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AGES 6-9 
First Place 

 

1. NUGGET’S PERIL 
 

J.R. Stanger, age 9  

Massachusetts  

 

Jack Stanger is a goofy, basketball-playing homeschooler who 

enjoys typing—not hand writing—stories. His first pet was a 

slug, and he’s always wanted a dog.  

 

A fun retelling of how Nugget, Jem and Ellie’s dog in the 

Goldtown Beginnings series, came to be with them.  

   

ug-get!” Jem called as he shook a bowl filled with 

table scraps.  

Food! I pounced forward and started devouring 

every bite. I’m lucky that Strike-it-rich Sam found me, and 

now I’m with Jem. I was such a dumb dog before.  

It all started on a claim some ways away from here. 

Everybody called my master “hot-tempered Ted.” He 

wasn’t always that way.  

When Ted and I were headed to California, he was 

happy. His wife and son had sent him off with dreams of 

joining him later on a prosperous claim piled with gold. 

But all Ted could find were tiny gold flakes and fool’s 

gold.  

N 
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My master Ted then became vexed. He started 

treating everyone terribly, including me.  

He didn’t pet me or play with me. He didn’t let me 

sleep by his feet or beside the fire. He started giving me 

food only once a day, and not much in my bowl. He even 

started yelling and kicking at me.  

It was just too much! So, I decided to run away.  

I thought I could find a gentle and kind new master 

in a day, get plenty of good food, and sleep near the fire.  

That didn’t exactly happen.  

Instead, by the time the sky turned pink on that first 

day, I found myself hungry and tired, so I decided to lay 

down under a chestnut tree to sleep.  

The next morning, I woke up bright and early to the 

sound of yipping and howling. I got up and started 

running away from where the noise was coming from. 

Suddenly, three ravenous coyotes charged out of 

thick bushes and started running at me. They looked 

hungry!  

I didn’t want to be their breakfast, so I kept on 

running. The coyotes trailed close behind me, nipping at 

my hind heels.  

Out of the side of my brown eye, I spotted a hole that 

looked just big enough for me to fit into, but not the 

right size for the coyotes to fit through.  

I took a sharp turn to the left and sprinted toward 

the hole.  

I dove into the hole just in time to save my hind leg 

from a viciously hungry coyote bite, but the coyotes 

persisted in harassing me.  
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They kept sticking their heads into the hole, trying to 

bite me. Each time they did, I drew back.  

Finally, the coyotes walked off, growling. Alert but 

tired, I rested there in the dark, safe den. Soon, my eyes 

drooped and I could no longer stay awake.  

Curled up, I drifted off to sleep.  

My snoozing was interrupted by a quieter howling. I 

shot up with wide eyes and turned to where the noise 

was coming from. Two coyotes, smaller than my previous 

attackers, descended through a passageway toward me.  

I scrambled to flee out of the hole that I had used 

before. I ran away as fast as I could, but this time the 

coyotes chasing me could fit through the hole too.  

Fear made my heart thump so loudly that I thought 

it was going to explode right out of my chest. I kept on 

running, diving between trees and behind bushes to lose 

the coyotes on my tail.  

Adrenaline rushing through me, I ran up a hill, 

tripped over a root on the hill’s crest, and started sliding 

down its other side, bumping into rocks, stumps, and 

roots all the way down.  

A mini avalanche of debris came tumbling after me.  

As I looked up, I saw the coyotes stopped at the top 

of the hill. They growled at me, turned, and disappeared 

beyond the hilltop.  

Even with the coyotes gone, I had something else to 

worry about.  

Pebbles and sticks pelted me. It hurt, but it was still 

better than when hot-tempered Ted had kicked me with 

his hard boot.  

NUGGET’S PERIL 
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 I just wanted to collapse, but then I saw the biggest 

boulder yet rolling right toward me.  

I pushed myself up, turned, and scurried behind a 

tree. The boulder smashed into a tree. Its force moved 

right through the tree to push me a couple feet.  

I collapsed. Safe . . . and starving!  

Immediately, I caught a familiar scent. Humans.  

Humans have food, I thought.  

At the thought of food, excitement energized me. I 

followed the trail of the scent until I saw footprints, fresh 

footprints no more than a day old.  

My nose leading me, I quickly followed each print 

until the moon began to rise in the sky.  

Then I caught the aroma of meat.  

I started running toward it. In the moonlight, I saw a 

man just finishing off his last piece of beef jerky.  

“Goodness gracious, lil’ fella,” the man said as I came 

up alongside him. “You look hungry.”  

I began pawing the ground and looked up at him 

with pleading brown eyes.  

The man could not resist patting my golden head. As 

he did, I licked his hand.  

The man gave me another pat on the head and then 

went into his tent for a moment. He came out with a 

piece of uncooked bacon. “Strike-it-rich Sam always has 

something for a needy little fella like you.”  

Strike-it-rich Sam tossed the uncooked bacon to me. 

I jumped up and grabbed that piece of heaven right out 

of the sky. I relished every morsel of it and decided to 

follow Strike-it-rich Sam wherever he went.  
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And that’s how I ended up in Goldtown, first with 

Strike-it-rich Sam, and now with Jem and his family, 

because Sam gave me to Jem. 

Here, I get plenty of food, sleep by the fire, and get to 

scare off bullies.  

I was stupid to think that running away would be 

easy, but I sure am glad I found that the kindest strangers 

become friends.  

NUGGET’S PERIL 
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AGES 6-9 

Second Place 

 

2. ANDI SAVES THE DAY 
 

Julia, age 7 

Duncan, South Carolina 

 

Julia is a spunky girl who loves roaming her big, wooded yard 

in overalls and braids. She loves sewing, drawing, playing with 

her friends, horses, and everything Andi Carter! 

 

even-year-old Andrea Carter slid down the 

banister, a thought bubbling in her mind. She 

skipped into the dining room, her braids bouncing 

on her back. 

“Good morning!” Andi chirped. 

“Good morning, Andrea,” Mother replied with a 

smile on her face. 

Andi slid into her chair beside Melinda and reached 

for some pancakes and syrup. “Isn’t it a beautiful day 

today?” she remarked while reaching for the orange juice 

pitcher. 

“Yes, it is, dear,” Mother agreed. 

“Do you wanna go on a ride with me?” Andi asked. 

“We could have a picnic too.” 

Mother hesitated before saying, “That’s a good idea. 

I would love to.” 

  

S 
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“I’ll brush Misty after breakfast while you pack a 

lunch,” Andi said. 

“Good idea.” 

Andi gulped down her breakfast as fast as she could 

and said, “May I be excused?” 

Her mother replied, “You may.” 

Andi jumped up and raced for the door. Then she 

marched for the barn. Her heart was pounding with 

excitement. 

*** 

Mother lifted Andi onto Coco’s back. “Hold on tight, 

sweetheart.” 

Andi smiled. “I will, Mother. I always do.” 

“Good,” said Mother. She swung into her saddle on 

Misty’s back. 

They started trotting out of the yard. 

After a moment, Mother asked, “Where do you want 

to go?” 

“To the creek,” Andi replied. 

“Good idea, dear.” 

Andi heard the creek before she saw it. She was glad 

to hear it. She was hungry. 

Mother stopped her horse.  

Andi stopped her horse too. She jumped down and 

looked around for a good picnic spot. Andi pointed to a 

grassy spot with blue and yellow and purple flowers. 

“Let’s eat over there.”  

Mother agreed and handed Andi the wicker picnic 

basket. Mother took Misty’s and Coco’s bridles and led 

them to the picnic spot. Andi followed. 

ANDI SAVES THE DAY 
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Mother unfolded the blanket and laid it down on the 

green, green grass. Then Andi helped Mother unpack 

the picnic basket. There were roast beef sandwiches, 

lemonade, and sugar cookies. 

While they ate, Mother taught Andi special bird 

calls. 

Andi looked at the sky and saw rain clouds coming.  

Mother looked up too. “Oh, no! It’s going to rain. We 

should go.” 

Rain, Andi thought. 

They packed up their picnic things quickly. Andi and 

Mother mounted their horses. 

Suddenly, thunder rumbled and lightning lit the sky. 

Misty reared up and whinnied.  

Mother dropped to the ground and cried out. 

“Mother!” Andi shrieked. She jumped off Coco and 

ran to Mother’s side. “Are you all right?”  

Mother gasped. “I sprained my ankle.”  

“What should I do?” Andi asked. 

“You need to go home and tell the boys to come get 

me.” 

“All by myself? In a thunderstorm?”  

“You’ll be all right, Andrea. God is with you,” Mother 

replied. 

Andi kissed Mother’s cheek and jumped up. “Okay, 

I’ll do it.” 

Since Misty ran away, Andi was left with slowpoke 

Coco. She frowned. Before mounting, Andi took the 

picnic blanket and put it around Mother. 

Mother smiled. “Thank you, Andrea.” 
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Then Andi got on Coco. She prodded him into a trot. 

Suddenly, it started pouring. Andi groaned. Thunder 

rumbled again. Tears filled her eyes, and her heart 

pounded. Andi hated thunderstorms! 

Just then, Andi heard rustling in the woods. Coco put 

his ears forward. Andi froze. 

The rustling got louder, and louder, and louder!  

Suddenly, Misty appeared. 

“Misty!” Andi was glad because now she could ride 

fast Misty. But then Andi realized that Misty was too wild 

with fright to ride. 

Andi slumped in the saddle. She’d wanted to get help 

for Mother fast. 

An hour later Andi got 

home. She was drenched. Her 

hair was sticking to her face, 

and raindrops were dripping 

from her hair. 

As she caught sight of the 

house, lightning cracked. It 

looked like it was right above 

her.  

Just then, Coco started 

into a gallop. Andi gripped 

the saddle horn. She pulled 

Coco to a stop in front of the 

house. She jumped off Coco 

and ran inside. 

“Chad! Mitch!” she yelled. 

“Justin!” 

ANDI SAVES THE DAY 
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Chad came running down the stairs. “What’s going 

on?”  

“Mother sprained her ankle. She needs help.”  

“Stay here.” Chad ran outside. 

Luisa, the housekeeper, came running into the 

kitchen. “Señorita Andrea!” She quickly hugged Andi. 

“Let’s get you warmed up.” 

“Okay.” 

*** 

Andi was sitting in the sitting room by the fire, and 

she heard the door open. 

“Mother!” Andi yelled and jumped up. She ran to the 

kitchen. She saw Chad carrying Mother.  

Chad took Mother into the sitting room. He laid her 

down on the sofa. 

Andi ran over and hugged Mother. “I was so worried 

about you!” 

“But I’m fine, thanks to you, Andrea,” Mother said. 

“You were very brave.” 

“I was scared,” Andi said. 

Then Mother said, “Brave is being scared but doing 

it anyway. And that’s what you did.” 

Andi smiled and hugged Mother. “Thank you, 

Mother.” 
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AGES 6-9 

Third Place 
 

3. LOST IN THE WOODS 
 

Miykah Furqueron, age 9 

 

Miykah is a sweet, funny girl with an amazing imagination. 

She loves to read, bake, play with her siblings, and likes to do 

anything outside—even chores! 

 

Will Andi find her way home? 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

The Timber Lot 

  

ne early fall morning, Andrea Carter woke with a 

start.  

“Yippee!” she cried. “I’m going to go with Chad and 

Mitch to the timber!” She got dressed quickly and 

scrambled downstairs.  

Suddenly, she bumped into Justin just coming 

downstairs for breakfast. 

“My goodness, you’re up early, Andi.” Justin sounded 

surprised.  

Andi picked herself up and hurried into the dining 

room, where Chad and Mitch were just finishing their 

breakfast.  

“Morning, Andrea,” Mother said. 

O 
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“Morning Mother.” Andi cheerfully greeted her 

mother and then gulped down her breakfast of eggs, 

ham, and toast.  

“Well, I’d better be off to hitch up the horses.” Mitch 

sighed as he rose from the table.  

“Me too,” Chad said. The door slammed shut as they 

went out to the leaf-covered barn.  

Andi gulped down her milk and asked to be excused.  

“Oh, Andi. You’re so crazy to go out there. It’s 

freezing!” Thirteen-year-old Melinda shivered as Andi 

ran out the door.  

“Bye, Shep,” Andi called to her dog. “Chad, may I ride 

Taffy to the lot?” she asked.  

“No, you can ride in the wagon,” was his reply.  

“All right.” Andi sighed and got into the wagon.  

Creak.  

The wagon groaned as the horses started trotting 

toward the timber lot.  

Andi enjoyed the ride in the wagon box, but when 

they were almost to the lot, she began to grow impatient.  

“Chad, may I get out now?” she called above the 

creaking and groaning of the wagon.  

“Yes, you may, but stay close,” Chad yelled. 

But Andi didn’t hear. She had already spotted some 

berries off behind some trees.  

“Oh well, she will find her way back,” Chad grumbled 

as he started sawing down trees.  

When the wagon was full, Chad called Andi, but 

there was no reply. Oh, she probably went home, Chad 

thought and started the horses to an easy trot.  
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Meanwhile, Andi had wandered far away from the lot 

and was following a little gray squirrel to its home. She 

did not notice that they had gone.  
 

*** 

“Chad!” Mother called from the kitchen window 

when Chad arrived at the house. “Where is Andrea?” 

“Isn’t she here?” Chad called back reluctantly.  

“No, she isn’t.”  

“What? Uh oh, we must have left her near the lot.”  

“Chad, come here,” Mother said calmly. When he got 

in, she said. “I need you to go and look for her.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

The Bear 

 

hile all this was going on at home, Andi had just 

come back to the lot.  

“Chad! Mitch!” she called.  

There was no answer, so she yelled louder. “CHAD! 

MITCH! WHERE ARE YOU?”  

But still there was no answer. 

“Oh dear, I think they left me,” Andi whispered to 

herself.  

Suddenly, she noticed a movement in the bushes. I 

wonder what that is, Andi thought curiously.  

Then she heard a whuff.  

Andi turned around and saw a monstrous bear 

snuffling around the berry bushes.  

“YIPES!” she screamed and started running.  

W 

LOST IN THE WOODS 
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It wasn’t long before Andi remembered not to run 

when bears were close. So, she stopped and started to 

climb a tree.  

When Andi came to her senses she wondered where 

she was. Carefully, she climbed down and started 

looking around.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

Good Dog, Shep 

 

t was beginning to get dark when Andi started looking 

around for the timber lot.  

“Oh dear.” Andi started to whimper.  

She sat down on a stump and thought, I’m pretty sure 

I know which way I ran. But what if the bear is still there? 

Still, I can’t go the other way. I’ll be lost for sure.  

Andi nervously started walking back the way she had 

come.  

Soon, it was completely dark. Andi came to a little 

clearing in the trees. She realized with a sinking feeling 

that nothing seemed familiar.  

Then Andi heard an arf, arf!  

I 
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It was a very faraway sound. But it gradually became 

closer.  

Andi turned to see Shep standing with his tail 

wagging. “Oh Shep, you found me!” Andi cried with 

happiness in her voice. “Do you know where the timber 

lot is?”  

Arf, Shep barked.  

“Oh, you do know! Take me there,” Andi cried.  
 

*** 

At home, Mother was starting to get worried. Chad 

and Mitch were not back yet, and she had not seen any 

sign of Andi. 

“Shep, come here, boy,” Mother called. 

But there was no answering bark.  

“Melinda, have you seen Shep?”  

“No, but I did see him dart out the door,” was the 

reply.  

*** 

Meanwhile, Shep had just led Andi to the timber lot. 

“Oh, thank you, boy!”  

Arf, Shep barked his reply.  

Just then, Andi heard calls of, “Andi, ANDI!”  

“Here I am!” Andi called back.  

“Andi, is that you?” 

She recognized Mitch’s voice. “Yes, it is.”  

“Chad, I found her!”  

Andi heard footsteps crashing through the bushes. 

Suddenly, her big brothers Chad and Mitch came 

hurrying toward her.  

LOST IN THE WOODS 
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“Thank goodness you’re okay, Andi,” Chad said as he 

scooped her up. “Mother has been terribly worried about 

you.”  

Then they heard an arf, arf!  

“Shep! Goodness, you startled me,” Mitch said and 

patted him on the head.  

When they got home, Mother and Melinda ran to 

Andi.  

“You’re okay, Andrea,” Mother cried anxiously.  

“It was Shep that found me,” Andi said, hugging her 

mother.  

Then Justin came out and everyone went inside for 

some hot cocoa and coffee.  
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AGES 6-9 

Honorable Mention 
 

4. TAFFY’S SAVE 
 

Calah Keup, age 8 

 

Calah is a homeschooled third grader who loves Jesus. She 

enjoys playing the piano, reading, playing with her siblings, 

and all things art—particularly drawing horses. 

 

Taffy to the rescue! 

 
ne morning Andi woke up and sniffed the air like 

she always did.  

Today, however, the air smelled incredibly different!  

Andi recognized it immediately. It was the smell of 

smoke. She looked toward her window, which was open, 

but she didn’t see any smoke wafting into the house.  

What is happening? she thought. Andi jumped out of 

bed, put on her clothes, and sprinted downstairs.  

Her big sister, Melinda, was waiting for her.  

“Andi!” she exclaimed when she saw her. “Eat up. 

Mother wants us to get our horses quickly. There is a 

forest fire in the backwoods.”  

As Andi gobbled up her breakfast, Melinda went 

upstairs to pack up a couple of outfits for Andi, along 

with her pillow and doll.  

So that’s why I smelled smoke, Andi thought.  

O 
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“Let’s go get Taffy and Panda now, Andi,” said 

Melinda when she had come back downstairs, “and then 

go to Cory’s house. Mother is already there with Chad 

and Mitch, but Justin insisted on staying with us.”  

“Okay,” said Andi. Justin was her favorite brother. 

The others just liked teasing her. 

They got on their horses and rode off. 

“Come on, Andi,” urged Melinda as the three of them 

trotted down the road. Squirrels, chipmunks, and lizards 

scurried out of their way.  

Then Justin spoke up. “I hope it will rain soon.”  

“I do too,” said Melinda and Andi together. They 

giggled.  

“What about the cattle?” asked Andi.  

“The cattle will be fine,” said Justin. “At least I hope 

so.”  

Andi prayed quietly, “Dear God, please send rain to 

put the fire out. Amen.” 

They finally reached Cory’s house. Cory was sitting 

on the rope and wood swing he had made. When he saw 

them, he jumped off and ran over to them. “I was 

starting to think you would never come!” he said.  

“Well, we are here now,” Melinda said.  

“Hey, Andi. Want to come with me to the river?” 

Cory asked excitedly.  

Andi turned to Melinda and Justin. “Ca—May I?” 

Andi asked as she corrected herself.  

“Hmm, I guess you can,” Melinda answered.  

“Come on, Andi. Let’s go,” cried Cory.  

“Here, hop on Taffy,” Andi said.  
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Soon they were zooming to the river at top speed.  

“Let’s look for pebbles,” suggested Cory when they 

got there and had tied up Taffy.  

The river was big, or at least big compared to the 

creek that Andi was used to wading in. She wasn’t so sure 

about it. When she finally decided to go in, she 

discovered that it was cold.  

Then lightening flashed.  

BANG! Thunder rolled.  

“Ahh!” Andi screamed.  

Rain began to pour down on them. Andi and Cory tried 

to get out of the river, but just then the current picked up 

speed and it was too late. They were swept down the river.  

“Taaffyy! Heelp!” cried Andi. Hearing this, Taffy bit her 

rope in half and plunged in after them. Andi couldn’t see 

anything, and then she touched something. It was Cory.  

“Cory!” Andi said breathlessly, “Are you okay?”  

“Yeah, are you?” replied Cory.  

Just then, they were both pulled under the water. Andi 

prayed in her head, Please God, bring someone or 

something to help us. Amen.  

Just then they bobbed to the surface facing the other 

way. There was a branch sticking out of the water. “Hey, 

Cory! Grab that branch!” Andi gasped.  

“Good idea,” Cory replied, “in three, two, one, now!”  

They grabbed the branch and held on. “It’s slippery!” 

Cory shouted over the rain. 

 Just then there was a sharp neigh.  

“Huh?” Andi said, noticing her palomino. “Taffy!” 

she shouted joyously.  

TAFFY’S SAVE 
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Neigh! Taffy answered.  

Cory spotted another branch up ahead. “My hand is 

slipping, and I can’t hold on much longer. Let’s let go 

and grab that branch!” he shouted.  

They grabbed it and held on until Taffy reached 

them.  

    Taffy waited until they 

were both safely on her 

back, then she prodded 

toward the bank. When 

Taffy got there, she knelt 

down and dumped them 

gently onto the ground.  

“Thanks, Taffy,” Andi 

and Cory said together. They were too tired to giggle. 

They sat under a tree to shelter themselves from the 

rain. 

When they had recovered from the river scare, they 

got on top of Taffy and rode back to Cory’s house. The 

rain was still pouring down. When they got there, they 

were chattering.  

Both mothers, plus Justin, rushed out of the house. 

The mothers hurried the children into the house, and 

Justin took care of Taffy. Andi and Cory were given hot 

chocolate and sat beside the potbellied stove to warm 

up.  

When Andi thawed, she told the story to everyone.  

“Good gracious!” said Mrs. Carter when Andi had 

finished. “Thank God you are okay.”  

“And that Taffy is a good horse,” said Chad.  
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Cory and Andi were happy to be back. They turned to 

each other and smiled.  

Just then, Mitch piped up, “The good news, everyone, 

is that with all this rain, the fire should be out soon and 

then we can go home.”  

“Hurray!” everyone shouted.  

Andi prayed, Dear God, thank you for being with Cory 

and me today and sending the rain so quickly to put out 

the fire. Amen. She opened her eyes and joined everyone 

in rejoicing.  

  

TAFFY’S SAVE 
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5. STUBBORN UNFORGIVENESS 
 

Abigail, age 13 

Oklahoma 

 

Abigail is a blessed homeschooler who loves Jesus, reading, 

writing, and chocolate. She lives with her mom, dad, and three 

younger siblings.  

 

lizabeth “Betsy” Swanson sat near the window, 

looking out over San Francisco.  

A half-packed bag lay forgotten on her bed, and 

clothes were strewn across the room. The day was gray. 

Fog blanketed the city in a sour, dismal mood. 

A knock caused her to turn as her younger sister, 

Hannah, entered. “Betsy! You aren’t even packed yet.” 

Her big blue eyes gleamed with excitement. “Mama says 

we need to be packed by noon. We’re leaving soon.” 

Betsy scowled. “I know. Why don’t you pester Levi?” 

Hannah flounced off, her golden curls swinging. 

“Mama won’t like it when I tell her you’re not packed.” 

“Fine!” she hollered after her pest of a sister.  
Swiping a stray lock of long brown hair out of her 

face, Betsy hurled several dresses into her bag. 

Then a petticoat. A book followed it before she threw 

herself onto her bed, tears making the sheets damp.  

E 
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Her shoulders shook as she tried to get a hold of 

herself, annoyed that she had let her emotions get the 

best of her. 

The door opened.  

“Oh, honey,” Mother exclaimed softly. A soft hand 

stroked her hair. “Betsy, whatever is the matter?” 

Betsy sat up, a hiccup escaping. A tear ran down her 

cheek. “I can’t go to San Quentin. I won’t!”  

She rubbed her tears away fiercely. She and her 

mother both knew that Betsy could go to San Quentin. 

There was no real reason she shouldn’t. 

  

“Why not, Betsy?” Mother asked softly, continuing to 

stroke her daughter’s hair comfortingly.  

Betsy sniffed. “I’m afraid,” she whispered. The words 

tasted bad in her mouth, but it was a relief to finally get 

them out. “I . . . I just don’t want to see him. He’s meaner 

than a rattlesnake with a sunburn.” 

STUBBORN UNFORGIVENESS 
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Her mother sighed. “Honey, I understand how you 

are feeling. But things have changed. Your father is 

ready to turn his life around. He’s repented and turned 

to Jesus.”  

Her voice turned pleading. “Betsy, I need you to try 

to see things clearly. Even Levi has agreed to try this. 

Perhaps it won’t work. But we must all try to have 

reconciliation.” 

Betsy scowled, anger welling up inside of her. Vivid 

pictures whirled through her head. Levi, Betsy, and 

Hannah being kidnapped by their outlaw father.  

All of them shivering on the bank of a muddy creek, 

trying to escape. Aunt Andi flailing as the floodwaters 

swept her away.  

Tears welled up again, along with a wave of nausea.  

I will NOT look into that man’s face ever again, she 

told herself firmly.  

Betsy’s resolution gave her a sense of stability, and 

she turned to her mother. “Mother, please don’t make 

me do this,” she pleaded. “I can’t do it. I can’t. I won’t 

look into his face again.” 

The look of intense pain and sorrow that flashed 

across her mother’s face at these words made Betsy feel 

worse than before, but she shoved her guilt aside. 

“Please, Mother. You didn’t make me go before.” 

“But, Betsy,” her mother tried again. “You’re hardly 

fourteen. I can’t leave you here. Anna and Elise have 

enough to do with housework. They can’t watch you.” 

“Send me to the ranch.” Betsy couldn’t see a thing 

wrong with this plan.  
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Grandmother loved visits, and Betsy missed the 

beautiful sunshine and the horses. The thought of seeing 

the rest of her family made her smile. 

At this, her mother frowned. “We’re leaving today. 

They would be completely unprepared.” She wavered, 

clearly moved by Betsy’s tearful, stubborn expression. 

“Well, I suppose I could send a telegram. I hope Mother 

will understand.”  

She sighed then squeezed her daughter’s hand.  

The slight pressure made Betsy feel a smidgen better. 

As her mother left the room, Betsy saw her shoulders 

slump. And then, faintly, she thought she heard a noise. 

A noise that sounded like crying. 
 

*** 

Betsy sat down heavily on the blue-velvet cushion, 

waving good-bye to her family as the train pulled out of 

the station. Pretty soon, they would be boarding their 

own train on their way to San Quentin. 

To visit Father. 

If she was honest with herself, Betsy knew that she 

should give her father a chance. Her mother and even 

Levi had pointed that out. If she would just give him a 

chance, if she would just visit him, they said— 

Betsy refused to find out. She didn’t understand how 

they could ask that of her. She didn’t understand Levi’s 

positive attitude. Hannah didn’t remember, so Betsy 

could forgive her enthusiasm.  

But Levi? Levi should understand her. He ought to 

feel the same way Betsy did.  

STUBBORN UNFORGIVENESS 

 



LASSOING ADVENTURE 

Turning to the window, she glared at the young girl 

reflected in the glass.  

The girl glared back. What if he’s truly changed? 

“No. I refuse to believe it,” she argued with herself. 

But perhaps he has changed. Maybe Mother and Levi 

are right. And even if they aren’t, shouldn’t— 

 “No!” she burst out, taking herself and the young 

mother seated next to her by surprise. Betsy flushed, 

then turned back to the window.  

Houses and buildings were now in sight, and she 

slumped back into her seat as the conductor passed 

through to tell everyone that Fresno was coming up. 

“Finally,” Betsy whispered to herself. “I’ll go out to 

the ranch, get some riding in, and finally forget about 

this whole mess.” 

At the ranch, her problems would be far behind her. 

Wouldn’t they? 

*** 

Betsy yawned and stretched on a bench at the train 

station, uncertain of what to do next. It had been a 

while, but nobody had come for her.  

Mother had given her some money. Maybe she could 

head to the ranch on her own and hope that they had 

maybe—just maybe—gotten the telegram.  

She jumped up, shouldering her bag.  

Now, she just had to find a place where she could 

rent a buggy. 

As she started down the street, a familiar figure 

caught her attention. She squinted. Then she grinned.  

“Aunt Andi!” she hollered, quickening her pace.  
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Her aunt looked up, brown packages in one arm, 

baby Jared in the other. Surprise flashed across her face. 

“Betsy! Howdy!” she exclaimed as she hurried up. “Kate 

hadn’t told me you were coming down.”  

She searched the street behind Betsy. “Where is she, 

anyway?” 

Betsy flushed. “She’s not here. I’m alone.” Seeing her 

aunt’s face, she hurried to explain. “She knows I’m here, 

of course. I’m spending some time at the ranch.” 

Instead of looking relieved, the odd expression stayed 

in Andi’s eyes. She shifted Jared, confusion in her tone.  

“But everyone’s gone to New York. Mother insisted 

Chad and Ellie take a break, and Justin and Lucy joined 

them. I don’t understand why she agreed to your visit.” 

Betsy flushed redder. “Uh . . . Grandmother didn’t 

know I was coming. Mother was supposed to send a 

telegram. Everyone else is at San Quentin.” 

Aunt Andi’s confusion gave way to understanding, 

which only made Betsy flush so red that she looked 

sunburned. She wondered just how much Mother said in 

the letters she often sent to Grandmother and Betsy’s 

aunts.  

“I guess you could stay with us.” Andi finally smiled 

as Jared began to fuss.  

Betsy grabbed some of the packages out of Andi’s 

arms, to give her a chance to get him settled down. 

Her aunt smiled gratefully. “Riley and I would be glad 

to have you, at least until everyone gets back.” 

“Oh, well . . . thanks. I—” Betsy started, but she was 

suddenly interrupted by her aunt.  

STUBBORN UNFORGIVENESS 
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“Oh! If we don’t hurry and get home, I won’t have 

time to fix Riley’s supper.” She started for the buggy. 

Betsy trailed after her, giggling at her aunt’s habit of 

forgetting about fixing supper. Or maybe it was just 

procrastination. 

Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. Betsy was heading 

to the country to spend time with her Aunt Andi, Uncle 

Riley, and baby Jared. 

She would be able to leave all her problems behind, 

at least for a little while.  

*** 

After being in Fresno for two weeks, Betsy had begun 

to feel at home. Jared was super sweet, and she loved to 

go riding with her aunt.  

“Let’s stop and see if Kate has written,” Aunt Andi 

suggested as she drove the buggy down the street.  

Betsy agreed, and when they arrived there was a 

letter for each of them. 

“It’s from Mother!” Betsy exclaimed, her face 

brightening.  

As much as she loved her time with her aunt and 

uncle, homesickness gnawed at her stomach. 

She tore into the envelope eagerly and read the 

letter.  

 

Dear Betsy, 

I hope you are enjoying your time at the ranch. Levi, 

Hannah, and Father all send their love. 

 

Betsy winced slightly. Did he send love? Really? 
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I wanted to write and tell you that we will be coming 

down in a week. I didn’t want you to be shocked. Your 

father has been released, and I insisted on bringing him 

to see the family. Your grandmother has known for a 

while, so I expect she’ll begin the preparations soon. 

Betsy, honey, please understand. We love you. You 

must allow yourself to forgive him. Remember, Jesus has 

told us to forgive “seventy times seven.” 

I miss you. Please let your grandmother know our 

plans. We will see you soon. 

 

Kisses and hugs, 

Mother 
 

Betsy sat numbly, silent for so long that Aunt Andi 

turned to look at her. “Bad news?” she asked, concern 

written across her face. “Are Kate and the kids okay?” 

Betsy nodded. “They’re fine,” she said shortly. 

Her aunt searched her face for a long moment. 

“What’s the matter, Betsy?” she asked, a knowing look on 

her face. “Is it about Troy?” 

Her aunt had gotten to know her too well. “Mother is 

bringing him down here in a week. What’ll I do? I can’t 

look him in the face. And he’s coming home.” 

Andi looked serious, staring ahead at the road. 

“Forgive him,” she finally said. “Believe me. After my 

accident a few years ago, I was so angry.”  

She winced, as if remembering something painful. “I 

kept all my anger and unforgiveness inside me for a  long 

time. It became a horrible burden.” 

STUBBORN UNFORGIVENESS 
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She sighed. “When your Uncle Riley finally showed 

me that I needed to forgive, I realized how silly I had 

been to keep that anger in my heart.”  

She smiled at Betsy. “You don’t have to be angry.” 

Betsy considered this for a moment, but fear and 

anger threatened to bury her. She shook her head 

stubbornly, trying desperately not to cry. 
 

*** 
 

Betsy stood beside Grandmother on the porch of the 

ranch house. Everyone had arrived home from their 

vacation a few days ago, and Betsy had come to stay 

amidst a flurry of preparations made for Kate, Hannah, 

Levi, and . . . Troy.  

Well, nobody could say that Grandmother wasn’t 

hospitable. 

When Betsy had come to the ranch, she realized that 

she wasn’t the only one with a grudge against her father. 

Uncle Chad had been stomping around yelling for days.  

Boy, could he yell!  

The thought made her smile for just a moment. Then 

she saw the buggy pulling into the yard.     

Mother was the first to alight. “Mother! Betsy!” she 

called. She looked happier than Betsy had seen her in a 

long time. 

Behind Mother, Hannah, Levi, and . . . her father. 

She tensed. 

Grandmother looked at her. “Betsy.” 

Fear and bile rose in her, and she shook her head. 

She wouldn’t do this.  
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“I’m going to the privy,” she gasped out and took off 

before anyone could stop her.  

Betsy raced past the privy and past the stable. 

She raced on and on and on until she was too tired to 

go another step and the ranch was far behind her. She 

finally threw herself down in a soft patch of grass, 

panting.  

The contents of her stomach were soon lying on the 

ground before her. She sobbed, great heaving gasps 

tearing from her throat. Leaning against a scraggly old 

oak tree, she closed her eyes and cried herself to sleep. 

*** 

The rumble of thunder woke Betsy from her doze. 

She blinked and sat up, only to feel water falling on her 

face in curtains. Mud spattered her dress in odd patterns. 

“Ohh,” she groaned. She looked around. A gray cloud 

stretched across the sky, and she wondered just how long 

she had been out here.  

“Why hasn’t anyone come for me?” she asked the 

wind in disgust.  

Then she recalled the reason she was out here in the 

first place. “Maybe I don’t deserve to go home,” she 

whispered, watching the lightning fork across the sky.  

The reality of her attitude from the past few weeks hit 

her, and tears pricked her eyes.  

“Oh, I’m sorry, Lord. Forgive me.” 

 If you can’t forgive your father, why would God forgive 

you? something inside her asked. 

“But—” she protested aloud, feeling as stubborn as 

before.  
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Yet, she couldn’t find anything to back up her 

unforgiveness. In fact, the more she thought about it, it 

was silly.  

Like Aunt Andi said, why would she keep all this 

anger in her heart? 

Another streak of lightning zoomed across the sky, 

jerking her into reality. She shivered, suddenly aware of 

how cold she was.  

And how scared she was.  

Everywhere Betsy turned, all she could see was gray, 

foggy rangeland. Brown patches of mud were the only 

visible color. 

“Oh, Lord,” she whispered. “I’m scared.”  

She wondered if anyone was looking for her. And 

yet, how could they in this weather? They would 

become as turned around as she was.  

Betsy sneezed then stood up in disgust. Shivering 

again, she tried to judge the direction she had come 

from. 

The sound of thunder grew fainter as she began to 

walk, praying the whole time. 
 

*** 

The fog had lifted when Betsy finally spotted a rider 

in the distance. Relief flooded through her, and she 

waved her hands wildly.  

“Hey! Howdy!” she shouted as the rider drew near.  

When he was close enough for Betsy to see him, her 

words stuck in her throat. Her heart pounded harder 

than ever. She swallowed hard, feeling herself tremble.  
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The rider stopped not six feet away. 

She stood there, blinking back angry tears.  

With a sudden sense of finality, she swiped the tears 

away and tried to smile.  

Don’t let your anger control you, something inside her 

whispered. She sucked in a shuddering breath. Lord, help 

me do this.  

“Howdy,” she finally managed.  

Her father was off his horse in an instant.  

Hesitantly, Betsy stepped forward . . . and hugged 

him. 

*** 

Betsy sat in the kitchen as Luisa forced her to eat a 

second bowl of hot soup. After being scolded and then 

hugged by Mother, Grandmother, and even Uncle Chad, 

she was very glad that they all had found other things to 

do while she warmed up. Even now, she listened to the 

chatter in the parlor and smiled.  

One good thing about her running off was that 

everyone had become somewhat closer. Of course, it 

would take time, but Betsy was now sure of Father’s love 

for her and her siblings, in a way she had never thought 

she would be.  

Yes, it would take adjustment, and she wasn’t sure if 

Uncle Chad was very happy. But she knew someday he 

could forgive. 

After all, Betsy had learned to forgive. 
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6. ANDI THE GREAT STILT WALKER 
 

Lanae Ringenberg, age 12 

North Dakota 

 

Lanae Ringenberg is a homeschooled sixth grader. She lives in 

North Dakota and loves to read, write, and ride horses. 

 

Will Andi be able to master this new skill? 

 
welve-year-old Andrea Carter frowned. Where was 

that hoof pick? She had seen it yesterday. She had 

used it yesterday.  

But where was it now?  

The warm afternoon sun of the San Joaquin Valley, 

California, shone through the window onto Andi’s 

palomino mare’s golden back. 

Taffy snorted her discomfort, but not at the sun.  

“I’m sorry, girl. I’ll get that rock out soon.” Andi 

patted Taffy sympathetically. 

She went back to the feeding trough and dug around 

in the alfalfa hay. It might have fallen in there.  

But Andi’s hands came back empty.  

Andi sighed. She had looked on the ground, and she 

had looked in the feeding box.  

She had looked everywhere! 

T 
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“Oh, well. I’ll go dig one up in the tack room,” she 

told Taffy.  

Taffy snorted again and lifted her foot. 

“Real fast,” Andi added and pushed open the stall 

door. If she didn’t get that little rock out, it might 

cause an infection. 

In the tack room, Andi peered at the shelves. They 

were a little messy. After looking at the ones she could 

reach, Andi turned over a bucket to check the top 

shelves.  

It would be nice if I was taller, Andi thought.  

Her mind went back to the circus that had come to 

town when she was nine. There were ten-foot-tall 

clowns! She remembered being scared of them. 

Andi shook her head to clear it. She needed to find 

a hoof pick.  

Andi stuck her hand up and felt around the top 

shelf. She grabbed the first thing she found and pulled 

it down.  

A hoof pick!  

In her excitement, Andi wobbled on the bucket and 

it tipped. She crashed down and landed in a dusty 

corner with old horse blankets. 

“Oww!” she cried. Those blankets were not soft.  

She scrambled to her feet and yanked the blankets 

away. Under the horse tack were two old and long-

looking pieces of wood. 

Andi was about to pick one up, but then she 

remembered Taffy. “I’ll come back later,” she promised 

the wood and raced back to Taffy. 
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The mare was waiting in her stall with her hurt foot 

still raised. 

“Sorry it took me so long, girl,” Andi apologized. She 

lifted Taffy’s foot and inspected it. She spotted the small 

rock that was wedged in and carefully nudged it out.  

Taffy quivered and then relaxed.  

Andi grinned. “Got it.” She patted Taffy’s nose and 

went out to get rid of the rock. 

On her way back to the barn, Andi remembered the 

odd pieces of wood. “I wonder what they are.” She 

slipped into the tack room and went to the corner. 

Andi leaned over and picked one up. It 

wasn’t heavy, but it was nearly as tall as her 

shoulder. It had a small platform near the top 

and a board nailed to the side. It had straps on 

the platform and on the side piece. 

Andi studied them. “They look like stilts or 

something. Wait! They are Mitch’s old stilts.”  

Andi stared at the wood. Her mind went 

back to the circus. Years ago, when Andi was 

four, the circus had come to town. Back then, 

Mitch was fourteen and had wanted to join the circus. 

Father had kept him from it, but Mitch had made stilts.  

The circus had come again when Andi was nine, and 

Melinda had told her the story. 

Andi couldn’t keep from grinning. She could learn to 

be a stilt walker. Wait till Cory hears this!  

She would be taller than everyone. Taller even than 

Chad, who favored his height when he was in a bossy 

mood. 
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Andi grabbed the stilts and dragged them outside. 

She went to her favorite climbing tree and sat down. She 

tested the boards to make sure they were still strong. 

Then she fitted them on her legs. 

The straps were old and stiff, but Andi tightened 

them. When she was strapped in, she struggled to get to 

her feet. 

She could barely move. The stilts were so tall.  

Andi frowned. She got to her knees and tried to stand. 

But she couldn’t push herself to her feet. “How did Mitch 

ever do this?” she huffed.  

She looked up and spotted a branch in her reach. She 

grasped it and pulled herself up. 

The stilts still dragged when Andi wrapped her arms 

around a branch. She reached for the other branch and 

pulled herself to her feet.  

“I did it!” Andi cried.  

She held the branch to steady herself and looked 

around. She was nearly twice the height she had been 

before. 

Andi looked down. Way down. She gulped. “Wow.” 

Did she dare try to walk?  

She lifted her foot and set it down. The boards didn’t 

weigh much, but it was hard to walk without ankles. 

Clutching the branch, Andi took tiny steps. It was 

very awkward, and she stumbled and wobbled. Using the 

branches to steady herself, she made it all the way 

around the tree without falling. 

Andi’s grin nearly split her face. “Wait till Chad and 

Mitch and Justin see this!”  
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When Andi let go of the branch, she wobbled. She 

held out her arms to steady herself. Then she started 

walking. The first two steps were fine, but the third 

step— 

The ground must have been uneven. Thud! Andi hit 

the ground hard.  

“Oww!”she yelled. “That hurt.” 

A ranch hand looked up and walked over. 

Andi stared up at him sheepishly. It was Sid McCoy, 

the ranch foreman. He was always getting after Andi 

when she was acting like a tomboy. 

But this time he looked too surprised to scold. “Are 

you okay, Miss Andi? What are ya doin’?”  

“I’m fine. I-I was trying to learn how to stilt walk,” 

she stammered. 

“Did you make ’em?” Sid asked. 

“No, these were Mitch’s,” Andi said. 

Sid’s weather-beaten face cracked into a grin. “I sure 

do remember that. Mitch was real keen on goin’ with 

that circus.” 

Andi nodded. “Can you help me up?” 

Sid eyed her. “You must be more’n six feet tall!”  

Andi nodded again, her joy bubbling. “I know. I’m 

taller than everybody.” 

Sid’s next words stopped her short. “Does your ma 

know ’bout this?” 

Andi gulped. No, Mother did not know about this. 

“Well, I just found them.” 

Sid shrugged. “All right.” He helped her up then 

walked off. 
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Andi stood there. If she tried to make it to the barn, 

she would most likely fall again.  

She needed something, like a tall pole, to hold onto. 

That would make it easier to walk. 

Andi gulped. The barn was still a good twenty feet 

away. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” She glanced at the 

gravel. “Mitch probably did it on the grass.” 

Andi shook her head. “I can do this.”  

Her tiny steps may not have been fast, but it made 

less chance that she’d fall. Andi wobbled and tipped. She 

fell again, and a ranch hand helped her up.  

Andi took a deep breath and started toward the barn. 

When she finally reached it, she spotted a pole 

underneath the barn’s eaves. A ranch hand hanging 

around the yard picked it up for her. 

Now, it was much easier to walk!  

Andi moved around the yard faster than before. Her 

long stilt legs stretched out in front of her. It almost felt 

like she was running.  

Her legs started getting tired. She sat down hard on a 

barrel. “Oww!” Andi sighed and leaned against the barn. 

 A few minutes later, she heard hoofbeats. Andi 

scrambled to her feet, nearly knocking the barrel down 

in the process. She peered around the barn. Her brothers 

were coming home. She watched them lead their horses 

into the barn. This is my chance!  

Andi’s mind went back to a few weeks ago. Chad had 

found horse manure on the barn floor. He assumed, of 

course, that it was Andi who had spilled it from the 

wheelbarrow, and he made her clean it up.  
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The next day when Andi was complaining to 

Melinda, her older sister told her that she had seen the 

dogs knock it over before she left for a Ladies’ Aid 

meeting.  

This was Andi’s chance to get Chad back for what he 

had done. 

She waited patiently for a moment then made her 

way to the front of the barn. She stopped and peeked 

around the corner. The minute she saw Chad, she would 

grab his hat and hide.  

Andi grinned. Won’t he be surprised?  

Too bad she couldn’t dump him with water. But 

water was too heavy and would most likely knock her 

down. 

The barn door swung open, and a ranch hand 

strolled out. He didn’t see Andi.  

Then Chad came out. 

Andi leaned over and snatched his brown felt hat off 

his black head.  

Chad spun around. “Hey! Who did that?” 

Andi slipped behind the corner and caught her 

breath. Then she peeked around. 

Chad looked mystified when Mitch came out. 

“What’s wrong, big brother?” Mitch asked. 

“My hat just flew off my head,” Chad said. He looked 

baffled.  

Andi couldn’t hold back her laughter anymore. It 

burst out of her. She grabbed the barn roof to stay 

upright. 

Chad and Mitch came around the corner. “Andi?” 
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They stared up at her.  

Andi doubled over with laughter. Tears streamed 

down her cheeks. “Th-the look on your face . . .”  

She gasped between laughs and held up Chad’s hat. 

Mitch snickered. 

Chad scowled. “Andi . . .” 

“You deserved it for making me clean up the manure,” 

Andi protested. She suddenly remembered her height 

and straightened up. She towered over her brothers.  

“Well, well, what do we have here?” Her head came 

above theirs by a foot. 

Mitch shook his head and looked at the wood. “Are 

those my old stilts?” 

“Yup,” Andi said proudly. “Found them in the tack 

room.” 

“Did Mother say you could use them?” Chad asked. 

Andi glared at him. “You’re trying to get me in 

trouble. Well, you won’t. If Mitch used them, then why 

can’t I?” 

“Wow, sis. Did you walk over here?” Mitch looked 

impressed. 

“Sure did, big brother.” Andi grinned. “And it was 

worth it.” She laughed. 

Mitch laughed too, but Chad had a sneaky look on his 

face.  

“So, Andi,” Chad said when she and Mitch regained 

their composure. “Are you the great stilt walker or 

something?” 

Andi nodded and smirked. “Yup. Andi, the great stilt 

walker.” 
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“Do you think you could walk in mud?” Chad asked. 

“Me? Why sure!” Andi put one hand on her hip and 

the other on the pole. 

“Care to confirm it?” Chad jerked a thumb at the 

ditch. 

Andi glanced at the ditch. It had rained a lot last 

week, and the ditch at the side of the yard had filled and 

overflowed. The grass nearby had turned muddy.  

Andi couldn’t see the difference between walking 

with wood on your feet or going barefoot. “Okay.”  

She let go of the roof and carefully started toward 

the mud. The pole stretched out in front of her, 

stabilizing her. 

“Chad . . .” Andi heard Mitch warn in a low voice.  

Andi straightened. That Chad! Whatever he was up 

to, he’d regret it. She went off the gravel and onto the 

grass. She stepped into the mud and walked closer to 

the ditch. Her stilts barely stuck to it.  

“See, Chad? I told you I could—” 

Before Andi could finish speaking, one of her stilts 

wouldn’t come up. She dropped her pole and without 

thinking yanked at her leg. But that sent her off balance.  

She tipped forward, toward the dich. 

“Andi!” was the last thing she heard before she met 

a face full of muddy water.  

Andi choked. She struggled to get to her feet. The 

water was heavy with mud.  

Where is the surface?  

She panicked. Her wood feet hit the bottom. She 

grabbed the side of the ditch and pushed herself up. 
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When Andi emerged from the water, she saw Chad 

and Mitch standing over the ditch, their eyes wide. 

But when they saw that Andi was okay, Chad burst 

out laughing. Mitch grinned. 

Andi glared at him. That Chad! She struggled out of 

the water with Mitch’s help. Chad was too busy 

chuckling to lend a hand.  

While Chad sat by the ditch laughing his head off, 

Andi’s anger grew to boiling. She moved to go toward 

him, but nearly fell. 

Mitch grabbed her around the waist before she went 

face first into the gravel. That gave Andi an idea. “Please, 

Mitch,” she whispered. “Push him in.” 

Mitch looked at her and shrugged. “Okay.” He 

headed toward Chad.  

With one mighty shove, Chad tumbled into the ditch. 

He surfaced, breathing hard. Muddy water streamed 

down his face. 

Andi and Mitch laughed. “Got you!” Andi shouted. 

Chad struggled to get out. Mitch held out a hand. 

“Sorry, big brother. Andi asked me to do it.” 

Chad clasped Mitch’s hand and pulled. “You doing all 

her dirty work?”  

Mitch plummeted into the water. 

“Chad!” Andi yelled. 

“Couldn’t leave Mitch out, could I?” Chad laughed as 

Mitch came up. 

Andi rolled her eyes. Chad didn’t help Mitch out of 

the ditch. Mitch struggled out by himself. 

Chad glanced from Andi to Mitch to his clothes. 

ANDI THE GREAT STILT WALKER 
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“Don’t you think we’d better wash up?”  

Andi looked down at her overalls. They were covered 

with slimy mud. A wash under the pump was due, or 

Mother would never let them inside the house. 

“Yeah, but I gotta take off these stilts. I’m getting 

awfully sore.” 

Chad laughed. “Of being tall?” 

Andi grinned. “I didn’t know it took a lot of effort to 

be tall.” 

Chad and Mitch helped Andi take off the stilts. 

When she stood up, her head barely came up to Chad’s 

shoulder. 

“Ahh, that feels better.” Andi stretched her legs. She 

took a few steps. It felt much better. 

Mitch grinned. “You sure did shrink.” 

Andi laughed. “And you two grew.” She flicked a 

piece of dried mud off her arm and gave Chad a look. “I 

guess we all have to get washed off now.” 

Chad held up his hands in mock surrender. Then 

they started toward the pump. As they passed the water 

trough, somebody scooped Andi up and tossed her in. 

“Chad!” 

“We’re even now, little sister.” Chad pulled her out. 

Andi glared at him. But there was nothing she could 

do. “Fine.”  

Mitch laughed. 

When they reached the pump, Chad pumped the 

water, and Andi and Mitch rinsed off. Mud fell from 

their clothes in clumps.  

They were almost done when Justin came home.  
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“What’s been going on here?” he asked. 

Andi, Chad, and Mitch looked at each other and 

grinned. 

Chad gave the handle another firm pump. “Oh, 

nothing, except Andi the great stilt walker.”  

  

ANDI THE GREAT STILT WALKER 
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AGES 10-13  
Third Place 

 

7. A NEW CREATION 
 

Charis, age 13 

 

Charis enjoys riding Scout, a horse at a local farm, playing with 

her pets, spending time with her family, reading, writing, and 

playing outside.   

 

Macy Walker (Thick as Thieves) is back with a surprising 

twist to her life story.  

 

had!” Andi hollered, bursting through the ranch 

house door. Her breath came quickly, and her heart 

galloped like a runaway horse.  

“Chad, I need to show you something!” Andi called 

again. What’s taking him so long? she thought, running 

into the hallway.  

“What have you gotten yourself into this time?” Chad 

teased, coming down the stairs. “Did you cause a 

stampede? Or find an outlaw stealing the cattle?”  

Andi scowled. “Stop it, Chad. This is important.” She 

laid a paper on the table. “Melinda saw it in town and 

thought of me. Please Chad? Can I take Shasta to this?” 

Chad chewed on his lip and frowned.  

All seemed silent while he considered. “Well, Andi.” He 

smiled. “If you think Shasta is up to this, go ahead.”  

C 
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Andi jumped up and down. “Thank you, Chad! I know 

he’s ready!” she declared.  

“Andrea, what are you so excited about?” Andi’s 

mother, Elizabeth, asked as she walked into the room.  

“Oh, Mother! Chad said I could be part of the two-

year-old competition next month with Shasta.” Andi 

thrust the paper into her mother’s hand.   

 Elizabeth scanned the paper and looked up, a smile 

on her face. “I’m sure Shasta will do well, but it is his first 

time participating in such a large event with so many 

strange people. I’m glad you can be part of this 

competition, but I hope you’ll be pleased even if you 

don’t win first place.” 

Andi grinned. “Oh, Mother, he just has to stand still, 

walk, and trot. How hard can it be?”  

“I think he’ll do well too, Andrea. I just want you to 

realize that it’s his first show, so be happy with whatever 

you get,” Elizabeth warned.  

Andi nodded, but she could already imagine winning 

first place. I’ll put the ribbon right outside of Shasta’s stall, 

where everyone can see it!  

*** 

 Andi leapt out of bed and struggled into her overalls. 

She dashed down the staircase and out to the barn. The 

sky was pale in the east where the sun would come up 

soon. Andi knew the July heat would pour down as soon 

as the sun was up.  

After getting Shasta’s supplies ready, Andi went to his 

stall and dumped his feed into the manger. “We’ll be in 

a big show today,” she told him.  

A NEW CREATION 
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Her heart started beating faster. “The two-year-old 

competition, Shasta! It’s for all of this area.”  

Shasta didn’t seem impressed.  

“You’ll see,” Andi told him, “in just a few hours.” 

 Once Shasta and the other horses had finished their 

breakfasts, Andi took Shasta out to bathe him. When 

she was done, his wavy flaxen mane flowed like a 

waterfall over his gleaming coat. Andi finished by 

braiding red, silver, and blue ribbons into his mane. 

 “Well,” Andi declared, “even if you don’t win for 

performance, you’ll win for looks.” She put him in his 

stall and hurried inside to get ready.  

Soon the whole family was off to Fresno, where the 

competition was being held. 

 “I can do this. I do this with Shasta every day at 

home,” Andi murmured to herself, taking a shaky 

breath.  

Melinda paused from retying the bow on Andi’s 

dress. “Andi, it’ll be fine. Just do your best. Shasta knows 

what he’s doing.”  

Andi smiled. “Thanks, Melinda. You’re right.”  

She gathered Shasta’s reins in her hand and entered 

the arena, where the competitors were gathering. Andi 

looked around, sizing up her competition.  

Hmmm, that black horse isn’t behaving well, so I 

don’t think I’ll have to worry about him.  

Her gaze fell on a light-colored palomino horse and 

his girl. The palomino startled as the judge came into the 

arena, but with just a calming touch from the girl, he 

relaxed immediately. 
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“All right!”  

The head judge’s voice surprised Andi. She quickly 

started rehearsing what she and Shasta had to do.  

Walk to the fence. Turn. Trot. Stop. Back up. Turn. Trot 

to the judge. Stand still. Let him inspect Shasta.  

She turned and watched the first competitor go. 

Shasta snorted and started forward.  

“No, boy,” Andi corrected, backing him up. She turned 

to watch the girl and the palomino go over the course. 

When the judge was inspecting the palomino, Shasta 

nickered. The golden horse nickered back.  

The girl glanced in Andi and Shasta’s direction. She 

froze, eyes wide, joy on her face. Then she frowned and 

squinted, as if wondering if she had seen correctly. 

 Suddenly, Andi realized it was almost her turn. 

Butterflies danced in her stomach, but she ignored them.  

When it was her turn, Andi walked Shasta toward the 

fence line. He tried to trot, but Andi made him walk again. 

Then he refused to back up when he was supposed to.  

“Come on,” Andi whispered, panicked.  

He backed up, then trotted much too quickly back 

toward the other horses. When the judge inspected him, 

Shasta kept turning and moving away from him.  

 Once everyone was done, the head judge gathered 

the scorecards from the other judges and cleared his 

throat.  

“We have come to a decision,” he announced. “In 

sixth place, we have Thomas Jones and Thunder. In fifth 

place we have Miss Andrea Carter and Shasta.”  

Tears pooled in Andi’s eyes.  

A NEW CREATION 
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I knew we might not make first, but fifth place? She 

patted Shasta, her hand feeling like wood. “I know it’s 

only your first show,” she mumbled.  

The judge’s voice droned on. “In first place, we have 

Miss Marcella Trent and Sunrise.”  

 Andi trudged out of the arena and headed toward 

her family.  

“You did well, Andi,” Justin cheered her. “It’s only 

Shasta’s first show. Would you like to give him a carrot?”  

Andi wiped her eyes on her dress sleeve. “Sure.”  

“Andi!” a voice shouted.  

Andi looked around. From the crowd burst the first-

place winner. “Macy?” She gasped. 

“Yep, it’s me,” Macy responded.  

“You and Sunny did so well,” Andi exclaimed to her 

old friend.  

“So did you and Shasta, Macy replied.  

A woman pushed through the crowd, leading Sunny.  

“You must be Mrs. Trent.” Justin introduced himself 

and the family. He invited Macy and her aunt to stay for 

dinner at the Circle C. 

“What brought you here?” Andi asked on the way 

home.  

“Aunt Hester managed to buy a claim, and she’s 

gonna rent it out to some farmer. We came down to see 

it and get the transaction done,” Macy explained.  

“We planned to come down when the two-year-old 

competition happened, so I could be part of it,” she 

continued. “We’ll have to leave tomorrow.”  
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“Actually,” Justin interjected, “if your aunt is all right 

with it, perhaps you could stay with us while she’s getting 

the transaction done.”  

“I’m all right with it if Macy wants to stay,” Aunt 

Hester responded. “You all were so kind to her when she 

escaped her brothers.”  

Andi and Macy looked at each other and squealed 

with joy. 

*** 

“Race ya!” Macy challenged and took off on Sunny.  

Andi followed close behind on Shasta. “Come on,” she 

urged him.  

Shasta had a reputation of being the fastest horse 

around Fresno.  

Sunny swerved ahead of them and skidded to a halt.  

“Why’d you stop?” Andi asked.  

“Look.” Macy pointed toward the ground.  

Andi glanced down. “It’s just a saddle bag. One of the 

ranch hands probably dropped it.”  

“No, Andi,” Macy hissed, looking around carefully. 

“See that gash?”  

Andi nodded, anxious about Macy’s sudden fear. 

“That’s Rudy’s bag,” Macy declared. “I’d know it 

anywhere.”  

Andi’s breath caught in her throat. Her heart 

hammered. “What? Your brothers are in prison.”  

Macy sighed. “I know. It seems impossible. But Andi, 

this is Rudy’s. He’s had it since I was tiny.”  

“All right, Macy, I believe you,” Andi replied.  

A NEW CREATION 
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For the first time since Macy’s 

brothers had gone to jail a year 

ago, Andi wondered about what 

they might do if they escaped.  

“We’d better leave it, so they 

don’t know we were here,” Macy added. 

 The next day, the girls decided to go investigate the 

small valley where they had found the saddlebag. They 

hadn’t told anyone about their discovery, in case they 

were mistaken. The girls saddled up Sunny and Shasta.  

“I hope it isn’t really Rudy’s bag.” Andi sighed.  

“Me too,” Macy added nervously.  

When the girls arrived at the site, the bag was gone.  

“Look!” Andi exclaimed, hopping off of Shasta. 

“Footprints.”  

The girls studied the prints in the mud. “It’s a man’s 

bootprint, all right,” Macy declared.  

Suddenly, a horse and rider cantered over the hill 

toward the girls. They scrambled onto their horses, but 

not before Macy gasped, “Jase!” 

 Sunny spooked at the approaching horse and rider 

and spun around quickly. Andi watched in horror as 

Macy tumbled off and crumpled onto the ground. 

Sunny ran a little way and stopped. 

Jase arrived and quickly dismounted. “Macy!” he 

cried. “Macy, are you all right?”  

A sudden surge of anger washed through Andi. “No, 

thanks to you,” she snapped.  

Jase glanced up and commanded, “Quick, I have 

some brandy in my saddlebag. That’ll revive her.”  
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Andi grabbed it and handed it to him.  

He waved it under Macy’s nose, until the pungent 

smell woke her up. 

 “I’m not goin’ with ya’, Jase.” She scowled. “I’d rather 

be dead than with you, Ty, an’ Rudy.” 

 To Andi’s surprise, Jase nodded. “I understand,” he 

replied softly.  

Macy stared at him, suspicion in her eyes.  

““I’m sorry for all the pain and hurt that Ty, Rudy, and 

I caused,” Jase said. “See, when we went to jail, there were 

some godly men who came and ministered to those in 

prison. I didn’t believe anything they said about Jesus 

saving me from my sins. They gave me a little Bible. 

“We busted outta jail. I got shot in the shoulder while 

we were escaping. I was in terrible pain, and I started 

fearing death. Then I read the Bible, and I realized Jesus 

would save me and forgive me from all my sins. I realized 

He loved me, no matter what I had done.”  

Jase’s face was glowing and brilliant, filled with joy at 

his forgiveness and love for his Savior. “I broke away from 

Ty and Rudy, went into town, and got fixed up by the 

doctor. I turned myself in, but they saw that I had 

changed, and they pardoned me.”  

Turning to Macy, he added, “Macy, I’m so sorry for 

what I’ve done to you. Will you please forgive me?” 

 Macy’s eyes showed an intense fire. “I’ll never  forgive 

you,” she cried, scrambling to her feet. “You stole Sunny, 

and you were gonna kill Andi. I don’t believe you. You’re 

just a rotten, low-down thief, just like Ty an’ Rudy.”  

She leapt onto Sunny, and the girls cantered away.  

A NEW CREATION 
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“Wait!” Andi said after they had disappeared over a 

hill. “Macy, I hear something.”  

The girls cautiously turned back and looked down 

from a stand of trees.  

“It’s Ty and Rudy,” Macy declared.  

“Shh! Listen,” Andi commanded.  

“You low-down traitor!” Rudy growled as he and Ty 

approached Jase. “You thought you could sneak out on 

us? This is what happens to traitors like you.”  

The brothers knocked Jase unconscious and dragged 

him toward the horses, where they slung him over the 

saddle of his horse and rode off. 

 “Oh, Andi,” Macy sobbed, “I believe Jase now. I 

think he meant it.”  

The girls ran down to where the fight had taken 

place. “Look, Macy!” Andi cried. She picked up a small 

Bible. Inside was written Jason Aaron Walker, saved 

1882. “We need to go for help,” Andi decided.  

“No,” Macy argued. “If we leave, we won’t know 

where they went. It’ll be too late by then.”  

“You’re right,” Andi agreed. She and Macy got onto 

their horses and followed the tracks.  

After half an hour, Andi stopped. “Look, Macy,” she 

observed. “There they are.” She pointed through a stand 

of trees, where three horses were tied to a picket line. 

 The girls left their horses each tied to a tree.  

“Be quiet,” Macy whispered. The girls carefully crept 

toward the camp.  

“Come on, Rudy. Give me a hand,” Ty growled.  

The two men pulled Jase off of his horse and set him 



LASSOING ADVENTURE  

   

on the ground.  

“Is he . . . is he dead?” Macy whispered.  

Andi stared at the form on the ground.  

I don’t see any breathing, but it is kinda far to see, she 

thought. “I can’t tell,” she admitted.  

Thunk! Both girls turned quickly toward the sound.  

A saddlebag lay on the ground near where Ty had 

dropped it, and Jase’s pistol had fallen out. 

“Look!” Ty rummaged through the bag. “A knife.”  

Miraculously, neither brother noticed the gun lying 

several feet from the bag. They went to the fire pit and 

began to start a fire. 

“Macy,” Andi hissed. “Can you get to the pistol?”  

Macy frowned. “I don’t know. There isn’t much to 

hide behind, but I’ll try.” She crept toward the bag, 

darting behind trees.  

When she was within a few feet of the pistol, she 

kneeled and stretched toward it. Just as her hand closed 

around it, a fallen branch cracked beneath her weight.  

Macy jerked back, hidden by the tree.  

“Someone’s there,” Ty growled, grabbing his gun.  

“Oh, no, please no! Please Lord, don’t let them find 

Macy,” Andi prayed quietly. I have to distract them.  

Andi crept toward Macy then dashed to another tree. 

She hurried on and glanced back.  

Ty and Rudy were following at a distance.  

She snuck to another tree and hid in an old creek 

bed. Andi picked up a dead piece of wood and threw it.  

“Rudy, I think he’s sneakin’ back to camp!” Ty 

exclaimed.  

A NEW CREATION 
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Andi heard both men leave. “Now, to find Macy.” She 

headed in the direction of the ranch house.  

“Andi!” a voice called.  

Andi whirled around and saw Macy leading Shasta 

and Jase’s pony. Jase was draped over the saddle.  

“Is he all right?” Andi asked.  

Macy grinned. “Yep. He’s got a nasty bump on the 

head, but that’s all.” 

*** 

“Andrea, Marcella!” Elizabeth called. “Jason wants to 

see you all.”  

The girls followed Mrs. Carter into the living room, 

where the doctor had finished looking over Jase.  

“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,” Macy apologized. 

“I forgive you,” Jase replied. “I’ve decided that I’m 

going to start a prison ministry, and the first people I’ll 

talk to are Ty and Rudy, now that they’re back in San 

Quentin prison,” Jase informed the girls. “I remember 

that verse in the Bible that says,  

‘Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation; the old has gone, the new has come.’ God can 

turn anyone around,” Jase testified. “After all, he saved 

me!”  

 



LASSOING ADVENTURE  

   

AGES 10-13  
Honorable Mention 

 

8. THE PRICE OF BRAVERY 
 

Sophia Engesser, age 11 

Minnetrista, Minnesota 

 

Sophia is an energetic girl with seven siblings and a crazy dog. 

She is eleven years old and loves sewing, painting, writing, 

baking, and making people laugh.  

 

Andi’s mother, Elizabeth, relates a scary account from her 

youth to Andi and Melinda.  

 

ndrea Carter looked at her mother’s music box 

tinkling away merrily. She was glad she’d given it 

to her, but was it really worth it?  

Of course, Andi thought.  

She would give anything to see the astonished yet 

appreciative look on Mother’s face again.   

Just then, her mother came into the room. “Still 

thinking about what happened?”  

“Yeah,” Andi said. “I was just thinking, why is it 

always me who gets into trouble? Everybody else can 

handle a bad situation, but I just can’t.”  

Andi laid her head on Mother’s lap.   

Elizabeth laughed. “I got into a lot of trouble when I 

was your age. I just might be able to remember it.”  

A 
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“Oh tell me, tell me,” Andi begged with a pleading 

look in her eyes.  

Melinda came into the room “Andi, goodness—” she 

started to say, but then she saw Mother.   

“I was just going to tell a story,” Elizabeth said.  

The girls snuggled in as she began.      

 

Lenstod, California, 1841   

 

Elizabeth Johnson pulled at the strings of her bow. 

She hated fancy dresses, and when company came over, 

the dresses were even worse: fancy frills, tucks, and so 

much velvet.  

She wished she could wear her comfortable riding 

skirt and ride her horse, Chestnut.  

Just then, there was a knock on the door.  

Finally, Elizabeth thought. I’ve been waiting forever 

just for company.  

Mother greeted the new neighbors and came in with 

exactly what Elizabeth did not want—an uptight-

looking elderly couple. Elizabeth slumped in her chair 

while Mother chatted with them.  

It seemed like hours till Mother excused slumping 

Elizabeth from her chair.  

At last! Elizabeth put on her riding clothes and 

saddled her horse Chestnut for a good ride.   

As she rode, she wondered why they always had 

company. Her mother was always saying, “The 

Andersons are coming Saturday” or “Tomorrow we will 

have the Manrals over.”  
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When on Friday Mother had said, “We are having the 

Rickmans over,” Elizabeth had cringed.  

“Now, Elizabeth,” her mother had said, “be an 

example to your younger siblings.”  

Elizabeth had pushed it to the back of her mind. She 

was the oldest of four. Her younger siblings were Mark, 

Aaron, and Rose. Elizabeth was tall, with wild brown 

hair, a sprinkle of freckles, blue eyes, and a round face 

with long lashes. She was pretty, but not vain.  

Her horse Chestnut was brown, with a soft, light 

brown mane and tail.  

Elizabeth looked up at the sun. It was starting to go 

down. “Oh no!” she exclaimed. She turned her horse and 

headed home.  

When Elizabeth and her horse finally trotted into the 

yard, the sun was almost below the mountains.  

A ranch hand came out of the barn. “You better get 

in, miss,” he said. “Supper’s almost ready.”   

Elizabeth hurried into the house and through the 

kitchen. The cook Maritsa was already bringing food to 

the table.  

Oh dear, thought Elizabeth, I really must hurry. She 

went upstairs the back way, hastily washed her hands 

and face at the small vanity, straightened her messy hair, 

and put on a clean dress. She came down for supper 

quickly.  

“Elizabeth, you must pray by yourself,” her father 

said.  

Little Mark giggled.  

Elizabeth rolled her eyes.  

THE PRICE OF BRAVERY 
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Little brothers could be a nuisance.  

She sat down, prayed, and silently ate her food. As 

she sat, she thought of all the bad things that had 

happened to her that day: company coming, being late 

for supper and oh, little brothers. But maybe tomorrow 

would be better.   

Elizabeth woke to see the bright California sun rising 

above the tall, snow-topped Sierra Nevada mountains. 

She put on her best Sunday dress.  

It was yellow, with blue forget-me-nots and a wide 

blue sash in the middle. A blue hair ribbon was tied 

loosely in her hair.  

She came down for breakfast with a smile on her 

face, but no one else had a smile on their faces. A ranch 

hand was talking to Father. When he left, Father said 

quietly to Mother, “He says twenty of our cows are gone, 

maybe stolen.”  

Mother gasped. 

Elizabeth clapped her hand over her mouth to keep 

from yelling. Not the cows, she thought. Maybe they even 

stole Betsy the calf. The ranch hand Joko said I might help 

train her.  

It was not going to be a fun Sunday.  

After sitting for hours at church, the Johnsons finally 

headed home. Father was getting a search party ready, 

and Mother was in the kitchen with the children.  

So, Elizabeth was alone.  

She watched the ranch hands gather the things for 

the trip as Father argued with the ranch foreman.  

Father thought they should search the land. 
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Others, like the ranch hand Joko, said, “We should 

look in de mountains. Tis where thieves make der livin’.”  

Father refused to listen. After many good-byes, the 

search party left.  

No fair, thought Elizabeth, I should be able to go. She 

went to her room and collected some belongings, 

grabbed some food, and then left. 

Chestnut galloped across the dusty plains toward the 

towering mountains. Elizabeth hung on tight. She soon 

noticed sweat dripping down Chestnut’s back.  

“It’s all right, boy.” Elizabeth slowed Chestnut to a 

lope. She noticed she was in an unusual place. A yellow 

pond was nearby, and a small stream trickled away from 

it. Next to the pond there was an oak tree.  

Elizabeth sat down and tied Chestnut to a branch. 

Chestnut munched grass while Elizabeth ate some 

cheese from her pack.  

A bush rustled. Elizabeth quickly turned around. A 

small, brown mama cow slowly came out. Poor thing, 

Elizabeth thought. The cow was thin, and Elizabeth 

could tell it was not being treated right.  

Suddenly, voices came from behind the bush. The 

cow bolted. Elizabeth hid behind a tree. Five scruffy men 

came out of the bush. 

Elizabeth shivered. The men looked mean. Then she 

heard a voice rasp, “Who goes there?”  

Elizabeth froze. Then everything went black. 

*** 

Elizabeth looked around. The sun was starting to go 

down. She was in a bush.  

THE PRICE OF BRAVERY 
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Red prickles stuck out everywhere. Her arm stung.  

She put her hand up. Blood was trickling down her 

forehead, and a thorn was stuck to her skirt. She peeked 

out of the bush. Cattle were stamping everywhere. 

Angry men were everywhere too.  

One man was tall, with the scruffiest face Elizabeth 

had ever seen. His overalls were shredded to bits. The 

man grabbed a calf and yanked it toward him. He 

grabbed an ugly-looking whip and smacked the calf.  

Elizabeth could bear it no longer. She jumped out of 

the bush. “Stop!” she yelled.  

The men started and stepped toward her. One ugly 

man with an unshaven beard grabbed her and tossed 

her into a wagon. She tried to yell, but her mouth was 

stuffed with a cloth. Then the wagon started to move.  

Elizabeth moved around, trying to get comfortable. 

Her foot hit something.  

“Ouch!” a familiar voice said.  

Elizabeth whirled. “Joko!” she choked.   

“Shh,” Joko said, taking the gag out of her mouth. 

“How did you get here?” Elizabeth whispered.   

“I . . . I . . . ahh,” Joko sputtered. “I was captured.” 

Elizabeth quickly changed the subject. “Where are 

they taking us?”  

“I think far into de mountains.” He looked worried.  

Elizabeth peeked out from underneath the canvas. 

Rows of cows spread out behind her.  

“Stop!” a man said.  

The wagon came to a halt. Elizabeth craned her neck 

to see who had spoken. There in front of her was Father!  
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“Father!” she screamed. 

But before her father could get to her, the wagon 

jolted, turned, and started going recklessly down the 

mountains. Elizabeth’s head banged into the side of the 

wagon. She felt sick, as though the twenty cows behind 

them had trampled her. She heard Joko moan beside her.  

Elizabeth tried to stop her arms and legs from 

shaking, but to no avail. The wagon kept speeding down 

the mountain. Elizabeth kept banging her head into the 

side of the wagon.  

Everything seemed to be going on and on, when 

suddenly the wagon stopped. Elizabeth felt herself falling 

head over heels across the wagon bed. Then she heard a 

thump and again, everything went black. 

The next thing Elizabeth knew, she was galloping 

toward home in her father’s arms. When they finally got 

inside, her family gathered around her. A cheery fire was 

going. Rose sat on Mother’s lap, and the boys sat eagerly 

on the carpet. Elizabeth told the family all about her 

adventures.  

Later that day, the doctor came. After examining her, 

the doctor turned to her parents. “I can’t imagine what 

she’s been through,” he said. “She has a broken arm and 

a sprained ankle, along with many other bumps and 

bruises, and a serious head injury.”  

Elizabeth let out a small giggle.  

The doctor definitely couldn’t imagine what she had 

been through. 

Next morning, Elizabeth woke to the sound of cattle 

stamping outside. She looked out the window.  

THE PRICE OF BRAVERY 

 



LASSOING ADVENTURE 

Many of the cattle seemed tired and worn out. Some 

of them were calves. Elizabeth even saw Betsy, the calf 

she was going to help train. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Father,” she asked, “how did the cattle get back?” 

“I sent for the sheriff after I brought you home. He 

and his deputies were able to catch the robbers before 

they got too far off. We may never have found them if it 

wasn’t for your bravery, Elizabeth.”  

Elizabeth was pleased with her father’s praise.  She 

smiled but then frowned. “Where is Chestnut?”  

Her father smiled. “He is here back in his stall, 

thanks to Joko.”   

*** 

“Oh, Mother,” Andrea said, looking up at her mother 

proudly. “I always thought you never had adventures, 

but now I know. Though we do have some differences, 

we are very alike in some ways.”  
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Andi’s mother smiled and looked at her girls. “You 

look tired,” she concluded. “Goodnight, girls, and sweet 

dreams.”  

She kissed Andi. “Goodnight, sweet girl, and please 

take a little break from your crazy adventures.”  

Andi walked to bed thinking about all her mother 

had told her.          
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To my dad: Thanks for leading our family and always 

being there for us when we need you. You’re the 

inspiration behind this story, and I love you so much! 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

ama, hungry!”  

Two-year-old Jared Prescott thudded his spoon 

impatiently on the table. “Eat!” 

“In a minute, Jared,” Andi returned as she lowered 

the plate of buttered bread into place. “Your daddy 

should be in shortly.” 

The squeaking of a door turning on its hinges 

interrupted her and brought a smile to her lips. At last! 

Riley stepped into the kitchen. “Hi, Andi.”  

He grabbed her by the shoulders and pressed a kiss 

to her forehead before hurrying to the sink to wash up.  

M 
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“Good day?” Andi queried.  

Riley grinned and reached for the soap. “It was a great 

day. Couldn’t have gone better. The hands and I 

completed everything I wanted done. Tomorrow, you, 

Jared, and I are going off on a picnic to celebrate that the 

spring roundup is officially over on Memory Creek 

Ranch.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” Andi’s smile grew wider. “Now, I 

have news for you.” 

Riley buried his dripping face in a towel. His voice 

came out muffled. “What’s that?” 

“I said I have news. Come sit at the table for your 

supper and I’ll explain,” Andi said. 

“Well, I don’t believe a half-starved rancher could 

refuse such an offer.”  

Riley hung up the towel and turned to look at Andi, 

his dark-hazel eyes twinkling. “Except for maybe just one 

thing.” 

Andi hooked her hands on her hips. “What?” 

“What did you make for supper? Hopefully not burnt 

potatoes and raw roast, like last Monday.” 

“Oh, you.” Andi wrinkled her nose at him. “For your 

information, I made a pot of your favorite chicken soup, 

along with two loaves of fresh bread, all cooked to 

perfection.”  

“Well, well.” Riley’s eyebrows shot sky-high, like he 

was surprised. “What’s the formal occasion?” 

“Please, enough of your teasing,” Andi begged. “If I 

wasn’t so excited to tell you my news, I’d be getting mad 

at those remarks.” 
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“All right, sweetheart.” Riley laughed and delivered 

a gentle tug to her long, sloppy braid. “Let’s eat.” 

After saying the blessing, Riley ladled a helping of 

soup into his bowl and winked at his wife. “Mmm, you’re 

right, Andi. Looks great.” Taking a bite, he chewed 

slowly. “Tastes great too.” 

“Told you.” Andi folded her arms and fixed him with 

a look of proud triumph.  

Jared held up his spoon while a stream of creamy 

broth cascaded down his chin. “Great!”  

Riley and Andi laughed. 

“What would we do without a 

little one around?” Riley said, 

shaking his head. “Our lives 

would be so boring.” 

“Ah, well, you’re not about to 

discover the answer to that 

question,” Andi replied.  

“Yes, I know. Jared is only 

two. He’ll be Daddy’s little boy 

for quite a few years yet.” Riley 

grinned at Jared then turned 

back to his bowl for another bite 

of soup. 

“Well, that’s true, but not exactly what I meant.”  

“Hmm? I don’t know what else—” Riley paused, 

spoon halfway to his mouth. His gaze jerked up to meet 

Andi’s. “Are you saying I’m . . . we’re—” 

“Having another baby? Yes, that’s precisely what I’m 

saying.”  
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Andi beamed. “Lord willing, come this fall, we’ll have 

two little ones around to keep life interesting.”  

“Praise God!” Riley dropped his spoon to raise both 

hands in the air. “He’s so good to us, Andi.” 

“Indeed He is,” she affirmed, smiling. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

w, Jared. Come here!” 

Gurgling in mirth, the toddler paid no heed to his 

daddy’s command.  

Andi settled back to watch him run across the lush 

green grass, giggles surfacing as again and again Riley 

feigned to grab him and missed. 

At last, Riley collapsed to the ground and gasped for 

air. “You win, Jared. I give up.” 

Jared laughed and threw himself on top of his daddy. 

“I win! Mama, I win!” 

“So you did.” Andi smiled. “I think this calls for 

dessert. Anyone for a slice of apple pie?” 

“Pie!” Jared leaped from Riley’s lap and surged for the 

blanket where Andi sat. “Mama, I have pie?” 

“Me too, Mama, please?” Riley joined in with a grin. 

Andi opened her mouth to reply then stopped. Was 

that the sound of hoofbeats in the distance?  

Riley seemed to hear them as well. With a look that 

betrayed his perplexity, he rose and turned in the 

direction that the noise was coming from.  

A second later, the sound became more distinct. It was 

obvious a horse and rider were headed their way.  

A 
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Riley groaned. “It better not be one of the hands,” he 

growled, half under his breath. “I told them to leave us 

alone today.” 

“Maybe it’s important—” Andi began, but was cut off 

when the intruder made his appearance. 

“Boss!” panted Matt, jerking his horse to a standstill 

beside the picnickers. “Boss, we’ve got trouble. Big 

trouble.” 

Riley’s expression immediately turned concerned. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Ross and I were patrolling the cattle in the east 

pasture, and we found half of ’em on their sides, 

struggling to breathe. On closer inspection, we 

discovered several sores on each. Boss, they’re dying.” 

Riley gasped. 

Andi’s heart skipped a beat. Oh, no. Oh, please, God, 

no. 

Riley worked fast. Within the next five minutes Andi, 

Jared, and the half-finished picnic lunch were situated 

comfortably in the wagon.  

He hopped onto the high spring seat and turned to 

Matt. “I want you to ride as fast as you know how to the 

Circle C. Find Chad and ask him to meet us in the east 

pasture.” 

“Yes, sir!” Matt touched his heels to the sides of his 

mount and galloped away. 

Before the hired hand disappeared fully from view, 

Riley slapped the reins. “Giddup, Ranger.” 
 

*** 
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“Well?” Andi stood from the rocking chair the second 

the kitchen door slid open. “What is it?” 

Riley shook his head and leaned against the table.  

Andi caught her breath. In the pale lamplight that 

flooded the room, her husband looked haggard.  

“Riley?” She reached for him, but he pulled away. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Half our cattle had anthrax.” 

Andi drew a sharp intake of breath. “Oh, no.”  

Bacillus anthracis—the cause of anthrax—was a 

rancher’s worst nightmare. The bacteria spread too 

quickly to be controlled in the animals and could result 

in death in a forty-eight hour period. 

But wait— 

“Had anthrax? What do you mean had anthrax?” 

“Once Chad saw the sick cattle, he said there was 

nothing we could do to save them. They were too badly 

infected. So, we had to . . .”  

Riley shut his eyes tight while his fingers curled into 

fists on the tabletop. “We had to kill them. He said that 

if we wanted to have any chance at keeping the bacteria 

at bay, it was necessary to bury the diseased livestock as 

soon as possible.” 

His voice cracked. “There were too many to bury in 

one afternoon. I’ll have to finish the job tomorrow.” 

Andi’s eyes watered. She could feel her heart clench. 

It wasn’t like Riley to appear so afraid and undone.  

She knew as well as he did that Memory Creek Ranch 

couldn’t afford the loss of so much of its livestock, but— 

And then, like a bucket of icy water, it hit her.  
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Our everything was poured into those animals. They 

were going to help pay for the food on the table, our 

clothes, and the doctor’s bills when I have my 

appointments and deliver this baby.  

Another thought caused her heart to pound hard 

against her chest.  

We could wake up tomorrow and find the rest of the 

cattle sick too. Shasta and Dakota might not be spared. 

And what if— 

Her stomach turned over. “What’re we going to do, 

Riley?” 

“I don’t know, and it scares me. It will take months, 

if not years, to restore what’s lost. But that’s not what 

worries me most.”  

He turned to look at her, a mixture of fear and 

resolve sparking from his eyes. “I think you know that 

anthrax is deadly to both humans and animals.” 

Andi nodded and bit her lip. 

“I want you to take Jared and go to your mother’s. 

Stay there until this epidemic has run its course. The 

normal incubation period is twelve days from when the 

last animal has caught the disease.” 

“What about you?” 

“At this point, I’ve already been exposed to the 

illness. We were careful not to handle the cattle with our 

bare hands, but that doesn’t mean the bacteria couldn’t 

have found some other way in. I think it best that I 

remain here.” 

“I won’t leave you,” Andi told him. “We’re in this 

together.” 
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“No, Andi,” Riley answered. 

Andi flinched at the sudden sternness in his tone.  

“I’m in this by myself. You’re pregnant, and Jared is 

young. Neither one of you could help me.” 

The sharp, hurtful words cut straight to Andi’s heart. 

She backed away and gave a curt nod. “All right, if that’s 

the way you want it.” 

With that she turned and headed for Jared’s room to 

help him get ready to go. But not even the little boy’s joy 

at leaving so late at night to see “G’andma” and cousin 

Susie could lift the burden from her heart. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

he next two weeks passed along at a snail’s pace.  

To Andi, who waited in vain for a word from 

Riley, it was almost unbearable. She paced the 

house and stared out the window, half-hoping her 

husband would canter down the driveway and tell her it 

was all over—the anthrax, the fear, everything.  

Then they could all go home. 

Mother, Ellie, and even Chad did their best to distract 

her from the current predicament, but Andi was too 

distraught to take much notice of their attempts.  

More than once, Chad sent several of his hired hands 

to Memory Creek Ranch, but each time they returned 

within the hour to say that Mr. Prescott didn’t want their 

help.  

When at last Ross arrived at the Circle C, Andi was 

the first to spring from the door.  

T 
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“Ross! What is it?” she demanded, running to the 

Memory Creek ranch hand. 

“Mr. Prescott says the epidemic seems to be over. He 

sent me to bring you home.” 

“Oh, thank God!” Andi swallowed and grabbed onto 

the horse’s bridle for support. “Tell me, Ross. What 

should I expect?” 

He shook his head. “It’s not good, Mrs. Prescott. No 

more animals were affected, but the boss?” Ross released 

a whoosh of air and swiped a shirtsleeve across his 

sweaty forehead. “He’s not himself, and it’s scary.” 

Andi could feel her face drain at this unwanted bit of 

news. She licked her lips. “I’ll ask Chad to loan me his 

wagon. Jared and I will leave right away.”  

*** 

“Riley!” Andi called the second the wagon rolled to a 

stop. Clutching Jared to her chest, she leaped to the 

ground and ran for the house. 

Before she’d made it halfway, the door opened and 

Riley stepped outside. Setting Jared down, Andi rushed 

to meet him.  

“Oh, Riley! I’ve missed you!” 

He folded his arms around her and held her close. 

“It’s not much to come home to.”  

His voice was bitter, and Andi jolted in surprise. She 

looked up at him, but he averted his eyes from her face.  

“It isn’t fair, Andi. I work hard to provide for my 

family, and now this huge setback.”  

Andi didn’t know how to respond. Deep down, she 

felt the same way. Tears rose, but she swallowed them.  
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God, help us, please. We need You. Help me to be 

strong for this man; he means the world to me. 
 

*** 

“I don’t know how much longer I can take this.” Andi 

slumped into a chair at the table and buried her face in 

her hands.  

It had been well over a month since the anthrax 

epidemic had ended, and neither Riley nor Andi were 

any better.  

Rather, the strain was becoming heavier by the day—

and driving a rift into their relationship. She recalled 

with tears their exchange of words from just this 

morning . . . 

 

“Riley, you’re working far too hard. Chad wants to help 

you. Why won’t you let him?” 

“I’ve explained this to you over and over again. We 

have our ranch. Chad has his. He’s been kind enough to 

hire me on until we’re back on our feet, but I’d prefer not 

to go crying to him every time something goes wrong.” 

“This is different,” Andi pleaded. “It’s destroying 

everything we’ve worked for, and it’s not just the ranch. It’s 

also”—she choked—“our family.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You work from dawn to dusk every day. When you’re 

not working out there, you’re working here—doing figures 

to keep track of how much money we’re able to spend.  

“You never have time for Jared and me anymore. Are 

we no longer important to you?” 
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“Of course you’re important to me,” he answered. “You 

act like I want things to be this way.” 

“No, I don’t think that at all. It’s just—I’m worried 

about you. You haven’t been the same for so long now. I 

miss you.” Tears flooded Andi’s eyes as she spoke. 

Riley gazed at her for one long moment before shaking 

his head. “I’m sorry, Andi. It can’t be helped. I’m working 

single-handedly right now—” 

“But you don’t have to,” Andi broke in. “I’m here for 

you. I want to help.” 

“And do what?” he demanded. “How, Andi? How can 

you help? There’s nothing you or me or anybody can do to 

bring those cattle back.” He put on his hat and reached 

for the door handle. “This is our life now, whether you like 

it or not.”  

 

Andi groaned as the memory washed over her. Why, 

God? Why is this so hard?  

“Mama!” Jared trotted over. In his hand he clutched 

a pocket-sized Bible. It was a gift from Grandma for his 

second birthday. He held it out. “Read!” 

“Not now, honey. Mama’s too tired. I’ll read the story 

about Daniel in the lion’s den tomorrow. Here, give it to 

Mama and then go to bed.” 

Jared jutted out his lower lip but did as he was told. 

After tucking him in for the night, Andi headed to her 

room.  

I might as well crawl into bed myself. Riley won’t be 

home for another hour or so anyway. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

t was after ten when Riley rode in. He noticed that 

all was dark from inside the house, so he took care to 

keep things quiet as he stabled Dakota for the night.  

Andi is probably asleep, he mused. The thought 

pained him.  

He truly hadn’t meant to stay out so late, but between 

running what was left of his own ranch and hiring 

himself out to Chad for a few hours every day, things like 

this seemed unavoidable. 

Now, you know that’s not true, Riley Prescott, a little 

voice niggled from the back of his mind. You can make 

time for what’s important to you. 

He sighed and rubbed a hand across his brow. His 

head hurt from stress, and his stomach ached with 

hunger pangs, but the pain in his heart overshadowed 

them both. More than anything, Riley longed for what 

used to be, when life was easy and every day he woke to 

the familiar. When there were pastures brimful of cattle 

and a wife who had little to worry about. 

With these thoughts in mind, Riley mounted the 

porch steps and entered the house. A single lamp on the 

table was the only light in the room, and the wick was 

burning low. Riley relit it and then hunted around for 

something to eat. 

Finding a hunk of meat in the icebox, he settled for a 

chicken sandwich. After whispering a quick prayer, he 

began his meal, but his mind wouldn’t cease to pound in 

thought.  

I 
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He wished Andi was awake. He needed someone to 

talk to.  

His eye caught on the small book at the opposite end 

of the table. Although not usually an avid reader, Riley 

was desperate for anything that could help occupy his 

churning mind.  

Reaching out, he curled his fingers around the book 

and drew it to himself, secretly hoping it was one of 

Andi’s Jules Verne novels. 

It wasn’t. 

A lump formed in Riley’s throat as soon as he saw the 

title on the cover: The Holy Bible.  

A twinge of guilt shot through him. He hadn’t spent 

as much time in God’s Word recently as he ought. The 

small passage and two or three hasty prayers he shoved 

in every now and again didn’t seem to sustain him for 

long. 

  Maybe that’s why my life feels like such a mess right 

now. 

He slipped his hand between the pages and opened 

to the book of Psalms. Skimming quickly through a few 

chapters, Riley’s gaze was trapped by the second verse in 

Psalm sixty-one: 

From the end of the earth will I cry unto thee, when 

my heart is overwhelmed: lead me to the rock that is 

higher than I. 

He’d read this verse many times before, but never 

had it resonated within him like it did now. His tired 

mind lingered on two words especially: lead me.  

Lead me, because he couldn’t do this alone.  
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Lead me, because right then he just felt stuck.  

Lead me, because he couldn’t be strong all by himself. 

As Riley sat there meditating, other observations 

rolled in. Andi’s cries from that morning tumbled 

through him: “You never have time for Jared and me 

anymore. I miss you.”  

He and Andi needed a rock to cling to. They both 

needed Someone stronger to lead them. They weren’t 

supposed to fight the battles of this life alone. And if they 

weren’t seeking this help from God, was it any wonder 

their relationship was gradually collapsing? 

At that moment, Riley made his decision. Sliding to 

his knees on the floor, he whispered a prayer. 

“God, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I put my job and feelings 

before the people and relationships that matter most. I 

haven’t been leading Andi like I should as her husband, 

but I want to change that, starting now. So, God, please 

lead me. I surrender all to You. May Your will be done. In 

Jesus’s Name. Amen.” 

When he rose, an unexplainable peace flowed 

through him. Things might not have changed for him 

financially, but he’d been led to the Rock that was higher 

than himself and his circumstances. 

Thank You, God. 

*** 
 

The next morning before Jared woke up, Riley shared 

his experience with his wife, ending with, “I’m sorry, 

Andi. I’m finally beginning to realize just how self-

centered I’ve been these last few weeks.”  
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He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “From now on, 

things are going to change, but we’ll have to work 

together on this and continually seek God for help.” 

Andi nodded, tears welling. “All right.” 

Riley reached for his Bible. “We’ll start by asking Him 

right now. Then we’ll take the morning off of work and 

have a picnic lunch. Sound good?” 

Andi smiled. “Sounds great!”  

  

EPILOGUE 

 

One year later… 

 

ndi sat on the porch swing, her newborn, Robert 

Justin, in her lap. With sparkling eyes, she 

observed her husband and oldest son as they 

chased each other around in the yard. Laughter and 

squeals wafted up into the balmy spring air. 

Andi released a sigh of contentment.  

Funny, at this time last year I thought I’d never be 

content again. But things have really changed since then. 

It was true.  

She and Riley began their days with God’s Word and 

prayer together. Each evening, they gathered again with 

Jared and Robert for family devotions, which usually 

consisted of  a fun Bible story and several hymns.  

There were still times when things became rough, but 

through it all their Shepherd never once left them alone. 

 Andi was pulled from her thoughts when Riley sat 

down beside her. “What are you thinking about?”  

A 
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“About just how far God has brought us since that 

anthrax epidemic.” 

Riley grinned and planted a kiss on her cheek. “We 

have so very much to be thankful for, sweetheart. While 

we were going through that season of our life last year, I 

struggled in my faith, wondering how God could ever 

work it out for good. But now? I wouldn’t give up that 

experience for the world.” 

“He used it in ways beyond our comprehension,” 

Andi agreed. She leaned her head against her husband’s 

shoulder and smiled to herself. 

Thank You, God, for leading Riley and me to the Rock 

that is higher than ourselves. 
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A Katherine Carter story. 

 

 

top it, Kate. You will not cry. You will not cry.  

But saying the words didn’t change anything. One 

tear, then another slipped down my cheek and landed in 

the dry straw beneath me.  

I ran one hand over the mare’s shoulder, and my 

hand came away sweat-soaked and warm. The whites of 

her eyes glistened white in the moonlight. I watched the 

way the straw near her moved back and forth with each 

ragged breath.  

I whispered three words into the silence. “No, 

Scarlet, no.” Scarlet couldn’t leave me. She was the one 

thing constant in my life, the one that would never yell 

at me or order me to my room.  

The one that would stand quietly while I poured out 

my secrets, never turning away in shame. 

S 

 



LASSOING ADVENTURE  

   

And she was dying. 

Her stall, as of the past two weeks, should have been 

a place of happiness. Scarlet had been in the large foaling 

stall ever since Father said she would drop her foal soon.  

I had been so excited! But that was before she started 

slowly dying.  

Before Father discovered that I was sneaking out to 

meet Troy.  

Before Chad stopped talking to me.  

Before Mother stopped bothering to confront me. 

I cried more now than I had let myself in the past 

week. My tears fell like so many raindrops, the ones that 

pounded the roof far above me. 

Footsteps sounded behind me. They were soft, slow, 

not like Father’s or Chad’s or one of my younger siblings. 

But not as delicate as Mother's.  

Justin. I came close to smiling. My only brother, the 

only family member, even, who still seemed to love me. 

The stall door behind me opened with a low creak. 

The sound echoed through the sleeping barn. The 

footsteps were softer, nearer now, the straw muffling 

them and almost hiding the click of boot heels on the 

wooden floor beneath. 

A hand settled on my shoulder. I could feel the 

weight, the warmth of it.  

But my eyes stayed fixed on Scarlet, on the way her 

eyes rolled back in her head with every ripple of her 

abdominal muscles.  

The way the foamy sweat dropped from her fiery coat 

onto the straw.  
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The way her head lay, nearly lifeless, on the floor.  

The way she didn’t move as I rubbed one hand on her 

foreleg.  

“How long has she been at it?” Justin asked. His voice 

was so low that, if he hadn’t been so close that I could 

feel his breath tickle my ear, I wouldn’t have heard him. 

“I have no idea.” My voice was choked with un-cried 

tears. “It’s gotten worse in the last few minutes.” 

Justin’s hand slipped off my shoulder then wrapped 

around me, pulling me into that big-brother hug that I 

had pulled away from so many times. 

I leaned up against him, pulled my legs out from 

underneath me and stretched them out beside me. They 

tingled at the release of pressure, the pinpricks on my 

skin making me squirm a little. But besides that, neither 

of us moved. 

I don’t know how long we sat there. We didn’t speak 

again.  

Scarlet’s foal began to appear. Two hooves, one a 

moment after the other. Two black legs tangled in the 

translucent birth sac. A petite, delicate head between 

them.  

The foal seemed perfect.  

But Scarlet wasn’t. 

My chest tightened, and my head pounded at the 

thought of losing her. Right now, every breath seemed 

to be a struggle for her. 

 A birth wasn’t supposed to be this painful, and 

certainly not for my mare. 

“Can’t we do anything?” I asked.  
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But I knew the answer. There was nothing to do. 

Even if Father or Chad were here, instead of out of 

town for some cattlemen’s meeting, they couldn’t ease 

Scarlet’s suffering.  

I eased away from my oldest brother and moved to 

Scarlet’s finely shaped head. She was Arabian, a breed 

that had never been on the Circle C before. She was small 

and fragile looking, but as loyal and brave as any ranch 

horse. Somehow, her eyes managed to still look brave, 

even as they darted around frantically.  

I stroked her head, right between and behind her 

ears. Her breathing slowed a fraction. Her eyes focused 

on me, pleading with me to make things better, easier for 

her. 

“I can’t. God help me, I can’t.”  

My words surprised me. God was the last thing I 

wanted to think about right now. But even if He didn’t 

care for me, surely Scarlet had done no wrong.  

I turned to my brother. “Pray for her, Justin. Mother 

always said that God cares about horses.” 

“I thought you didn’t want to talk to God.” 

“I can’t. But you can.” 

“I have been, Kate. But you can listen to God, talk to 

Him. He hasn’t turned away from you.” 

I didn’t know anything more to say. Justin’s words 

settled somewhere inside me, tucked away in that corner 

of my heart that someday I would remember. 

Scarlet let out a low squeal. It was quiet, weak. 

I looked to where Justin was carefully watching the 

foal appear.  

MOONBOW 
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With one last shove, the tiny horse’s withers were free. 

Scarlet relaxed again. 

I stroked underneath her mane, the one place that 

always seemed to be sweaty. But it wasn’t damp now. It 

was as hot as an open flame and soaked with pooling 

sweat. 

I waited as Scarlet slowly, inch by precious inch, 

birthed her foal. It wasn’t supposed to take this long. It 

wasn’t healthy for mare or foal. 

I had seen foalings happen in ten minutes. Scarlet 

was pushing three times that much, and the foal still 

wasn’t completely free.  

My arms were cold, goosebumps making me shiver. 

Things were going wrong. So wrong.  

I scooted away from Scarlet, far enough to reach out 

and wrap my hand in Justin’s. I didn’t care about all the 

fights we’d had, or all the times I vowed never to speak 

to him again. 

He was my big brother and the only one in my family 

who was sitting with me in a dirty foaling stall in the 

middle of a rainy night. 

“Don’t worry, sis.”  

That was all he said. No promises of “everything will 

be all right” or “you two have been through worse 

before.” Just telling me not to worry. But he looked 

worried too. 

“Father hates me,” I said. “Mother won’t speak to me 

without crying. Chad avoids me at all costs. The little 

ones just stare at me, like I’m from another world or 

something. Now, Scarlet’s dying.” 
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Justin slid across the straw over to me, sitting close 

enough so that I could hear the soft cadence of his 

breathing. “I’ll be here for you, Kate. Always.” 

Was it possible that he knew my thoughts? Pictures 

of Troy flashed through my mind. His whispered, 

pleading words from the day before . . . 

 

“Don’t listen to them, Katie. Come with me. I love you.” 

My breathing was shallow, on the verge of tears. “I 

can’t just leave them. They’re my family.” 

“Then why are they turning me away? I’m not so 

horrible as they think. They just won’t give me a chance.”  

He ran his fingers across mine, sending shivers all the 

way up my arm and down my spine. 

“Give me time, Troy.” 

“Take as much as you need, Love. I’ll wait.” 

 

“Kate?” Justin’s voice cut into my thoughts, driving 

away the warmth and leaving nothing but cold fears. And 

dark. 

I turned to look at Scarlet. One more contraction and 

the foal would be free. The mare’s breathing had slowed, 

the panicked look in her eyes had lessened. I put one 

hand on her flank, my fingers leaving a dark mark on her 

sweating coat.  

She gave one last push, and the tiny body was free. 

I cast one glance toward the foal before I looked back 

to Scarlet. No matter how precious the foal was to me, it 

couldn’t compare to Scarlet right now. “She’s dying, 

Justin.” 

MOONBOW 
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I knew it. I could see it in her eyes. Her panic had 

turned to resignation. Her eyes closed for the briefest 

moment, then opened again, slowly, as if it took all her 

energy to lift her eyelids.  

I crawled to her head as she turned those beautiful, 

chocolate-brown eyes on me. I didn’t say anything, just 

stroked her jawline, behind her ears, and the bridge of 

her nose. All her favorite places. 

“The foal’s still alive.” Justin said, the only emotion in 

his voice the slightest bit of awe. 

“Take care of it, please. I can’t leave Scarlet.” 

I wished Father were here. Or Chad, or even the 

foreman. Even if they wouldn’t speak to me, save for the 

yelling, of course, they would help Scarlet. They would 

know what to do.  

But they weren’t here. No one else could do what 

Justin and I couldn’t.  

Justin’s words were hushed, as if he didn’t want to 

break the stillness of the night. “She’s a filly. Jet black, 

except for a big white mark on her forehead.” 

I didn’t even glance back toward her. Scarlet, my 

companion since I was ten years old, the only horse I had 

ever truly loved, the only living thing that seemed to love 

me unconditionally, was dying before my eyes.  

My heart was too full to bear growing close to a filly 

that would likely die in the next few hours, no matter 

that she was Scarlet’s foal. 

Scarlet’s eyes closed. Her breathing stilled so much 

that the straw underneath barely fluttered with each 

exhale.  
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Her heart was switching from pounding to barely 

thumping. I could feel the pulsing weaken under my 

hand. “Justin, she’s—” 

“I know.” 

The stall where I had spent hours patiently waiting 

and hoping suddenly turned cold and unforgiving. I 

wanted nothing more than to run, run away from the 

stench of the stall, the smell of sweat and blood.  

My heart was pounding, my vision was fading. I 

wanted to cry or scream or collapse and never wake up. 

When the last spark of life faded from my beloved 

mare, my heart went with it. “No,” I whispered. My hands 

shook. The last steady thing in my spinning world had 

just left me. 

Justin’s hand closed around my arm. He was tugging 

me backward, pulling me away from Scarlet. I could 

barely hear his voice. It sounded like just another whirl 

of wind in the storm boiling around me. 

I scooted backward in the straw until the pressure on 

my arm released. 

“Look at her,” Justin whispered.  

I drew my eyes away from Scarlet and to the tiny body 

before me.  

Justin had cleaned her off enough so she could 

breathe easily, but he’d done little beyond that. She 

looked disgusting, but somehow beautiful.  

I smiled, just a little. 

I heard the rain slow from a torrent to a gentle mist. 

I kept stroking the sticky mess of the foal. After a few 

moments, I looked out the window.  

MOONBOW 
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A patch of colors showed near the full moon. It was 

majestic-looking, something like the rainbows Scarlet 

and I used to chase.  

But there were no fluffy white clouds surrounding it.  

No pale blue sky.  

No sunlight sparkling off fallen raindrops. 

No light, save for the full moon.  

But it was there still, in the middle of the darkness 

and the rain. In the dead of night, when almost no one 

was there to appreciate its glory. 

The black sky, the rain, the absence of any star. It all 

seemed to match what I had made my life into.  

Somehow a rainbow didn’t fit. 

“You see it too?” Justin asked.  

I saw him out of the corner of my eye, staring out the 

window. I nodded. 

“It’s a moonbow,” he said. 

I would have turned to stare at him had I not been so 

transfixed on the ghostly stream of color. It looked 

impossible. 

 “You made that up,” I replied, my voice betraying my 

awe. 

“Cross my heart it’s true. It happens when the 

moonlight catches the raindrops just so. They’re quite 

rare, actually. Maybe that’s because nobody goes 

looking for rainbows after midnight.”  

I heard the hint of laughter in his voice. I wanted to 

keep staring at the apparition all night. I didn’t want to 

look down at Scarlet’s lifeless body or go back inside the 

house I knew I wouldn’t always claim as home.  
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I didn’t want to face my life as it had come to be. 

But the filly nudged my hand, struggling to break free 

of the rest of the birth sac. 

“We shouldn’t leave her in there,” I whispered, 

drawing my eyes back to the foal. “Let’s take her into 

Scarlet’s old stall.” 

Justin told me to go find rags and water to clean the 

filly off with, then he reached down and lifted her in his 

strong arms. 

I was back within a few minutes. I used the rags to 

wipe the birth sac away, murmuring comforts to the filly 

as I worked. She was so gentle, so guiltless. 

So unlike me. 

Justin left me to dry the foal while he found some 

milk and something to work as a bottle. When I heard 

his footsteps echoing down the aisle, I looked up from 

my task.  

He came into the stall and settled down beside me, 

taking the rag and handing me the bottle. The milk 

inside was warm enough to reach through the glass 

bottle and ease my stiff fingers. 

“What are you going to name her?” Justin asked. 

I looked down at the filly and noticed the way her 

innocent eyes stared into mine, the odd shape of the star 

on her forehead, the still damp coat that clung to her in 

clumps of soft hair.  

Then I looked up, out the stall’s window to the full 

moon. Into the darkness, the rain, the cold.  

The apparition was gone, leaving nothing but more 

darkness. 

MOONBOW 
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But it had been there. I had seen it. 

That one glimmer of hope in a dark world. 

I whispered the one word, so low that I wondered if 

Justin could even hear it. “Moonbow.” 
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A Mitch Carter story. 

 

itch’s hand tightened into a fist as he looked 

down the busy boardwalk. His light-blue eyes 

could have frozen water. In front of the cafe was his best 

friend, Jack Holman, arm in arm with Emily.  

His Emily.  

She wore a dress the color of a summer sky. A ring 

glittered on her left hand, and she was laughing. 

 “Mitch, are you okay?” Andi’s usually cheerful voice, 

laced with concern, cut through his thoughts.  

Mitch turned to look at his sister. “She told me she 

wasn’t ready for another courtship.” 

Andi had been watching the direction Mitch had 

been staring and winced as the couple went into the 

mercantile.  

That was their intended destination, as well.  

M 
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“Oh Mitch, I’m sorry. I didn’t think she would be out 

and about this early. I don’t want you to have to see her. 

You can go on home. I’ll wait for Riley to help me with 

the shopping. He won’t be more than another hour. 

Don’t worry about it.”  

Mitch shook his head. “No, sis. It’s all right. I just 

didn’t expect to see her today, and especially not with 

Jack. I guess I’ll have to get over it eventually, anyway.” 

His voice was quiet, but his anger was apparent. 

Emily McConnell had broken his heart, and he doubted 

if he would ever get over it.  

*** 

After lunch, Mitch’s mother, Elizabeth Carter, took 

him aside. “Are you all right? Andi told me that you two 

saw Emily in town earlier.” 

I do not want to talk about this right now.  

Mitch shrugged, trying to put her at ease. “Yeah, but 

I didn’t talk to her. She’s engaged to Jack.” 

Elizabeth’s face turned down into a frown. “Jack?” 

She paused at the open parlor door. “I think it’s time we 

talked about it, Mitch.” 

He shook his head as he entered the room, but 

looking up, he saw his brother. Justin lived in town, so 

Mitch did not see him often. But since all his siblings, 

even his baby sister, were married, he hardly saw or 

talked to anyone, anyway.  

“Good to see you, Justin.”  

Justin crossed the room and gave Mitch a hug. “You 

too, Mitch. How are you holding up?” 

Mitch shrugged. “I’m doing all right. How’s town?” 
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“Getting bigger every day. I swear, the town’s going 

to burst its limits soon. There’s talk about building a new 

town up north.” 

Mitch raised his eyebrows. “Really? That’s exciting. 

Do we know where?”  

Justin shook his head. “Not yet. But Mayor 

McConnell is pretty set on it.”  

“The mayor is usually looking for a cheap profit,” 

Elizabeth said with a clip of disdain. “Why would he want 

to decrease the size of Fresno?”  

“Joseph McConnell is as devious as his daughter,” 

Mitch said. “I think you’re right. But I was there the other 

day, and it looked pretty crowded. So, I’m not going to 

knock the idea until the mayor tries to cheat people 

somehow.” 

Justin looked up at the mention of Emily. “Mother 

told me that you saw her today.” 

“She’s engaged to Jack now,” Elizabeth said.  

Mitch sat down on the sofa. “Justin, I don’t know. I 

can’t get over it. I want to, and I want us both to be 

happy, but seeing her with Jack after all this?”  

His hands clenched. “If she’d been honest with me 

right at the beginning, that she wasn’t ready for 

marriage, then I wouldn’t have started seeing her.”  

TRAIL OF TRUST 
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He leaned back, running a hand through his hair. 

“But she wasn’t honest, and then she broke it off. Less 

than a month later, Jack Holman puts a ring on her 

finger? I don’t understand.”  

Justin sighed and sat down next to him. “Mitch, I 

know this is hard for you. But maybe God is trying to 

teach you something.” 

Mitch snorted. “That I’m not supposed to get 

married? Justin, I don’t see how God can teach me 

anything with this.”  

Elizabeth sat down on his other side. “Of course not, 

Mitch. Maybe God is trying to teach you that you need 

to trust him.”  

Mitch stood up fast. “Don't turn this into a preaching 

moment, Mother. I need practical advice. God can’t just 

take this away. I’ve got to figure out how to get through 

this on my own.”  

Justin shook his head. “Turning to God is the only 

practical way there is.” He paused before continuing. 

“Maybe it wasn’t all Emily’s fault. The mayor never liked 

you. It’s possible he had something to do with it.”  

Mitch just shook his head and left. 

*** 

Slamming the back door made him feel only slightly 

better. Mitch threw himself into one of the rocking 

chairs.  

Can’t they see I don’t need preaching right now? 

Goodness knows, God hasn’t been looking out for me 

lately. He put his head between his hands. I’m so done 

with this place.  
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An autumn breeze blew through Mitch’s hair, and it 

made him look up. This view from the back porch was 

his favorite view of the ranch. From here he could see the 

red barn with the corral on the side, where one of the 

hands was feeding the yearling colts.  

On his right was the peach orchard, a blanket of 

shade beneath the trees. The sound of horse hooves 

turned his head. The rider was still too far away for Mitch 

to see who it was.  

But he sure is in a hurry.  

The back door squeaked as Riley came around to 

where Mitch sat, his dark hair blowing in the wind. 

“Can I sit?” 

Mitch nodded, knowing that Riley would ask no 

questions.  

The rider came up sharply, and Mitch took a deep 

breath. Mayor McConnell was about as welcome as a 

rattlesnake. 

“Afternoon, Mitch.” He held up a hand to keep Mitch 

from answering. “I have a job for you, and I want you to 

hear me out.” He heaved his large body off the horse. “I’m 

sure you’ve noticed Fresno is growing.” 

Mitch could only nod. 

“At the rate people are coming, they can’t get the 

materials for houses fast enough. They actually came to 

the city council about it.” 

Mitch raised his eyebrows. Justin didn’t say it was that 

bad. 

“We’ve decided to lengthen the tracks and make a 

town up north. A town for those who will move there.” 

TRAIL OF TRUST 
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Riley frowned, confusion in his hazel eyes. “Who are 

you counting on moving up to a place where there’s 

absolutely nothing? No rancher is going to move farther 

out than they already are, and none of these new city 

slickers from the East will go, either.” 

McConnell put his hands on his hips, looking at Riley 

like he’d just talked back to the schoolmaster. 

“You are still very young, Mr. Prescott. I’m not 

surprised you don’t yet appreciate the wondrous feeling 

of turning a spade in virgin soil. People will come. ” 

Mitch almost laughed at the thought of McConnell 

turning a spade. He was glad Andi wasn’t there, though. 

To insult her Riley was an unforgivable act. Thankfully, 

Riley did not have her fiery temper. 

McConnell turned back to Mitch. “I want you to 

scout out the best place for the new town.”  

Mitch’s jaw dropped. This is my chance to get out of 

here.  

“Mayor, you know we own one of the biggest ranches 

around. Mitch works the longest hours out of anyone on 

the ranch. He can’t just pick up and leave for you.” 

Riley’s voice brought Mitch back to reality.  

McConnell waved a hand as if Riley’s comment was 

only a harmless fly. “I’ll cover the cost of any new hands. 

I need Mitch now.”  

Riley looked back at Mitch, doubt apparent in his 

eyes. Every member of the Carter family knew that 

McConnell had never had any need for Mitch before. 

“Riley, I’ve needed a break for a long time now.”  

“I promise I’ll have Mitch back in a week.”  
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Riley shook his head. “Fine, one week. But trading 

even ten gringos for Mitch isn’t fair on my end.” 

McConnell chuckled. “Very well, Mr. Prescott.” He 

turned and mounted his horse with some difficulty.  

“Can you start the day after tomorrow, Mitch? Come 

by my office on your way out and I’ll give you more 

details.” 

Mitch nodded. “Absolutely.” 

The mayor tipped his hat and rode off in a cloud of 

dust. 

Riley watched him ride away. “I hope you know what 

you’re doing, Mitch. The mayor doesn’t like you, and he’s 

acting way too friendly for my liking. Be careful.”  
 

*** 

Mitch took a deep breath as he rode past the last 

building in town and turned north.  

Finally out of here.  

He had seen Emily on the way out, but she hadn’t met 

his gaze. Saying  goodbye to Jack had felt very awkward. 

Since Jack had said nothing about his engagement, Mitch 

had been more than ready to end the unbearable small 

talk.  

What does it matter? They’re getting married, and 

there’s nothing else to be said.  

The day passed slowly, but by the time it was dark, 

Mitch had traveled about thirty miles from Fresno and 

made significant progress into the mountains.  

McConnell had said the town council didn’t want the 

next town to be more than sixty miles to the northwest.  

TRAIL OF TRUST 
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So I guess another day will put me at about the limit, 

he thought as he made a campfire. He didn’t think 

mountain lions would pay a visit, but he built the fire 

high, just in case. 

Mitch settled down on his bedroll and looked up at 

the stars. His horse Chase snorted contently.  

“Maybe God is trying to teach you something.”  

He sighed. So much of him didn’t want to think 

about God. He wanted to figure this out on his own. But 

if this morning had proved anything, it was that he still 

wasn’t healed.  

And knowing that Emily and Jack are going to be 

together just makes it worse.  

This was the first night since they’d broken up that 

Mitch had allowed himself to think about her. The hurt 

was still there, like a rock in his chest.  

It’s too much. I’ll never be able to get past this alone. 

People are counting on me, and this breakup is tearing me 

apart.  

He stared into the fire, finally resigning himself to do 

what he knew he should have done a long time ago. 

Getting up on his knees, he started praying.  

Lord, You know how much I’ve been hurting. I loved 

Emily so much, and now I can’t seem to get past it. You 

know that I want to do better and to be myself again, but 

it seems like I can’t be happy, even when I try. Please help 

me, Lord, to know that You’re there, and help me heal and 

be myself again. 

After Mitch finished his prayer, it seemed like the 

whole forest went silent. 
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The only sound was the wood in the fire cracking. In 

that stillness, an overwhelming peace settled over him.  

The feeling slowly spread over Mitch’s entire body. It 

seemed to whisper that everything would work out, and 

that he didn’t need to worry about it anymore. He knew 

that God was there and cared about him.  

Mitch felt the weight in his chest disappear, and tears 

came to his eyes. Thank you, Lord. As he was dozing off, 

Mitch thought he heard someone call his name. I must 

be going crazy.  

“Mitch, get up,” a voice said.  

Sitting up, he saw Jack Holman on the other side of 

the fire. His hat made it difficult to see his face. Mitch 

raised his eyebrows and pinched himself to make sure he 

was awake.  

“Jack? What on earth are you doing here?”  

Jack pulled out his pistol. “I’m sorry, Mitch. I have to.”  

Mitch jumped to his feet. “Are you insane? Why?” 

Jack raised his gun and fired. Mitch jumped away.  

Chase reared and tried to break free of the hobbles.  

Jack fired again. 

Mitch was dimly aware of a sharp pain through his 

upper arm as he ran for Chase, who reared again. 

Mitch was too close. One of Chase’s hooves caught 

the side of his head and he blacked out. 
 

*** 

Mitch came to with a pounding ache in his head. He 

was dimly aware that it was morning. His arm was 

bandaged, and someone sat near the fire.  

TRAIL OF TRUST 
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His eyes came into focus and he saw Jack drinking a 

cup of coffee.  

The memory of last night returned, and Mitch sat 

straight up. “Jack, what’s wrong with you?” His head 

swam, his vision going out of focus, and he slumped 

back on his elbows. 

Jack looked over at him and smiled. “Lie down, 

Mitch. You look a little green.”  

Mitch obeyed, his jaw clenched. 

“You should be grateful I didn’t kill you.” Jack walked 

over to him, still holding his cup. “I think that’s what the 

mayor meant to say by ‘shoot him,’ but he didn’t specify, 

so I didn’t.”  

Mitch looked up at him. “The mayor sent you?” 

Jack nodded. “You’re still my friend, Mitch. That’s 

why I didn’t kill you. But you have to stay here for 

awhile. If you come back, the mayor will hurt Emily.”  

His face turned red. “I know she was your girl for a 

really long time, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about us.” 

He finished his cup of coffee. “You just need to stay here 

until Emily and I can get out. Then you can come back.” 

Mitch took a deep breath. “What about my family, 

Jack? The mayor will hurt them a long time before he 

hurts Emily.” 

Jack nodded. “I know. But you have brothers who can 

stop that. I don’t.”  

Mitch’s heart started pounding as he realized Jack 

was wrong. “No, you’re wrong, Jack. Chad is on a cattle 

drive, and Justin went to Sacramento.”  

He stood carefully and felt the bandage on his head.  



LASSOING ADVENTURE  

   

“How bad is it?”  

Jack looked at Mitch like he was crazy. “Not as bad as 

it could’ve been, but you shouldn’t go nuts. I had to give 

you stitches.”  

Mitch started kicking dirt onto the fire. “Good. Let’s 

go.” 

*** 
 

Mitch and Jack rode into town at a gallop, but once 

inside they had to slow down because of the crowds. The 

setting sun made the town look like it was made of gold.  

“You think we’d be faster on foot?” Jack called above 

the noise.  

Mitch looked toward the town hall, which stood 

above every other building in town. It would be at least 

another half mile before they got there, and the mayor 

might not even be there.  

He swung off Chase without answering, tied him to a 

hitching post outside the blacksmith, and ran for an 

alley.  

Bursting into the mayor’s office, Mitch saw Emily 

standing next to her father. Her face went white when 

she saw him. 

“You’ve got some explaining to do, mayor,” Mitch 

said, out of breath.  

If McConnell was surprised to see him, he gave no 

sign. He smiled broadly and stood up from his desk. 

“Well, Mr. Carter. I think you do as well. I didn’t 

expect to see you among the living today. Where’s Mr. 

Holden?” 
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LASSOING ADVENTURE 

Mitch stood up straight but his heart beat faster at 

the thought of what he had to say to this man. Lord, give 

me strength to do this. 

“On his way. Why don’t you start by telling me why 

you had him come to kill me?”  

Mayor McConnell gave a thin smile.  

Emily gasped. 

“I never approved of you, Mr. Carter,” the mayor said. 

“Even after I made Emily call off your courtship, it wasn’t 

enough.You were still in the way, so you had to be dealt 

with. If you hadn’t reacted with the anger that you did, 

there would never have been any problems.” 

Mitch nodded. Justin had been right, as usual. 

The mayor sat down. “Mr. Holden is an ideal suitor 

for Emily, Mr. Carter. But after he proposed, Emily had 

doubts. She was still thinking about you, even though 

she loves Jack. So, why don’t you tell me why Mr. Holden 

didn’t get rid of you so he could have his girl.”  

Mitch smiled. “You asked him to shoot me. He did.” 

He motioned to the bandage on his arm. 

Mayor McConnell frowned. “I suppose I’ll have to be 

more clear next time.”  

Mitch walked closer to the desk. “Did you say next 

time? I failed to mention that Jack is going to get the 

sheriff.”  

He went to Emily and gave her a sad smile. “I’m sorry 

that I caused doubts. I really do want you to be happy, 

even if it’s not with me. I wish you and Jack all the 

happiness in the world.”  

The peaceful feeling of last night returned.  
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Emily had tears in her eyes. She smiled and nodded.  

Mitch heard a gun cock.  

“Well, this is all very nice. But I’m afraid apologies are 

not enough. Back away from my daughter, Carter.”  

Mitch turned to the mayor, who had a pistol aimed at 

his chest. But the peaceful feeling didn’t leave.  

God’s still with me, no matter how this ends.  

He smiled. “I’ve said all I need to. Go ahead.”  

“Nothing doing, mayor,” Sheriff Tate’s voice barked 

from the doorway. He came in, pistol ready, followed by 

two deputies and Jack. “Put the gun down, and put your 

hands where I can see them.”  

Mitch let out a deep breath and watched Emily run to 

Jack. Jack put his arms around her and held her tightly, 

but all the time he was looking at Mitch. 

Mitch smiled and nodded.  

Jack mouthed a thank-you as Mitch went to the door. 

He turned back to see Mayor McConnell give him such a 

look of hatred that Mitch knew he would never forget it. 

“Mitch, come by in a couple days to give a statement, 

all right?” Sheriff Tate gave him a wink.  

Mitch nodded, then he turned and walked away.  

*** 

Mitch looked down the boardwalk, just as he had a 

week ago. But everything was different today, and he 

knew why. God had softened his heart and allowed him 

to grow and move on.  

The memory of that night in the mountains would be 

in his heart forever, reminding him that God would 

always care.  

TRAIL OF TRUST 
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He turned back to the stack of feed sacks lying 

against the wagon.  

“Señor Mitch? Señor Chad wanted to make sure you 

picked up three more lengths of rope.”  

Mitch squinted against the sun to look at Diego, who 

was sitting on the wagon. “Chad is about to have 

another baby and can’t remember to put his boots on 

these days. Yet, he can remember to remind me to get 

rope?”  

Diego shrugged. “What can I say? Señor Chad likes 

to give orders.” 

Mitch laughed, a sound he hadn’t heard for awhile. 

It felt good to feel like himself again. He almost bounded 

down the boardwalk to the supply store. If God makes it 

feel this good to trust Him, then I’m trusting Him with 

everything.  

He didn’t watch where he was going as he rounded 

the corner to the supply store and crashed into a young 

woman coming the other way.  

Mitch felt his face flame. He stood and helped the 

young lady to her feet. Her packages were strewn around 

her. 

“I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking at all—” He paused 

when he recognized the girl. “Laura? Laura Flanders?” 

The girl’s face lit up as she tucked a piece of copper 

colored hair behind her ear. “Mitch Carter? I haven’t 

seen you in ages.” 

Mitch took a closer look.  

Laura had grown up quite a bit since the last time he 

had seen her.  
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Her sparkling hazel eyes and upturned nose dotted 

with freckles was nothing like the frizzy-haired tomboy 

from school.  

“What are you up to?” Mitch asked as he started to 

pick up the parcels.  

Laura shrugged, reaching for a package herself. 

“Planning our harvest dance in a couple of weeks. You 

and your family are coming, aren’t you?”  

Mitch nodded. “We come every year. So, how come I 

haven’t seen you for so long?”  

Laura picked up the last parcel. “I’ve been at a girls’ 

university in San Francisco. But now I’m back, so they 

put me in charge,” she said with a smile.  

Mitch grinned. “Is it too bold of me to ask you to save 

me a dance?”  

Laura nodded. “I mean, maybe a little, but I don’t 

mind. I would love that.”  

Mitch laughed. “Good.”  
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Grace Hammond, age 13 

Duncan, South Carolina 

 

Grace is an outgoing teenager who loves the ocean, having 

fun, and being the oldest of eight kids. She has a passion for 

writing, reading, singing, and sharing Jesus with others. 

 

To Thomas, Thaddeus, Julia, Joanna, Lukas, Silas, and 

Abigail. Thanks for being the worst and best possible 

siblings in the world.  

 

ndi, are you sure you can hold up the fort while 

Mother and Melinda and I are gone?”  

My older sister Katherine gazed anxiously into 

my face. I couldn’t understand why she was worried that 

everything would go wrong.  

I was fourteen, totally capable of handling the 

responsibility of babysitting. I’d seen Melinda babysit 

Betsy and Hannah plenty of times. It looked easy as pie.  

I waved her concern aside. “Oh sure, Kate. We’ll be 

fine. How hard can babysitting be?”  

My nonchalant attitude didn’t seem to appease 

Kate’s worries. 

 “I know they may look like angels this minute.”  

A 
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Kate jerked her chin in Betsy and Hannah’s direction. 

“But they can be as mischievous as monkeys.” 

I looked at those two adorable girls, who were 

peacefully playing dolls, and I cocked an eyebrow. 

Mischievous as monkeys? I didn’t believe it.  

 I wisely chose, however, not to deepen Kate’s 

concern by acting cocky. Instead, I tried once again to 

calm her fears. “We’ll have fun, Kate, honest.  Don’t 

worry.” I smiled and patted her hand. 

Katherine sighed and squeezed mine. “I guess you’re 

right. I’ll try not to worry.” 

*** 

Later that day, we bid Mother, Melinda, and Kate 

farewell at the train station. Then Justin dropped us off 

at the ranch and went back to his office.  

I got busy setting Betsy up in a corner of the sitting 

room with her dolls and putting Hannah down for a nap. 

Kate believed it was healthy for her children to take naps 

until they were six. She’d made it clear to me that 

Hannah would have a nap each afternoon. 

Hannah went down with only a small fuss, but I 

promised her if she went to sleep I’d give her a ride on 

Taffy when she woke up.  

Hannah closed her eyes obediently and was asleep in 

minutes. I tiptoed out and darted to my room.  

I’m pretty good at this whole babysitting thing, I 

mused as I grabbed Mitch’s latest dime novel. Kate put 

her girls in good hands. 

After checking on Betsy, I curled up on an overstuffed 

chair and buried myself in Mitch’s novel. 

NANNY ANDI 

 



LASSOING ADVENTURE 

*** 

When I pour all my attention into something, I see 

and hear nothing around me. I guess that’s why I didn’t 

hear soft footsteps approach.  

“Andi?”  

It was asked softly, but I yelped like I’d been scalped 

and leaped to my feet. My book went flying. I must have 

looked ridiculous, but dime novels jam-packed with 

horror and adventure don’t help your nerves any.  

Gasping for air, I looked down into Hannah’s wide 

blue eyes. “Oh, Hannah,” I said sheepishly. “It’s just you.” 

Feeling foolish, I seated myself slowly and pulled her 

down beside me. Trying to calm my racing heart, I 

reached down and picked up the dime novel. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Hannah asked me. “You 

hollered as if you’d been walloped by a mule. Were you 

doing something you weren’t supposed to?” 

Her tone made me want to laugh. Hannah is five, 

nine years younger than me. I guess she wasn’t aware of 

that fact.  

Right then, she sounded like my big sister Melinda 

who’s always after me about the proper decorum for 

young ladies. 

“Hannah, aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” I asked 

as I smoothed the creased pages of the novel. 

“I was, but I woked up,” Hannah informed me. She 

brushed golden locks of hair from her flushed face. “I’m 

thirsty. May I have a drink?” 

I nodded. “Sure. Let’s grab Betsy and go to the 

kitchen for a snack. How about milk and cookies?” 
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Hannah bobbed her head in whole-hearted 

agreement. 

I looked toward Betsy’s corner. “You want a snack, 

Betsy? Let’s go in the kitchen. I’m sure Luisa and Nila will 

have a snack for us.” 

There was no reply. 

Hannah and I exchanged looks. Why hadn’t Betsy 

answered?  

“Betsy?” There was still no answer. Perhaps she’d 

fallen asleep under a chair? 

Hannah and I began a frantic search. We searched in 

every nook and cranny of the sitting room. It was 

completely empty of eight-year-old little girls. During 

this time I’d gone from confused to worried to downright 

angry. 

“Betsy!” I hollered, not caring if I brought everyone 

running at my shout. “Where are you? I don’t have time 

for play!” 

“She ain’t playin’,” Hannah declared matter-of-factly 

from where she was looking at a book. “She left.” 

“What?” 

Hannah didn’t look up from her book. “Mm-hmm. 

She does it all the time. It really riles Mama.” 

“It really riles me,” I huffed. I snatched Hannah’s hand 

and dragged her toward the back door. 

“Where are we going?” Hannah asked, struggling to 

keep up. 

“To find your naughty sister.” 

“Wait, wait, wait. I need my drink first.” Hannah 

slammed on her brakes and crossed her arms. 

NANNY ANDI 
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I was in no mood for her stubbornness, but I let her 

have her drink before hauling her out the door. 

Outside, I squinted in the blazing sunlight as I  

scanned the yard for any sign of Betsy Swanson, also 

known as “the little girl who was in big trouble.” 

I ran a quick search through the yard with my eyes 

and caught sight of the chicken coop.  

The chicken coop! Of course! Betsy loved chickens. 

Surely she’d be passing the time cuddling fuzzy yellow 

chicks in the coop. 

I gripped Hannah’s hand and dashed across the yard. 

“Betsy?” I ducked inside of the chicken coop and looked 

around for Betsy. I groaned when I didn’t see her hiding 

away in a corner, her lap overflowing with chicks. 

“Once I get my hands on that girl, I’m gonna tan her 

backside and then skin her alive,” I growled as I stomped 

out of the chicken coop with Hannah my heels. 

“Wait!” Hannah stopped. “Someone’s hollering.” 

I strained an ear and picked up a shrill scream. I 

caught my breath. Only one little girl in the whole world 

had that high-pitched shriek.  

I could recognize it anywhere. Betsy!  

I dashed toward the sound and came up short as I 

rounded the barn corner. Hannah rammed into me and 

squealed as she landed on her backside. 

My eyes widened at what we were witnessing.  

Betsy was lying on the ground, wrapped up tighter 

than a trussed-up calf. She wiggled around furiously, 

screaming at the top of her lungs. Surprisingly, no ranch 

hands were in sight.  
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How can they not hear her? 

I rushed to my niece and dropped to my knees beside 

her. “Betsy! Are you alright?”  

“Oh, Andi! I’ve been tied up for hours,” Betsy sobbed 

in exaggeration. “Why didn’t you come sooner?” 

“I’m sorry, Betsy, but you ran out of the house 

without telling anybody where you were going.”  

I began fumbling with the rope as I spoke, knowing it 

had only been about half an hour since she’d left. “Now, 

hang tight and I’ll have you untied in a jiffy.” 

“You better.” Betsy sniffed. “My arms and legs feel like 

needles are pokin’ them.” 

As upset as I was with Betsy, I couldn’t help seeing 

the humor in the situation. I was having a difficult time 

keeping my giggles inside, where they belonged. 

As soon as Betsy was free, she leaped to her feet and 

flapped her arms to get the blood flowing. 

Hannah shook her head and peered at Betsy from 

under her long lashes.  

“You know better than to play with ropes, Betsy. 

Please act your age.”  

 I choked. Talk about bossy. 

Betsy glared at her little sister and planted her hands 

on her hips. “I was tryin’ to lasso the fence. Andi did it 

when she was my age.” 

“Andi didn’t have a sister like me to keep track of 

her,” Hannah said. “Aunt Melinda was always inside 

sewing.”  

“No one has a sister like you,” Betsy muttered. “You’re 

one of a kind, and not in a good way.”  

NANNY ANDI 
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Hannah gave her big sister a pointed look. “You are 

truly blessed, Betsy. If you would only listen to me, I 

could keep you outta trouble.” 

“Thanks. I’ll take my chances.” Betsy rolled her eyes. 

I was watching them and struggling to keep from 

smiling. I might have to be after the two of them every 

second and have no peace, but at least they were 

amusing. 

I turned and walked toward the house. “Come on, 

girls. Let’s go inside. I need a drink.” 

When we entered the kitchen, Luisa looked up from 

churning the butter and gave me a knowing smile. “You 

found the señorita, I see.” 

Nila, who was in the middle of making cheese, 

chuckled softly. 

“How’d you—” Did Luisa really know everything? I 

sure could use some of her awareness. Then the girls and 

I would survive this whole ordeal. 

“When you are upset, you can yell louder than Señor 

Chad, dear.” Luisa chuckled. 

I need to keep quiet, or Kate might hear me in San 

Francisco and come running.  

Luisa must have read my thoughts. She gave me a 

look that I could interpret perfectly: Are you sure you’ve 

got everything under control? Do you need my help? 

I shrugged and tucked a wisp of dark hair behind my 

ear. Hannah sidled up to Luisa and tugged on her skirt. 

“Yes?” Luisa crouched down beside Hannah and 

raised an eyebrow. 

“Do you have some sugar cookies for us?” 
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“I’m sorry, dear, but the cookie jar is empty.” Luisa 

turned a pointed look on me.  

“Sorry, I forgot y’all were coming and I ate the rest of 

them Saturday.” I grinned sheepishly. 

Hannah felt obliged to follow Luisa’s lead and glare 

at me too. Her love of sugar cookies was no secret. 

Betsy tugged at my hand and smiled brightly. “We 

could make sugar cookies, Andi. That would be fun.” 

“Yes, Andi!” Hannah tugged at my other hand as hard 

as she could. Betsy followed suit. “Please, please, please?” 

Not only was I going to lose my arms, but my sanity 

as well. I looked at Luisa and raised my eyebrows. 

“I think that’s a good idea,” Nila said from across the 

kitchen. 

“You will not be baking in my kitchen filthy and 

dressed in a nightgown,” Luisa told Hannah and Betsy, 

but she was looking at me. 

I bit my lip and surveyed the two girls before me. 

Betsy’s brown hair tumbled about her shoulders in 

tangled waves, and she was caked in fine dust.  

Hannah’s golden hair stuck out in numerous places, 

and her nightgown was soiled and wrinkled. They were 

indeed filthy. A hot bath, fresh clothes, and combed hair 

would bring them back to normal. 

I knew beyond a doubt that I couldn’t perform this 

task without accidentally drowning someone. It comes 

from being the youngest and being inexperienced around 

youngsters. 

Nila came up behind me and placed a gentle hand on 

my shoulder. “I will have my Rosita help you.”   

NANNY ANDI 
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I smiled gratefully at her. “Nila, you’re a lifesaver.” 

“That’s my job,” she teased. 

With Rosa in charge, the girls’ baths went smoothly. 

They were soon in the kitchen, dressed in fresh, flowery 

frocks and clean, white aprons. 

The baking process went smoothly. Betsy retrieved 

the ingredients as we needed them, I measured and 

dumped, and Hannah stirred. 

 

Soon, the cookies were on the counter, only slightly 

burned. Courtesy of Hannah Swanson, who the moment 

the cookies were ready to be removed from the oven, 

chose to knock down a glass of water. 

As we three girls admired our cookies, a door 

slammed and Chad entered. 

“Mmm. Smells good. What’s cooking?” 

“Sugar cookies, Uncle Chad!” Hannah exclaimed. 

“Me, Betsy, and Andi made ’em. You wanna taste?” 

Chad ruffled Hannah’s curls and reached for a 

cookie. “Don’t mind if I do.” 

He shoved the whole cookie in his mouth, chewed a 

few seconds . . . and went racing for the wastebasket. He 

choked and sputtered and reached for a glass of water. 

Water ran down his chin in rivulets as he gulped. 

Finally, he set the empty glass of water down and ran 

a hand through his thick, black hair. “What kind of 

cookie was that?” 
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We girls watched the recital with open mouths and 

wide eyes. “What was wrong with it?” I asked.  

I wracked my brain for a wrong measurement. I 

couldn’t remember any. 

“Too salty,” Chad replied, shuddering. He swallowed. 

“I thought you made sugar cookies, not salt cookies.”  

Suddenly, his expression changed. He scowled at me 

and crossed his arms. “Is this your idea of a joke? Really, 

Andi, act your age.” 

I could have been mad at him, but he sounded so 

much like Melinda, I couldn’t help it. I doubled over with 

laughter. 

Hannah and Betsy looked over at me with horror. 

They found me brave to laugh at Uncle Chad. 

“Andi,” Betsy hissed, “did you really put salt instead 

of sugar on purpose?” 

I stood and wiped at the tears that were streaming 

down my cheeks. “No, of course not. You got the 

ingredients.”  

I looked over at Chad, whose blue eyes were chips of 

ice. “I didn’t play a trick on you, honest.” I walked over to 

the table and picked up a small jar.  

“Yep, it’s salt. Mother always keeps the salt in the 

smaller jar and the sugar in the larger jar.” 

Betsy’s cheeks flushed when Chad looked at her with 

narrowed eyes. “How was I supposed to know? I don’t 

live here. And besides, you held the jar as you measured 

the salt, Andi. It’s your fault as much as it’s mine.” 

I gave Betsy a small smile. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. 

I wasn’t paying attention.” 

NANNY ANDI 
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“I’ll say,” Chad muttered. 

I jammed an elbow in his ribs and grunted with 

satisfaction as he winced and stepped away from me. 

“What are we gonna do with these beautiful 

cookies?” Hannah wailed, gazing mournfully at the plate 

of salt cookies. 

“We’ll feed them to the ranch dogs,” I suggested. 

“They won’t eat those,” Chad spoke up. 

I glared at him. “Then we’ll feed ’em to the chickens.” 

Chad shrugged and strode to the door.  

I was relieved he was leaving.  

Then he turned back. “You’re welcome, by the way.” 

“For insulting my cooking?” 

“That too, but I meant you’re welcome for me being 

so forgiving. Another taste-tester might not have been 

as gracious as I.” 

I gave him a mocking laugh. “Funny, Chad. We’re 

laughing our heads off.” 

Chad winked. “That’s what I’m here for.” 

Immediately after the door slammed behind my 

older brother, I heard a giant POOF and a loud sneeze. 

I whirled around and groaned. 

Hannah was covered from head to toe in flour. Big, 

round blue eyes peeked out from a snow-white face. 

“What happened?” I was aghast. I turned away for 

two seconds, and already Hannah had caused a mess. 

Hannah blinked. “I grabbed the flour bag around the 

middle and flour shot out.” She sounded confused. 

I grabbed the flour bag from her and put it back on 

the table.  
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“Betsy, please sweep up this flour while I give Hannah 

yet another bath.”  

After Hannah was yet again clean, we girls went 

riding. The rest of the day went pleasantly enough, but I 

couldn’t get rid of the feeling that I’d forgotten 

something. 

*** 

The next few days passed without any major mishaps 

and I felt proud of myself. But of course, like the Bible 

says: Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit 

before a fall. 

Friday morning, I came downstairs to breakfast 

groggy and out of sorts. I was exhausted. Babysitting is 

harder than I ever imagined. 

Betsy and Hannah, on the other hand, were ecstatic 

because Kate was coming home. Honestly, I couldn’t 

wait till they left. I was sick of being a nanny. 

After breakfast, the girls wanted to play dolls in the 

parlor. I groggily agreed. 

While they played, I plopped down on the sofa and 

watched them. My eyes gradually grew heavy and a wave 

of exhaustion overwhelmed me. 

*** 

Crash! 

 I yelped and flew to my feet. My heart pounded in 

my chest, and my breath came in ragged gasps. What had 

happened? Were Indians overtaking our house? Where 

were Betsy and Hannah? 

My eyes darted around the room until they rested on 

the two culprits. They stood beside a mahogany table. 
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An assortment of glass pieces lay at their feet. “What 

happened?” I shrieked. 

Hannah looked at me with giant blue eyes. “I fell 

against the table while holdin’ Aunt Melinda’s china 

doll, and it fell and broke,” she said in a small voice. 

China doll? The one Father gave Melinda when she 

turned ten? No! Melinda treasured that doll with her life.  

 I turned from the girls, lest I wring their little necks. 

But turning away from them didn’t cool my fury. No, it 

only made things worse.  

What I saw made me want to scream.  

Pillows littered the floor, papers lay about in random 

places, mud tracked the floor (how it got there, I don’t 

know), and Mother’s favorite quilts that she displayed 

on a blanket ladder lay in heaps.  

The blanket ladder told a story that I could easily 

decipher. Someone had tried to climb the ladder. 

Realizing it wouldn’t work, they had knocked it to the 

ground. I looked at Betsy and Hannah.  

Their faces were pale, and their eyes were round and 

huge. Their small, quivering hands were folded against 

their aprons.  

Suddenly, my anger whooshed out of me. They 

looked so pitiful and frightened that it was impossible 

to stay angry. 

I blew out a shaky breath. “What happened here?” 

“We were playing,” Betsy whispered. 

Hannah burst into tears and buried her face in her 

hands. “We’re sorry, Andi. We didn’t mean to make you 

angry. We were just bored.” 
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I knelt beside her and wrapped my arms around her 

little body. “It’s okay, Hannah. I forgive you.” 

Hannah swallowed a sob. “Honest?” 

“Honest.” I gave her a warm smile and stood to my 

feet. “Now, let’s get this place cleaned up.” 

Suddenly, the clock chimed two times.  

My heart sank. The train had come half an hour ago, 

which meant Justin was bringing Mother, Kate, and 

Melinda home. They would be here in another half hour. 

I grabbed the girls’ arms and dragged them to the 

center of the room. “Girls, we’ve got to move fast. Our 

mothers will be here in thirty minutes, and we have got 

to clean this mess up. Got it?” 

They nodded. 

“All right. Betsy, you get all the quilts. Fold them up 

and put them on the blanket ladder. Hannah, pick up the 

pillows and put them in their proper places. I’ll grab the 

mop and get this mud up.” 

Half an hour later, everything was in tip-top shape.  

I set the broom against the wall and gazed around the 

room in satisfaction. We did it. 

“They’re here!” Betsy hollered from the window.  

Hannah squealed and twirled around in circles. 

Now that everything was under control and my 

mother was here, I could feel excitement seeping 

through every pore in my body. I’d missed Mother and 

Melinda and Kate, but I hadn’t had time to have any 

feelings for myself, thanks to my naughty nieces. 

A door opened and closed. Three sets of footsteps 

sounded as Mother and my sisters entered the kitchen. 
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“We’re home!” It was Kate’s voice. 

I squared my shoulders and put on a controlled 

smile just as Kate, Melinda, and Mother entered the 

parlor. 

“Mama!” Betsy and Hannah shrieked.  

They threw themselves into their mother’s arms, 

giggling hysterically. Kate hugged them close, tears 

filling her eyes. “I missed you too.” 

Mother opened her arms wide, and I ran into them. 

It felt good to be squeezed, after I’d had to hug and 

squeeze constantly without getting it in return.  

I sure am glad they’re home. Now I can go back to 

being a carefree young girl.  

I pulled away from Mother, and Kate pulled me into 

a warm embrace. “How did everything go, little sister?” 

“Fine. We had fun, right girls?” It wasn’t a lie. We’d 

had fun most of the time. 

 “Andrea, I’m so proud of you. Honestly, I didn’t 

think you could do it.” Mother gave me a smile that 

made me feel warm all over. 

After giving Betsy, Hannah, and me a hug, Melinda 

grabbed her suitcase and headed upstairs. At the same 

time, I heard Justin come in from putting Pal and the 

surrey up.  

“Mmm. Looks like the cookie jar is filled. That’s 

good. I’m famished,” I heard him say. 

“The girls made them. They left them on the 

counter, so I put them in the cookie jar,” Nila replied. 

We three girls exchanged horrified looks as we heard 

the cookie jar being opened. 
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“NO!” I screamed, running to the kitchen.  

“Don’t eat those!” Betsy shrieked. 

Justin had the cookie halfway to his mouth, but when 

he heard our screams, he dropped it like a hot coal. 

That’s what I forgot to do. All week I’d harbored the 

feeling of forgetfulness, and now I knew why. 

“Andrea!” Mother cried. She and Kate had followed 

us into the kitchen. “What’s going on?” 

“I—” 

“ANDI!” The shout sent a shiver up my spine. 

“WHERE’S MY CHINA DOLL?” 

Mother and Kate exchanged looks. 

“Andi,” Kate said, glaring. “You want to tell us what 

major incidents took place while we were gone?” 

I gulped. Uh-oh. I’m in trouble. 
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