 
the pastor had prayed that he would turn back to God.

The four of them dashed toward their bikes, 
hoping to get away without being spotted, but it was no 
use.  They ran faster as they heard yells behind them and
thudding footsteps racing to catch up.  Dani and Peter 
were tackled from behind, and when Rusty and Philip 
turned around to help them they were also caught.  

The teen boys held them tightly in front of Stan 
Benson, who looked to be about seventeen.  He had dark
red hair and ice blue eyes that scared Dani with their 
coldness.

“Were you spying, you little brat?” he demanded,
shoving his face close to Rusty’s.  Rusty didn’t even 
flinch.

“No!” he exclaimed.  “We were climbing trees 
and having a good time before you came along!”

“Let us go, Stan,” Peter cut in.  “We weren’t 
spying.”

Stan’s eyes narrowed.  “I don’t believe you,” he 
said.
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Dani wondered if he and his gang were hiding 
something that might get them in trouble if they were 
caught – otherwise why would Stan pursue this so far? 

“Go away, Stan!” Rusty shouted suddenly, 
kicking at his brother.  That was a big mistake on his 
part – Stan spun on Rusty and flung him to the ground.

“Hey!  No rough stuff!” Peter exclaimed, his 
voice dangerous.

Stan moved over in front of Peter, looking him in
the eye.  He wasn’t much taller than Peter, but was built 
a lot more heavily and had a lot of muscles.  Peter stared 
right back at him, keeping his face totally calm.  Dani 
could see he’d rather negotiate his way out of this 
situation, but was entirely ready to fight if he had to.  
She wished she could face down her father this way – 
but, then, she wasn’t sure it would work anyway while 
he was drunk.

Stan jabbed Peter in the chest.  “What I do to my 
brother isn’t any business of yours!” he snapped.

“Rusty is my friend, so actually it is my 
business!” Peter retorted.

Stan snorted derisively.  “Friends?  I must not 
have heard you right – did you say you’re friends with 
my pesky, annoying little brother?”

“You heard me right,” Peter said through 
clenched teeth.  He was getting really mad now, and 
Dani could feel her anger beginning to boil too.

“Just leave us alone!” she yelled.  Stan turned to 
her and looked her up and down – she felt a lot smaller 
next to him but forced herself to be brave.  

“Who are you?” Stan demanded.
“I’m Dani, another of Rusty’s friends,” she 

declared, lifting her chin slightly and meeting Stan’s 
gaze.
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Before Stan could think up a reply to this, one of 
his gang members broke in.  “Hey, Stan, why don’t we 
either let them go or do something with them – it’s 
boring just standing around!”

Stan rolled his eyes, sighing.  “All right, let them 
all go except Rusty – he’s coming with us!”  He smirked 
and turned away.

Rusty tried not to look terrified, but didn’t do a 
very good job.  But as Peter, Dani, and Philip were 
released from the grips of their captors, they stood still.

Peter spoke up.  “We’re not leaving without 
Rusty,” he stated adamantly.  Stan stepped toward him 
menacingly, but he stood his ground.

Rusty strained to pull away from the boys 
holding him, but one hit him hard, knocking him to his 
knees.

“Don’t hit him!” Philip exploded, lunging 
forward to help his best friend.  He collided with a fist, 
though, tumbling onto the grass.  At almost the same 
instant, Stan leapt at Peter, knocking him over and 
starting a fierce wrestling match.  Rusty kicked, 
squirmed, and bit while Philip and Dani attacked his 
captors.

As Dani wrestled with a big muscled arm that 
seemed almost as big around as her waist, the owner of 
the arm twisted around and pulled back a fist.  There was
no time to get out of the way, and Dani cried out as the 
fist collided with her head.  She tumbled to the ground 
and lay still, unconscious. 

Hearing Dani’s cry, Peter wrenched himself free 
of Stan’s grip and leapt to his feet.  He spotted Dani 
almost immediately, lying where she’d fallen with the 
big teen standing over her, frozen in horror at what he’d 
done.
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“Dani!” Peter exclaimed, rushing to her side.  
Her eyes were closed, and she lay perfectly still.  Peter 
turned furiously to the boy who’d hit her.  “You knocked
her out!” he yelled.  “What if you killed her?”

The teen looked down, shoulders slumped.  “I- I 
didn’t mean to,” he said desperately. 

Rusty and Philip knelt next to Dani, staring at her
with round eyes.  “Is she all right?” Philip asked 
hoarsely.

Rusty glared at his brother.  “This is all your 
fault!” he spat out fiercely.  “Dani’s hurt, and it’s your 
fault!”

Stan just stared coldly at his brother for a full 
minute before flicking his gaze to his friends.  “Let’s go, 
guys,” he commanded.  “We’ll meet somewhere else 
today.”

None of the teens dared argue, but as they 
disappeared into the orchard, everyone but Stan looked 
back several times.

Rusty was seething.  “How could they?  How 
dare they hit her and then just leave?  They didn’t even 
offer to help – not that I would’ve let them touch her…”

Peter was just as angry as Rusty, but he 
momentarily put aside his anger so he could try to help 
Dani.  He carefully shook her shoulder, exclaiming 
softly, “Dani, wake up!”

She moaned, her eyelids fluttering.  
“Dani!” Peter said again; Philip and Rusty leaned

close, too, holding their breaths.  Slowly, Dani’s dark 
blue eyes opened, and she looked up at them in 
confusion, not entirely certain what was going on.

“What happened?” she asked groggily, as all 
three boys helped her sit up.  She looked around.  
“Where’d everybody go?”
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Peter controlled the anger in his voice.  “You got 
hit on the head, then Stan and his gang left,” he 
explained.  “Are you all right.”

“I think so,” Dani replied.  She had actually been 
knocked out many times before by her father when he 
was drunk, so the feeling was nothing new, but she 
didn’t think now was the time to tell her friends that.  “Is
everyone else all right?”

They’d all been so anxious about Dani that they 
hadn’t thought to check themselves for injuries, but 
when they did so, they discovered there was nothing 
worse than scratches and bruises. 

Dani carefully stood up, assisted by three pairs of
hands.  “You know,” she said, “I think I’m going to be 
fine – I’m not dizzy, and my head only hurts a little.  I 
think right now I’d just like to go home and take a long 
nap.”

Peter still looked concerned.  “You’re positive?”
Dani nodded.  “I’m fine,” she insisted.
Still, before they started out, Peter made her 

promise she would tell him if she needed to stop and 
take a break.

“All right,” Peter sighed, turning to Rusty and 
Philip.  “Let’s get going.”

There was no conversation on the way back, 
since they were all tired.  At Aunt Lucille’s, Peter 
escorted Dani to the door and said goodbye then, telling 
her he’d call later that evening to check on her.

Dani walked into the house slowly, tired and a 
little sore.  She looked around for Aunt Lucille and 
found her in the kitchen, working on supper.

“Hi, Dani, did you have a good time today?” she 
asked as Dani sat on a chair at the kitchen table.
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Dani smiled tiredly and told her aunt all that had 
happened.  The motherly relative, upon hearing of 
Dani’s injury, whisked the girl upstairs to her bedroom, 
helped her change into her pajamas, and tucked her 
under the covers.  Dani was tired enough that she didn’t 
protest at all.

Do you need anything?” Aunt Lucille asked.  “A 
cup of water or maybe some aspirin?”

“Maybe a bit of water,” Dani agreed, sinking 
against the soft pillows with a sigh.  She could barely 
keep her eyes open long enough to drink the cool water 
Aunt Lucille brought upstairs a few minutes later, and as
soon as she finished it she sank into a deep sleep.

For a long time, Aunt Lucille sat on the edge of 
the bed, gently stroking Dani’s soft hair and praying that 
God would work some miracle so Dani wouldn’t have to
be hurt anymore.
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CHAPTER SEVEN – Missing!

The next day, after sleeping straight through the night, 
Dani felt perfectly fine, and met Peter as usual.  He 
seemed a little preoccupied all that day and the next day, 
however, and Dani was pretty sure she knew why.  On 
the third day after the fight with Stan’s gang, she decided
she’d talk to him.

“Peter,” she said as they coasted along a slightly 
inclined road.  “Are you still mad at Stan and his 
friends?”

He braked his bike so suddenly that Dani had to 
turn her bike around in the middle of the road and pedal 
back to him.

“Of course I’m still mad!” he exclaimed, his face 
a thundercloud.  “You could’ve been killed if he’d hit 
you too hard.  How could I not still be mad?”

Dani wondered if she’d let this go too long – 
maybe she should’ve talked to him sooner.  He was 
really angry!

“Peter, we both knew there was a risk of getting 
hurt when we stood up for Rusty.  I think you’re 
overreacting to this – you know the Bible says we’re 
supposed to forgive others.”

Peter turned to look at the field to their right, 
ignoring her.

Dani watched him for a few moments without 
saying anything more, then turned her bike in the 
direction from which they’d come, pedaling slowly 
toward home.  Peter didn’t even seem to notice her 
absence, and she felt a lonely tear sliding down her 
cheek.  Wiping it away, she pedaled faster.  She’d told 
Peter what she thought; now it was up to him to come to 
her.
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She spent the rest of the morning and afternoon 
around the house, reading, or helping Aunt Lucille in the
kitchen.  She glanced out the window frequently, hoping 
Peter would come, but there was no sign of him.

About mid-afternoon, the sky got very dark and 
the wind lashed at the trees, howling outside the old 
house.  Dani dashed outside to close the windows of the 
pickup truck and bring her bike into the front hall so it 
wouldn’t get wet and rusty.  Almost as soon as she got 
inside, the rain came down in torrents, pelting the road, 
yard, and the windows they’d closed just minutes before.
Dani sat next to her bedroom window and watched it 
fall, streaming down the road and driveway and making 
big puddles in the lawn.  The trees and grass already 
looked much greener, and the flowers in Aunt Lucille’s 
garden bobbed under the force of the wind and rain.

After supper, while Dani was sweeping the 
kitchen floor and Aunt Lucille washed the dishes, the 
phone rang.

“I’ll get it,” Dani volunteered, leaning the broom 
up against the kitchen counter and hurrying to the hall 
telephone.

“Hello?” she said, and was surprised at the reply.
“Dani?” a woman’s nervous voice said in her ear.
Wondering who would want to talk with her, 

Dani replied, “This is she.”
“Dani, this is Mrs. Ellis.  Is Peter with you and 

Lucille?”
“No, I haven’t seen him since this morning.”
Mrs. Ellis didn’t respond for a moment.  Then 

she took a deep, steadying breath and continued.  “He 
didn’t come home for lunch or supper.  I assumed he’d 
gone to your house but had forgotten to call!  Do you 
have any idea where he could be?”
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“No,” Dani said quietly.  “I’d have to look 
around.  In fact, maybe I will…”  It was just wind and 
rain, after all, she reasoned.  It wouldn’t hurt her.

“No, no, not with the storm and night coming.”  
Mrs. Ellis paused.  “Maybe after the storm is over, if 
Peter’s still not home…” her voice trailed off.  

“I’ll plan on looking around either when the 
storm’s over or in the morning,” Dani said kindly, 
worried about Peter.  “Please call me if he shows up, 
though.”

“Of course,” said Mrs. Ellis.  Dani could tell she 
was trying hard not to cry.  “Thank you so much, dear.  
May I please speak with Lucille?”

“Sure,” Dani replied.  Her aunt had come up 
behind her when she’d been in the hall a few minutes, 
and now Dani turned to hand the phone to her.

She wandered back to the kitchen to finish the 
sweeping, but she moved slowly, her heart heavy.  
Finally she stopped and bowed her head, praying that 
Peter would be all right.

The storm raged almost all night, and very early 
in the morning Mrs. Ellis called to report tearfully that 
Peter had not returned home.  Despite the gray skies and 
cold drizzling rain, Dani was out on her bicycle by six in
the morning.  Aunt Lucille and the Ellises would be 
driving around checking the road while Dani would 
check the trails and road not readily accessible by car.

Even with the mud, Dani biked faster than she 
ever had before, trying to traverse all the trails as quickly
as possible.  She churned through the mud to check the 
little house and big barn and the rain-swollen creek, but 
there was no sign of Peter there.  She fought back tears 
as she pedaled at top speed back up the road, past the 
puddles, which had expanded to monstrous proportions.  
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The path to the orchard was empty, as was the 
orchard itself, though Dani checked practically every 
foot of the place.

Always watching for any signs of Peter, she 
hastily biked along each of the trails they’d taken 
frequently, and then went along some of the lesser-used 
ones.  By early afternoon she was drenched and very 
cold, and she headed back to Aunt Lucille’s for a short 
break.

Once home, she changed into dry clothes and 
with little appetite ate a little bit of the hot soup Aunt 
Lucille had prepared for her.  She spent most of the time 
sitting staring up at the ceiling and wracking her brains 
trying to think of some place she hadn’t checked.  Of 
course, she reflected gloomily, Peter knew the territory 
much better than she did and could be at any number of 
places that she didn’t even know existed.

Suddenly it hit her – she hadn’t checked the 
quarry!  She hurriedly dumped the rest of the soup from 
the saucepan into a large thermos, which she stuffed into
her backpack.  Slipping on her jacket and the backpack, 
she called into the living room, “I’m going out to look 
again, Aunt Lucille!”

Not even waiting for her aunt’s reply, Dani 
exited the warm kitchen back into the dreary, cold 
outdoors in search of her best friend.

She whizzed along the slick roads to the bottom 
of the dirt road that led to the quarry, and didn’t even 
pause but charged straight up it.  She was panting by the 
time she got to the top, and her jeans were covered in 
mud, but she didn’t stop at all before plunging into the 
trees.
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Peter moaned as he slowly woke up.  He was 
soaked and his teeth were chattering after a night and 
morning in the cold rain.

Yesterday after Dani left, he had just biked 
around for a long time, for once totally forgetting about 
lunch.  Still angry, he had decided to go to the quarry 
even though he wasn’t supposed to go alone.  On the 
way, the sky had darkened, but he recklessly kept going. 
The wind had picked up and it had started to rain when 
he was just a little ways down the trail, and he had halted
his bike in indecision.  

Suddenly, a huge old dead pine tree with few 
branches crashed down, knocked over by the wind.  
Peter didn’t have time to get out of the way, and he’d 
been knocked off his bike flat on his back.  He’d blacked
out but woke up only a little while later. 

The tree had fallen onto something on the other 
side of the trail that kept it from falling flat, for it was 
suspended over the trail a little bit – just enough to keep 
from crushing Peter.  Where he lay, it was just high 
enough to neatly pin him to the ground.  His chest and 
left arm were trapped, and his breathing was restricted, 
but he was alive.  He shuddered - just a couple more 
inches and he’d have been crushed!

As the afternoon and evening wore slowly into 
night, Peter prayed himself to sleep, despite the cold, and
hoped desperately that someone would find him soon.

Now he was praying again.  He knew that if he 
wasn’t found soon – possibly even within the next 
several hours – he might not survive this.  His whole 
body was numb with cold.

“Peter!” yelled a familiar voice, and his heart 
leapt with joy as he twisted his head around to look 
behind him.
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“Dani!” he replied hoarsely.  She dumped her 
bike next to the tree and dropped to her knees next to 
him, flinging her arms around him.  He returned the hug 
as best as he could with only one arm free, and they 
clung to each other for a full minute.

Finally she leaned back, wiping away tears.  Her 
hair was braided rather messily, she was covered in mud,
and she didn’t look as though she’d slept well.  “Peter, 
we were all so worried!”  She eyed the tree across his 
chest.  “Are you all right?”

“I think so,” he replied.  “I’m just a little 
squished down here.”

Dani leapt to her feet.  “I’ll get help,” she said, 
and started to turn away, but Peter grabbed her hand to 
stop her.

“Dani, wait!”  He took a deep breath.  “I’ve had 
plenty of time to think, and I need to apologize to you 
for being so rude yesterday.  You were right about 
forgiving those guys and – and I’m sorry.”  He looked 
her in the eye.  “Will you forgive me for not listening?”

She smiled tearfully.  “Of course, Peter.  Oh – 
this is for you!”  She pulled the thermos from her 
backpack, handed it to Peter, then tore off on her bicycle 
at break-neck speed.

Peter sipped the warm soup, feeling much better 
already.  He tried to get comfortable to await Dani’s 
return, then went back to praying, this time thanking 
God.

Dani didn’t stop once on the way home, and the 
roads passed swiftly.  She pulled into Aunt Lucille’s 
driveway and was hardly off her bike before she burst 
into the kitchen.
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“I found Peter!” she announced breathlessly to 
Aunt Lucille and the Ellises, who were halfheartedly 
sipping hot coffee around the kitchen table.  Dani was 
instantly swarmed.

“Where?” and “When?” were asked, along with 
many other questions Dani missed.

“The trail to the quarry,” she clarified.  “He’s 
trapped under a fallen tree, but I don’t think he’s hurt too
badly.”

Things moved swiftly in the next half-hour as 
telephone calls were made.  The owner of the field next 
to the trail – who went to their church – was contacted so
they could ask to borrow his tractor.  He not only agreed,
but also said he’d drive it and provide ropes and chains 
so they could try to lift the tree a little.  Peter’s uncle was
also called for some extra manpower.

Before long, Mr. Ellis’ pickup truck, loaded with 
people, met the tractor at the top of the field, and they 
somehow eased the two vehicles onto the narrow trail.  
Dani realized it had been a road at one point, when the 
quarry was still in use, but now it was so overgrown wet 
branches brushed up against the windows of the truck as 
they drove slowly along.

Peter was very happy to see all of them, and he 
was joyfully reunited with his parents before they began 
to discuss how to free him.  

When the men saw how the tree was situated, 
they had to think hard to decide what to do.  To cut it 
with the chainsaw they’d brought along would cause the 
two sides of the trunk to fall, which would crush Peter.  
There was no way the people could simply lift the tree – 
it was enormous.

They discussed various options until finally they 
decided on something.  They would try to lift the tree by 
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means of attaching a chain to the tree, draping it over a 
sturdy branch on a maple tree growing next to the trail, 
and attaching the other end to the tractor.  The tractor 
should be able to pull the tree high enough for them to 
get Peter out.  As a precaution, in case the chain snapped
or the branch broke, they’d have pieces of log ready, cut 
with the chainsaw, to shove under the tree as it lifted, so 
if something went wrong the tree would have something 
to fall back on instead of Peter.

They moved to carry out the plan.  Peter’s uncle 
worked on cutting a few sturdy logs to shove under the 
tree while Peter’s father and the tractor’s owner situated 
the chain.  Dani had to climb a few branches up in the 
wet, slippery tree to put the chain over the big thick 
branch the men had selected.

Dani was to pull Peter out as soon as the tree was
lifted high enough, while Peter’s father and uncle stood 
ready to shove the log under the tree trunk.  The two 
women would help whoever needed them more – Dani 
or the men.

Finally, they were ready to begin.  Dani, 
crouched next to Peter, watched the chain slowly go taut 
and the tree rise – ever so slowly.  The tractor driver was
moving carefully, testing the strength of the tractor, 
chain, and tree branch.  Dani tensed, gripping Peter’s 
arm.

Peter gasped as the tree rose high enough for him
to take a deep breath.  It hurt, and Dani’s tugging on his 
arm wasn’t helping the pain any, but he forced himself to
concentrate.  He tried with limited success to make his 
cold-numbed legs move, and gradually he wiggled out 
from under the tree.  Just as the adults got one of the logs
under the tree trunk, the maple branch snapped under the
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strain and the tree thudded heavily onto the log.  Peter 
shuddered, and Dani squeezed his hand.

They had stayed around just long enough to help 
get the chain off the tree, then had ridden back in the 
pickup truck, leaving behind the slow tractor.  Everyone 
had profusely thanked its driver; he had just cheerfully 
stated he was glad to have been of help.

Dani and Aunt Lucille were dropped off at their 
house with multiple hugs from relieved family members.
The Ellises, Dani knew, were going home for hot baths, 
dry clothes, and some food before going to the hospital 
to check on Peter’s sore ribs.  He didn’t seem to have 
any serious injuries, but they needed to make sure.

Dani took a long, hot shower before climbing 
into her wonderfully soft, warm bed.  With her eyes 
closed as she cuddled under the covers, she thanked God
for protecting Peter and letting them find him.

She drifted off to sleep moments later with a 
smile on her face.
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CHAPTER EIGHT – Jake McKay

Peter’s ribs were bruised quite badly, and the 
doctor said he wouldn’t be able to do much physical 
activity for a couple weeks.  So Dani had to do her bike 
riding alone.

The first couple days afterward it was still gray 
and rainy out, so she stuck mostly around the house, but 
when the third day dawned bright and beautiful, she 
couldn’t resist going out for a long ride.  After cruising 
around for a while, just enjoying the sunshine and the 
breeze in her face, she headed to the orchard, hoping 
Rusty and Philip would be there.  They weren’t, though, 
so she just wandered around for a little while before 
climbing a large apple tree and straddling a big, thick 
branch.

Looking at the little green apples, tears suddenly 
sprang to her eyes.  She wouldn’t be there to help Rusty, 
Philip, and Peter pick apples when they turned red.  
She’d be in a crowded, noisy, dirty public school, going 
home every day to her father who was often angry and 
drunk.

As she reflected, Dani was sure her father hadn’t 
always been this way.  She thought she recalled a time 
when he’d actually been a very good, kind father.  But 
when Mrs. Mayfield had died of some sort of cancer, 
Dani’s father had just gradually sunk into himself.  He 
drank more and more, spent hours in front of the 
television watching it with dull eyes, and became more 
and more abusive to Dani.  Her only refuge was the 
church a couple miles outside the city she could 
occasionally catch a ride to.  She didn’t attend regularly, 
however, because the church-going family nearby who 
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usually gave her a ride didn’t always remember to pick 
her up, and she was too shy to call to remind them.

Unlike Aunt Lucille’s church, where you felt you
knew everyone from the first day you attended, this 
church was very large, with so many people you’d never 
be able to greet all of them in a single day.  But it was a 
Bible-teaching church, and Dani eagerly listened to the 
sermon every time she went.

Home just didn’t feel like home, Dani thought.  
She wasn’t homesick at all – in fact, she would rather not
go back at all.  Aunt Lucille’s house felt like home!

Turning so she was sitting sideways on the 
branch, she leaned up against a smaller branch, not 
noticing it was dead.

“Who’s up there?” a voice from directly under 
her suddenly demanded, startling her so badly she 
jumped.  The branch she was leaning on snapped, and 
she tumbled through the air with a little cry of surprise.  
A moment later she found herself in a pair of strong 
arms, looking up into a face just as startled as her own.

“It’s you!” they both exclaimed at the same time. 
They blinked at each other, then the teen boy who’d hit 
Dani a few days before dropped her into the grass and 
backed away uncertainly.  Dani sat up, unhurt, and 
watched him.  He was tall and heavily built, with short 
light-blonde hair and sky-blue eyes.  He looked a little 
scared.

“Are you okay?” he asked nervously.
Dani stood up, brushing dirt and grass off her 

jeans.  “Probably a lot better than I would’ve been if you
hadn’t caught me,” she said.  “Thank you.”

“No, no, I – I mean… is your head all right?” he 
asked awkwardly.  
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“Yes, I’m fine,” Dani replied, wondering why he 
seemed so ill at ease.

He dropped his eyes for a moment, and when he 
lifted them again to meet hers, she was shocked to see 
tears in them!  The boy spoke in a hoarse voice.  “When 
I saw you lying there so still after I hit you, I – I was 
terrified, for a minute, that I’d killed you.”  He was 
shaking all over, and he sank to the ground, covering his 
face with trembling hands.  “I’ve never killed anyone – 
I’ve never wanted to kill anyone!”  He lowered his hands
to stare at the ground, and Dani went to sit facing him, 
praying for wisdom and the right words in talking to this 
boy.

“I think you should know, first of all, that I’ve 
forgiven you,” Dani said softly.  “I attacked you first, 
anyway.  Secondly, I’d like you to know I’m not afraid 
to die because I know where I’m going when I do.”

The boy snorted.  “You’re crazy!” he exclaimed. 
“Nobody knows what happens after they die!”  He 
angrily swiped the tears from his eyes.

“No, I’m quite sure where I’ll spend eternity,” 
Dani stated with quiet conviction.  “God promised to 
return for Christians someday, and I know I’m a 
Christian.”

The boy looked up again, curious.  He asked 
cautiously, “But how can you tell – I mean, something 
like…that?”

Though her face remained calm, Dani’s heart was
racing – she’d never really had a chance to talk to 
anybody about her faith in Christ before, and she put 
careful thought to how to reply.  “About two thousand 
years ago, God, who created everything, made the 
ultimate sacrifice of love for us.  He sent His Son, who 
was perfect in every way, to Earth as a human being to 
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suffer and die for our sins.  John 3:16 says, ‘For God so 
loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but 
have everlasting life.’

“God’s Son, Jesus, gave His life willingly, and in
so doing, took all the responsibility of every last one of 
our sins, so that we could spend eternity in Heaven with 
God instead of in Hell.  

“But on the third day after Jesus died on the 
cross, something wonderful happened.  Death couldn’t 
hold Jesus – He rose from the dead and went back to His
disciples for a little while before ascending to Heaven to 
be with His Father.

“He’s coming back someday to get believers – 
we don’t know when, but He said, “I go to prepare a 
place for you.  And if I go to prepare a place for you, I 
will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where
I am, there ye may be also.”  And when God promises 
something, you know it’ll happen!”

The boy had been watching her wide-eyed 
throughout this entire speech.  Dani really had his 
attention – he was hanging onto every word.  “So if He 
took all our sins, we’re all going to Heaven, no matter 
what?”

“No,” Dani clarified.  “The Bible says we’re all 
sinners and have fallen short of the glory of God – none 
of us measure up to God’s perfect standard.  But He 
loves us, so He’s provided a way for us to become clean 
in His sight.”  She paused to take a deep breath, then 
continued, choosing her words carefully.  “Ephesians 2:8
and 9 say we’re saved by grace, through faith, and not by
works.  God’s grace is a gift to us that we don’t deserve, 
but He gives it to us anyway – because He loves us.” 
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“But how do you get saved?” the boy asked, his 
voice desperate, his eyes searching Dani’s face.

“’If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to 
forgive us our sins, and cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.’  You can talk to God anytime, out 
loud, or even just thinking it.  He's always there to listen.
You can pray now if you’d like, unless you need more 
time to think.  It’s not a decision to be taken lightly.  It 
means giving your entire life to God – living for Him.”  
Dani fell silent then, praying silently as she watched the 
burly teen think things over. 

It took several minutes for him to come to a 
decision, but when he did, his face showed firm resolve 
and peace.  “I’ll do it,” he said.  “I mean, since He died 
for me…”  He paused, glancing at Dani; his face 
reddened.  “I don’t really know how to start,” he said 
awkwardly, and Dani took that as her cue to step in 
again.

“First, do you want to pray out loud, or silently?”
“I guess out loud,” he replied hesitantly.
“All right, I’ll pray, and you just repeat after me,”

Dani said kindly.  She remembered praying with the 
woman who had led her to Christ and feeling exactly the 
same way!

The boy nodded, and when Dani bowed her head 
and closed her eyes, he did the same.

“Heavenly Father,” Dani prayed, “I know that 
I’m a sinner and that nothing I do myself can save me.”  
She paused to let him repeat that before continuing.  “I 
believe that You sent Your only Son to die for my sins, 
and that He rose again on the third day so that I could 
have eternal life.  Father, forgive me for my sins, and 
help me surrender my life to You.  Thank You for Your 
gift of eternal life.  In Jesus’ Name, amen.”
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She looked up after the boy repeated the last 
phrase, and smiled at him.  “You did it,” she said.  “As 
long as you truly believe what you just said with your 
whole heart, you’re a Christian and no one can take 
away your salvation – ever.”

He grinned back.  “It feels like a whole load’s 
been taken off me!” he exclaimed.  His grin became 
crooked as he thought of something else.  “You know, I 
don’t even know your name.”

Dani burst out laughing.  “I don’t know yours 
either!”  She smiled broadly.  “I’m Dani Mayfield.  And 
you?”

“Jake McKay.”  He reached out to grip her hand 
in a friendly handshake.  “I can truly say I’m glad to 
have met you.”

“I’m glad, too,” Dani replied sincerely.
Jake had a sudden thought.  “Hey, where’d you 

learn all those Bible verses?”
“From my Bible, of course.  It took a lot of 

studying, though.  When I came across a verse I thought 
was especially significant, I worked at it until I had it 
memorized.”

Jake frowned.  “I don’t have a Bible, and neither 
do my parents.”

“Oh.”  Dani hadn’t thought of that.  She 
pondered this for a moment before the solution hit her.  
“I know!” she said excitedly, snapping her fingers.  She 
leapt to her feet, and Jake stood too.  “The pastor!  I’m 
sure he’d at least have one you could borrow!”

“Are you sure?”  Jake was catching her 
excitement.

“Yes, and I know the way to his house, too, so if 
you’ve got a bike we could go now.  He can answer any 
questions you have a lot better than I could.”
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She waited for Jake’s reply, which wasn’t long in
coming.  “All right,” he said.  “Just let me get my bike 
real quick.”  He disappeared among the trees, and Dani 
retrieved her own bike while waiting for him.  

Once he arrived, they swung onto their bikes and 
Dani led the way from the orchard onto the roads.  They 
arrived at Pastor Doyle’s home in very short order, 
pulling into the driveway next to the car parked there.  
Sprawled on the spacious front porch was an old, sleepy 
Golden Retriever who laboriously climbed to his feet to 
greet them with much tail wagging and a few happy 
barks. 

Jake hesitantly followed Dani up onto to porch, 
where she gave some attention to the ecstatic dog before 
turning to the woman who had come to the screen door 
and stood patiently holding it wide open.

“Hello, Dani,” the woman said, smiling.  “Come 
in.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Doyle.  Is Pastor here?”  Dani 
entered the cool, clean house, Jake following her closely.

“Yes, he’s in his study.  I’ll take you up and 
bring in some lemonade in a few minutes.”

Mrs. Doyle led them up the creaky wooden 
staircase; at the top they turned right toward an open 
doorway.  She knocked lightly on the doorframe, and 
Pastor Doyle called, “Come in!”

Mrs. Doyle swept in.  “Dani Mayfield and a 
friend are here to see you, dear,” she said, and then left.

Pastor Doyle, a tall, thin man with thinning light 
brown hair and glasses, stepped around his rather messy 
desk to shake their hands.

“Hello, Dani,” he said, smiling at her warmly as 
he gripped her hand.  “Why don’t you and your friend 
have a seat?”
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The next three hours sped by, and it was about 
noon when Dani and Jake finally emerged from the 
house.  Jake carried a new black leather Bible proudly, 
holding it carefully.  He had had many questions for the 
pastor, and was delighted when Pastor Doyle gave him a 
little booklet for new believers, and recommended 
devotional plans for a couple months.  He was quick to 
accept the pastor’s offer of a ride to church on Sunday, 
as long as it was all right with his parents.

Outside, after giving the dog a goodbye pat on 
the head, Jake turned to Dani.  He gave her a crooked 
grin and cleared his throat, searching for the right words.
Finally, he just said, “Thanks, Dani,” but Dani could tell 
he really meant it.

“No problem,” she replied.  She smiled, swung 
onto her bike, and headed for home, feeling so happy she
thought she could burst.  

She smiled again – she had a lot to tell Aunt 
Lucille.
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CHAPTER NINE – All Friends

The next day, Dani decided she felt like going to 
the old house and barn again.  She wished Peter was well
enough to go with her, but she didn’t mind going alone.  
The peace and quiet of the old place would be nice – 
unless, of course, Rusty and Philip were there, but that 
would be fun, too.  So she set out early in the morning, 
planning on spending a good deal of the day out.

She took her time going down the dirt road, 
which was still especially muddy from the torrential 
rains a few days before.  Despite her best efforts to avoid
the puddles, her jeans were liberally spattered with mud 
by the time she reached the clearing where the house and
barn sat.  As always, it seemed ridiculous the way the 
barn dwarfed the little house, and Dani wondered once 
more what the barn’s purpose could have been.

Getting off her bike at the edge of the grass and 
pushing it as she walked, she picked her way through the
dew-wet grass toward the barn.  She could hear the 
wistful cooing of a mourning dove, and, faintly, the 
gurgling little brook.  Suddenly she stopped short, 
catching her breath.

Standing at the edge of the forest, fifty yards 
away, was a big whitetail buck.  Dani had been moving 
slowly and quietly enough that the deer hadn’t noticed 
her.  She held her breath and held perfectly still as she 
watched him.  She’d seen many deer here in 
Pennsylvania, back in the fields early in the morning or 
in the late evening when the sun was setting, but never 
had she been so close!

The buck took a couple steps into the clearing, 
then froze as he spotted Dani.  His ears stood straight up,
pointing in her direction, as he stood stock-still and just 

64



watched her for a full minute.  Then he turned around 
and faded quickly into the grays, browns, and greens of 
the forest behind him.

Dani let out her breath, exhilarated.  A contented 
smile stretched across her face as she continued on her 
way to the barn.  She sent up a silent prayer of praise, 
thanking God for the wonderful things He had created.

When she reached the barn, she managed to open
the huge sliding door just enough to slip inside, using all 
her might just to get it open that far.  The quiet building 
was warm and still, with dust floating down the 
sunbeams streaming in from the collapsed ceiling.

She wandered around for a little while, smiling 
when she discovered a stash of candy bars in a knothole 
in one of the huge upright beams.  Obviously, Rusty and 
Philip were quite frequent visitors.

Suddenly, a pair of hands seized the edge of the 
door, and with one powerful heave, pulled it open a few 
more feet.  Startled, Dani watched the door to see who it 
was.  A smile came to her face, however, as Jake McKay
stepped through the opening.  She stepped forward to 
greet him.

“Hi, Jake,” she said, and he looked up, giving her
a crooked grin.

“Hi,” he replied.  “I saw your bike outside.”  He 
looked peaceful and happy, despite a dark bruise on his 
jaw.

“What happened to you?”  Dani asked as he 
dumped his backpack in the hay-filled stall and sat 
down.  

“Oh, that,” he said, rubbing his jaw with a 
sheepish expression.  “I tried to talk with Stan yesterday 
afternoon.  He got kinda mad.”  His broad shoulders 
slumped a little.  “He kicked me out of the group.”
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He shrugged nonchalantly, but Dani could tell he 
was hurt by the rejection.  All he’d wanted was to share 
his newfound joy and peace, and the people he thought 
were his friends had abandoned him.

“I’m sorry,” Dani said sympathetically.
With sudden resolve, Jake squared his shoulders, 

and a determined glint showed in his eyes.  “Well, I’m 
not,” he declared.  “I guess those guys aren’t really the 
sort of people a Christian should hang out around 
anyway.  I’m not gonna give up on them, but I can take a
little persecution.”  He rubbed his jaw again and smiled 
thoughtfully.  “I guess this is my first persecution for 
being a Christian, and it probably won’t be the last!”

Dani was so proud of him she was speechless – 
saved not even twenty-four hours, Jake was already 
developing strong Biblical convictions and wasn’t afraid 
to tell people about Christ even after he’d suffered pain 
and rejection.  She flopped down next to him on the 
straw.  “How much did you read yesterday?”

Jake pulled his Bible from his backpack, face 
glowing with excitement.  “I read as much as I could of 
the New Testament.  I found most of the verses you and 
the pastor talked about, but my Mom made me go to bed 
before I could get all the way through it.”

“How late was that?”  Dani asked curiously.
He grinned sheepishly.  “I sorta lost track of the 

time, but I’m pretty sure it was well after midnight.”
Dani laughed.  “I’ve done that a couple times 

myself,” she commented.  Suddenly a dark thought 
pierced her happiness.  But my Dad doesn’t care how 
late I stay up, she thought.  He probably wouldn’t notice 
if I stayed up all night! 

“Something wrong?”  Jake asked, watching her 
face intently.  Dani shook herself. 
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“Not really, just thinking,” she replied, and 
forced her mind off her father and the end of this 
wonderful summer, looming like a dark cloud on the 
horizon.

Jake opened his Bible and pulled out a folded 
sheet of lined paper.  Filling one side and most of the 
other were verse references, followed by scribbled notes.
Jake grinned.  “As I read, I wrote down questions about 
some of the more confusing verses.  I was hoping you or 
the pastor could help me out.”

“That’s a really good idea,” Dani exclaimed, 
wishing she’d had somebody to ask questions of when 
she was a really young Christian.  She took the paper 
from Jake’s hand.  “I’ll see if I can help you,” she said, 
opening the Bible to the first reference.  “Let’s see…”

They sat there, poring over the paper and Bible 
for two full hours, not even noticing the time pass.  As 
they found the answers to his questions, Jake eagerly 
wrote them down on the extra paper he’d brought along. 
They were nearly out of paper by the time they reached 
the end of the list, and Dani laughed when she saw that 
Jake had used up six whole sheets of paper.

He gave her a crooked grin.  “You know,” he 
said, “I’m only halfway through John.”

Dani groaned.  “Oh, no!  You’re gonna kill the 
poor pastor – or me!”  But she was smiling.  She realized
she’d learned quite a lot by helping Jake – she’d had to 
search hard and really think to find most of the answers.

“Thanks a lot, Dani,” Jake said as he carefully 
folded the papers and put them in his backpack with the 
Bible.  “I came out here to read more, but this was much 
better.  I was planning on finding you or the pastor 
later.”
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“I’m glad I could help,” Dani replied, smiling.  
“You can ask me questions anytime.”  She stood and 
stretched her legs.  “I’m going into the house for a 
minute.  Want to come?”

“Sure,” he replied, standing and swinging his 
backpack over his shoulder.

Before he and Dani could take a single step, 
however, two forms appeared seemingly from nowhere 
and hurled themselves at Jake with fierce yells.  

“We’ll save you, Dani!”  Rusty yelled, 
pummeling Jake with his fists.  Philip hung grimly with 
his arms wrapped around Jake’s neck.  Trying to fend 
them off without hurting them, Jake shot a helpless 
glance at Dani, pleading for help.

“Rusty!  Philip!  Stop!”  Dani cried, reaching 
forward and grabbing Rusty’s arm.  Philip slid off Jake’s
back, and they both stared at her, bewildered.  Dani 
explained gently, “Guys, Jake is a Christian now.  He’s 
not going to hurt me.”

They blinked in astonishment, and then Rusty 
turned to Jake.  “You…you..?”  

Jake nodded, grinning, and a rush of color came 
to Rusty’s face.  “I’m sorry,” he promptly apologized.  
“We thought…”

“Don’t worry,” Jake replied.  “You had no way 
of knowing.”  His face became somber.  “I hope you two
will forgive me for being so mean to you in the past.”

“Of course!”  Philip exclaimed, and Rusty 
nodded his agreement.  The two shook Jake’s hand, 
smiling widely.  Dani was greatly relieved there was no 
tension between them.  She hoped Peter wouldn’t get 
angry again when he saw Jake, but she was pretty sure 
he’d be fine when she explained everything.
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The four of them wandered over to the house.  
Jake had no trouble opening the sticking door, and they 
entered the musty living room.  Dani was surprised when
Rusty and Philip announced they’d never been in the 
house – they’d always assumed it was locked.  The two 
boys charged around the house, enthusiastically 
examining every minute detail while Dani and Jake 
followed at a more sedate pace.

Glancing around, Dani suddenly spotted 
something she didn’t remember from her previous visits.
On top of one of the kitchen cabinets, which reached 
almost to the ceiling, was a large brown paper bag.  Dani
found it particularly intriguing, however, because it 
wasn’t coated in a thick layer of dust like everything else
in the building!  And poking from the open end of the 
bag was the corner of a colorful box with a picture of a 
fancy radio on it.

Before she could investigate the bag or think of 
any reasons for it being there, her attention was jerked 
elsewhere by a wild yell from Rusty.

“My foot’s stuck!”  he bellowed from the 
bedroom, and his shout had the desired effect – everyone
immediately hurried to his aid.  Dani wished she’d 
remembered to tell them about the rotten floorboard.

Rusty wasn’t as thoroughly stuck as Dani had 
been, and his leg was just a tiny bit scraped, but he 
carried on as though he was in agony.  As they went 
back outside after freeing Rusty’s foot, all the 
commotion he made caused Dani to completely forget 
about the brown paper bag and its contents.

Rusty, moaning and limping while Philip 
anxiously watched him, made a sudden and miraculous 
recovery when Dani suggested they go see Peter.
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“Great idea!” he exclaimed, and took off running,
Philip at his heels.  “Race you to the bikes!”

Exchanging amused glances, Dani and Jake raced
after them.

Peter was quite startled at first to see Jake in the 
group, but he relaxed completely when Dani told of 
Jake’s salvation.

Peter was able to walk around without much pain
as long as he moved slowly and carefully, so the group 
headed outdoors to sit at a picnic table behind the house. 
Peter’s five siblings, all younger than him, played in a 
tree house nearby.

Peter and Jake got along quite well – Peter 
seemed to have completely forgotten his anger, for 
which Dani was thankful.

“You know,” Peter said suddenly, “Yesterday I 
thought of something kinda funny.  I’ve heard people say
before that sometimes to get our attention, God has to 
tap us on the shoulder a little, and if that doesn’t work, 
He hits us with a two-by-four.”  He grinned ruefully.  “I 
got hit by a tree!”

Everyone laughed at Peter’s aggrieved 
expression.

Over the next couple weeks they visited Peter 
almost every day until his ribs healed and he could go 
out on his bike again.

On the first day they went out as a group of five, 
Dani realized with some amount of surprise that a month
had passed since Aunt Lucille had brought her to 
Pennsylvania.  And what a month it had been!  She felt 
like crying every time she thought of going back to her 
father at the end of the summer – two short months 
away.  It just didn’t seem like long enough!
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“In everything give thanks, for this is God’s will 
for you in Christ Jesus.”  First Thessalonians 5:18 sprang
to mind, and she smiled.

It was going to be a wonderful two months.
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CHAPTER TEN – Trouble

The warm summer sun was just creeping over the
horizon as Dani left the house and pedaled to the end of 
the driveway.  Peter was already there, and they traveled 
in silence toward the orchard, enjoying the cool air and 
sparkling dew on the grass.  There had been a small rain 
shower the night before, leaving everything fresh and 
clean.

As they passed a deep ditch partially filled with 
dirty rainwater, Dani saw something small and gray 
moving right at the edge of the water.  She slammed on 
the brakes and was off the bike before Peter even 
noticed; she carefully climbed down into the ditch as 
Peter circled back around to stare at her curiously.  

“What’re you doing?” he asked.  
“It’s a kitten!”  Dani exclaimed, reaching down 

toward the pitiful muddy furball.  The kitten opened its 
pink mouth in a tiny, sad meow, and its big blue eyes 
stared up at Dani.  She fell in love immediately.

She gathered the tiny creature up against her 
chest, not caring about the wet mud it smeared on her 
clothes.  It snuggled close, trembling violently, and she 
tucked it gently into the front of her overalls.

“You’re not keeping it, are you?”  Peter asked 
incredulously.  “It’s filthy!  And it probably has fleas, 
and…and all kinds of diseases…”  

Dani glared at him.  “Of course I’m keeping 
her!”  She looked down into the dark blue eyes and her 
gaze softened.  “She needs me.”

“How can you tell it’s a girl?”  Peter asked 
suspiciously.  

“I just know.”  Dani smiled as the kitten meowed
again; her smile broadened as a steady rumble could be 
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heard from the kitten’s chest.  “She’s purring!”  Dani 
exclaimed happily.

Suddenly she looked up at Peter and said quite 
briskly, “You’ll have to tell the others I can’t make it out
this morning.  Maybe this afternoon, but right now I’ve 
got to take care of the kitten.”

“But – but, Dani…” Peter sputtered helplessly.
“No ‘buts’, Peter.  She needs some good food 

and a bath.”  Looking at her friend’s bewildered face, her
somewhat severe expression softened.  “I’m sorry, Peter,
I guess that sounded kind of mean, but I really need to 
take care of her this morning."

Sighing mournfully, Peter nodded.  “All right.”  
Looking resigned, he turned his bike and pedaled toward
the orchard where the others were probably already 
waiting.

Dani watched him move out of sight, then spent a
couple minutes talking to and petting the ecstatic, 
purring kitten curled up snugly in her overalls.  She had 
stopped shaking and looked as though she might actually
doze off.

“Where did you come from, little one?”  Dani 
asked softly, watching the big blue eyes slowly close.  
“Who would throw away such a pretty kitten?”  In truth, 
Dani knew there were many stray cats around, barn cats 
who had wandered off and reproduced, but she couldn’t 
help but wonder if the kitten had belonged to someone 
who just hadn’t wanted her. 

She swung onto her bicycle and pedaled slowly 
toward home, being careful not to move too much.  She 
barely noticed the smiles on the faces of the occasional 
passer-by at seeing a small gray head poking out of 
Dani’s overalls, peering around curiously.
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In fact, she was so intent on pedaling carefully 
and avoiding major bumps on the road in front of her 
that she didn’t notice some trouble until she was almost 
in the midst of it.

She had taken a dirt road surrounded by dense 
forest as a shortcut back to her Aunt Lucille’s, but 
evidently other people used it, too.

Dani didn’t look up until she heard voices ahead 
of her, but by then it was too late – the trouble had seen 
her.

Spotting Stan Benson and his gang only a few 
yards in front of her, she gasped, braked her bike, and 
hurriedly turned around.  The teens, however, were also 
on bikes, and she only got a few feet away before they 
had surrounded her.

Stan rode his bicycle right up to Dani’s and 
peered intently at the dirty kitten.  

“Well, well, well,” he said slowly.  “What do we 
have here?”

Dani did her best to look brave, but her heart was
beating rapidly as she tried to think of some escape plan. 
Nothing came to mind.

Stan bent even closer to the kitten, which was 
watching Stan quite closely.  Suddenly, it spat and 
lashed out with its paw.  The tiny, sharp claws caught 
Stan right on the nose, and he jerked back with a yell, 
clutching his nose.  He took his hand away long enough 
to glare at the small amount of blood on his fingers, then 
directed his hostile gaze at Dani and the kitten.

“That cat’s gonna pay!” he growled.
Dani held the kitten closer.  “You’re not taking 

her!”  She retorted stubbornly.
“Oh, we’ll see about that,” Stan said, reaching for

the kitten menacingly.
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Desperately, Dani reacted almost instinctively – 
she shoved Stan hard.

He was still straddling his bicycle, and as he tried
to catch his balance, he stumbled over it and went down, 
yelling all the way.  He bumped into one of his friends, 
who also tipped over. 

While the gang was in a state of confusion, Dani 
made her escape.  She tore away down the dirt road at 
top speed with the kitten clinging tightly to her shirt.  
Stan’s gang attempted to chase her, but this effort was 
hindered by the fact that Stan tried to get up too quickly 
and fell down again, this time bringing down more gang 
members.  

Sort of like dominoes, Dani thought, smiling in 
relief at her escape.

She made it home in record time, and waited 
until she stopped panting before going inside.  

Aunt Lucille loved the kitten.  And, thankfully, 
the kitten loved Aunt Lucille.  She purred steadily while 
she was petted, fed, and even bathed.  After the bath, 
Dani sat in the warm grass outside, brushing the soft fur 
with an old hairbrush.  The kitten, with all the dirt 
removed, was now pure white.

In the warm sun, the purr gradually slowed, and 
the eyes drooped slowly closed.  Finally the purr stopped
altogether, and Dani knew her kitten had fallen asleep.  
Dani lay back on the soft green grass, the bright sun 
spreading warmth over her, the kitten curled up on her 
stomach.  Very soon, she dozed off too. 

She awoke slowly, then blinked as she realized 
the kitten was no longer with her.  She sat up, expecting 
to see the little white kitten in the grass nearby, but she 
was nowhere to be seen.
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“Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” she called, standing up 
and brushing grass off her jeans as she looked around.  
“Here, kitty!”

She wandered around the yard for several 
minutes before heading back to the driveway, near which
she’d been lying.

Suddenly, she stopped and gasped.  On the road, 
at the end of the driveway, the little white kitten was 
playing with a pebble she’d found.  As Dani ran toward 
her, she heard a vehicle tearing along the road at high 
speed.

“Here, kitty, kitty!” she cried desperately.  The 
kitten turned toward her and meowed, then hesitated a 
moment as the truck on the road hurtled closer.  Dani 
was unable to do anything but keep running forward, and
she thought the driveway seemed longer than it ever had 
before!  Her heart was in her mouth as the truck drew 
nearer to her kitten.

Finally, at the last possible moment, the kitten 
made a tremendous leap toward Dani.  The truck 
thundered past so close it seemed like it’d run over the 
last hairs on the kitten’s tail, but the little creature trotted
up to Dani quite unscathed.

Dani picked up the happily purring kitten, 
trembling a little.  She held the cat away from her long 
enough so she could look it in the eye.  “You gave me 
quite a scare there, little missy.  Don’t do it again!”  She 
gave the kitten a little shake to emphasize her words, but 
she just purred on, unperturbed.

Dani sighed and walked back toward the house.  
She set the kitten down as she walked through the screen
door, but an angry meow behind her stopped her.  She 
turned around to see the kitten hissing and spitting at the 
door, which had closed on her tail.  Dani hurried forward
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and freed her kitten just as Aunt Lucille rushed in to see 
what the kitten was making all the fuss about.

Dani gathered the kitten in her arms and smiled.  
“I think I’ll call you Trouble.”  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN – The Letter

Dani and Aunt Lucille used wire to firmly attach 
a deep basket to the front of Dani’s bike for Trouble to 
ride in.  To their delight, the kitten loved it!

The little white kitten stood in the basket with her
paws spread out to help her keep her balance; she looked
about with interest as Dani pedaled around the driveway.
Aunt Lucille watched, smiling and shaking her head at 
the kitten that rode a bike.

“I think I’ll try going out on the road with her,” 
Dani said.  “It doesn’t look like she’ll try to jump out.”

“All right, honey.  I need to run a couple errands, 
so I might not be here when you get back,” Aunt Lucille 
replied.

“Okay, bye!”  Dani waved as she rode down the 
driveway.  Trouble stood with her front paws on the 
edge of the basket, curiously watching everything as 
they passed.  Dani was pleased to see that the kitten 
seemed content to stay in the basket, and didn’t try to get
down.

Wanting to be alone with her kitten, Dani took 
back roads her friends didn’t often use.  She kept a 
careful watch out for Stan’s gang, though, sure she 
wouldn’t escape so easily a second time.

The densely wooded back roads were deserted, 
however, and Dani spent all morning pedaling around, 
watching her kitten enjoy the ride.
 Finally, early in the afternoon, she was reminded 
that she had missed lunch by a loud rumble from her 
stomach.  Trouble heard it and turned around to peer at 
her mistress with a questioning glance.  Dani laughed.
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“Let’s go home and get lunch,” she suggested.  
Trouble seemed happy with this decision – she meowed 
and purred loudly.

Aunt Lucille wasn’t home yet when Dani got 
back, so she made herself a sandwich and took it outside 
to eat.  She chose a big shady tree and settled under it 
with Trouble, feeding the kitten bits of sandwich.  The 
purring kitten decided she liked the sandwich, and sat in 
Dani’s lap, pawing eagerly at it.  Laughing, Dani tossed 
a bit of crust a few feet away and the kitten scampered 
after it.

Just as she finished her lunch, Peter rode his bike 
into the yard.  “Hi, Dani!” he called.  

“Hi.”  Dani stood and brushed herself off, then 
scooped up the kitten and walked toward Peter.  He 
stared at the kitten.

“Wow!  It’s white!  I thought it was gray.”
“We gave her a bath – and I named her!”  Dani 

said, stroking the soft fur.  The kitten purred steadily.
Peter reached out carefully to pet Trouble’s head.

“So what is her name?”
“Trouble,” Dani replied.
“Trouble?”  Peter repeated, surprised.  “Why?”
“Because she keeps getting in trouble,” Dani said

logically.
Peter shrugged.  “Okay, it’s your kitten.  You 

want to meet with the others now, or do you still not 
want to leave – uh, Trouble?”

Dani grinned.  “I don’t have to leave her.”
Peter followed, mystified, as Dani headed for her 

bike.  When he spotted the basket, he groaned.  “She’ll 
never stay in that, Dani!  We’ll be stopping every couple 
minutes to put her back in it!”
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“Oh, really?”  Dani placed the kitten in the basket
and swung onto her bike.  “Let’s go!”

Peter followed her reluctantly up the driveway 
and down the road, but in just a couple minutes he was 
obviously amazed.

“She loves it!” he called to Dani, whose 
expression was downright smug.

The others were waiting at the orchard again, and
they were equally amazed.  They came up to Dani’s bike
as she stopped it and put the kickstand down.  Trouble 
meowed to be picked up.

“This is the cat Peter talked about?”  Jake asked.  
“Peter said it was a filthy little furball.”  He grunted as 
Peter jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow.

Dani snorted indignantly.  “She just needed a 
bath!”

“Can I hold her?”  Jake asked, reaching for the 
kitten.

“Sure, just be careful.”  Dani handed the kitten to
Jake.  Trouble looked even tinier in Jake’s big hands, 
and as he stroked her soft fur, she purred even louder.  
Rusty and Philip crowded close, watching Trouble and 
petting her a bit.  The kitten loved it.

“I think she likes being the center of our 
attention,” Dani commented.  Hearing Dani’s voice, the 
kitten meowed and stretched a small paw out toward her 
mistress.  Jake handed her back and Trouble snuggled 
close to Dani.

“Hey, guys, want to go to my Aunt Lucille’s 
barn?”  Dani suggested.

This was met with loud approval – the boys knew
very well that Aunt Lucille always kept fresh cookies or 
pie ready for visits from Dani and her friends.
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When they arrived at the house, Aunt Lucille 
wasn’t back yet, so they headed out to the barn to await 
her return.  They regularly used the barn as a meeting 
place, and they all flopped into their normal places.  
Trouble wandered around, exploring this new territory.

“Jake, have your parents noticed anything 
different about you since you got saved?”  Dani asked 
curiously.

His face lit up.  “Yeah!  They’ve both asked me 
about it.  I did my best to explain it to them, and they 
didn’t exactly jump at the idea of salvation, but they’re 
not totally closed to it, either.”  His look grew 
thoughtful.  “I think they wouldn’t have listened to me 
explain if I hadn’t changed so much.”  He smiled.  “I 
pray every day that they’ll get saved someday, too.”

“I’ll pray for them, too – and that God will give 
you the right words to say in case they ask you about it 
again,” Dani said softly.  She realized suddenly that she 
couldn’t recall ever praying for her father’s salvation – 
most of the time she just tried to forget him.  Taking a 
deep breath, she spoke up.  “I’d appreciate it if all you 
guys could pray for my dad too.  He’s not saved, and I 
think I’ll try talking to him when I go home at the end of 
the summer.”

She was certainly going to need prayer, she 
thought.  It took a lot of pleading just for her to be 
allowed to go to church.  She didn’t know what would 
happen when she tried to talk to this man – who she 
hardly knew – about God.  

“You have to leave?”  Rusty asked, looking 
bewildered.

Dani nodded.  “I’m only visiting for the 
summer.”  Everybody looked so sad at this statement 

81



that she hastily added, “Maybe I’ll be able to come back 
next summer.”

Before anyone could reply, they heard a car door 
slam.  Glad for the distraction from the subject of the end
of the summer, Dani leapt to her feet.  She peeked 
outside, then opened the door all the way.

“Aunt Lucille’s home,” she announced, and they 
all hurried to the house.

“Oh, hello, everyone!”  Aunt Lucille greeted 
them cheerfully.  “Grab a bag of groceries and come on 
in for cookies.”

They were quick to obey her, and soon they were
being shooed to the picnic table out back with a tray of 
cookies and glasses of milk.

Aunt Lucille handed Dani a thick envelope.  
“Here, Dani, you got a letter,” she said, and bustled off 
to the kitchen with her own mail.

Deciding the letter could wait for now, Dani 
tucked the envelope into the front pocket of her overalls 
without even looking at it.

After they had finished their snack and thanked 
Aunt Lucille, they headed back to the barn.  The boys 
resumed their previous positions, but since they seemed 
to be occupying themselves with a bit of wrestling and 
roughhousing, Dani decided to read her letter.  

She climbed up to the hayloft and lay on the 
straw in a patch of sun.  With Trouble curled up against 
her side, she opened the letter.  She had no idea who it 
could be from – it had no return address.

It began:
“Dani, my daughter,

I want to begin this letter by apologizing 
to you for the terrible way I’ve treated you since your 
mother died…”
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The words blurred, and Dani’s breath came in 
gasps.  She flipped to the end of the letter, which was 
several pages long, and looked for the last line:

“Love, Dad.”
She sat there trembling, not moving, for a full 

five minutes, too scared to see what the letter contained. 
Finally, she whispered Philippians 4:13 and forced 
herself to continue reading the first page.

“…I had no right to act the way I did, and I can 
only hope you will accept my most humble apology and 
forgive me, though I know I don’t deserve it.

You see, not long after you left, I became drunk 
and extremely angry with you, and angry with your Aunt
Lucille for taking you.  I started driving, but I hadn’t 
gone more than a couple miles when I was in a terrible 
car accident.

When I awoke at the hospital, I was told I had 
spinal damage and would never walk again.  I broke 
down.  I lived in a state of complete apathy and self-pity 
for several days, with no hope.

Then one day I had a visitor.  A man flew all the 
way out here from your mother’s old church just to tell 
me about Christ.  I don’t even know how he found out 
about me, but I praise God every day that this man came
to me.

He led me to Christ, Dani!  I realized my sins 
that day and asked Jesus to forgive me.  And He did!  He
freed me, Dani!”

Dani had to pause there, though the letter went 
on.  Tears were pouring silently down her face – tears of 
joy and thanksgiving.  She tried to pray, to thank God, 
but all she could manage was a whispered, “Thank you, 
God.”  Somehow she knew God would understand.

She reopened the letter.
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“I’ve spent the weeks since I was saved thinking 
of you and wondering how I’d tell you.  But when I 
began this letter, the words just came to me

I’m glad I waited to write you, though, because 
there’s another miracle I have to tell you about.  I’m 
recovering!  It’s going to take a long time, but I’m going
to walk again!  The doctors are mystified, but I know 
exactly what it is – a gift from God!  And I’ve got big 
plans…”

Dani read on, captivated, as her father wrote on 
and on of his plans to share Christ by using his life as an 
example.  Then an uncomfortable thought entered her 
mind – Where do I fit in with all this?

If her dad asked her to come home, she would 
obey, and with God’s help be happy with that decision, 
but what about Pennsylvania?  Would she ever see Aunt 
Lucille again?  What about Peter, Jake, Rusty, and 
Philip?

The letter answered that question, too.
“Dani, these places I’ll be going to aren’t a very 

good place for a teenage girl – and we’d be traveling all
over the place.  If you wanted to come back, I’d gladly 
take you back in an instant.  But if you’re happier with 
Lucille, at least while I’m in rehab, I’m sure she’d be 
glad to have you – she’s been begging me for years now 
to let you visit!”

Dani’s tears started again.  She could stay if she 
wanted to!  She wouldn’t have to go back to the city at 
the end of the summer!

Nearly bursting with joy, she wiped her wet face 
with her sleeve, gathered up the letter and her startled, 
sleepy kitten, and clambered down the ladder.
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“My dad got saved!”  She announced to 
everyone, face radiant, before bounding through the door
and racing to the house.

She burst into the kitchen and thrust the letter at 
Aunt Lucille, who took it with flour-covered hands and 
gave her niece a puzzled glance.

“Read it, Aunt Lucille!”  Dani urged eagerly.
Aunt Lucille read.  And then Aunt Lucille cried.  

Dani, feeling just as happy, hugged her hard while 
Trouble, squished in the middle, gave a loud meow.

Finally Aunt Lucille managed to control herself.  
She looked at Dani.  

“Well, Dani, God has certainly worked a miracle,
hasn’t He?”
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CHAPTER TWELVE – Looking Ahead

Mr. Mayfield had included the phone number of 
the hospital where he was staying, and Dani wasted no 
time in calling him.  He was overjoyed to hear from her. 
He sounded at peace for the first time since Dani could 
remember, and she nearly cried again as she talked to 
him.

Arrangements were swiftly made.  Dani would 
stay with Aunt Lucille for the rest of the summer and all 
of the school year, possibly with a few visits to her father
squeezed in.  Next summer they’d see what they should 
do next.

Dani was apprehensive about the idea of going to
a new school, but when she talked to Aunt Lucille about 
it, that woman had something very comforting to say.

“You know, Dani, I think the Ellises homeschool 
their children…”

Dani had absolutely no idea what homeschooling
was, but after Aunt Lucille and Peter explained it to her, 
she loved the idea.

“So I’d do all my schoolwork at home?  I 
wouldn’t have to go anywhere?”  She asked for the 
dozenth time, just to be sure.

“Yes, that’s right, dear, and if you like the idea a 
lot, I’ll talk with Peter’s mother as soon as possible to 
order your schoolbooks.” 

Dani agreed enthusiastically.  She was 
disappointed Jake, Rusty, and Philip were in public 
school and they wouldn’t be able to meet as frequently, 
but they’d still try to get together as often as possible.

86



The days passed much as they had, but Dani 
awoke each morning thanking God for her father’s 
salvation, and that she could stay with Aunt Lucille.  
Gone was the sadness that had come every time she 
thought of leaving this place she’d come to love, in 
exchange for dirty apartment and abusive father.

Dani still had times of uncertainty, becoming 
anxious as she wondered what her future would hold – 
who she’d live with after the school year.  But each time 
she began to worry, she caught herself and instead 
thanked God for all He’d given her – her father’s 
salvation, Aunt Lucille, her friends…

Though she didn’t know what lay ahead, she did 
know one thing for certain: God was in charge, and He 
knew what was best for her.  

With this knowledge, Dani put her trust in Him 
and looked forward without fear, knowing God would 
guide her.
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