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THE STRUGGLE






   CHAPTER ONE


Sleep was not going to come.  The struggle of what she was about to do would not allow her to relax.  She knew that this was God’s will. Her mother’s heart hurt and a deep sense of loss permeated every fiber of her being.  The moonlight filled the small room they had rented for the night.  She could see the face of her son;  that face she knew so well.  So much like his father, but she could see herself as well.  He looked so young.  At fourteen he still looked more a child than a young man, or maybe it was the mother refusing to see the developing man.  God saw the young man, however, and knew the time had come.


Much prayer had gone into this decision.  Her family, all of them, her daughter, and two older sons had all agreed.  Their church and many Christians across the globe had joined in covenant with them.  She knew many other mothers were going through the same struggle tonight.  She knew that Martha in the next room was probably lying awake as well.


The pros and the cons echoed in the stillness of the night.  In the end, they had all agreed the end was coming.  No, that wasn’t right.  The beginning was at hand.  The beginning of all that was new.  Yes, that was a better description.  A new war was to be fought.  A new victory to be won.  A new existence to live and finally, a new life, one without pain and sorrow.  How could or would she manage tomorrow?


It seemed easy enough a year ago, but now that all the planning was ending in action, how could she bear it?   How could she let go of this one, the one who had been given to her as a gift.  Peter had come as the other children were growing up and leaving the nest. He had been given to her as they were entering a difficult time in their missionary work.  God had given this new life as the life of their eldest son was taken, only months after he had entered the military to serve his country.  This new life had been the joy that had lifted the load and brightened every aspect of life.


Once again she turned to the only One who could see her through this.  He had brought them through so much.  Now, again she must abandon herself to His care.  She whispered, “Please, Lord help me.  Help Martha.”  Immediately, she felt His strength flow through her.  She knew the Lord knew her pain.  It wouldn’t be easy, but she knew she would do what He had asked.


She woke her son long before sunrise.  After eating the fruit and bread they had bought the night before, they prepared to leave on the last leg of the journey.  They loaded the Land Rover Pastor Martin had left for them, and waited in silence.  Neither mother nor son seemed to know what to say.  


From the darkness emerged a mother and daughter.  Marie had known Martha for a very long time.  They had served on the same mission fields, and had raised their children together.  The two families had become closer than sisters and brothers.  Both families had been blessed with a second family just as their first entered adulthood.  Martha’s daughter, Joy, was only a month younger than Peter.  The children had grown up together.   They had been inseparable, almost like twins.  It was this fact that had made it somewhat easier for the children to agree to this adventure.  In truth, it had made it easier for the parents as well.


The journey began in complete silence;  each one lost in their own thoughts.  For Marie she tried to focus her thoughts on the road.  She and her husband had visited several months ago and had laid out the route they would take.  They had come with several others to dedicate the school to the Lord.  They had prayed in every room, commissioning the project to the Lord.  For her personally, it had been the final confirmation that this was the right thing to do and with the visit she had finally found the “peace that passeth understanding.”


The journey would have seemed strange, even scary, if the children had not grown up on this field and had traversed similar roads.  Shortly after leaving the village they left the main road and entered what to most western eyes would appear only a trail.  At times they had to stop and remove limbs and debris from the roadway.  They even had to wait as a herd of llamas crossed.


After driving across a river, which for now was flowing low enough to allow them to ford, they entered a dense jungle area.  They were cast into semi-darkness even though it was midmorning.  Had the mood of the four been better, and the circumstances different, they would have been praising the Lord for the beauty, and enjoying the antics of the parrots in the dense canopy above.  As it was, no one commented.


  As they crossed yet another river, the terrain changed, and they began to climb steadily into the mountain area.  Finally, the road opened up and a large hacienda came into view.  At that moment a dam of emotion broke.  Joy began to cry, and Peter whispered, “Please Mom, I don’t really want to do this.”  Both mothers bit their lips and with the strength that only the Lord can give, drove on.


As they pulled up in front, a small group of adults greeted them.  The children were too lost in their feelings to take in the sympathetic looks of the adults.  In fact, it hardly registered that all these people knew them and they them.  They did acknowledge Mr. Smith, who had served at most of the schools where the children had attended.  They knew Mr. Smith as a kind gentleman who was respected by all, especially their own parents.  Adults were known to seek out his advice.  They also knew, from overhearing the adults, that he had come into some controversy on his last furlough to the states.  He came into conflict with some famous preacher.  They knew that it was this conflict that had confirmed to many that God was leading them toward a new course.  


The children also realized that the man helping to remove the luggage was Mr. Harper, Andrew’s grandfather. Peter came back to the present as he heard his name and realized that Mr. Smith was talking to him.  “Sorry, Mr. Smith, I was drifting I guess,” he responded.


“Quite understandable.  Come, let’s go in.  I am sure you’re all hungry.  You made excellent time, Marie.  Come, come all of you this way.”  With that the quiet group moved inside.


The children hardly knew what to do.  The new surroundings were very impressive, but the emotions they felt seemed to be blurring their vision and tying their tongues.  But they did manage to keep moving, although mechanically.  Each of them seemed to want to hold on to the moment.  They were aware that Mr. Harper had prayed for lunch and had asked for strength and direction for all of them.  They were aware that other people had come and gone from the room.  They had even managed to nibble at the meal before them.


All too soon the meal was over and reality came back.  It dawned on Peter that Mr. Smith was asking the mothers if they wanted to stay the night, but he heard his mother respond that they really needed to get going.  They wanted to make it back for the seven o’clock flight.  The mothers both knew that they did not have the strength to go another round with their children without giving in.  They knew the sooner they left the better.


Panic began to set in.  Peter felt his mother take his hand, and the group joined in prayer.  Lost in his own prayer that he would be able to follow the path his parents had chosen, he was unaware that they had finished praying, until his mother’s hug brought him back.


They moved quietly to the front door.  Peter became more alert to what was happening around him.  He saw that Joy was holding tightly to her mother’s hand.  He now realized that he too, was holding his mother’s hand.  As they exited the house, Peter saw that a pickup truck was now parked behind the car they had brought.  As if his hearing had finally returned to him, he listened intently to what was being said.


“I have arranged for Jim and Chris to follow you back at least past the rivers.  Actually, why don’t you allow Chris to drive you, so you can rest a little.”  Mr. Smith was commenting as he gave Marie a hug.


The mothers gave the children a big, long hug, and jumped into the Rovers.  Neither child begged nor said much of anything.  They were beyond speech.  They had accepted the inevitable. They knew, now,  that this was the reality they had to accept, and they also knew they needed to help their mothers leave without the pressure of tears and protests.


They watched as the cars pulled away.  They watched until they disappeared from view.  They felt spent and very alone.  Unbeknown to the children, in the car the two mothers were giving full vent to the emotions that had threatened to drown them.  With Chris driving they no longer had to be strong, but could cry and pray openly.


The children stood for a moment more starring at the jungle that had engulfed the cars.  Instinctively, they had moved to stand side-by-side, and at some point had taken hold of each others hands.  Joy gave Peter’s a tight squeeze and let go.  As they turned to go back inside, they realized that Mr. Smith and Mr. Harper were standing behind them, and that two other children were standing just inside the doorway.


“This is Juan and Isabella.  They will show you to the dorms and help you get settled.  I know you probably need some time, so you are free to wonder the grounds around the house, or take a nap.  If you need anything just ask.  I would like to talk to you both, but let’s wait till later.  I know right now you probably need to rest.  Maybe before supper you could meet me in the Great room.  Come, let’s go in and get you settled in.”  Mr. Smith said as he laid his hands on their shoulders and gently guided them toward the house.


Juan and Isabella led them in the opposite direction toward the back of the area where they had eaten lunch.  They entered a large courtyard, and then turned into a separate wing of the house.  The term house was not sufficient to describe it.  Now that some of the emotional trauma had passed, the children saw that it was more like a mansion.  The main house seemed to be a very old adobe mansion.  As they exited into the courtyard area, they could see that there were three new wings.  The third was only half finished.


From the courtyard, they entered into a great room, with high ceilings and a large fireplace that stood as the prominent feature at the end of the room.  Juan was explaining that on either side and upstairs were the dorm areas.  The boys on the left and girls on the right.  Joy gave Peter a weak smile as they parted to follow their respective guide.


Peter found that his belongings were already upstairs.  Beside his suitcases were stacked sheets, blankets, and towels.  Juan showed him the whole area and the facilities.  He showed him the showers and the unique way they worked.  The showers were on timers to prevent excess water use.   Then Juan asked him if he would like to tour the grounds.  All Peter really wanted to do was lay down and spend some time alone, but he didn’t want to sound rude.  It was Juan who solved his problem.


“I know that when some arrive, they just want to be left alone.  It is okay if that’s what you wish, too.”


“I guess I, really I, I need some time,” finally stated Peter, “But, I appreciate your offer.  Maybe later?”


Juan smiled, and responded, “I’m just across the courtyard, in the other dorm.  If you need anything, or want to walk or talk just come over.  I’ll be glad to help.  I’ll watch for you.  But it is okay to do whatever you need.  We can tour tomorrow.  We’ll have plenty of time, so no hurry.  Okay?”


“Thanks Juan.”


With that Juan nodded and headed back downstairs.  Peter wandered over to the bed by the window and collapsed.  He had been on many long trips with his parents;  had worked long days by their side, but never had he felt so exhausted.  He hated to admit even to himself that he wanted to cry.


He had gone away to school every year since he was five years old, but this felt different.  There was a different feel, as if there was something permanent about this arrangement.  It was very unsettling to think that things might not ever be the same.  That he wouldn’t be coming to school for a few months, and going home to serve with his parents.  Even his parents spoke in terms that expressed a change.  He did not understand. 


Not wanting to think any longer he got up and made the bed.  He chose an area for his clothes, and then decided a nice shower might help improve his mood.  In fact, the shower did help;  afterwards, he was able to get in bed and drift off into a deep sleep.  


COMING TO TERMS




            
     CHAPTER TWO

The next thing Peter knew, he was staring up at Juan.  Juan was leaning over him trying to get him awake. “Peter, it is almost supper time.  Mr. Smith would like for you and Joy to meet him down stairs.  Peter, are you awake?”


“Yes, I’m awake,” Peter said trying to right himself mentally.  “Give me a minute to change my shirt and I’ll be right down.”


“Okay, I’ll tell him.  He will be in the Great Room.”  Juan headed out the door.  Peter pulled himself up, changed his shirt and followed.


As he entered the Great Room, Joy entered from the other side.  Mr. Smith was not there.   A table, covered with a bright yellow tablecloth, was set-up to one side of the room.  As they walked toward the table, a lady came in pushing a cart covered with dishes.  


“Hello children.  I am Mrs. Reiz.  Mr. Smith will be right in.  I hope you two are hungry.” she spoke as she set out the dishes. “If you’re thirsty there is lemonade, and tea in the pitchers, help yourselves. I’ll be right back.” Mrs. Reiz exited the room leaving the children to themselves.


The children stood in the middle of the room taking in the fact, that the table looked as if they were about to have a feasta for it reflected the South American influence.  The room itself, however, was definitely Colonial American.  They were about to comment when Mr. Smith entered.  “Did you two get some rest?”  They both nodded.  “Come join me.  Let’s set down at this end, it’ll be easier for the others to join us.  I thought we would eat in here tonight.  It’s a little more cozy.”  He pointed to the end where he sat down and they joined him.  They were going to set together on one side, but he directed Peter to the other side.


“I know you both would have preferred to sleep, but I really needed to speak with you.  Under different circumstances, I might have let you sleep though the night, but time will not allow for that now.  I know both of you have lots of questions about all this.  I won’t be able to answer all of them, because in truth, I don’t have all the answers.  We are all in this journey together.”  He paused to look at both of them before continuing.


“You know from what your parents have told you, that we, many of us, feel we are entering a whole new time frame for the Kingdom.  One that will call for different methods, different thinking.  We used-to have the luxury of time, but we have squandered it, and now must play catch up.  Oh, I see supper is ready.”  Looking around they saw several adults coming.  Each was either caring a tray, or pushing a cart.


“As they finish setting everything out, let me just say, every effort will be given to planning times when you will be back with your parents.”


The adults joined them and Mr. Smith said a short grace, thanking the Lord for His goodness.  As the food started around, Mr. Smith made the formal introductions.  “I know you are both trying to figure out who these people are.”  He had read their minds.  Both had been trying to put names with these familiar faces.  “When you were very small and started school, we were the high school teachers.  So you could say we have known you for a very long time.  You know Mr. Harper of course. Peter, you might remember that he baptized you during the great revival up north.”  Mr. Harper smiled and patted Peter’s back, for he was now seated beside him.


“Joy, this is Mrs. Coker.  She is the one who made that long trip with you after your first term.  Your parents had been moved to Brazil.”  Mrs. Coker smiled and hugged Joy, for she was seated beside her.


“I believe you met Mrs. Reiz, a little bit ago.  She and her husband have served as translators and liaison for both of your parents at one time or another.  Mr. and Mrs. Reiz are in charge of the other dorm. And this,” motioning to the other end of the table, “is my wife, Mrs. Smith.”  Holding up his hand as if to stop her.  “And before she can correct me.”  He gave her a big grin and continued, “She wants you to call her Katherine.”  Everyone around the table joined in his laughter.  “Let’s eat.  It smells wonderful.”


With all that said he turned is attention to his plate, as did the children.  However, the children were remembering.  Yes, they knew all these people.  They could remember warm feelings about each one.  These were the dear people who had moved in and out all through their childhood.  They had been there serving with their parents.  They had been the teachers, and the baby-sitters.  These weren’t strangers.  Both children could remember bites and pieces of the times that they had with these people.  They remembered revivals, marriages, funerals, and school.


The children noticed that the adults, too, were very quiet.  Perhaps they were remembering the same events.  Their shared history did indeed go back as far as the children could remember. With these happier thoughts, the children’s appetite had returned.  The soup, the salads, and the breads were delicious.  


After a while the silence was broken as Mr. Harper began to talk to Peter.  “You sure have grown.  I think the last time I saw you was about two years ago.  We were all up at the hospital.  Do you remember?”


“Oh, yes,” responded Peter. “You showed me the falls while my parents stayed with my sister.”


“She was getting her cast off her arm, I believe?”


“Yes, she was scheduled to fly out the next day to the states.  She was so afraid the doctors were going to make her leave it on another week.  She did not want to go back to college with it, so she convinced them to take it off.”  Peter smiled as he remembered the tantrum his sister had thrown.


“Yeah, she did make quite a scene.  I think that’s when we decided to take a walk.”  Mr. Harper responded winking at Peter.


Small conversations started around the table as the group joined in talking about the days past, and adventures they had shared.  It was amazing to the children, how easy it was to share with them.


 As the meal drew to a close, the ladies started clearing the table.  Mr. Harper moved to the fireplace and stirred the embers to flame.  They had not noticed that the room had cooled, and lamps had been lit.  As the fire grew, the ladies returned with new trays laden with fruit, cookies and pots of coffee, and to the children’s delight, hot chocolate.


The adults all returned to the table, and began to discuss the plans for tomorrow, and the everyday tasks of running the school.  The children listened intently.  They had learned early in life that to listen, very quietly, always produced a wealth of knowledge.  They gathered that more children would be arriving over the course of several weeks, and that they planned to start regular classes shortly.  With the awareness that more children were arriving and classes starting, the two felt the tensions of the day returning.


The adults must have noticed the change in them, for out of the fog of their thinking the children became aware that the adults were moving around and talking about calling an end to the day.  Mr. Harper was adding logs to the fire and rearranging the chairs around the hearth.  Realizing they were the only ones still sitting, they stood and offered to help clear the table.  They had been raised to do their share, so it was hard to just sit there while others worked.  Katherine reached out and hugged Joy, “No, dear, you two go ahead and move over by the fire.  You’ll have plenty of opportunity to share in the work.”  She left with a load of dishes.


They moved over to the hearth and chose to sit together on the small couch.  Mr. Smith and Mr. Harper pulled their chairs in close to them.  “I know you are full of questions, but you are tired, so we will just cover a few things tonight.  You are the first for this dorm to arrive.  You have met Juan and Isabella. They are in the Reiz’s dorm.  Their dorm will be predominantly Spanish speaking, and will reflect the South American culture, since most of the students will be from Central or South America.  This dorm will be predominantly for the English speaking students from the U.S. and Canada, maybe even from Britain; although, they are talking about starting their own.  Anyway, where was I?  Jeb, you must keep me on task here.”  Mr. Harper nodded and smiled back at Mr. Smith.  “Let’s see, the third dorm isn’t quite finished, but will be soon.  We hope.  It will be a mixture of students, probably made up of children like you from the mission fields.”


“I know your parents tried to explain some of this to you.  At least, as much as we understand anyway.  I know from talking to them that you are struggling with the “why."  Why you?  Why here?  Why couldn’t you go to the states with your parents?  Much of this discussion will wait until tomorrow when Andrew is here, too.”


“Andrew!” they both exclaimed.  Peter continued, “I thought his parents weren’t going to allow him to come.”


“Yes, that’s true.  But Andrew wanted to come and convinced them before their flight out.  I am to gather from your reaction that it is okay with you that he is coming?”  Mr. Smith questioned with a smile.


Mr. Harper added, “I think, that your being here was part of the reason he had his heart set on staying.  You know he has been here helping.  That is why he thought it was a given that he was staying.  But his Mom, bless her heart, just couldn’t leave without him.  I guess he just kept reasoning with them all the way to the coast.  He is convinced that this is the Lord’s will for him, too.  That boy amazes me.  He is so spiritually mature for his age.  Puts me to shame sometimes.”  He dabbed at the tears threatening to spill over.


They sat in silence for a moment, and then Mr. Smith stood and moved over to lean against the hearth.  He turned back to look at them.  “You know you three were chosen, the Lord chose you many years ago.”


Joy and Peter looked at him, wondering what he meant.  Then he looked at Mr. Harper, “Jeb, do you remember?” 


 Mr. Harper answered in a voice that clearly reflected the fact that he was remembering.   “Oh, yes I remember.  We had been praying as a staff that the Lord would give us direction.  Show us how to impact our world for Him.  We were given many opportunities.”


Mr. Smith continued,  “The Spirit directed us to present the opportunities to the student body, and to set apart those who responded.  We did the next day.  We laid out the plan to minister to the orphanage.  To our surprise, you three stood up and came forward.  We thought it would be our older students, but there you were barely nine years old.”


“But you didn’t let us go,” stated Joy.


“No, you were too young, but you see it wasn’t whether you went or not, it was the confirmation that you were to be set apart for His service.  I know that the Lord chose you that day for His special purpose.  His special work.  That much was clear to the whole staff.”


“What special work?”  questioned Peter.


“I have no idea, Peter.  Only the Lord knows.  He will have to tell you Himself when the time is right,” answered Mr. Smith.  “Now, I think that is enough talk tonight.  Let’s see if there are more cookies, and maybe some hot chocolate.”  Mr. Smith and Mr. Harper got up and headed out toward the kitchen before they could respond.


Peter stood up and walked over to the fireplace, and carefully added another log.  Joy stood up, too, and walked over to the window.  She stood starring out the window even though it was too dark to see anything.  “Do you understand all this?” ask Peter.


“Not really, I guess today when my Mom left, I knew I was to stay.  I don’t know how or why, I just knew that this was the right thing to do.” 


Peter continued, “Me, too.  I wanted so much to protest and make her take me with her.  But, then down inside I knew I was to be here.  I knew my Mom hadn’t slept much last night.  I knew she was crying and praying, so I pretended to be asleep.  Then today, I couldn’t bring myself to add to her pain.  I know this is where I’m suppose to be.”


Joy moved back over by the fire, and they stood there starring.  “You know,” she started, “that’s part of it.  I knew my Mom was struggling.  I wasn’t against coming, although the states looked like a lot of fun.  I was kind of . . .  I don’t know Now, that she is gone and I am not feeling her pain, too, maybe I can accept this.  But I don’t really get it.  No, not at all.”


“I don’t get it either, but when I looked around the table, and realized that all these people have put their lives on hold to start this school, it just made me feel special.  I think all of them had retired or where about to, but God called them back.”


Mr. Smith came back in just then, with a tray of cookies and hot chocolate, handing each a large mug.  He knew by their faces that they had found peace, even though they probably didn’t understand.  They enjoyed their hot chocolate in silence until Mr. Harper and Mrs. Coker came in with sleeping bags in their hands.  Mrs. Smith came in with them and headed right for the children, giving both a big hug.


 Mr. Smith stood as his wife hugged the children. “Well, I think we are ready to call it a day.  Mr. Harper and Mrs. Coker will be sharing your respective dorms tonight. By tomorrow there will be other students.  Let’s thank the Lord for His blessings.  Peter, do you or Joy want to pray?”  They both shook their heads.  So Mr. Smith led in prayer.


Mr. Harper led Peter up the stairs with a flashlight, and Mrs. Coker led Joy in the opposite direction.  Peter tried the light switch at the bottom of the stairs, but nothing happened.  “Oh.” responded Mr. Harper. “Right now we only have electricity for the important things, but don’t worry you’ll understand how it works.”  Mr. Harper proceeded up the stairs and lit an oil lamp in the dorm room.  


The bathrooms were lit with low watt battery powered lights, which enabled them to get ready for bed.  Peter was glad he had chosen the bed by the window.  He had always enjoyed looking out the window, and seeing the stars, and moon.  He tried to stay awake and pray, but the long day caught up with him, and all he could get out was, “Lord, be with my parents, and Joy, and Andrew.”


Across in the other dorm area, Joy managed a similar prayer, before sleep took her.


ANDREW





       CHAPTER THREE

The light of day was just beginning to chase away the darkness.  Peter sat up and began to scream: “Helicopters!  Run!  Hide!”


Mr. Harper was at his side in a split second.  “It’s okay Peter. Peter, it’s okay it is just the mail coming in.  Though, she usually doesn’t come this early.  It’s okay lay back down.”


As Peter digested these words, he lay back down still breathing in the fight or flight mode.  He was ready to run or ready to fight.


“It’s okay, Peter.  You’re okay,” whispered Mr. Harper. “Are you okay?”  Peter had a hard time responding, as he was trying to remember where he was.  As the fog lifted he finally answered, “Yes, yes, I'm okay, thanks.”


Mr. Harper returned to his bunk and Peter lay there trying to figure out what time it was.  He could hear the helicopter landing near by.  It had brought back the memories of that awful day.  Two months ago he and his father had been out visiting a village in the mountains, when helicopters came over the crest of the mountains.  The sound had sent the village into a state of  panic. Fear had gripped his heart.  Someone pushed a large hat down over his head and dragged him under the eve of the house.  When he turned to see who it was, he barely recognized his father, who now wore a large hat and a poncho.


“They must not see white faces down here, son.  Keep your head down.  That had been hard to do as the helicopters flew over.  His father had stood beside him gripping his shoulder and speaking into his ear “Peter, God sent us here remember.  We must trust Him.  Whatever happens, He is in charge and He is able to protect us, or help us endure.”


Peter did remember the strength he had felt.  He knew the Spirit had come upon him to enable him to be brave.  But he had known real fear that day, for guerrillas had been rampaging through the area.  Just knowing they could have been killed sent shivers down his spine.  They had learned that these guerrillas had landed down the mountain and had caused quite a bit of damage.  They had even threatened to take captives.    


His breathing was returning to normal as the first rays of the sun began to show through his window.  He needed to get up.  He could not just lie there.  He needed to walk, to see the helicopter and know where it was.


As he dressed, Mr. Harper began to move too.  “I guess your right it is as good a time as any to start the day.”


“Sorry, I woke you,” responded Peter.


“That’s okay Peter.  I know about that close shave you and your dad had.  I don’t think I would like the sound of helicopters either.  Karen doesn’t usually come this early or we would have warned you.”


“Yeah, it did bring it back.  I need to walk.” Peter headed out the door.


“Peter, wait.” Peter retraced his steps. “I’ll be down in a minute and round us up something to eat,” said Mr. Harper as he sat up.


Peter wondered down to the Great Room.  It was still dark, but the embers were still glowing from the night before.  Without thinking he bent down and stirred the fire and put in new logs.  Then he sat down and in front of it to think and pray.  “Lord, please help me not to be so afraid.  Help me to do your will.”  Hearing footsteps, he stood up and saw Joy come in the room.


“Did the helicopter wake you up, too?” ask Peter.


“Yeah, that was pretty scary waking up to that noise.  Did it, you know, bring...?”


“Yes,” Peter answered a little on the angry side.  He wasn’t angry with Joy, but now he was a bit embarrassed. He knew Joy knew about the encounter, and about the nightmares he had had for weeks.  He realized that she did not know how or what to say and had sat on the couch.  “Sorry, Joy, I am just. ..!”  He didn’t know what to say.


“That’s okay, Peter.” Joy said.  Before she could say anything else the outside door opened and Mr. Smith came in.  


He was still in his bathrobe, so he had not expected to be awakened this early either.  A boy came bounding from behind Mr. Smith.  “Andrew!” They both yelled.
“How did you get here so early?” They both said again in unison.  


“I came on the helicopter.  Karen and I are great friends, and I talked her into it, but we had to leave before her boss arrived this morning.  Sure was fun, a lot easier than the ride up from the city.  I want to fly one of those things one of these days.”


“Well, I am not too happy with you, Andrew, you may well have gotten her into trouble, and we need her assistance.”  retorted Mr. Smith.


“Who is in trouble?” asked Mr. Harper, who had just entered the room.  “Well, my boy how did you get here?” he said to Andrew opening his arms to receive the big hug Andrew had rushed to give.


“He talked Karen into giving him a ride up.  I’m sure that’s against company policy,” fumed Mr. Smith.


“Andrew!” replied Mr. Harper.


“I am sorry, Grandfather, I just wanted to be here as soon as possible!” answered Andrew with all the sense of innocence he could muster.


Mr. Smith just threw up his hands and  returned to his quarters.  Mr. Harper couldn’t help laughing, and hugging his grandson even harder. “Well, now that we are up, how about breakfast?” He headed out toward the main house, with the children right behind him.


As they entered the kitchen, they were surprised to see the kitchen full of people.

Mrs.Smith smiled and turn toward Andrew.  “Andrew, I have a feeling you may not be the most popular person around here today.  If I were you I would try to help Karen get something to eat and get on her way.”  


Andrew peeked around his grandfather, to see that Karen was there fixing the coffee.  He knew she was very familiar with the kitchen, because she had helped at various times with the work.  He also knew that some did not like to get up this early and it was his fault if they took it out on her.  He immediately went over to her and stood beside her, intending to deflect any comments from her.  To his surprise no reproach came.  Everyone seemed glad to see him, even if it meant the loss of sleep.


Mrs. Reiz and Katherine soon had everyone organized so that the preparations went quite efficiently.  Mr. Harper and Juan where sent to set the tables.  Joy and Isabella cut up fruit.  Peter stirred the oatmeal and Andrew got out the syrup and butter.  Mrs. Reiz cooked the pancakes.  It was ready in no time. 


They eat breakfast in the main house, where they had eaten lunch the day before.

Mrs. Reiz’s students joined them so that everyone was eating together.  Karen also stayed and ate with them.  Many of the students seemed to know her, and it was easy to see she was a favorite with them.


Mrs. Reiz had at least twelve students around her table, a gentleman they assumed was Mr. Reiz, who was dressed like a farm hand, and a couple of other men that they did not know.  They were all conversing in Spanish, which did not bother Peter, Joy or Andrew, as they were fluent in several languages.  


After breakfast, several of the students began to clear away the tables. Peter and Joy looked at each, wondering if maybe they should help.  Mr. Harper seemed to read their thoughts: “Go ahead if you want to, I am sure they will appreciate it.”


They rose and began to help.  They were actually grateful to help.  They had been raised in an atmosphere, where they had been included in the work, and where every task, even the mundane tasks like dishes were considered as important as preaching.  They had seen their own parents do mountains of dishes and mop acres of floors without expecting a complement or praise.  They were, in fact, more comfortable with helping than with watching.


As they entered the kitchen several other students were already cleaning up in there as well.  Juan whom they had already met, was running water to wash dishes.  He stopped and dried his hands and came over to them as they entered.  He was talking a mile a minute explaining the morning routine.  The students of the school were expected to help with the breakfast and supper; its preparation and clean-up. So they rotated so it was fair for all.  Juan went on to make formal introductions.  They met Miguel, Maria, and Immanuel.  All of  them were within months of the same age as Joy and Peter.


It wasn’t long until Andrew came wondering in as well.  Peter and Joy knew he would.  He, too, had been raised to help.  So with the crew of six in the kitchen, and three out at the tables, everything was done in no time.


As they were finishing up, Juan asked if they would like the grand tour.  Yes, they did indeed want to see everything.  Several other students came through about then, so they met Barnabas, better known as Barney, Sara, and Salena.  Barney and Sara joined in the tour, as they moved back to their dorm area.  However, as they opened the door, they saw all the adults, who were now praying, so they backed out as quietly as they could.   

THE TOUR





              CHAPTER FOUR


Once back out in the breezeway, Juan decided they would start in the other dorm.  After all, if all the adults where in that dorm, it had to be clear to enter the other; So Juan led them into his dorm. 


 Peter and Joy noticed that the Reiz’s dorm looked just like theirs, except it was decorated.  The Great Room reflected the Spanish influence of South America.  Rich warm colors brightened the room adding depth, so much so, that it did seem bigger.


Several children were in the Great Room, standing by the fire or reclining on the chairs.  Juan explained that there would be twenty-four students when they were completely full, but for now there were only fifteen. Juan was careful to make new introductions and gave a little history of each.  Many were from the same areas where their parents had served.  It was a surprise to find that they were known by some, and had even played together when they were little.  It was also quite amazing that they were all about the same age.  


They shared with one another for quite sometime, enjoying the fellowship. As they had visited, they had all gathered in a semi-circle around the fireplace.  It wasn’t until Mr. Smith and the Reizs come in, that Peter and Joy realized that the whole dorm had joined them. 


“Well, there you all are.  I am delighted to catch you all in one spot.” Mr. Smith grinned with a twinkle in his eyes.  “I thought for sure you would have dragged them to the top of the mountain by now, Juan.”


“We were headed there, but we came in here instead,” Juan eagerly replied, “but now that you mention it, there is no better time than the present.” Jumping to his feet, as did the others, all headed out the door.


“Don’t stay up there too long. Be sure you listen for the lunch bell,” yelled Mr. Smith. 


“We will!” They called as they exited at a run.


The experienced children including Andrew tore off through the field, leaving Peter and Joy to follow.  Juan soon realized that he was not being a very good guide so he came back to join them. As they reached the base of the mountain, Peter asked where they were going, and how far.  Juan told him that it was about a fifteen-minute climb to a small meadow on the mountain face.  He had also gone on to say it was he favorite place, because you could see for miles.  When they finally reached the meadow Peter and Joy were quite out of breath, but they quickly recovered as they took in the view.  Juan had been right you could see for miles.  


“Isn’t it beautiful,” asked Andrew as they stood looking out over the meadow.  “Come let’s go join Juan.”


Juan was standing out on a ledge that jutted out over the valley below.  Both were reluctant at first to go that far.  As they watched the others, they ventured out a little farther, but not as far out as Juan who stood on what appeared to be the very edge.  “Come on out it isn’t as it seems,” called Juan.  

“Come on,” yelled Andrew, who then ran out toward Juan.  As he went he tripped on a rock and went rolling over the edge.  Peter and Joy screamed and ran to the edge. 

“That was not very funny, Andrew,” said Juan as he reached down and helped him back up.  Peter and Joy stood there staring at Andrew in unbelief.

Andrew smiled in triumph, “see it isn’t what you thought.”  Joy walked over to Andrew and punched him as hard as she could on the arm.  “Ouch, that hurt,” Andrew yelled.  “Oh, come on that was funny.  You know it was.  Admit it.”

“That was not funny.  I thought you fell.  I thought you might be dead.  That was cruel,” countered Joy, who was standing in front of him with her arms folded defiantly across her chest. “Come on, Peter, help me out here!”   

“Well, Joy, now that I’m over the shock, you’ve got to admit it was a little funy,” answered Peter.  “I mean I really thought it was a sheer drop.  It really looks that way from back there.”


Joy took a swing at Peter, but he had anticipated her move.  “You are as impossible as he is.”


Andrew stepped closer to her, “I’m sorry, Joy.  I just couldn’t resist.  But you know I think I’m going to have a bruise where you hit me.”


Joy smiled, “You deserve that bruise and more.  You scared me to death!  You would think I would be used to you doing stuff like that.”


Juan interrupted, “ I am sorry.  I didn’t know he was going to do that, but as you can see it isn’t as it seems.”

  They did move forward, but slowly.  As they neared the others, they could now

tell that it was not the sheer drop it appeared.  There was another ledge just a few feet below and then the side of the mountain sloped gently down from there.


Juan continued as they looked out over the valley, “the first time Big Miguel brought us up here, I too, thought that there was a drop off.  He told me that this was a good spiritual lesson; God sometimes asks us to do things that look very scary.  But when we move out in faith, we find out that He has already prepared the way, and even if we blow it, there is a ledge to catch us.” As he said this he pointed to the ledge below and then made a sweeping motion with his hands and continued, “See from here you can see everything for miles and miles.  I love to come up here, especially, when I need to think, and pray.”  Juan then began to point out various features.   


Peter and Joy were mesmerized by the view.  They could see the road they had come in on.  Here and there you could see it as the jungle attempted to swallow it up.  They could see the houses, all four wings, and the additional houses on the property.  On either side of the house where acres and acres of crops in nice straight rows.  The stable was there behind the houses, with what was probably the chicken coop beside it, and then pasture land that ran up to the back of the mountain.


“Wow, this is some place.  Who takes care of all this?  asked Peter, although he didn’t expect an answer he was just thinking out loud.


“Well, we all do,” responded Juan in a matter of fact way.  “We each have a task we are to help with, but the main responsibility lies with Jim, Chris, Miguel, that is big Miguel, and Mr. Reiz.  Sometimes the villagers help.  They live up there.”  He pointed to the opposite up the mountain.


Peter and Joy followed his point higher into the mountain to the North.  They could barely see smoke rising from the trees.  “What is that twinkling way down there,” asked Joy pointing to the Southeast.


“That is Santa Cruz.”answered Andrew, who was now standing behind them.  “That’s where I flew from this morning.  Its about 150 miles as the crow flies, but by that road, it’s about 250.” Andrew pointed down the mountain.


Peter moved closer to the edge to see the road, but Joy stood where she was.  Peter could see a road running along the side of the mountain.  It actually, twisted and turned out of sight disappearing around a bend and into a jungle.


They stood for a long time studying the beautiful picture before them.  It was like a little piece of heaven on earth.  They stood and waved from their precipice to the riders they saw coming along the river below.


“That’s Big Miguel and Mr. Reiz.  They must be going to the mill.” Juan cranked his neck to follow their progress, but they disappeared behind the mountain on the north side.


“Can we see the mill,” asked Peter, who had also moved out as far as he could to watch them.


“Sure, there is a path, but are you afraid of heights?  Because we must cross using a rope bridge?” 


“I don’t know Peter?” Joy replied showing a bit of a panic.  She wasn’t sure she wanted to do that.  She had seen some of the bridges used in the mountains.


“It isn’t so bad, Joy, honest.  You know I don’t like them either,” reassured Andrew.  “I have crossed it. Come on.  I’ll go with you.”


“Oh, yeah.  As if I should trust you,” Joy retorted 


“Now Joy, you know how I feel about heights, and those bridges particularly,” answered Andrew as he shivered remembering some of the places they had traveled.


Reluctantly, Joy joined the others as they headed off to the North.  As they came around on the other side of the meadow, they could see more clearly where the village was.  It was along the mountain a few miles or so up the valley that meandered along between the mountains.


Soon they came to the bridge.  It was a little scary, but Andrew and Joy waited to let the others go first.  They waited until they would be the only two on the bridge, that way they could go as slow as they liked, and the bridge would not sway as much.  The river was intimating as it roared below them, but they focused on the other side of the bridge and didn’t look down.  


The bridge brought them across the river, just below the mill.  As Andrew and Joy stepped down from the bridge, a bell sounded from the house.


“We must return,” called Juan as he and the others started toward the house.


Andrew, Joy and Peter stood there for a moment before giving chase to the others.  Behind them they heard horses approaching, so they stopped and waited.  Miguel and Mr. Reiz rode up to them.  “Well, I see they are taking you on the tour.” Mr. Reiz spoke to them as he came up to them.


“Yes, we were headed to the mill.  Can we go see it,” questioned Peter.


“We would be glad to show you, but not now it is almost lunch time.  But I promise the first chance we get we will show you.”


With that they all proceed to the house.  The men rode to the stable area and the children ran to the courtyard.  However, the courtyard had changed.  Tables had been set up.  At the end a table was spread with lunch: fruit, salads, bread, thin sliced meats, and pitchers of lemonade.  The children headed in to wash their hands and clean up.


As they all gathered back, the children scattered to the tables, and the adults too, separated in different directions.  Joy and Peter weren’t sure what was expected of them so they watched and waited for instructions.  Finally, Juan realized their dilemma, and came to their aid.  He called them over to his table.  “You can set anywhere you like at lunch.”


Mr. Reiz said the blessing, thanking the Lord for the food and the nice January weather.  Then table by table they filed passed the food.  Soon everyone had full plates that they were working on emptying.  As the meal drew to a close, the noise level increased.  Mrs. Smith finally gave instructions for clean up and everyone pitched in to clear away lunch.  Afterwards they all returned to the courtyard. Peter and Joy realized that everyone else had all brought Bibles and notebooks. 


Mr. Smith then began to go through a list of work duties for the afternoon.  Peter, Andrew and Joy heard their own names with the assignment of meeting with him at 3:00.

They nodded that they understood. As he finished, Mrs. Coker stood and directed them to Colossians chapter two.  Juan shared his Bible with Peter, and Isabella had moved over to share with Joy. They then proceeded through chapter two verse by verse.  Mrs. Coker led, but many asked questions, or added comments.  After about forty minutes, Mrs. Coker invited Big Miguel forward.


“Now, Mr. Madrid is going to lead us in a time of worship.  Mr. Madrid.”


It was a time of refreshing as the children and the adults joined in singing.  Then a time of prayer followed.  Many led out in prayer, even among the children. Mrs. Coker ended in prayer as soon as it seemed all that felt led to pray had done so. This type of service was not new to Peter or Joy.  They had participated in similar ones before.  Both children felt extremely blessed at the end.


The group then began to disburse in many directions.  Mr. Smith came over to where Peter and Joy, sat with Juan and Isabella.  “Usually, after the Bible study we take an hour to ourselves.  You are free to wander the area around the houses, or go to your rooms.  Normally, we just ask that you give God the hour.  Sometimes, truthfully, I sleep, because I need the rest.  I guess the only rule is don’t bother someone else during the hour.  Be sensitive to others needs for time alone.  But today, I think Juan wants to show you around.  Right?”  At this Juan grinned and nodded.   “Don’t forget 3:00.”  He turned and headed toward the stairs at the front of the courtyard.


Peter and Joy were watching him leave, when Juan who must have been reading their thoughts spoke:  “He is headed to his room, just at the top of the stairs, in the older building,” he said as he turned toward Andrew. “ Andrew, we are going.  Do you want to come?”  Andrew who was sitting with his grandfather shook his head, so they headed off.


Juan directed them to the back door into the older section. Stepping into a hallway that ran by the kitchen, he pointed out that the room adjacent was Sophie’s, but she wasn’t here right now.  Next came the library, a delightful room, which reflected a different time in the life of this hacienda.  Juan explained as they toured the area, that this place had belonged to Mr. Smith’s grandfather. In fact it had been in his family for many generations, but now most of the family lived in the states. Mr. Smith, to the family’s surprise, had inherited it when his grandfather passed away about six years ago.


They came into the room where they had eaten breakfast.  Now, that they were free to investigate they were awestruck with the beauty of the room.  The central area was huge, with open, winding stairway to the second floor.  To the south side of the central area were the library, and a study area.  To the North was what was once the formal dining area and the kitchen.  


The dining area now held five large, wooden, rectangular tables, where they had eaten breakfast. They now noticed that there were several chalkboards, an overhead, and a projector unit.  “This will also be one of our class rooms, especially, during the rainy season,” Juan was telling them.  



“What’s up stairs,” questioned Joy.


“Bedrooms and the dorm areas overlap into this building.  Mr. and Mrs. Smith’s quarters are up there too.


As if on clue, Mr. Smith came out of the room at the top of the stairs.  “Come on up, I’ll show you around up here,” he called.  They eagerly bounded up the stairs.  


Mr. Smith, who always seemed so formal, was standing there in his stocking feet.  Obviously, he had been resting. They had the privilege of touring four large bedrooms.  Each room was decorated with a different color scheme, and the bathrooms were absolutely beautiful.  “My family has had this property for many generations.  My family came down here from the Central Valley in California.  They were among the first to bring irrigation and other modern agriculture procedures and ideas to this area.  That’s were the wealth started.  They just had a real knack at getting the most out of every inch of land.  They had come at the request of a friend, who wanted them to help tame the jungle.” 


 “My great -- great -- great grandfather, fell in love with this area.  My great grandfather, however, loved the States.  Well, I should say he loved my great-grandmother, who loved the states.  It didn’t help that my great grandfather became a preacher, much to the chagrin of his father.  So, he was basically disowned, however, he did come to visit and made every effort to restore his relationship with his father.  My grandfather, his son, was able to re-establish the relationship.  In fact, he paid my grandfather’s way to college with the understanding, that upon graduation, he would return and take over the estate.  He did so, and raised my father here.  My father went back to the states for college.  This gave him the opportunity to meet the other side of the family, the evangelical side.  So as the Lord would have it, my father became a true Christian and married a Christian woman.  He had intended to return here, but before, he graduated my older brother was born.  Then my father was called to the ministry, so remained in the States.  God knew what He was doing, though.  He prepared me early to serve here in South America.  I think that is why my grandfather left the place to me. He knew I loved the people of South America.  Well,” he concluded, “now you know all about this place.  Juan, I am sure you can take it from here.  I think I’ll lay back down for a few more minutes. See you at 3:00.”


“Thank you, Mr. Smith!” said the children in unison as they started down the stairs.


“Wow, there is quite a history here.” reflected Peter.


“More than he has told you.  You see, I know the other side of the story, that is his grandfather’s.  Maybe you do not know but Big Miguel is my grandfather and my family has always lived around and worked on this place.  My great grandfather used to say that the then Mr. Smith was very mean.  People stayed out of his way.  People, who did business with him, did not like him much.  It was said that he resented the influence of the church on his son so much that he struck out at everything that was religious. They also say; however, that when his grandson, our Mr. Smith, came during the summers there would be a change.  Everyone around here looked forward to the summers.  When our Mr. Smith did not return here as an adult and then he entered the ministry, it almost killed his grandfather.  When our Mr. Smith came to South America and stayed as a missionary, the grandfather again began to mellow out.  Our Mr. Smith did lead his grandfather to the Lord about a year before he died.”

 
“It is still fun to go with our Mr. Smith to town.  People there think he is like his grandfather.  They stumble all over themselves trying to please him.  They think he is as anti-christian as his grandfather had been.  Mr. Smith says that right now, that it is okay for them to think that.”


As Juan had been relaying all this information, they had wondered back down stairs and were standing in a hallway on the other side of the kitchen.  Peter and Joy knew this would lead out to their dorm area.  Juan pointed out that the room across from the kitchen belonged to Jim and Chris.  


Juan was still sharing his family history, when Mrs. Coker entered the hallway.  “Well, it’s time to get on with the day.  Would you like something to drink?  I was going to see if there was any lemonade left.”


They followed her into the kitchen and set at the counter sharing lemonade and cookies with her, as she questioned them about all they had seen. They learned that Juan was dubbed the official tour guide.  She also went over Juan’s family history, some of course, Juan had already told them.


They had visited for sometime, when Andrew came in looking for them.  They had not realized that it was a little past 3:00, so they were thankful Andrew had been paying attention.  With thank-yous issued to Mrs. Coker and Juan they hurried off to meet Mr. Smith.

THE MEETING WITH MR. SMITH

 CHAPTER FIVE


Mr. Smith was not in the Great Room, but Andrew led them to the room under the girl’s sleeping area.  As they entered they realized that they had not seen this room.  The room had several tables.  There were six computers, along one wall, and at the moment three were on and running a window saver.  Peter and Joy moved in that direction, before they realized that Mr. Smith was setting at the table at the far end of the room.


“I see you know what these things are. I want you to know that I am expecting some emails to come in about 30 or 40 minutes, for the three of you, from some very concerned parents.  As we wait, however, I would like to share with you about all of this. Come join me.” He pointed to the chairs at his table.  The children moved forward still eyeing the computers.  Somehow they had felt as if they were out in the middle of nowhere, even through they now knew “civilization” was only a few hundred miles away. Computers seemed out of place in the jungle. They shouldn’t have been surprised though, for wherever Mr. Smith had worked he encouraged updating of the technology.


Mr. Smith hardly waited for them the be seated before he started to explain.  “Last night I had started to explain some of the reasons behind our actions, but I knew you were too tired to take much in.  So let me explain, and please, stop me if you have questions.  I do want this to be a two way conversation.”  He stopped for a moment and looked at them as if trying to decide what to say next and then he continued.  


“I explained last night that you are here, because basically the Lord has chosen to start this school, and He is bringing the student body together.  You three are here first, well, not first, you already have met the others and you know that they are from this area, but you are the first for this dorm.  You see this dorm will be for the English speaking, and the North American children; those that have grown up in the states and Canada.  


“But why down here, then if it’s for North America,” asks Joy.


“Well, there are several schools in the states.  They actually started several years ago, but they are having a difficult time. You are aware of all the laws that are changing in the states.”  They nodded, as he continued. “These changes are making it tough on Christian schools.  Just last month in Boston, a principal was put in jail and his school closed, because he refused to hire a teacher with questionable character.  It is becoming increasingly hard for the church to call sin, sin.   In any case, there would be a lot of distractions.”


“Like I said there are other schools.  It seems that the Lord is starting schools all over. However, He seems to be placing them in areas where they can exist without interference from the governments.  That is not an easy task, given the age we are living in.”


“So, Mr. Smith, you, too believe that we are moving toward the last days,” questioned Peter.


“Do you Peter?” he answered.


“I don’t know, sir.  I suppose.  I know my parents believe we are.  I have heard them talk about the revival that came across the whole world.  But then they usually follow by talking about the persecutions that have started.   My Dad says ‘the Spirit of God is moving in a mighty way, so the enemy has turned his attention to moving governments in the way.’”


“Yes.  The Kingdom cannot be stopped, however!  The enemy is attempting to manipulate governments; hoping of course, to control the spread of the Truth.  For the most part he does not have to do much.  Most of the world governments have never been pro-Christianity, though necessarily anti.  The United States, however, is different.  Christian principles have been an integral part of the system of law and order.  So, in the enemies’ mind, it must be brought down, made a pagan state like most of the world.  You might say, the enemy has turned his full attention on the USA.  Not, a good thing for the Church there.  I don’t know how ready it is for the all-out-persecution that is about to or has come.  Joy, to answer your question directly.  We are here, because first and foremost, this is where we were directed.  The country where we are, is not at present actively seeking to destroy Christianity or more directly are not seeking to close Christian schools.”


“Shouldn’t we have gone with our parents, though.  It seems we could have been more help in the States than here,” questioned Joy.


“There are many your age, doing just that.   I just know that in prayer, we were directed to start this school and we were to bring you here.  We believe that the Lord will direct students here, for His own purposes.  Even we adults do not know what the Lord is totally up to. We are just being obedient.  But I can tell you that we feel God is raising up a special group of people to do His work.  As we move closer to the completion of all things, it will take special people to come against governments.  Many are in the trenches, so to speak, fighting to advance the Kingdom.  They cannot be stopped, and the enemy has yet to learn that when the pressure is on, the True Church grows at an increased rate.  But you see there is the war to be fought in the open, in the courts, in the streets, and that is the one, I believe, that people like you will fight.”


Andrew interrupted, “I am sorrow, Mr. Smith, but that is just a little scary.  I mean we are just kids.   I mean you and the other adults, you’re the ones with all the knowledge.  Mr. Reiz has two PHD’s, and my grandfather has several degrees, too.  He’s the smartest person I have ever met.”  


“Yes, that’s true, Andrew,” said Mr. Smith, “but this war is not ours, it is yours.  But it is interesting how the Lord has brought together all us old professors to instruct you.  It is the same pattern at the other schools.  The teachers all seem to be those who have reached retirement age.”


“Why?”  questioned Joy


“I don’t really know, but I venture to guess, it’s because our lives are for the most part behind us.  We have life experience.  We have seen the moving of our Lord, and can testify to His Truth.  We can pass on to you the tried and true from our own experience.  And maybe even more important, we can have singleness of mind.  Our focus can totally be on you, and what the Lord would have us to do.  Your parents have been called to continue their war, and they must focus on that.  But our mission is to prepare you for the new war that is coming.”


Peter asked, “If there is a new war coming, why aren’t more Christians preparing?”  


“Peter, I do not know the answer to that.  I only know that across the face of the world there are places just like this one.  Where for some reason, God has called out or back to His service us old folks, and combined us with you young people.  It is kind of like we have been given this special mission, and we do not know what the completion of it will be.  We have to take one step at a time, just like you.  We have to listen, and pray, and then follow His directions.”


At this Mr. Smith sit quietly as if reflecting on the whole thing.  The children too seemed to be trying to understand.  It was Peter who broke the silence, “Mr. Smith, I know my parents, and Joy’s too, feel we have a special mission.  That we were born for a special purpose.  I don’t feel special.  How are we to know what to do?”


“I only know this, you must learn to walk with God.  To walk with Him, differently than the rest of the world.  I don’t know for sure, but I believe, that the mission that will be given to each of you, will be very special.  I know that all of us must have one focus.  Remember God’s one desire is that He be our one desire.  As we seek Him, He will lead us, one step at a time.  I don’t know more than that.  The Good Lord in His time will reveal the details.  Now, I think we’ll stop for now.”


“But, sir, why us?  Why couldn’t we have gone to the States with our parents?  I mean I see that this is a special place for us and all, but why now.  Why couldn’t we have gone and then returned?”  interrupted Joy.


“You, all three of you, were set apart from your birth.  You are unspoiled.  Not that people have not tried to spoil you, but you have not allowed yourselves to become spoiled and pampered.  From my earliest interactions with you, you have always been willing to carry more than your load.  Your parents know this about you.  They sense that God has definite plans for you.”  


“You don’t see the difference between you and others, because for the most part those you deal with are like you.  You have lived on the mission field, worked beside your parents, and given of yourselves to whatever was ask of you.  Most of the students, that will come have similar character traits.”


“As to the why not go with your parents, they have a mission.  That mission would cause you to be distracted from what you need right now.  Right now, as I have said you are not spoiled.  Your parents would like you to stay that way.  You see you are at a crucial age.  For you to go back to the States now would bring you into a world that you do not even know, or understand.  I am not sure I know how to explain.”  He sat for a moment and then continued, “In the States, at your age, it . . .   becomes   ...  sort-of .. . a time that is self-indulgent.  Where things, and going, and acceptance takes priority over family, and yes, even the Lord.”


“It is a battle the Church is fighting.  A battle that is even more important than the one with the government.  In the last ten years, it almost appears that the Church is losing the battle. Our Christian teens seem to have a mind set that is no different from the world’s, and it is beginning to have a drastic impact on the general Church.   Now as morbid as that sound many of these same teens, when they grow-up a little return.  They return with regrets, and with territory that the enemy can continually use against them.  Understand there are the exceptions, many of them in fact.  In some areas of the country, where Christian worldview is taught, and stressed, there are some remarkable young people, who have not sacrificed their integrity.  These are the young people that are coming under great persecution.


To be more direct, I know this is confusing to you.  Your parents want you to be able to focus on what God has for you, and not be pulled and pushed by the teenage world.  Their feelings and the Lords directions, are that you are very wise in the Word, but you are innocent in the ways of the world.”


“So they didn’t trust us to stay strong, if we went with them?” added Peter.


“No! No, that isn’t it at all, Peter.  Your parents have complete trust in you.  They just didn’t want you to have to go through that struggle right now.  Look, you three are, well, . . . you simply believe the Lord.  That sounds as if I’m belittling you, but it is just the opposite.  You believe. You see Him in all you do, that is the power of the Lord.  To put you in the world that looks everywhere but the Lord, would be more than a struggle.  It would bring you into great pain.  Please, I can’t explain it more than that.  The Lord will show you.  I hope you do understand all the prayer that has gone into this.  As I have said all across the world God is literally calling out children for His purpose.  What that purpose is we’ll have to wait and see.


For now, the Lord is calling out young people before they are soiled by the world and placing them with us old folks.  Maybe it is because He wants you, while you do just simply trust Him, and us, because we have learned to do nothing less than to trust Him.”


“What will be expected of us, here?” ask Joy.


“Immediately, you will become leaders in your dorms. We had planned for two boys, and two girls, but Joy, you’re on your own for now.  Most of those who are coming to this dorm have not been on the mission field as you have.  Most have not driven across rivers, through jungles, nor seen wild animals roaming around.  So when they get here many will be in differing states of shock.  It will be your task to help them adjust.  We hope you will be able to help explain all that I am trying to say to you now.”


The computers chimed, signaling email.  Everyone’s attention now diverted to the screens.  “Enough, actually, that was a whole lot more, than I had intended to say today.  Go ahead read your mail” With that he turned to the computers and entered the passwords to open the letters.


The children moved to the computers, and on three different screens. They found the letter just for them.  They began to read, and Mr. Smith quietly exited the room.


After so much talk, the children initially had a hard time changing gears.  They still had so many questions.  They knew they couldn’t ask their parents right now, so they brought their attention to reading about where their parents were, and where they were going.  Their parents sent their love and reassured them that they did indeed believe this was what the Lord wanted.  They shared how they could be reached. 


The children then sent their replies.  After a time, one by one they closed the computers, and sat staring out the window.  Mrs. Coker brought them back to the present.


“Are your parents, okay?”  she asked


The children turned to her and nodded.  “It looks like the long day is catching up with you.  Come dinner is ready, and then I think we will all call it a day.  Come on.  At dinner we sit in our dorm groups.  I hope you’re hungry.  We are having enchiladas.”


The children weren’t sure they were hungry.  They were extremely tried; after all they had been up since before dawn.  A fact many reminded Andrew at dinner.  It seemed almost everyone yawned their way through dinner and the clean-up afterwards.


Peter, Andrew and Joy joined Juan and the others after dinner in the Reiz’s dorm. There wasn’t much talk in the Great Room. The children were too tired to think.  For the three, there were too many things on their minds.  Each re-read their emails, which they had printed off before closing down the computers.  Very early, they said goodnight and went to bed.


The adults, however, though they were extremely tired too, meet back in the Main Room for prayer.  They carried a great burden, for these God had given them, and a greater one for those who were coming.  These they now had, they knew, they knew them very well, but the ones coming they did not know as well.  They needed God’s wisdom, and God’s strength, for at the moment they felt a little old for the task God had called them to do. They knew they could not do it in and of themselves.


The children crawled into bed extremely tired.  Their minds, however, would not shut-off.  They replayed the conversation with Mr. Smith.  They where pondering what God wanted with them.  


Peter knew that Andrew was still awake, so he did the most natural thing and asked him if they could pray.  Andrew said he was just thinking the same thing.  They got up and knelt together.  They prayed for wisdom and guidance.  They, also, asked for confirmation.   They prayed for the staff, all the other children, and they prayed for Joy.  They were upset with themselves for not praying with her.


They felt much better, somehow lighter, as they crawled back into bed.  Peter was very thankful that Andrew was there beside him.  Before he allowed himself to sleep he prayed one more time for Andrew and Joy.  He still thought Joy was alone in her dorm.  What he didn’t know was that Mrs. Coker was still there, and Sara had joined them tonight.

THE FIRST SUNDAY

CHAPTER SIX

It was much later in the morning when Mr. Harper came to wake them.  Both were shocked to see the sun fully up.  “Wow, it must be mid-morning,” responded Andrew as Mr. Harper was shaking Peter awake.


“It’s about 8:30.  We thought we could use a little more rest.  When you’re ready come down.  You’ll find breakfast setting out in the kitchen.  You know the routine, Andrew.  Be sure to clean-up after yourselves.  If you need me I’ll be getting dressed down stairs.”


“Okay, Grandfather.  We’ll be down soon,” Andrew said as he stood and hugged his Grandfather.


“What routine is he talking about, Andrew,” asked Peter as Mr. Harper left the room.


“Oh, on Sunday everyone moves at their own pace.  Breakfast is cereal, fruit, toast, whatever you fix for yourself, and you are to use paper products, throwaway stuff.

There is only one meal fixed on Sunday, and we eat it around five; Usually, that is a meal that they have put in the oven and left to cook as we leave for Church. Well, I am going to shower.”


“But what about lunch,” questioned Peter.


“Well, today we are going up to the village.  I think.  So, we will have lunch with them, but if we are here we have sandwiches, and such.”  Andrew answered as he headed to the showers.


Both boys began the process of getting dressed, and since it was Sunday, both dressed a little more carefully.  They put on their Sunday best, that is the white shirt and black jeans.  Even their hair was given a little more attention.  Neither boy could resist debating if maybe today they needed to shave.  What appeared to them as whiskers, would only be peach fuzz to others.


Coming down they saw Mr. Harper, Mrs. Coker, and Jim reading by the fire. Good mornings were said, and they went on to the kitchen, where they found Joy talking to Sara and Barney.  Mrs. Reiz and Mrs. Smith were also there putting things in the oven and covering bread to rise.


The boys joined the others at the counter and helped themselves to the cereal.  “Are we going up the mountain today,” asked Andrew.  Barney replied that they were and they were taking the wagons.


“Wagons,” questioned Peter.


“Yes, wagons.  When the villagers have things to be carried to the market, and the weather is nice, they take the wagons up to bring it down,” explained Andrew.


“Why not take the trucks,” questioned Peter.


“Saves gas,” replied Andrew.


Juan soon came through to tell everyone that it was time to go.  So they all moved a little quicker to clean up the breakfast mess, and then ran to the dorms to retrieve their Bibles. As the group gathered in the courtyard, the last of the adults came through, leading the way toward the stables, where they found three wagons ready to go.


They all climbed into the wagons.  It was a trip of about three miles, but it was a steady upward climb, until they reached the village.  The village set at the mouth of a large valley area, and was composed of about fifteen houses.  Other houses could be seen in the distance dotting the valley area.  It was easy to see that more than just the village had come for the services.


The villagers met them with enthusiasm.  Everyone was waiting for them in the common area that was in the center of the village.  A stage had been set up for the service.

The service started almost immediately.  Mr. Madrid and Mr. Reiz played guitars, while Mr. Harper lead the very lively worship in song.  Peter, Joy and Andrew, had no trouble in singing along.  They knew the hymns and the choruses by heart.  Very few of the places where they had traveled with their parents had songbooks or power point, so early in life they had committed the songs to memory.  To Peter and Joy’s surprise, Mrs. Smith followed with the message of the day.  She spoke from John chapter four about ‘the Women at the Well.’


After the discussion with Mr. Smith yesterday, the three children were especially caught up with verse 23, “Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth.”  Each thought about the word truth.  Is that why they were here, to learn truth?


When the service ended, they all gathered for the potluck lunch.  The ladies of the village had gone all out to provide a huge meal.  Juan pulled Peter and Joy over to introduce them to the lady in charge. “This is my Grandmother Gonzales, and this beautiful lady is my mother.”  Juan’s mother beamed with pride as she shook their hands and then hugged her son. There were many other women working to organize the huge meal.  Katherine and Sophie were also in the thick of things working along side a woman who looked a lot like an older version of Sophie. 


The ladies worked like a small army under the direction of ‘General’ Gonzales.  It was not long until everyone was called to the tables. The meal was delightful.  The children gathered in small groups to eat.  The adults, too, were in-groups, many continued the discussion of the scriptures from the sermon.  Peter was not far from Mr. Smith and listened for a while as the adults discussed the coming age.


The children were glad when they could politely wander away from the discussions, and join in a game of football.  They were enjoying the game and the time together.  They were laughing and playing without a care in the world.



It was mid-afternoon when they were called for the trip back.  One of the wagons was full of items to be sold in town.  So the children opted to walk back to the school.  It actually, turned out to be a lot fun, walking and talking together, admiring the beauty of the mountain, Since it was down hill from the village it wasn’t over taxing.  Isabella, Sara, and Joy jumped on the wagons early, but this was due more to new shoes, than the walk.  However, by the last mile almost all were riding.


Before everyone dispersed, they were told that the evening meal would be later, around 7:00, and if any wanted to help to show up about 6:00.  Since it was only 5:00 almost to the person, they all went to lie down.


At six o’clock everyone turned up to help with dinner.  Mrs. Smith and Mrs. Coker assigned the few tasks that needed to be done, then sent the others to play table games until dinner.  Mr. Smith also took this time to remind the children, that they would be going into the city tomorrow.  If they needed anything, now was the time to add their needs to the list in the kitchen.


In no time the group sat again at the dinner tables, enjoying the simple meal, and great fellowship.  As the meal came to a close, and clean-up completed, they all gathered in the Main Room, where they joined in prayer thanking God for the beautiful day, that the Lord had given them.  They prayed, also, for those who would be arriving this week.  They prayed for the parents, who would have a tough week.  Last they prayed for each of the children that now resided with them.  Peter, Joy, and Andrew were lifted up as the newcomers.  The prayers for them ask for wisdom that they might lead in Spirit and in Truth.


Peter heard Joy suck in a great gulp of air at the mention of her name.  He couldn’t help steal a glimpse at her.  As he looked up, he saw that she was looking at him.  Both instinctively looked at Andrew, who was also looking at them.  They felt a heaviness settle on their shoulders, as if a very strong hand had gripped them.   They knew the Lord was near.  


After prayer, Mrs. Reiz started directing her group toward the dorm.  As they all said ‘goodnight,’ they drifted out into the courtyard.  It was such a nice evening that all seemed reluctant to go in.  Even the adults wandered over to the chairs and continued their conversation.  The children took their lead, and sat down in small groups.


Peter, Joy, and Andrew sat down just outside their dorm.   “Do you realize we have only been here two full days.  It seems like it has been so much longer,” stated Joy.


“I really have enjoyed these days.  But you know it sounds kind of wrong.  You know, to be enjoying it.  I gave my Mom such a hard time,” answered Peter.


 Joy said, “I feel a little guilty. I know my parents want me to like it, but I don’t know.  I threw such a fit when they told me.” 


“It was kind of weird today.  I kept expecting to hear my Dad talking to the men, or hear my Mom singing.  I am just so used to them being right beside me.  I had to keep reminding myself they aren’t here.”  Peter stated.


“Me, too,” echoed both Andrew, and Joy.  Andrew continued, “You know I was here most of the time since last term.  My parents were here too, off and on.  I keep expecting them.  It just feels strange that I won’t be able to see them for a long time.”  The children sat quietly staring up at the stars.


Peter broke the silence, “Do you think God really does have a special mission for us?”


Joy quickly responded, “My Dad has always said so.  He says that when we were born, they, that is your parents and mine, struggled with releasing us to the Lord.  My Mom always cries when she remembers the struggle.  She says she was so afraid that the Lord was going to take me home, before I really ever lived.  When she could finally give me back to Him, she felt His Spirit so strong that she was sure God had a special purpose.  She says that is the strongest she has ever felt the Spirit.”


“According to my Grandfather, our stories are quite similar.  I do believe we are stuck with each other, whether we like it or not.”  Chimed in Andrew with a big grin.  He continued, “I don’t know what the Lord has in mind, but I know we should just take one day at a time.  It kind of scares me to look into the future too far.  I can’t do the future thing.  In truth, the here and now is kind-of-scary, and I have my Grandfather here.”


“But Andrew, we do have each other.  I am a little uneasy about all this too, but tonight when they prayed for us, I felt like a hand was on my shoulder.  I felt strength and for the moment courage.”  Joy added.


Peter and Andrew quickly added that they too, had felt the same thing.  “Maybe it was just our guardian angels,” said Peter.


“Time for bed.” Called Mr. Harper.


They rose to go in, but Peter grabbed their hands and asked them to pray with him.  He had just remembered his promise to himself, that he would not allow Joy to go to bed, without praying with her, at least while she was alone.


His prayer was brief, and as they turned to go in they realized that Mr. Smith was waiting for them.


“Sorry, Mr. Smith.  Were you waiting for us?” ask Peter.


“Yes, but you were taking care of much more important business.  I hope I wasn’t intruding.”


“Oh, no, of course not,” responded Peter.


“I wanted to invite you and Joy to go into the city tomorrow if you like.  Andrew has already been there on several occasions, but if you want to go, you’ll have to get up about five.  We’ll need to be on the road by six thirty at the latest.”


“I’d like to,” answered Peter, with Joy echoing the same.


“Better get right to bed, then.  See you in the morning.”  Mr. Smith turned and climbed the stairs.  The children rushed off to bed.




THE CITY





       CHAPTER SEVEN


The alarm sounded, breaking the silence with its obnoxious beeping.  Peter rolled over and turned it off, trying to remember the reason it was set.  He heard Andrew roll over and then he remembered, the city.  With a burst of energy he dressed and went downstairs to the kitchen.  He knew he would find everyone in there. However, as he entered no one was there.  He was proud of himself that he had managed to be the first.  He smiled that for once he could tease Joy instead of her teasing him.


He was reaching for a bowl for cereal, as Mrs. Smith came in fully dressed and ready for the day.  “Good morning, Peter, we were beginning to think we would have to wake you.   Everyone is out loading the truck.”


“Everyone?”


“Well, we are still waiting for Jim to finish milking the cows and Joy went back upstairs to finish her hair.  Come out when you finish eating.”


“Right,” he replied, but what he wanted to say was, “Man, how does everyone get up so early?  Now, Joy will tease me, again.”  With that thought, he hurried to finish his cereal, and went to find her. 


She looked tired.  “Hi, Peter. Are you ready?”


“Yes, I am.  What time did you get up?”  Peter said, reasoning that he may as well get the teasing out of the way.


“Well, Mrs. Coker got up about four o’clock.  I waited for a while, but since I was a wake I went ahead and got up.”


“Oh, I didn’t realize Mrs. Coker was still with you,” answered Peter a bit surprised he hadn’t thought to ask her.


“Yes, and Sara, too.”


“Why did she get up so early?” Peter questioned as the moved out to the courtyard.


“Actually, a lot of the adults were up.  I think they were going through the list, and I think they spent some time in prayer.  I stayed in the kitchen with Barney.”


“Barney?” questioned Peter.


“He is going into the city to stay with his folks.” answered Joy.


“I didn’t know he was from the city?” responded Peter.


“Yeah, his parents are preachers,” added Joy.  When they reached the garage area they found the truck loaded and ready to go.  Mr. Smith was just pulling the van out as they arrived.


“Good morning.”


“Hi, Barney,” replied Peter, “I didn’t know your parents lived in Santa Cruz?”


“Yes, we have been there all my life.  They are holding a revival starting Wednesday.  I didn’t want to miss it.”


“So you are staying in town, then?”

“My parents will bring me back next Monday.”


They were finally all there, so they loaded up.  Mr. and Mrs. Smith directed Peter and Joy to the van, and Barney rode with Jim in the truck.


It was an adventure.  There were places where the road was so narrow that the truck barely had enough room, or so it appeared to the children.  They found themselves closing their eyes.  All in all it was a beautiful drive. In places the vegetation was breath taking.  The jungle added its own beauty, even in the most dense areas, for it was full of birds.  From this they did learn that there were some parrots at the house.  Mr. Smith told them that the birds had always been there, not all were pets, but they were all friendly to the humans.  He guessed that somewhere back in time the flock must have just adopted the area as theirs.  He admitted that it didn’t hurt that they had built special areas for them and left out all sorts of goodies for them.  “I think,” said Mr. Smith, “that Katherine is determined to convert the whole group.”


It was past mid-morning as they neared the city.  The traffic began to get heavy, and the smells of the city assaulted them.  The smell of industries, stagnant water, cooking foods, and sewage mingled to make it a bit unpleasant.  Along the roadway there where makeshift huts that seemed to stretch for miles.  Children could be seen playing in the streets.  A sure sign of poverty, since these children were not in school.


Soon, the huts gave way to true houses, though small and packed closely together, they did have small yards and the streets had at one time been paved.  Then, like a breath of air, the scene changed, and they knew they had reached the city proper.  Nice yards, with flowers, and sidewalks, paved streets, and stop lights, let them know that though maybe not the richest in the city, these people were not living a hand-to-mouth existence.


Mr. Smith pulled into a large mall parking lot shortly after reaching this area.  He pulled the van alongside a truck that looked just like the one Jim was driving.  For a moment they thought that it was Jim, but a Latin-American couple got out and was greeting Mr. and Mrs. Smith.  Peter and Joy looked around for Jim, but didn’t see him at first, and then they saw Barney running across the parking lot.  


Barney ran to the couple and gave them a big hug.  Pulling them over to Peter and Joy he introduced his parents. The children shook hands with them, but Mrs. Sanchez pulled them into a warm embrace.


“We know your parents,” she said, “we are so excited that you are here.”


Mr. Sanchez interrupted them saying that they needed to go, and that they would talk later.   The children listened as the adults talked about the plans of the day.  The Sanchezs were taking the items for sell at the open-air market where the church had a booth, and to the children’s delight, they were going shopping.  Jim had now joined them, and his mission was to fill the vehicles with gasoline.


Pulling a list from her purse, Mrs. Smith headed toward the mall.   Her husband and the children followed.   Jim, however, quickly caught up with them and suggested that the first order of business should be eating.  They all agreed for it had already been a very long morning. 


After a brunch-type meal at the mall's restaurant, they divided the tasks to be done and set a time to meet.  It was fun purchasing the supplies and picking up the needs of the students.  Some of the students had asked for batteries for their games, others clothing items or personal wants.


It was just after noon when they regrouped, and headed out with all the packages to the van.  Jim was waiting for them in the truck, but the truck was empty now.  The children were a bit puzzled, but didn’t say anything, as Mr. Smith had put his hands on their shoulders to gain their full attention.


“Now, I have special instructions for you for the next stop on our agenda.  My grandfather or actually grandfathers, were not necessarily nice gentlemen.  They were gentlemen, but they had a reputation of being a little eccentric.  So over the years the people that deal with the estate have grown to expect certain behaviors from me.  It is to our advantage right now to maintain that perception.  So if you choose to get out, you must carry that perception with you.  You’ll need to be afraid of me, and respond in that manner. Do you understand?”


Peter smiled, “So, you are a mean man after all.”


Mr. Smith smiled back, “Yes, I am and don’t forget it.  But all joking aside this is very important.  If you can’t carry it off just stay in the van with Katherine; she finds it impossible to be a mean old lady.”


She made a feeble attempt to slap his arm, as she said, “I can be mean, just not old!”  He just reached out and gave her a little hug, helping her into the van.


Jim waved from the truck and took the lead, going back the direction they had come, but into a business section of town.  It wasn’t very many lights, however, before they became separated.  


Mr. Smith pulled into the parking lot of the Distribution Center.  The office area looked like an old country store, with a wide verandah wrapping around two sides.  To the verandah side and across the street was a row of about fifteen houses, each with a small fenced area.  To the other side and behind the office area were several large, even huge, warehouses.   Trucks were coming and going from the warehouses.


Jim was waiting for Mr. Smith on the verandah, as they pulled up.  Questioning them as to whether they wanted to go in, both declined, not sure they wanted to try the “act." They did get out, and stand near the van.  


They had ventured far enough to see around the side of the store.  They could see four small children playing in the shade.  They watched them jumping and laughing together. They thought about moving around to go talk to them, when out of the side door came two big boys.


One of the boys was obviously upset with one of the little girls.  He grabbed her and literally threw her off the porch, where she started to cry.  The boy then jumped down and picked up some rocks taunting her with them.


Instinctly, Peter ran to her aid.  “Hey, that’s no way to treat a little girl.”


The boy glared at him, obviously surprised by Peter’s intrusion.  “It isn’t any of your business, so go away.”  He hissed through clinched teeth.


“No.”  Peter answered before he even realized he was responding.  Now that he was close to the boy, he saw that he was much bigger than he was, but he wasn’t going to back down.


“Now, just what do you think you’re going to do?”  retorted the boy.


“I don’t know, but hurting her isn’t right.” Peter answered honestly.


But before an answer was needed, Mr. Smith had come out the side door.  “Peter, get over here, now!  You little troublemaker.”


It was said in a tone Peter had never heard Mr. Smith use, so he responded, "Yes, sir,” Peter followed Mr. Smith inside and being careful to keep his eyes focused on the floor, a sign of submission.  As he stepped inside the door, he saw the biggest feet he had ever seen.  He could not help but look up.  What he saw took his breath away.  The man was huge, and had a large scare that ran from his ear, along the side of his face and across his chin.


The man was looking at him so intently that Peter moved very quickly behind Mr. Smith, almost running into Jim, who was also standing there.


“Go on home all of you,” the man yelled out the door before turning back to them.  

“You’re a brave one taking on my son, Silas.  You mess with him and you’ll end up toothless.”


“Sorry,” Peter said just loud enough to be heard.


“Don’t say sorry to me, I am not the one that would have paid the price.”  With that he turned back to the business at hand.


Peter was feeling very uncomfortable, and was trying to be as quiet as possible, when he backed into a display of gas cans, knocking some of them to the floor.  “Sorry, sorry.”  Peter kept repeating as he worked to pick them up.


“Peter, go on out with Jim and help load the supplies, before you destroy the place,” said Mr. Smith with an air of impatience.

 
Peter was glad for the opportunity to leave.  Jim patted his back as they went out the front door.  This made him feel better, but for some reason the whole thing, and especially that man, had brought a fear that he didn’t quite understand.  In fact, he was shaking.


To make matters worse, as Jim and Peter worked alongside two other men to load the truck, Jim kept up a running discourse on what would probably happen to him back at the school.  Things like: “He told you to stay in the van.  Now, you’re probably really going to get it.”


When it was finally done, Peter set off at a run to get into the van, back to Joy and Katherine, back to safety.  As he reached the van, Mr. Smith, too, was climbing in.  Peter jumped in and moved to the seat in the far back, diverting his eyes so as not to see Mr. Smith.   Mr. Smith remained silent as well.  The looks on the two faces told the ladies not to ask. They, too, remained quiet.


They pulled back out on the main road, but instead of heading back to the house they headed back toward town.  Peter almost panicked.  He was not sure he could stand any more excitement today.  To his relief they entered a large park area.  They even had to pay to enter.

SOPHIE

Chapter Eight

For a Monday afternoon there were a lot of people in the park.  People seemed to be everywhere.  Small children filled the play equipment, and mother’s enjoyed the moment.

They drove through the park looking for a parking spot. Finally, they pulled in next to a truck that looked just like theirs only it was full different items.  Mr. Smith caught Peter’s arm as he was getting out.  “Peter, are you all right?”  Peter nodded, but he really wasn’t sure. Mr. Smith held his look and then added: “Come lets take a break, we’ll talk later.”  Relieved that he did not have to talk now, he jumped down from the van, only to meet Joy waiting for him.


“What were you thinking?” she questioned.


Peter just stood there, not wanting to talk at the moment.  He wasn’t sure why he was upset, but he was.  Not waiting for his reply Joy continued hardly taking time to breathe:  “You could have been hurt.  It’s a good thing Mr. Smith came out.  I went to get Katherine, but she really didn’t want to intervene. By the time we got back over there, Mr. Smith had called you.  Mrs. Smith was extremely relieved, she grabbed my arm so hard it almost hurt, and rushed us back to the van.  It was a good thing though, that boy came around behind the van.  I think he would have done something to the van if we hadn’t been there.”


“Hey, are you two going to stand over here or join everyone else with the food.” Jim had joined them having walked across the roadway.   Peter had watched him come across from the far side of the park, wondering why he hadn’t parked by them; there was plenty of room.


Jim held Peter back just a moment with a hand on his shoulder.  “Peter, all that I said was part of an act.  I hope you didn’t take me seriously.  I tried to give you a wink, but you wouldn’t look at me.  By your look I can tell, this has upset you.  Do you want to talk about it?”


“No, I know it was an act.  I guess I just didn’t know what to do.  But I am okay, really.”


“Okay, but if you need to talk, I’m always available.  Let’s go eat.”


Peter now turned his attention toward the table where the others were sitting.  Peter was shocked to see a table spread with a tablecloth, and laden with food.  Mr. Smith and Mr. Sanchez where at the grill, barbecuing something.  They seemed to be in a deep conversation.  Mrs. Sanchez was at the table with Katherine and a very pretty younger lady and five other children.


Jim went right to the table and sat down by the younger lady, even giving her a sideways hug as he seated himself.  Peter and Joy stood by the table, taking it all in, while trying to figure out who she was.  One thing they both knew smiling with new knowledge, she was the reason Jim had come to town today.  They had over heard Chris giving Jim a bad time.  Chris was saying over and over that it was his turn to get to go to town.  The children had figured Chris was just having fun with Jim, because others had jumped in on Chris’ side.  It was too obvious that they were having fun at Jim’s expense.


Katherine called them out of their reverie to introduce the group.  Four of the five children were new students: Luke, Bianca, Matthew and his sister Elizabeth. The fifth child was Barney’s four-year old sister, Debbie.  The young lady was the Smith’s daughter.  Jim had made the introductions:  “May I introduce you to Sophie Smith Martins, and Sophie you may remember these two Peter and Joy.”


“Hi, you two.  My, you have grown.”  Seeing their puzzled expressions,  “Well, you probably don’t remember me.  When you two started school, I was getting ready to leave for the states and college.  Joy, I was the dorm leader your first semester.”


“Oh, I knew you looked familiar, but I don’t remember a Sophie?”


Sophie laughed, as did her mother.  Mr. Smith joined them about then and asked what was so funny.   “Remember my teenage years.  When I thought it was horrible to be named after my great-grandmother.  I thought you two were so cruel to name me Sophie, so I started calling myself Kate.”  The parents laughed remembering the days past.  Looking at the children, she continued, “Short for Katherine, my middle name.”


Recognition then popped into Joy’s mind. “Oh, I remember.  You helped me so much.  I don’t think I would have made it.  I remember being very upset when you left after Christmas.”  Sophie reached over and held her hand for a moment.


“Why did you go back to Sophie?”  Joy asked.


“Oh, well, when I meet Clint my second year at college, and things moved toward marriage, he came down with me to meet my family and found out my name was really Sophie.  So, he started calling me Sophie.  I never did go back to Kate.  It was kind of funny though.  His folks thought that he had dumped me down here in South American and was returning to the States with some stranger named Sophie. The staff said that his folks were in a right state of anger.  They sure teased him about that at the ranch.” Everyone laughed as they thought about the possibilities of the mix-up.


At supper, Peter asked where Barney was.   “Oh, he stayed at the market to help.  He loves talking to the people.  I am sure he has shared Christ with more than one person today.  He is quite the evangelist.  He has led several people to the Lord.  Our chairman of the board, is one he led to the Lord, and it was at the market place.  All of the people he has reached attend our church.  Barney just says the Lord leads and I follow.”


“Wow.” Peter said.  He knew he had liked Barney from the beginning, but now he admired him as well.


They had enjoyed the time of leisure, but as the sun began to slip downward it seemed to spark everyone to action.  Talking about needing to head back so that most of the trip could be done before it was completely dark.  Peter and Joy remembered that road, and with a shudder wanted to get underway.


Mr. and Mrs. Smith got in the van, as did the six children.  Peter and Joy saw Sophie and Jim get in the truck next to the van.  The children looked at Mr. Smith with a questioning look that he immediately understood.   “Oh, the truck.  No you’re not losing it.  There are two, well actually, there are four that look the same even to the dents.  You see there is a need for some secrecy.  Many of the supplies, where actually for the church.  We need the supplies in that truck.  We traded trucks.  Well, we traded around the trucks.  The truck Jim drove is over by another family of the church, after their picnic, they will take that truck with them, and we take this one.”  The children were trying to figure out how the Sanchezs would get home.  Mr. Smith, who understood their confusion said, “They have their car over there.  It’s all worked out.  It isn’t much, but it allows us to move stuff around without setting a pattern.” 


On the way back, the children shared with one another.  They learned that Elizabeth preferred being called Liz, and that all four, like Peter and Joy were missionary kids, but from Central America, primarily Panama.   They had attended the missionary school in Nicaragua, so being away from home was not new to them.  Also like Peter and Joy, they had grown up together, more like brothers and sisters, than friends.


They did not understand why they had to come all the way down here, but were glad they were together.  They had meet Mr. and Mrs. Smith, (here Mrs. Smith explained that they were to call her Katherine) and they loved Sophie having spent several days with her already.


Peter and Joy shared what they knew of the other students at the school, which wasn’t that much since they, too, were new. They did share about the grounds, and all that they had seen.  They did not share, however, what Juan had told them of Mr. Smith’s family history.


They were all beginning to get sleepy and quiet when Mr. Smith stopped and pulled off the road.  Jim pulled in shortly afterwards, and joined Mr. Smith, who was walking down a dirt road.   Sophie had come over and was talking to her mother at the van. So the children climbed out and followed the men.


Peter and Joy realized that this was just before the section of road where they had literally closed their eyes.  Initially, they thought something was wrong with the road, but as they listened the men were pointing toward the barns and corrals.  They were talking about clearing the driveway to make it look more used.


Seeing the children behind him, Mr. Smith turned to them, and explained: “This property also belongs to my family.  This is where we store the farm supplies.  The large trucks can make it up this far without much trouble.  Actually, most people believe this is where we live.  See that house way back there.  It is a mansion in its own right.  One of my great uncles, wanted to live out here, but couldn’t stand my great grandfather, so he built his own place.  Let’s go it’s getting late.”


They all agreed to that and quickly loaded up.  It took what seemed to be an hour to reach the house.  The children were all asleep in the van as they pulled up by the house.  They had to shake Matthew and Liz awake.  Peter and Joy soon learned it was one of their family trait to sleep hard.


Everyone at the house was still up waiting for their return.  Everyone met them, and pitched in to unload the supplies.  The adults direct the perishables to be put away, and everything else to be stacked just inside the door.  Mrs. Smith saw to it that the requested items were out so the students could retrieve them as they headed off to bed.


After the unloading everyone gathered for a late night snack, and a time of fellowship.  The new students from town were introduced, and to Peter’s and Joy’s surprise three other students, Rachel, Stephen, and his brother Sam, had arrived by way of the village. So a totally of seven new students had arrived today.


Everyone pitched in to get them settled for the night.  It was great relief when Mr. Smith called the next day a holiday. That meant for the children, translating in kid's language, a day to sleep-in.


As Peter climbed into bed, he reflected back over the day.  It felt good to have all the other boys beside him tonight.  Having the others had helped to dispel the lasting effect of the near traumatic events of the day; All except one that is.  What was it about that man?  He had seen scares before.  He had seen worse deformities.  So what was it.  He couldn’t put his finger on it.  Sleep over came his anxiety.
FRIENDS OF A FEATHER






Chapter Nine

Peter woke from a dream or more correctly a nightmare.  He had been dreaming that he was trying to escape, someone had caught him, had tied him up and he couldn’t move.  As he continued to struggle, he became more awake, he then realized that he had tied himself up in his covers.  He must have struggled in his sleep, wrestling his covers to the point that his legs and his right arm were completely bound.


With great effort he tried to free himself, until in exasperation he jerked himself upright so hard that he landed in the floor.  The loud thud brought all the boys to setting positions; each trying to figure out where they were and what had awaken them.  All but Andrew rolled over and went back to sleep.  Andrew just laughed and told Peter it was a good thing he had the bottom bunk.  Peter, who was now embarrassed, got up and straightened his bed.  He did not, however, get back in it, but got dressed and went down stairs.


No one was in the Great Room, which was a relief to Peter.  Something was nagging at him about his dream.  What was it that he had been dreaming?  He knew that by the way his heart had been beating when he awoke, it must have been a vivid nightmare.  As he was contemplating all this he found himself wandering outside into the courtyard.  He wished he had remembered his jacket.  Spotting a blanket setting on a nearby bench, he picked it up and wrapped up.


He thought the blanket felt very warm as he pulled it to himself, and he sat down making himself comfortable, snuggling against the corner of the bench.  From here he could see a little sliver of the mountain range, and he could see the rays of the sun edging itself along its face.


As he again started to think about the dream, birds distracted him up in the corner between the dorms just above Mr. Smith’s rooms.  There was a little eve that had been added when the new building was attached to the old.  As he moved around so he could see better, he realized that this was the little parrots that Mr. Smith had said where around.


As he watched two of the larger parrots came down to where he was and from their movements they seemed to be talking to him. One had a bright red head and the other was completely green.  They weren’t at all afraid of him, but he wasn’t sure what they were expecting.  Peter about jumped out of his skin when a hand touched his shoulder.


“Sorry Peter, I didn’t mean to startle you.  I just wanted you to take this plate of fruits and nuts.”  With that Katherine came around the end of the bench and Peter moved over to allow her room to join him. The green parrot moved over to set by Mrs. Smith, while the red headed one just stood in front of Peter starring up at him.  “This is my favorite place to sit in the mornings.  Just watching them play.  Tom (Mr. Smith) gets a little irritated with them, because they don’t let us sleep in.  I think these little things have me trained.”  With that she held out a piece of fruit to the bigger one, who climbed up the blanket wrapped around Peter and then walked around behind him to stand between himself and Katherine. As the bird took the fruit from her hand, he continued to stare, making Peter feel a little uncomfortable.  “This is Pete, Peter.  He is the oldest of the group, and the most demanding.  He has been here all his life. He was a gift to Mr. Smith’s Grandfather, who loved him, and when he passed on, Pete just seemed to take up with me.  He is getting to be an old man aren’t you, Pete?” Pete seemed to nod his head as he allowed Katherine to stroke his red head.  “I sit out here, or at least come out here and feed them every morning.  Now they just expect me to be here and when I’m late they make such a noise, by the glass door that I get up, so Mr. Smith can get a little more sleep.  Pete, have you said ‘hello’ to Peter yet?”


The bird turned toward Peter, and tilted his head as if trying to decide something and then to Peter’s surprise and delight, Pete said, “Hello. Good Morning. Eat.”


Katherine laughed and held out a nut to him, which he took. Holding it in one claw he brought his powerful beak down on it, spraying Peter with the hull. “Just like him. always thinking of his stomach.  The other parrot is Polly.  She isn’t quite as demanding.  She is a sweety.  She can talk too but usually lets Pete do all the talking.” 


Peter now realized that the blanket had been warm, because Katherine had been sitting there before he came out.  She must have seen him come out, for she had brought another blanket out with her, and as she talked she wrapped them both up securely.  


Mrs. Smith coaxed several others down to meet Peter.  One of the last ones was very small.  “This one is only five months old.  He was born last September.  We have two little ones.  The other one is quite shy.  See her, she is right on the ledge rocking back and froth.  She wants to come, but just can’t do it.  The first time she came down, some of the children came running out and it just scared her so that she just won’t try it again.  In time though.”


“What’s the two little ones names,” asked Peter.


“We haven’t named them.  We have tried different names, but nothing seems to stick.”


Peter had completely forgotten his dream for the moment and was thoroughly enjoying this time.  Many of the parrots had flown down and taken the offered fruit and nuts, returning to the ledge to eat them.  There were four of them that stayed down with Katherine, however.  Katherine would talk and they would answer or bob their heads in reply.  Peter watched captivated by the exchange that was going on, and being particularly interested in the baby, which kept coming and going.  As he watched he saw that the little male was taking the pieces up and sharing them with the little female bird, who wouldn’t come down.


After a time Katherine, brought him back to remembrance, “Peter, I am enjoying your company this morning, but tell me why are you up so early?  You could have slept in today.”


“I had a bad dream, but I don’t remember what it was about.  Since I was awake, I just got up.”  he answered truthfully.


“Must have been some dream, to get you up this early, it is only about six thirty. Well, I don’t know about you, but I am getting hungry.  Want some breakfast, how about some pancakes.   Oh, I don’t know, let’s just go look. Shall we?”


Peter was reluctant to leave the birds.  Mrs. Smith assured him, that now that they had met him, he could call to them and they would come down for a visit; That is as long as there weren’t a lot of children present;  they were still not use to a lot of people at once.


Katherine started the pots of coffee. Obviously, she was expecting others to be up soon.  Then she assigned Peter to cut up some melons, and she started pancakes, and bacon.  Peter could tell she was fixing more than the two of them needed.  Therefore, it was no surprise when Chris and Jim came in dressed for work, followed closely by Sophie, who hugged her Mom before joining him at the counter.


Miguel came in too, and the six of them sit around the counter, enjoying their breakfast together.  They all asked about Pete, and how the little birds were doing.  They then discussed the morning chores and who was doing what.  Peter gathered that this had become the morning ritual, and he felt special to be apart of it.


As they were finishing, the rest of the adults came in and fixed them breakfast.  Peter helped clean up the early morning mess, and made way for the next group.  They all asked if Peter had met Pete, and to the “Yes” they each relayed a story about the birds.  It was easy to see that these birds had a special place in the hearts of the adults.


Much less to Peter’s liking, each adult seemed to ask in varying ways why Peter was up so early.  Peter was much relieved when Juan came wandering in, which lessened the attention on him. As quickly as he could, he went back out to the courtyard to watch the birds.


The birds, however, now that they were full, were quiet.  They seemed ready to take naps.  The little male was watching him, though, so he thought he would try to coax him down.  With Mr. Smith up, Peter figured he could now go up to the balcony by their rooms, so he would be closer to the parrots.


The little male wasted little time in coming down to him.  Peter had sat down, and the bird flew down and landed on the arm of the chair.  Peter was thrilled.  Peter had brought some nuts with him, and the little bird seemed quite content to chatter at Peter.  Peter also noticed that the bird would make some sounds and then look up.  Peter followed his gaze and saw the little female.  She had come down a little closer.  She was, now perched on a rod from which a flowerpot hung.  Peter tried to get her to come down by tossing seeds out so she would see them, but the little male would jump down, walk over to them and bring them back to Peter.  Peter was delighted by the game.


Peter was so enthralled by the game, he didn’t even notice that Katherine had come out the glass doors and joined him, until Pete flew down and landed on her chair just behind him.


“Keep coaxing her Peter, this is the lowest I have seen her come in a long time”


It wasn’t long until it was obvious that everyone was getting up, for the noise level had begun to rise.  Joy and Andrew joined Peter.  Andrew knew about the parrots and had made friends with most of them; He, too, was surprised when he learned that the little female had come down so far.  Katherine made all the introductions to Joy.  In fact he enjoyed again the intros, and the stories that went with them. They got to hear them several times more as other new students came along.  The little birds retreated to the ledge, where Peter could see a little door cut into the walls of the main house.


The sun was actually beating down into the courtyard, when Pete seemed to have had enough and flew back to the ledge.  Peter now had his chance to ask about the doors.  Katherine led them inside to a hallway off to the side of their bedroom it led to a small room.  She cautioned them to be very quiet, and she closed the blinds on the window at the end of the hallway, so that the hallway was dark.  Slowly, she opened the door, and the children stood looking at a cage that encompassed half of the room, that had once been a bedroom.  


With a moment of understanding, Peter now knew where the sounds in the night had come from.  He thought he had heard the chatter of birds, but again he had thought it just a dream.  Now he knew this room butted-up-against his room.


Just a glance is all Katherine allowed, saying that they didn’t disturb them here, except to clean up and to bring food.  She motioned to Pete.  “Pete actually sleeps on the perch in our room at night, but stays with the others during the day.”


As they made their way back out, Juan came running up the stairs.  They were trying to get some games going, including baseball, and a table tennis contest.  Most of the children ran off to join.  Only Joy, Katherine, and Sophie remained on the balcony.  Sophie was looking up talking to the little female, who was now clinging to the ledge, looking over the edge.  It was easy to see that the two had talked before.  The little bird did come down to the bar where she had sit with Peter, but no farther.


As the sound of the games drifted their way, the little bird flew down over their heads and then back up to the ledge disappearing from sight.  Joy took her leave, but not before asking permission to come back later to see the birds.  Permission was granted, and with a smile she took off toward the games.


Since most had eaten breakfast much later than usually, it was decided to wait and fix one big meal, a barbecue, in the middle of the afternoon.  Fruit, bread, cheeses, salsa and chips, where set out for any that couldn’t wait until then.


It was a day of fun, food, and games; even the adults got into the action.  Four new students did arrive for the Reiz’s dorm, but since they knew most of the other students in that dorm they settled in quickly.  It just seemed like they had always been together. 


The day turned out to be a holiday, and that night the emails were full of the fun they had had and of course, with the parrots.    Before the evening ended, they joined together for a time of worship; everyone felt blessed and truly relaxed.  Mr. Smith reminded everyone that new students would be arriving the next day, so it would be necessitate an earlier start.  That really didn’t matter to Peter and Joy, for they had already made arrangements to meet Katherine and Pete early in the morning.

NEW COMERS

Chapter Ten

When Peter woke up, he again had to fight his way out of his covers.  At least this time only his legs were tangled, so with free hands, he managed not to fall out of bed.  He did not dwell on the dream that must have caused this, but instead focused his attention on getting dressed and the birds.


Joy was coming back in when Peter came down the stairs.  She informed him that it was colder this morning, so he needed his jacket.  Retracing his steps he quickly grabbed his sweatshirt and ran back downstairs.  Joy was waiting for him.  Katherine was not at the bench when they came out, but Peter knew she had been there because several throws were waiting for them.  They quickly wrapped up and Peter called for Pete, but the birds seemed reluctant to come out.


Katherine soon joined them, carrying a tray of toast and hot chocolate and Pete on her shoulder.  “They may not come out as soon today.  It is a bit colder.  We may have to wait until the fire and the sun warms things up a bit.” she said as she set the tray down, and handed the children a mug. She then turned toward the corner and called softly, so as not to wake others, Pete moved from her shoulder to sit in her lap.  He literally leaned up against her and she wrapped him in her blanket, talking to him about the cool morning and old bones aching.


The children did notice then that Katherine had started a fire in the center fire-pit.  They sat watching the love between human and bird.  Pete soon turned toward the children and said “hello."  Joy had not heard him talk so she immediately started talking to him.  Feeling a bit warmer, Pete meandered over the laps to get to Joy’s.  He did stop momentarily in Peter’s lap and looked him in the eyes and then went to Joy, who wrapped him up.


Sophie came out about then and sat down next to the fire, facing the trio, plus one if you count the parrot.  “Well, he likes you.  I have only seen him do that with Mom, and myself.  I would say he has adopted you.”  Joy smiled with satisfaction.


“I think it is that she looks a lot like you, when you were younger.”


“You know you’re probably right.”  Sophie replied, and turning to Pete, “You always have been partial to us women.”  With that, Pete began to repeat whatever was said to him, putting on a show for all.


As Pete got a little louder, the humans noticed that more of the parrots had come out to watch.  Polly flew down.  She couldn’t stand Pete getting all the attention. Soon another male parrot named Caesar came down and landed in Sophie’s lap.  “Here’s my baby, how are you?”  


The parrot bobbed his head and started making clicking sounds, finally coming out with what sounded like: “Fine, fine, and you?” He then got down and walked over to Katherine, who handed him a piece of fruit.


To everyone’s surprise the little male came right down and landed right behind Katherine’s head.  It looked like he was trying to hug her.


Sophie seemed shocked,  “Wow, he has gotten friendly while I was gone.  Have you named him yet?”


“No, nothing seems right.  The little female is getting a little braver too, look.”


They all looked up to see her land on the potted plants hanging on the balcony and she seemed to be arguing with herself.


“Peter, she seems to like you.   Go a little closer and see if you can coax her down.”


Peter slowly moved over to the stairs and talked softly to her.  She flew around a little debating what to do.  Finally, she came right to his out stretched arm, and he handed her the piece of fruit, which she took and flew back to the plants.  


The little male saw what had happened and out of jealousy he flew over as the other flew away.  Peter walked him back over and gave him a piece of fruit too, but he flew over to Joy whose lap was now empty as Pete was walking around between Sophie and Katherine.  Peter then turned his attention to the little one, trying to coax her to come to him.


They continued in this manner for a little while, but as there was more activity this morning, it came to an earlier end, as more and more children came out.  Only the older birds seemed to be brave enough to stick around.


Sophie went to see about breakfast, and the others disbursed to take care of various chores, and needs.  By mid-morning the houses had become alive with activity.  Everyone had been assigned certain tasks to prepare for the new arrivals, and to the chagrin of many, the start of classes.  Shortly before noon, the call came that cars where coming.  Peter and Joy were assigned the new students, coming from the direction of the river, so they headed out to meet the cars.


Mr. Smith had already met the Rovers and was opening the doors for the passengers as the children came out.  Andrew was already in conversation in Spanish with the driver.  The children recognized the driver as the one who had met them at the tiny airport, and had made all the arrangements to get them here.  


Two lanky teenage boys were climbing out of back seat of the first Rover, and a very petite girl from the front seat.   Out of the second Rover, stepped what had to be twins, a girl and a boy.  The twins looked identical dressed in similar colors; In fact their dress was very fancy, definitely in a manner keeping with what had to be Hollywood, or New York City.  Joy and Peter were in shock, for they knew they had stayed at the same “hotel” as they had last night.  So how did they look so perfect?


One of the boys had come in their direction but they had not noticed.  They were so captivated bythe twins.  “Ya, ought to take a picture.  It would last longer,” he said as he got up to them.


Recovering Peter stammered, “I’m sorry, really, I’m . ..”  but the boy cut him off. “Oh don’t fret none.  I’d stare too if the roles were reversed.”  He said with a grin as he looked back over his shoulder.  He continued, “I’m Paul, Paul Whitefield, and you must be Peter Wesley.”


“I am, how did you know?”


“I’ve seen pictures of you, and Joy, right?”  Joy extended her hand to shake his, but he could tell they didn't fully understand, so he explained. “Peter, you have met my Dad.”


Peter, knew Paul’s history, but had not met him.  “Yes, your Dad came down a few years back to visit my Dad.  They were friends, even roommates in college.”


“Yeah, well he brought back all those pictures, and told me all about you two.”


“Oh.”  Echoed Joy and Peter just as Andrew joined them.  It seemed Andrew knew Paul from their last furlough.  Andrew and his parents had served at the very church Paul’s Dad pastored.


Paul certainly shocked them by knowing them, and his dressed had also been a surprise.  He was dressed in western boots, western shirt, string tie, and topped off with a real ten-gallon cowboy hat.


With Andrew escorting Paul, the children turned their attention to the others.  Mr. Smith had the other boy and the petite girl halfway up the stairs, which left Peter and Joy to bring in the twins, who were giving instructions as to their luggage.


They moved forward to meet them.  As they closed the distance between them she could hear the girls' complaints about the dirt, the trip, and her luggage.  Her brother didn’t seem to be listening to her, but instead was looking up at the mansion.  


 “Hi, I am Joy and this is Peter. Come on in.”


The boy extended his hand and shook both Joy’s and Peter’s hands introducing himself as Larry, to which he was interrupted immediately by his sister, “It is not!  It's Lawrence, and my name is Lydia.”  She too, shook hands, but it was more like a touch and retraction so fast, that an on looker would have thought they had a contiguous disease.


For the first time in a long time, Joy felt very inferior.  She was dressed in the simplest manner, and since she was in a hurry this morning, she hadn’t given her hair a great deal of attention.  She thought back to their last furlough, that sick feeling returned as she remembered how out of place she had felt the first day of school.  It had been a Christian school, but a very large one in Los Angeles.  They had only been back from the field a few weeks, so they really hadn’t adjusted to the States yet.  She remembered crying and pleading with her Mom to homeschool her.  Shaking her head in an attempt to get past the memories, she came back to the present, and realized that Peter was moving with Lydia up the stairs.  Lawrence was standing waiting for her.


“I’m sorry,” whispered Joy.


“It’s okay, we often have that affect on people, and by the way it is Larry, okay.”


Joy smiled, “Okay.”  


Larry turned back to the car, “Let me help you, Pastor.”  He had grabbed two of the suitcases that Pastor Moore was trying to carry; this freed one of the Pastor’s hands, which he then put around Joy’s shoulder and turned her toward the door with a big smile.  “They’ll grow on you,” he said as they started up the stairs. Jim and Miguel who had come to help with the luggage followed them.


As they started in the door, they saw a van, a pick-up truck, and a car, which they recognized as Pastor Sanchez’s coming up from the other direction.  The van looked packed.  Juan and Isabella were coming out to greet them, followed by Mr. and Mrs. Reiz.


Soon boxes and suitcases packed the entryway.  Again, as was now common place, everyone turned up to help sort through everything and get everyone’s belongings to the dorms, and school supplies put away.


Larry had not stopped to really speak to anyone until his sister’s stuff was upstairs.  He had asked Joy when they entered the house to direct him, so she showed him where Lydia’s room would be.  Joy had come right back down because she had not yet met the petite girl.


She found her, and helped her find her belongings and was starting up the stairs with a heavy case, when Larry came down and took it from her.


“I’ll take that.  This way Beth.” he said, and Beth followed.  Joy followed them up.


“Thanks.” Joy said to Larry as he turned to leave.


“No problem.  See you downstairs, and,” he lowered his voice until she could barely hear him, “Just let Lydia fume a little. She is just really scared right now.  She isn’t as bad as she seems.”  He bounded up the stairs.


Joy turned her attention to the two new comers.  Liz and Bianca also pitched in to help, but it wasn’t long until the trio didn’t know what else to do to help.  The beds were made, and Beth had unpacked.  Lydia seemed to walk in circles and complain about everything. Liz had asked if they were hungry, only to receive almost a rebuke from Lydia on the need of civilization to this God forsaken place.


Without a word, but with telling looks, Joy, Liz, Rachel and Bianca, decided to leave Lydia to herself for a while.  They did however, encourage Beth to join them.  So they left Lydia to unpack, with the promise they would bring her some lemonade.


Joy sent the others to show Beth around a little before lunch, as she went to get the promised lemonade.  When she returned, she found Lydia crying.  Joy remembered how lost she had felt her first day.  She went over and sat down by Lydia, and waited.

Lydia looked up at her.


“I didn’t want to come, but Lawrence did.  They insisted I come, too.”  with that she started to cry again. Joy didn’t know what to say, so she waited.  Soon Lydia seemed to have cried it out. Joy took the lull to tell Lydia that the lunch bell had just sounded and ask if she wanted to go down, or if she wanted a sandwich brought up.


Lydia looked up; “I probably look a mess.  I don’t want to put anyone out, but I really don’t want to go down right now.


“It’s okay, I don’t mind.  The first day I was here I didn’t want to interact much either.”


So, they decided that Joy would bring up some food for her, and would let her brother know she was okay, just wanting some alone time.


A total of fifteen new students arrived that day, eight to the Smith’s dorm, and seven for the Reiz’s.  Andrew and Peter where now responsible for, Paul, the cowboy, the brothers, Stephen and Samuel, Larry, Matthew, and Luke.  The boy's dorm now housed a total of eleven.


The girl’s dorm now housed Joy as the leader, Liz, Bianca, Lydia, Rachel, and Beth that brought the total to six. 


With so many new faces, the courtyard fires were lit and the evening was given to getting to know one another.  Juan and Andrew were the self appointed coordinators.  They made sure no one was left alone for long. The teachers were even encouraged to mingle with the students, instead of setting together around the fire.


The next day the final group arrived, or at least the last group for a few months.  Ben, Michael, Charles, Tabitha, and Debra arrived for the Smith’s and the final group arrived for the Reiz’s, bringing their total to twenty-five.


Friday night was much like Thursday.  The only addition was the marshmallows. 

Saturday, was a day of organization since everyone was now here, the duties and work assignments could be settled on and could start on Monday, much to the relieve of the adults.  The students had lists of jobs to be done during the week.  Jobs like the trash, laundry, helping with meals (which everyone was to do), caring for the animals, gardening, chopping wood and others.  Each could select areas they liked best.  


It was also a day for tours.  To Juan's delight, he got to give the tour twice for his dorm and he accompanied Andrew for his.  Everyone seemed as enthralled as the first groups had been.  That evening was spent like the night before, visiting and getting to know each other. 


Sunday dawned rainy and overcast.  They were thankful that they could sleep in until ten if they wished.  The service was scheduled for eleven-thirty in the Main room.  Some of the villagers were coming down to join them, instead of their going up to the village.


Sunday turned out to be a true day of rest.  Even the adults managed to rest, having planned meals and all that took less time, and paper products made clean-up quick and easy.  


There were only two things that made Sunday a little difficult for some.  One, was the Internet, everyone was trying to get on.  Great patience was needed as you waited your turn.  The generators were still not running to full capacity, so the supply of electricity was low; therefore, at night only the bathrooms had light.  Using candles and oil lamps was a new experience for most, but the adults gave a quick course in the proper use of these items.


INTRODUCTIONS

 Chapter Eleven

Monday came all too quickly.  Everyone woke with the knowledge that they had things they had to get up and do.  Some had to help with the animals, others with breakfast. Andrew and Paul were among those who got up early and headed to the stables.  Peter and Joy had signed up to help with breakfast. That way they would be up early to play with the parrots, before the day started. It was becoming a habit, to get up start the fire in the courtyard, and play with the parrots.  The little ones still remained unnamed, but they were becoming quite friendly, seeming to enjoy the children as much as the children enjoyed them.


After they talked with the parrots and fed them some fruit, they headed in to help get breakfast before everyone else showed up to eat.  It was with satisfaction that the meal was ready well before the bell rang.


With breakfast and clean up done, the students reassembled in the courtyard awaiting instructions for the day.  Peter and Joy coaxed the parrots to come down as far as the potted plants on the balcony, where the parrots entertained all that would watch.  Mr. Smith came out of his room to find the little parrots putting on a show.  He watched for a moment before starting down the stairs.  The little male decided that he rather liked Mr. Smith so he kept flying around his head.  The students tried to stifle their laughter. The little bird finally landed on his shoulder where he stayed until Mr. Smith reached the bottom step.  The bird flew back to the ledge, where he continued to watch the proceedings below.


When Mr. Smith finally turned his attention to the students, he asked them all to be seated around the court area. He walked over to the bulletin board and pinned up the class lists.  Mrs. Reiz also pinned up several other copies on the various boards around the courtyard.  Mr. Smith explained that they were divided into three groups.  The first session would be in one of the Great Rooms or the Main Room. There they were to be introduced to the teachers, and receive their homework assignments for the classes, due on Tuesday.


After he had given instructions the students crowded around the lists to find their name and the classroom assignment:

GROUP ONE



GROUP TWO



GROUP THREE

SMITH DORM


MAIN ROOM 


REIZ DORM

Bianca




Beth




Christina

Debra




Joy




Gabriella

Rachel




Lydia




Gloria

Tabitha



Maria




Luz

Ben




Salena




Marrivale

Charles



Sara




Mary

David




Andrew



Ruth

Luke




Barney




Carlos

Matthew



Juan M.



Juan A.

Michael



Immanuel



Jorge

Liz




Isabella



Grace

Sam




Larry




Pablo

Stephen



Miguel




Palo






Peter




Martin











Roberto











Samuel











Steven






As soon as group two assembled, Mr. Harper gave a few instructions as to the schedule for the day, and then he started the session in prayer.  He first shared about his own history. He shared that he had attended college in the Mid-west, and then attended seminary, where in all honesty he was a favorite.  “I was a dashing young man, much like my Andrew.”  Andrew turned beet red. He even grew redder when Lydia leaned against him.  Andrew was glad when his Grandfather continued.  “Being a favorite when I graduated with my Masters with honors, I was offered the pastorate of a large church in the same area.  I continued to work on my Doctorate.  The large church became even bigger, which catapulted me into notoriety.  After I had been there four years, things began to change.  Church growth slowed, and the older members of the broad were beginning to complain.”


“In fact,” he continued, “some old geezer,” he stopped and laughed, “he was probably younger than I am now.  Well, being young, Andrew’s father was just a baby, I thought anyone over fifty was old.  Anyway, the older gentleman seemed to come in every Tuesday, and challenge me on my sermons.  After several months of this, I decided to start listening to my sermons. I would get a tape and early Tuesday morning I would listen to it and prepare for the old guy.  After a month of listening to myself, I became sick to death of that preacher.   I realized that I did not like the man I had become.  I didn’t even agree with the theology that, that man on the tape was pushing.  I fell on my face before the Almighty, and repented.  When I got up, I got up a different person.  When the old guy came, I begged him to forgive me.  Then I went home and begged my wife to forgive me.  She cried that day, for she too, had tried to tell me I was going the wrong direction.”  He had to stop and compose himself.  It was easy to see that these were painful memories.


“I finished my Doctorate, but in truth if I hadn’t been so close to finishing it I would have just quit.  I realized that I had become nothing more than an educated fool.  Book learning I had, but I had failed to keep the relationship with the Lord up to date. alive, and powerful.   I resigned my church and became a missionary to Peru.  We raised our son and daughter here in South America.  They both are in full time service to the Lord.  My dear wife went to be with the Lord three years ago.  I sure miss her, but I know I will see her again.”


“I started to retire last year, but the Lord had other plans.  He called me here, and I hope to be of service to you.  I will be teaching Old Testament, and tutoring in Hebrew and Greek.”  Then he handed out assignment sheets.  There were little groans across the room, as it became apparent that they had homework today.


Mrs. Coker came forward then and gave a brief overview of her life as well. Mr. and Mrs. Coker had raised their children in California, where they served as teachers in various Christian schools, and pastored in small Spanish speaking churches.  Her oldest son had graduated from high school, when the Good Lord called them to go to South America.  She pointed out that that had been the same year that this group started school; “So you could say we all started together.” 


Her oldest son was pastoring in San Jose, California, and their youngest son was a missionary in Panama. Their daughter was married to a medical doctor, and they lived in California, right out of San Jose.  She also shared that her husband had been killed in the flood that swept through the area about six years ago.  Many of the children knew this, as they had been at the same school that year.  Mr. Coker had tried to help several teens, who had ventured out into the river on a dare.  He got caught in the swell.  The teens had survived, but he hadn’t.


Joy had started to cry at this point, because she remembered how hard those days had been.  Mrs. Coker, too, had to stop and compose herself before finishing.   After Mr. Coker’s death, she had been tempted to return to the States and to her children, but the Lord had asked her to stay.  She had remained at the mission school for three more years, and then retired and returned to the States. She was restless and even though she had family she missed South America.  She felt that the Lord wanted her to return.  About that same time she knew the troubles Mr. Smith was going though.  So when he asked her to pray about coming back to teach, she said ‘Yes,” and returned with the Smiths.  “I know this is where the Lord wants me.  The first day I walked on the grounds, it was like coming home.  I am so glad the Lord has allowed me to be a part of this adventure.”


Mrs. Coker then explained that she would be teaching New Testament, English and or Spanish as the need arose.   She pointed out to them how the groups were divided.  This group spoke both English and Spanish fluently.  The other groups were fluent only in English, or Spanish, respectfully.  The students found this quite interesting for they had not realized it.


She, too, had a homework sheet for them, which also started today.  The students were then issued books, and school supplies.  They received the homework sheets for math, history, and science, but to their delight this was the only class for the morning.  They were to start on the homework for all the classes, now and work until lunch.


Mr. Harper and Mrs. Coker helped them spread out across the room and encouraged them to get started.   They did, within an hour they had finished most of the assignments, but mental fatigue was setting in when they where excused, and given free time until the lunch bell. 


They returned their supplies to their rooms, and went outside.  Sophie, Jim and Chris were busy setting up the courtyard for lunch.  They wanted to take advantage of the nice weather while they could.   Almost everyone seemed more than ready for the meal, and the time to discuss the classes.  Only, the group that had been with the Smiths seemed a little reluctant to talk.


After lunch, they cleared away the food and dishes, and enjoyed the worship time.  Many prayers where issued up for the world affairs, and for safety of many.  The students sensed that there was a hint of urgency in the adults' prayers, it had the effect of bringing a serious feeling to the time together.


When the Bible study was over, everyone was reminded to use the next hour wisely, and that classes would start at two o’clock sharp.  Peter and Joy returned to their dorm rooms.  They both wanted to read and rest.  At two sharp, the group that had been with Mr. Harper, and Mrs. Coker, now joined the Smiths in the Main Room.


Everyone in this group knew the Smiths either as teacher, preacher and, or, Lord of the Manor; they were quite familiar with them and their history on the field here in South America.  These students had grown up knowing and respecting them greatly. So for this group, Mr. Smith did not go into great detail about their lives, but just reviewed the few areas that he was sure they did not fully know.


“As you know, we did return to the States about five years ago, with the intent of retiring from the field.  We had hoped to pastor and be with our daughter and our son, Trenton for a few years.  Sophie’s husband had just become ill, and we hoped we could help in some way, but the Lord took him home soon after we arrived.  We always had intended to return here, but we wanted to take advantage of our golden years and be closer to our grandchildren. While we were there, however, we found that we could not be content with the beliefs that were being taught as fact in the Christian churches that we attended.  I know most of you, . . . well all of you, . . . heard that I was publicly blasted by some of the big names of the faith.  Well, I did blast back, but because of my age, many could just write me off as an old fashion thinker.  They thought I was out of touch with the new thinking.  There were those who heard me though. There were younger men and women, who started saying the same thing.  Out of that group this plan was started; A plan to do something about the falsehoods being preached.  Namely that we would answer God’s call to educate young people in the Truth.”


“The Truth is under attack across the face of the earth.  There is a resistance movement as well, but it is being driven underground in many parts of the world.  But underground it is still growing.  This school is part of that movement.  It is not yet illegal to have a Christian school, but it is becoming illegal to openly evangelize.  There are seven schools like this one, now, and we hope for twelve within the year.  They are placed in areas still friendly to Christianity, but all areas have their restrictions.  That is why we go to great lengths to minimize the attention we draw to ourselves, so that we will be able to maintain as much freedom from governmental influence as possible."


“There are about three hundred of you, that the Lord has directed to these schools.  Why these schools, I do not fully know.  But I do know that the battle is upon us, and we are to help you be ready as soon a possible. We are going to attempt to escalate your education so that you can be prepared to face the new battles.  I am sorry if this makes you feel uneasy, but you are to be ready, our job is to teach you.  We hope to help you work hard, but we also hope to help you enjoy the time as well.   I know you have questions, but I want you to think, and pray about all this before I tackle questions.”


He did let them know that he would be teaching World Cultures, ethics, history, and philosophy.  Afterwards he asked all to kneel for prayer, and he prayed long and hard for the group, naming each one.  Before dismissing them, he explained that this group would meet with the Reiz’s this evening in their dorm.


When the session was over, they felt weak physically, but empowered spiritually.  Now, they understood why the morning group had been so quiet at lunch and during the worship.  They too, now felt like they could not even begin to express in words, what they had heard.


This was the last session until evening, so the group dispersed to their dorms, but the other groups where not out yet, so they had to remain quiet until the bell sounded at four o’clock. The bell telling all it was free time until six, except for those who had to help with supper at five, or do other chores.


Supper was a quiet affair; everyone seemed lost in his or her own thoughts. With clean up done, everyone seemed to move to their rooms, until the seven o’clock bell, that brought everyone back to the task at hand.  Peter and the others of his group met in the Great Room with the Reiz’s.  


Of all the teacher’s they were the youngest, not yet retirement age.  They seemed a little more nervous, even a little unsure of themselves.  It was easy to see that Mrs. Reiz was more comfortable speaking, so she started the meeting. She explained that she had grown-up in Brazil, the daughter of a poor pastor, who also worked as a mason, to make ends meet.  Even though they were considered poor, the people of their church had made sure she was able to go to college.  She had graduated from the University, with a BA in science, and then obtained a Masters in Biology.  They had had three children, but one had died as a child.   Their son was a medical doctor in Brasilia, and their daughter a teacher and pastor’s wife in the same city.  Both she was proud to say, loved the Lord and hoped to send their grandchildren here when they got old enough. 


Mr. Reiz then stepped forward.  His life history was different.  He had grown-up in Florida, the son of a very rich man from Brazil, a second generation American. He had had the best education money could buy, and had become an engineer.  He had worked for a prestigious firm for a couple of years, until he decided to volunteer for the Peace Corps.  The Peace Corps brought him down to South America.  While he was here in South America, he met the rest of his family, and discovered the source of his family's money.  He almost got pulled in, but when he watched his brother change, becoming more and more obsessed with the family business, he decided he did not want to be a part of it.  He finished his tour, but he had come to love the people in the villages where he had served, so he stayed with them.  Of course, one of those villagers was Anna, Mrs. Reiz; She had told him that she could not become involved with a man who was not a Christian.  For a year he labored beside her father, helped with every project, and all the while fighting off calls by his family to return to the States.


“I finally, yielded to the only One who could help me, The Lord Jesus Christ.  The day Anna’s father led me to the Lord; I got a new man.  A man determined to help the Christians of South America.  For a while my family helped too. They were sure that my zeal would fail given time, and I would come home.  My Father came down and begged me to return to the States, which I did.  I returned leaving my Anna behind.  I returned to make peace with my family, and to witness to them if possible.  They did not want to hear about my faith; they were after all religious and attended church.  I could not understand how superficial  they were.  My family lived to make money, yet the money did not make them happy.  All the while, I could see the good they could do with that money, but they would not listen.  In the end I knew my life was here with Anna, and with the Christians of South America, so I returned.  Basically, when I returned my family disowned me.  I have been back a few times, and when the children came along, they softened somewhat.  But all-in-all, I have given my life to help especially, in the area of engineering.”


Mrs. Reiz gave her husband a big smile, as she stood to join him. She informed them that she would be teaching science and Mr. Reiz the math.  They also hoped to give them hands on experience in both areas.  Mr. Reiz explained about the mill that did indeed grind the wheat, but also produced the electricity for the hacienda, and the village up the canyon.  In return for the electricity, the villagers helped with the big jobs that came along.  He explained why there was only electricity during certain hours, because the generators were in need of some repairs.  As soon as the parts arrive there would be more than enough electricity for everyone.


He would have gone on longer explaining the whole system, but Mrs. Reiz interrupted him, saying that that would wait for another lesson.  They then covered the practical daily expectations and the schedule that all was expected to follow.  Dismissing them after prayer, he sent them out to the courtyard to join everyone else.


Everyone seemed to be arriving at the same time.  They found that the fire-pits were ablaze and tables spread with refreshments.  Sophie, Jim, Chris and Big Miguel were there ushering everyone to the tables.  Soon the whole school, students and teachers, were sharing in the fellowship.


As the hour grew late, Mr. Smith called for everyone’s attention:  “If I may have your attention, please.”  Every eye turned his way and waited.  “You have meet all your formal teachers, and they have introduced themselves to you.  Hopefully, you understand how dedicated these people are to you.  I do have a few more introductions to give.”  Mr. Smith spoke in English, which Mr. Reiz then translated, to Spanish.  “First, Sophie Martins, my daughter, and like my wife, she wants you to call her Sophie.  She will be helping with the kitchen, and will assist Jim.  Jim Bates, my future son-in-law,” Jim stood and waved. “will be the instructor for survival and self-defense.”  Chris, Chris Reynolds, and Mr. Madrid will be instructing in basic of farming, animal care, and car repairs all things that are practical and could one day save your life.  Now, it is late. Tomorrow is our first regular day, so best end this one, but before we do let us gather close and pray.”


Mr. Smith led in prayer, a humble petition for God’s guiding hand.


As Peter prepared for bed he asked Andrew, what he thought.  Andrew answered,  “I feel very special to be here.” 


Peter nodded, “Me too. They are special people aren’t they?”


“Special, yes.  They listen to God.  I hope I learn to do that.”


Peter nodded again and climbed into bed, and whispered, “Help us Lord to be like them.”

“Amen” replied Stephen from the top bunk.   Peter rolled over, and smiled as he heard the others add their quiet amens, too.



FALLING IN AND OUT OF ROUTINE






       Chapter Twelve





When Peter awoke the next morning, he heard the rumble of thunder, and felt the chill of the room.  With dread he made himself get up and get dressed.  He did add a sweater to his outfit for the day.  When he got down stairs he met Joy as she came down her stairs.  She, too, wore a sweater.  They knew there was no point in checking on the parrots, with the rain and the chill, they wouldn’t be out and about.  They checked anyway.  Well that is, Peter dared to check so Joy wouldn’t get wet.  As they had guessed no parrots this morning, maybe they could get permission to check on them later.  So they headed to the kitchen, and breakfast.


As they entered, Sophie and Katherine greeted them and pushed hot muffins toward them, before assigning them a task to do.  Katherine knowing their fondness for the birds told them that she would meet them at break and they could go feed the birds together.  Right now she knew they were cuddled up sleeping.


Lydia did not come down to breakfast, which was only allowed if you were sick.  Mrs. Coker went up to check on her, only to find her unwilling to get up when it was so cold in the room.  Mrs. Coker had a time getting her up and going, but they did appear before everyone had finished.  She was not in a good mood, which was obvious to all.  When she headed to sit in between Peter, and Andrew, even through there wasn’t room, everyone just immediately made room for her, stifling the laughter they felt.  It had become her habit to sit by Andrew no matter where he was.

Before they left the tables, schedules where handed out and Peter looked down at his:

Breakfast preparations:
7:15 A.M.

Quiet time 

1:30 - 2:30

Breakfast


8:00


Class three Main
2:30 - 4:00

Clean-up/chores

8:30 - 9:00

Extra class Tue/Thur
4:00 - 5:00

Class one S-dorm

9:00 - 10:30

Supper


6:00

Break



10:30 - 10:45

Studies


7:00 - 8:00

Class two R-dorm

10:45 - 12:15

Lights out

11:00

Lunch



12:15 - 12:45

Worship


12:45 - 1:30

 
It didn’t seem too bad.  So the day began, and progressed quickly.  The rain stayed with them all day, putting a damper on the Friday night activities.  It was the first of many Friday evenings spent inside, but the students were not bored.  They played table games, and made up new ones.  Later in the evening they watched a movie and had popcorn. It was a new adventure for all the students to pack into the Main Room around the big screen TV, which up to now had not been used.


It was still rainy on Saturday, however, it let up ever so often to allow a brief reprieve from the house.  Peter, Joy, and Andrew followed Mr. Reiz to the mill house, which also held the generators.  Peter was totally enthralled by the machinery, and even more amazed as Mr. Reiz started explaining how it all worked.


Sunday was a wonderful day of rest. The sun stayed out most of the day, so the services were held in the courtyard.  The parrots liked this idea, too.  Each one had flown down and joined the humans in worship.  Katherine was definitely the favored one as both Pete and Polly chose to set on the back of her chair.  Pete tried his best to sing along, “Victory in Jesus” was his favorite, but Polly loved   “What a Friend We Have in Jesus."  They tried to sing along, but the only distinct word was ‘Jesus,' but they could keep good time with the music; bobbing their heads and rocking back and forth.  The more Katherine tried to get them quiet, the louder they were.  The louder these two parrots got, the louder the two little ones became.  Mr. Smith went along with it by saying that they now had a Pentecostal service going, so everyone should get with it.


Soon, however, it was so funny that the students could no longer constrain themselves, laughter over came the seriousness.   Katherine finally, carried Pete upstairs, and Sophie took Polly.  The two smaller ones quieted down after that, so Mr. Smith could finish his sermon.  He did change topics, though using the birds as an example; switching to First Timothy 4:12, about being an example.  Pete and Polly had not set a good example for the two nameless birds.


After, the service Pete and Polly were allowed to return.  The birds had obviously missed human contact, for they hung around all-day, entertaining and just listening.  By the end of the day, it was decided to allow the birds to have a perch inside where they could interact with people during the day, and then back to the aviary at night.  This fact delighted everyone, including Mr. Smith, who had forgiven them for the interruptions to the service. Several students, including Peter and Joy, volunteered to help move them, and return them in the evening.  They also decided to hold a contest to name the two little ones.


Monday, the rain had returned, but when Peter and Joy went out to help with breakfast they took their normal route just in case the birds where out there. The little birds were watching for they flew right down to them.  The birds must have been out in the wind for a while, though, because their feathers where going every-which-away.


“Man you two are looking pretty ragged.” Peter said as he attempted to smooth them.

That gave Peter an idea for a name, but he waited until breakfast to share. At breakfast Peter shared his choice of names, and it was voted on.  The two officially became Ragged Ann and Andy.  

  
The birds diverted everyone’s attention away from the weather.  Each dorm’s Great Room received a few of the parrots.  Mr. Reiz and Mr. Harper had rigged perches for them, and promised to fashion some better ones later


Tuesday, was more the same, except when four o’clock arrived, the students were to meet in the Great rooms for instructions as to the start of their survival classes.  They were to wear their physical education clothes.  Their interest was peaked when they entered the area where Jim was rolling out what looked like a large rubber mat.  Paul said it looked like a wrestling mat.


Jim waited until all the students from the dorm were present and then told the girls they were to meet with Sophie in the other dorm.  The girls took off out the doors while the boys from the other dorm were coming in.


Once, they all settled down, they were told that they would be learning basic self-defense moves.  They wanted them to be able to have the confidence that comes from the training, but they did not want them taking this as an approval for aggression.  Jim explained,

“When faced with a threat, often a man will strike, rather than try for a peaceful solution, because he hopes to get in the first blow.  If a man knows already that on the physical level he can deal with it, then he will take the time to seek peace instead.”


In the girl's group, the logic was the same jest, but from the woman’s viewpoint.  Sophie related, “We women, need to know how to defend ourselves, we will not be learning these principles to give you the tools to take on the boys, nor to use these skills offensively.    Rule one, we need to be wise, and avoid situations that could be dangerous.   Rule two when confronted with a threatening situation we need to be prepared.  We need to have the confidence that we can defend ourselves.  If we have the basic skills, then we can take advantage of our knowledge to work for and look for peaceful solution, instead of panicking.”


The hour flew by as they practiced how to fall, and two basic takedowns.  They wanted to continue, but it was time to prepare for supper.  Each group was again instructed, not to practice outside of class.


With classes, the birds, chores, and emails being sent and received, time moved rapidly.  It was February before anyone realized.  Everyone had settled into such a routine that the days ran into each other.  In fact, February might have gone by unnoticed, except for a few birthdays that came along.  Sophie, Juan, and Salena all had birthdays. 


 Valentine's day also brought a few special cards and packages from the parents and friends.  Chris embarrassed Sophie as he presented her flowers and candy at dinner that evening.  But she wasn’t as embarrassed as Andrew.  Lydia presented him candy at the dinner table in front of everyone.    

 
A couple of weeks later, the students were informed that the schedule for the rest of the week would be suspended.  The student body had been divided into two groups.  The groups where divided so that they would be equal in size.  They were to get a whole week without rain, an unusual event for this time of year, but since the Lord had sent it, they were going to take advantage of it.  They were going camping.


The next morning the S-dorm had no trouble getting up and ready.  They had been given a list as to what to pack, so that part was easy.  After breakfast they were led out to the stable area where the pick-ups stood ready to be loaded.  Stacked beside each were the supplies, tents, and sleeping bags.  Joy whispered under her breath “Thank-goodness” when she saw them.  She had been worrying about the sleeping arrangements.  She was brave enough, but the thought of sleeping in the open scared her; she did not like bugs, nor the idea of what might be moving around in the dark. 


Her comfort did not last long, however, because she saw that they had also packed several guns.  Mr. Smith had a western looking six-shooter, complete with holster strapped to his side.  The boys were excited beyond reason. Paul ran back in and came back out dressed in his western gear.  He begged Mr. Smith to wear the gun and holster.  Mr. Smith relented, but only after emptying the shells, which he checked twice.


Paul couldn’t have been happier.  He immediately became the sheriff on the frontier shooting the bad guy.  The other guys talked him into letting them have a turn.  This actually was quite a diversion for the guys, as they walked the three miles to the camp sight.  They took turns being the bad guy. By the end of the walk, they had all “died," at least once.


By eleven they arrived at the site.  Mr. and Mrs. Smith, Mr. Harper, and Mrs. Coker had arrived early.  They had lunch ready, which included soda packed in ice, sandwiches, and chips. 


The camp sight was absolutely beautiful.  The mountains stood to one side as a blue and green hue running forever.  The houses were up the face of the closest range.  A fact they knew since it had not been a climb, but a steady down hill walk, although fairly steep at times.  They could just make out the area where the ledge would be, and knew that right below that was home.  On the other side, was the river.   It was not a huge river, but a wide, swallow tributary.  It was, however much deeper now than it had been when Peter and Joy had crossed it with their mothers only six weeks ago.  On the opposite shore, was a rather dense jungle area.  Peter and Joy, wished they had paid more attention to it when they came through.   They remembered the birds, and that it had been very dark at times.


It was only a little after noon when class started.  Yes, there was to be a class, a class on survival.  First on the agenda, was boating.  They assembled around three small boats.   Boats designed for shallow, fast flowing rivers like this one.  They showed the children how safety lines had been set up and that there would be adults down stream.  As the children looked up they saw much to their surprise, Katherine standing along side the river on one side. Mr. Harper on the other and Mr. Smith were in a small boat in the middle of the safety line some hundred and fifty feet away.  Seeing Katherine decked out in safety gear, and looking more like a lifeguard than their mild manner ‘grandmother,’ gave them even more love and respect for her than they had before.  They all decided later that she was a lot tougher than she looked.  Juan especially felt that way.  For when his boat had turned over, Katherine just plucked him up out of the water.  They learned how to get a safety line in place, the basic skills needed to maneuver the boat, and they were introduced to the safety gear they had to wear.  Then for the next few hours they practiced.  No matter how they tried almost all of them ended up wet.  If you didn’t fall in, the boats were so wet from being tipped over that you still got wet.  But no one cared it was too much fun.  


The boys had expected the girls to do worse than they had, but that was not the case.  Actually, Lydia and Beth probably did better than anyone.  Larry said he wasn’t surprised.  Their father often took them boating in canoes, so she was already a pro.


As mid-afternoon came, they called a halt to the fun, because the camp needed to be set up. Jim, Chris and Sophie, gave them instructions them on how to assemble the tents.  It became a race to see who could set up the tents the fastest.  The boys won; a fact they were not going to let the girls forget.  


Next they learned to build a fire ring, then they were ask to gather wood, but not before a lengthy discussion on what to look for and what to avoid.  They even had pictures of what to avoid, including the frogs.  The students knew about all these of course, that had been one of the first science lessons Mrs. Reiz gave.  She had wanted all to know what lived in this area, what was friendly, eatable, or an enemy and deadly.


With camp set up, and the fire started, the children again where ushered out of the camp area and around the bend of the river, where the embankments where steeper.  They were shocked when the guns were unwrapped, and Mr. Smith reloaded his.  They were actually going to learn to shoot.  Chris went one by one through the guns, what type, their use, their kick, and how to aim them.  Then one by one they were allowed to shoot them, After putting on earmuff, they took aim at the hay bails that had been placed all over the embankment.  The girls went first, and used the lighter guns, including smaller handguns.  They soon found out it was not at all as easy as it looked. The boys then had a go at them.


As the sun dropped, they returned to camp except for the few, who still hadn’t tried.

Supper smelled wonderful as they came around the bend.  Mrs. Coker and Katherine had fixed a stew with homemade tortillas.  The children felt a stab of guilt when they looked at the work that must have gone into the preparations, but the cooks smiled and said they had fixed them a week ago, and had frozen them for this occasion.  They didn’t feel quite so bad.   When all had arrived, they prayed together, and shared the meal.  Everyone ate until they thought they would pop.  There is something about camping that makes everyone’s appetite increase.


They watched the sun set and talked freely of God’s love and His creation. As darkness took over, the bug repellent bombs where lit around the camp, and the fire built up to almost bonfire proportions.  Mr. Harper brought out his guitar and for hours they sang and talked, and then had smores for dessert.


It was late before they started the process of turning in.  It was a little awkward for the few that had never been camping.  They had to forgo some of the nighttime preparations to which they were accustomed.  The girls were first to start preparing to turn in, but Sophie stalled them by whispering that Chris had told her to tell them to wait a minute.  So they waited to see what he meant.  It didn’t take long. The adults seemed to be rushing Paul, Larry, and Juan off to bed.  As soon as they climbed into their tent, it fell absolutely flat.  The more the boys struggled to get out the more twisted the tent became.  Everyone was overcome with laughter as they watched and listened to the boy’s struggle.  Many more of the tents suffered the same fate as their occupants climbed in. 


No one enjoyed all this more than the adults did.  They were tucking it away for future references in sermons or class, on the pitfalls of pride or a job incomplete leads to flattened tents, or uncontrolled behavior will collapse the best covering.  The adults did get up and help repair the damage, but it took awhile as a case of the giggles had hit everyone.  Even the next day remembering the sight of all those tents falling and the occupants trying to get out, brought about laughter.


Most were awake with the sun, not wanting to waste one moment of the adventure.

The breakfast was pancakes, eggs and bacon cooked over the fire.  Two smaller rings had been set-up to make cooking quicker and easier.  Everyone pitched in.  In no time, they were cleaning up and waiting for instructions.  


That morning they practiced all they had learned the day before.  The shooting was fine, but the boating was cold once you were wet, so by lunch they were ready to stop and change clothes.  After a simple lunch, they loaded into the back of the pickups and headed across the river into the jungle.  There were times they held their breath as the water reached the running boards and threatened to wash the trucks away, but the adults didn’t seem worried in the least.


 Not too far into the jungle, it became dark the canopy being so dense.  When the trucks stopped they were surprised to see Mrs. Reiz waiting for them, but they were glad.  They knew she knew everything about this area.   She led them on an excursion through the trees pointing out the plants and the animals they came upon. Well actually they saw little animal life, but did see the tracks they had left behind.  They did see birds, lots of birds. 


In one grove of trees they stood watching the birds for some time enjoying all the antics. Suddenly, Mrs. Reiz asks them to move back the direction they had come, quickly and quietly.  As they did so Mr. Smith ask in a whisper what was wrong.  “A nest has been attack by a snake, I am watching to see if the babies can get away.  I think we may have startled the flock of birds and gave that snake the cover it needed to attack.”   She pointed over under the trees.  There Joy and Peter, who were standing just behind them, could see two struggling little birds, and one that looked died.


“You can’t leave them!” exclaimed Joy


“Shh, we’ll wait and see what the mother does.  She may drive the snake away.”

The mother was flying over the babies, and they were crying out to her.  It was a heart breaking sight.   In one pass the snake stuck the mother, it was obvious that she would not survive.


“They are too young.  They can’t fly.”  With that Mrs. Reiz moved toward them with Peter and Joy on her heels.  Mr. Smith followed close behind with the machete.  As they entered the grove of trees, the parrots started making such a racket that it was almost deafening.  She quickly snatched the babies up and moved out of the trees so the birds would quiet down.


She cradled them for a moment and then handed them to Peter and Joy.  They put the babies into their jackets.  Once they were warm they quieted down and seemed to sleep.  Mrs. Reiz continued their trip. When they arrived back at camp, the adults decided that Mrs. Reiz would take the birds back to school and care for them.  She warned all of them that it was doubtful that they would make it.  Mrs. Reiz had supper with them and then returned to school.


The evening was so enjoyable that they all moaned at the thought of returning to the routine of school.  During the evening devotional time, the Spirit came on the little group.  This caused the testimonies and praises to go until almost midnight, but before they turned in the children gathered together to offer a special prayer for the little birds.  They knew their God knew all about the little birds, and their God knew exactly what they needed to survive.


They broke camp the next morning.  Everything had to be taken down and rolled up. The tents were staying of course, but the next group had to put them up for themselves.  The sleeping bags were hung out over lines to air out.  Even the wood was returned to the woods to await the next group. The children where glad that they were allowed to climb into the back of the trucks for the trip back up the hill.  They arrived back about nine o’clock, just in time for the next group to reload them.


Before the children even carried their stuff upstairs, they, the students, Katherine and Sophie, went to see the babies.  Mrs. Reiz knew they would come, so she had them prepared, and had prepared a lengthy list for their care while she led her group.  It was Katherine who took them and said she would care of them. The two little things just seemed to take to her.  They looked briefly at Mrs. Reiz, and then seemed to sense that they had a new mother.   Mrs. Reiz didn’t seem to mind.  She said Katherine was really the parrot expert.                              


Much to the dislike of the children, they had to put their things away before they could help with the birds.  They were also, told to go take showers, and get into clean clothes.  In addition, when showers were done the laundry had to be done.   They knew then how they would spend the rest of their morning.

 
That afternoon they rested and emailed parents, sharing the fun they had had.  When allowed they would peek in on the babies, who now resided in the Main room in a large cage.  The students divided into pairs and signed up for a time to feed the babies, and/or just watch them.  Every group prayed for the babies.


 At lunch the group discussed all that needed to be done.  The animals needed to be fed and put into pens before nightfall.  Some of the fires needed to be tended; supper needed to fixed and the clean up afterwards.  So it was all divided up. Then the adults went to rest for the quiet hour.  During the hour the children had a meeting of their own and decided that they should do it all and not allow the adults do anything. It would be their way of telling them how much they had appreciated the adventure.  A tangible way of saying ‘thank you.'  They knew the adults had to be extremely tired.   They, also selfishly, wanted Katherine free to take care of the birds.


Supper was a simple meal of spaghetti and salad, but it was filling.  Clean up was done quickly.  The length of the day was even beginning to catch up with the children when they re-entered the Main Room, where they found the adults catching up on the newspapers.   Everyone seemed to be moving in slow motion. The children did however, bake cookies and fix hot chocolate, after which they sent the adults to bed, with the promise that they, too, would go to bed soon.  It was more like immediately. They were all so ready to stretch out in a soft bed and under clean sheets.  


On Friday, they were all assigned different duties, in order to cover all the chores left uncovered by the adults, and students that were camping.  By pitching in together, it actually was fun, seeing all the work get done, and sharing fellowship at the same time. By evening, everyone was ready to kick back.  Some went to send emails, others put on a movie, some played table games, and around nine o’clock the fire pits were lit and everyone seemed to drift out to it.  The adults had all gathered and Mr. Harper brought out his guitar.  Katherine declared that she thought the little ones just might make it, which brightened everyone’s spirits.  They ended the day around the fire pits, enjoying a time of worship and praise.


By Saturday when everyone returned to the school, they had food, and evening treats ready.  They had even done all the chores so that all the returning group would have to do  

was shower, and wash their clothes.   


It was fun as they all shared.  They, too, had had tents collapse and boats tip. There was a lot of discussion about the boating and shooting; the two things they hadn’t expected.





            LIGHTS, PLEASE






Chapter Thirteen


The brief reprieve from the rain ended by late Sunday night. A storm roared in dumping inches of rain and blowing away everything that was not tied down.  When the storm arrived it didn’t want to go away.  It rained for the entire week, complicating the repair of the mill, and without the mill there was no generator.  No generator meant no electricity.  There was enough power to keep the freezers from thawing.  Needless to say, using candles and lanterns had been fun for a few days, but after a week it was losing its glamour. 


On Thursday, Peter’s class was in the Main Room with Mr. Harper, when loud voices interrupted the Bible lesson.  The students were shocked to see Sophie and Dr. Mitchell in a tirade with Mr. Smith.  Mr. Smith in rain gear was coming down the stairs with Sophie on his heels yelling at him.  “Dad, you can’t go out in this rain.  None of you should be out there.  Let Jim and Chris handle it.  If they have to they can wait for men to come from town.”


“Sophie, we can’t wait for others to come, and it will take more than two to handle those parts.  You know that so stop fussing with me,” he replied as he stormed down the stairs.


“I agree with Sophie.  You nor Miguel nor anyone over fifty-five should be out there,” interjected Dr. Mitchell.


“Oh, Doc, be reasonable.  How do you expect it to get done,” replied Mr. Smith.


“Can we help?” questioned Peter; a chorus of voices joined in asking the same thing.


“No! This is not a job for children,” he answered.


“We aren’t children,” echoed around the room.


“No. Sorry.  It is not a job for anyone younger than twenty,” he said correcting himself.


Sophie and the Doctor continued to follow him out the door toward the courtyard.

The students were now standing and watching them exit.  “What does he mean we are too young, and besides, what are they talking about,” asked Paul.


“The parts have come in,” answered Mr. Harper, who was attempting to get the class back in their seats.


“So, that’s a good thing,” stated Joy.


“Yes,” continued Mr. Harper, “but the trucks can’t get up the hill, so we have to go meet them. with the tractors.”


“We can drive the tractors.  You know that Grandpa,” replied Andrew.


“Yes, but it is going to be a hard wet job.  Those parts are big and heavy,” answered Mr. Harper.


“Hey, let’s go make him let us help,” responded Peter.  To which everyone got up and headed for the door.


“Wait a minute,” yelled Mr. Harper, getting everyone’s attention, as he continued. “I won’t say you shouldn’t go, because I really don’t think Mr. Smith nor Miguel should, but I know for a fact he will never allow you ladies to go. So, don’t make thing more difficult.  You boys may go try, but you ladies may not.”


There were groans from the ladies, but they knew he was right.  The boys didn’t wait but took off, to catch up with Mr. Smith.  They found him standing just outside the door, where Mr. Reiz, Miguel and Chris had joined him, all in rain gear.  Sophie, the Doc, and Mr. Reiz where all trying to convince Mr. Smith not to go.  The boys added their voices to the fray.  Everyone was clambering to be heard when a whistle blew loud and long stopping the noise.  Katherine was standing on the stairs and once she had everyone’s attention she stated very firmly, “Now listen all of you.  Time is wasting with all this discussion.”


“I quiet agree, Katherine.  Miguel let’s go,” said Mr. Smith.


“Stop right there.  You know they are right so stop being stubborn,” she said to Mr. Smith with a glare of defiance.


Mr. Smith’s shoulders slumped in defeat.  Turning to the boys he said, “Okay, you may go, but no heroics.  Do as Chris and Jim tell you.”  With that he stomped up the stairs past Katherine and into their room.


Chris didn’t wait for the slamming door before giving orders.  “Go get on rain gear, you may have to go down to the barn to get boots.  Go get some more of the guys, and meet me down by the tractors.  Go! Hurry!”


They were off, interrupting Mrs. Reiz’s lecture in order to get the boys. They all made a dash to change.  Some of them had complete gear; others just had the rain poncho.  Peter was one of those that just had the poncho, so he ran to the barn hoping to find a pair of rubber boots to fit him.  By the time he arrived, however, the only pair he could find was too big for him, but they were better than nothing.


They finally gathered at the tractors.  Chris and Jim had big tarps to cover them up for the ride down the hill.  It was pouring and no matter what they tried they still got soaked.  The wind kept whipping the tarps and ponchos, until most gave up even trying to stay dry.   The time seemed to drag as they made the trip down the hill.


Once the tractors pulled along side the trucks, the boys could understand why Mr. Smith had been reluctant to send them.  The parts were huge.  They were thankful that the trucks had lifts and a crane.  It still took all hands to get them positioned for the trip up the hill.


All the way back up the boys worried about how they would be able to get those things off the trailers.  Three hours after leaving school, they arrived at the mill.  Mr. Smith and Miguel were there waiting for them and to their relief there was a small crane.  With much effort, the parts were finally in place.  Chris kept a few of the stronger boys and sent the others back to school with a message that they should be done around six o’clock.


Most, if not all, were glad to head for dry clothes and warmth.  Even though it was a warm rain, being soaked with the wind blowing chills you to the bone.  Peter was sure his boots where full of water, which made him even colder.


Katherine, meet the tractor as it pulled in, and gave instructions to the boys to go take a warm shower and then come to the kitchen for something warm to drink.  The boys did not need more direction, but headed to the dorms.  As Peter and the others entered the dorm, they saw that the girls had build up the fires for them; many stopped to warm even though they were leaving puddles of water everywhere.


Since it was almost dinner, the boys shared hot tea or cider.  They spent the remainder of the afternoon dozing, sending emails, and enjoying the warmth of the rooms.  It was amazing how little they talked.  Six o’clock arrived and the men had not returned.  It was very quiet at the dinner table.  A few nights before it had been fun to eat by candlelight, but tonight it was a reminder that the job still remained unfinished.  Evidently, the parts were not going in easily.  The boys felt extremely bad.  They knew the men must be exhausted and still wet.


Finally, as they were clearing the tables the lights came on, and cheers erupted from everyone.  The boys and the men came in shortly.  Everyone was anxious to hear what had happened.  Paul, Sam and Immanuel the three that had remained looked like drowned rats, but they wanted to eat more than get dry.  


The rain continued throughout the following week.  Even when it cleared, it only cleared for a few hours before the rain would return, but the lights remained on.  With the river running high there was plenty of electricity for all.  Finally, with the coming of April the rain disappeared and the sunshine returned. With the nice weather, the students began to beg to go camping.  They had been house bound for so long that they were wanting more than anything to get outside again.  The camping trip had been the main discussion for several days.

MOVING ON UP






Chapter Fourteen


The weather continued to remain beautiful, making it almost impossible for the students to concentrate on the work they needed to complete before the Easter break.  Many of them requested, on almost daily bases, to go camping again as soon as possible.


So it was not an extreme surprise when Mr. Smith ended the Sunday evening worship with the announcement that they were going to get their wish.  Since the weather was remaining unseasonably warm and dry, the plans were to take the last week before break and take a quick trip to the mountains.  It would not be a long stay, as many of the parents had made arrangements to bring their student’s home.  Mr. Smith ended his announcement with the warning that everyone would have to pitch in to get everything prepared. That would mean that much of the class work would have to be completed as homework over the break.  Putting off until the break what they did not want to do today did not seem to be a problem for anyone.

 
He also instructed all to communicate with their parents the plans letting them know that they would use “foot” power to climb the mountain on Tuesday and return on Thursday. That would get everyone back in time to meet their parents on Friday. Before dismissing them, he handed out a list of what to take, and not take.  He especially warned them not to over pack, because they would be carrying it all in and out.


It was extremely noisy as the group dispersed back to their dorms. Many began the process of packing.  The girls, especially, began as for most of them the limited list presented quite a problem.  Several of them did not like the idea of wearing wool of any kind, yet the list was composed of wool, but wool is one of the best fabrics for the cold mountains. 


 Beth was one of the students allergic to wool.  She went to talk to Katherine right away, because she had not brought her wool substitutes.  Doctor Mitchell came up and talked with her and they worked out a way she could still wear the wool.  As it turned out many needed some instructions on how to curb the effect of the wool.  Between the packing and medical needs, it was late before the dorms quieted and sleep came.


At breakfast Monday, the students received a special class schedule.  They would meet with each teacher for a half-hour to receive their assignments for break.  By noon the students looked a little pale after receiving homework from every teacher.  Mrs. Reiz even wanted a science paper about the trip.


“They sure know how to take the fun out of things.  Don’t they,” whispered Andrew as they moved toward lunch.


“Well, yeah.  But it’ll be worth it.  I have wanted to go up the mountains ever since I arrived.  Jim says it is beautiful up there,” chimed in Lydia who was walking beside Andrew.


“Me too. I can hardly wait,” echoed Larry who was following close behind.


“I don’t know.  I think I would rather just stay here and work on this stuff,” said Joy.


“Come on, Joy.  It’ll be okay,” said Peter reassuringly as they all took their spots at the table.


While they were all at lunch, Mr. Smith took the time to give the instructions for the afternoon.  Karen would be flying in soon, and would be ferrying supplies to the top.  A crew would be needed to load and unload. At the mention of Karen many heads turned toward Peter.  Peter felt his cheeks turn red.


As if on cue, no sooner had they cleared away lunch the whirl of the helicopter could be heard.  The students as one moved out to greet her, that is all but one and he headed for the library, where he found his favorite chair and sat staring out the window. Why did it still make him feel sick when he heard Karen fly in?  He knew her, and there wasn’t anything scary about her.


Andrew followed Peter almost immediately.  “You know I don’t think it’s fair that Mr. Smith gave me such a hard time about flying up with Karen, when he has her carrying all that stuff up the mountains for him.  Do you remember how upset he was with me, but of course it’s okay for him to put her to work.  Hey, come on out.  It might help you, you know.”


Movement behind Andrew told Peter others had arrived.  Peter didn’t have to look to know it was Lydia and probably Beth or Bianca.  When Andrew heaved a big sigh, he knew he was right, Lydia had come.  He looked anyway to see if maybe Beth had come, too.  With a big smile he met her smile.  Yes, she was there, too.  Joy, Sara, Juan and Stephen had also come.  They were all talking at once.


“What are all of you doing in here?” He finally asks.


“We knew you’d be in here.  You always come in here when Karen comes,” answered Juan.


“Yeah, we all know.  So we came to get you.  Mr. Smith wants to meet with everyone” responded Stephen.


Peter got up and led the way back out to the courtyard.  It appeared that they were the last to arrive.  Mr. Smith was just informing the group that they needed to unload the backpacks and sleeping bags from the helicopter.  Then a group needed to go to the top and wait to unload the supplies.


The unloading took very little time.  Once the students realized that the packs where proper backpacking gear. They all pitched in to distribute them to everyone.  Once unloaded, Andrew was one of those who volunteered to fly to the top.  Karen’s first run was to take the crew.  She made three more flights caring the tents, blankets, and food supplies.  Her last flight took her so long that there was a bit of a worry that something had gone wrong.  Those who were worrying forgot that she had to wait until everything was stored away, before she could bring the crew back down.


Supper was a little later, as they waited for everything to be completed.  As the helicopter was landing the bell sounded, and the students began to gather.  It was then that they realized that there were many guests to eat with them tonight.  Pastor Sanchez had arrived with a van full of young adults.  As they started their meal, they were introduced to Lou, Marshal, Tina, and Grace.  The conversation now among the students centered on why these younger adults were here.  It dawned on them that their older teachers were not going with them.  


The evening was spent packing.  They needed light clothes for the climb, but would need the warmer wool for the evenings, because the temperature would be quite cool, if not cold.   The only cotton they were to take was the T-shirts for the climb up and back.


It was only nine o’clock when they were sent off to bed.  They all obediently crawled into their bunks, but few were able to go to sleep right away.  Peter was one of them that lay awake for a long time, but he knew that most of the guys were still awake.  Andrew broke the silence when he sat up quickly banging his head on the ceiling.


“Guess, what I just realized,” questioned Andrew.


“That you are too tall to sit up in your bunk,” laughed Larry.


“No, I went some place today that Lydia couldn’t follow me.  I spent the whole afternoon without her. No offense intended Larry,” Andrew responded.


“None taken Andrew,” Larry yawned back to him.


  Larry’s yawn seemed contagious.  Soon all were yawning and drifting to sleep.


They were awake with the sun the next morning.  After breakfast the remaining tasks were divided up.  The girls prepared sandwiches and packed cookies for lunch, and distributed the fruit and nuts so that each one would have a snack for the trail.  The boys carried extra items in their packs, such as: eggs, vegetables, more fruit, breakfast items, and flashlights.


Finally, they were ready.  All the estate's trucks and vans had been called into service to take them as far up the mountains as was possible.  It was a tight fit to get them all in with the packs and bedrolls, but at last they were off.  They traveled in the direction of the lower estates, turning off on a dirt road that ran along side the meadow with their favorite ledge. Just a little past that they pulled into a large meadow.  Very few of the students had been this high on this range of mountains, anyway.


After they unloaded the teachers waved good-bye and headed back to the estate.  Joy almost cried as she waved to Mr. Smith and Mr. Harper.  Peter saw her emotions and shared that it would be okay, that the teachers might even enjoy the break from the noise.  Peter would have been surprised to know that they did have plans.  Some of the villagers were coming to do the chores so the teachers had two free days.  Being teachers, of course, they would use the time to work on lesson plans and study.  They had even been invited down to the lower estates for supper both days, so they didn’t even have to cook.


Chris explained that they needed to go single file and for safety they were roped together.  He went on to explain the first part of the trip and what to expect as they moved up the mountain.


It actually sounded scary listening to all the precautions, especially for Joy who was starting to shake.  She reached out and grabbed Peter.  “I can’t, I just can’t do this.”


“It’s okay Joy.  We’ll put you between us.  You’ll be okay,” answered Peter.


“I can’t!” Joy almost shouted.


Chris heard her and came over and saw the sheer terror in her face.  “Joy, why don’t you line up behind me.  Trust me, Joy.  It will be all right.  It isn’t as bad as you are probably visualizing it.”


“Okay,” squeaked Joy.


“Joy, you’ll be right behind me,” Chris continued in an encouraging voice, “and will put either Peter or Andrew on the other side.”


“Not Andrew,” she almost yelled, “he's as afraid as I am.”


“What do you mean?  He rode in the helicopter yesterday,” Chris questioned.


“Yeah, well that is the strange thing.  He loves those things, but mountains on foot are totally different,” explained Joy.


At that point Chris made a mental note to check on Andrew.  He then ask for Joy’s pack, and began to ask the boys what they were carrying.


“I’ve got sandwiches in mine,” said Stephen.


“Eggs,” replied Paul.


“Could you carry Joy’s sleeping bag,” questioned Chris.


“Sure,” answered Paul reaching out to take it from Chris.


“Now, Joy yours will be less bulky and easier for you to move. Okay?”


“I’ll try,” she said almost on the verge of tears.


“Joy, I could let you go back, but it is to your advantage to go forward.  It isn’t that bad and I think it will help you overcome some of your fear.” said Chris reaching out to take her hand gaving it a squeeze.


Finally, everyone was lined up and ready.  Pastor Sanchez was leading with Barney right behind him.  Marshall, Pastor Sanchez’s oldest son, brought up the rear.  The other adults were disbursed among the students.  Since Larry was an experience climber he moved up behind Joy.  Peter followed Larry, then Andrew followed by Lydia, who had convinced Chris that she was also an experienced climber, and every bit as good as Larry.


Peter had to stifle a laugh as he kept hearing Andrew mutter, “Honestly, everywhere I go, she is there.” The fact that she was there seemed to help him in his determination not to need help.

             Once on the trail it wasn’t too bad, at least not once they passed the first quarter

mile that seemed to be straight up, and terribly slippery from all the loose rocks.  But after that It was a steady climb, but not too steep.  The path was, however, about five feet wide with a sheer drop to the right side.  This made Joy almost dizzy with fright, but Chris kept the rope taut and kept talking to her, encouraging her to look at the mountainside and not down.  When they finally, reached a wider area where they could take a break, Joy nearly collapsed.  As she untied herself she looked up to see Andrew.  He was as pale as she felt.  

His eyes met hers and without a word they understood each other.  Looking around 

Joy could tell that there were many boys and girls that felt like she did.  “Lord, please help 

us,” she whispered. They enjoyed the moment eating their trail mix and drinking water.  


While they rested Chris explained that there was a very narrow ledge ahead but a 

handrail of sorts had been constructed in the rock face.  They started to climb again.  Paul 

had displaced Lydia telling her, she needed to help Beth.  Peter and Paul shortened the 

rope on Andrew. Andrew didn’t know what to say, but smiled at them.  They returned his 

smile reassuringly.


At times the climb was almost straight up.  There were those who slipped or stumbled.  All were thankful they were roped together.  After a period of a very hard climb they reached a plateau area where they could all stand and stare at the mountain face in front of them.  It was straight up, no paths, and no ledges, sheer rock.   Joy was trying to control herself for she was near hysterics.  “No, Joy we aren’t going up it,” Chris yelled.  There was an audible sigh of relief in all the students.  Joy was glad to know she wasn’t the only one panicking.


Chris continued, “We are going that way.  It is a narrow ledge, but there is a handrail.  Just focus straight ahead or even try to side step.”  The adults were all demonstrating.


“We are almost there.  Persevere! Be brave and courageous!” encouraged Pastor Sanchez.


It was the scariest part.  The ledge was less than three feet wide, with a rock wall on one side and a sheer drop on the other.  With Chris coaxing Joy to turn sideways and face the wall and use the rail, she actually made it across the last leg without much trembling.  It helped her to hear others shouting in triumph as they reached the other side.  As she took the last step into the meadow Chris raised her hand victoriously.  “You did it,” he shouted.


“I did. Yes, I did,” she answered as she untied her rope and turned to thank Larry for he had helped steady her several times.  Larry just smiled broadly and said,”You did great!”


Andrew was triumphant, too as he cleared the rock face and came into the clearing.


“We did it,” Joy shouted at him.


“We did, didn’t we!” replied Andrew, “Now, we just have to survive the trip back.”


“Oh,” answered Joy her enthusiasm waning.  “I hadn’t thought about that.”


Andrew saw her deflation and quickly added, “We don’t have to think about that today.  Do we?”


“No,” she said grabbing his hand and moved toward the camp.    

THE ADVENTURE





         Chapter Fifteen

The meadow was beautiful.  The area was partially shielded by the rock face they had just come around.  The camping area fit nicely into the area against the rocks.  The opposite side opened up facing the continuing range of mountains, which seemed to stretch forever joining up with the Andes.  The area seemed to be a small plateau at the top of the first range of mountains.  Around the edges they could see the tops of trees swaying gently in the breeze.


Joy and Andrew where called from their reverie by Sophie.  “Andrew, do you have food in your pack?” she asked, “And Joy, you need to go help over there.”


With the reply of “yes,” she directed Andrew to a small house that stood to one side of the area.  Joy could now see that all the boys were taking the food to that building, and the girls were pulling what looked like big traps toward the rock face.  Joy wanted to help but first she had to take care of other needs.  She ran toward the outhouses, which had been constructed behind the house. 


When everyone had made the climb, they went to work setting up camp. The tarps were huge tents, which took almost everyone to get even one up. Everyone’s endurance and patience had run out by the time they managed to get all four tents up.  These tents were a lot heavier than the little ones they had used at the river, but then by the feel of the air it was going to be cooler here in the mountains.


Once the four tents were up and the fire-rings formed everyone just stretched out on the ground.  It had been a very long morning, and now real hunger and thirst were setting in, causing them all to just stop.  Pastor Sanchez must have read everyone’s thoughts, because he yelled, “Where’s the food? I am starving.”  With that everyone started talking at once, as Pastor Sanchez moved toward the house.  


Soon the sandwiches were passed around.  Some of them were quite misshapen, which brought about good nature teasing to Sam and Stephen.  They had been carrying the sandwiches.  They had taken quite a tumble, pulling others down on top of them squashing the sandwiches.  All of the sandwiches however were gladly eaten, even if they weren’t in the best shape.


After they had rested for a while, they were told to separate by class groups and move to one of the fire-rings.  Peter and his group moved to the one occupied by Sophie.  There they received the instructions for fixing supper.  “You are a blessed group today.  Most back-packers have to settle for dried foods their first night out, but we have arranged hot soup.  You, however, must finish putting it together,” explained Sophie.


The soup stock had been packed in ice and brought up by Karen.  They now needed to add the vegetables.  Sophie divided the group into jobs.  Some collected wood, others cut up vegetables, and some went to gather water, to which they added the clarifying tablets to kill anything in the water.  Soon big pots of soup set on the fire to cook all afternoon.  With supper cooking the students were free to explore, although they were told not to leave the clearing area until the adults could check things out.


That was okay they were fascinated with the rock area.  Lou and Tina were ready to teach repelling to those who wished to learn.  For those who did not want that much excitement, they were shown a path that led to the top without going straight up.  Most chose the easier path.


The top of the mountain was devoid of big trees, which made you feel that you were standing on top of the world.  You could see forever.  Joy was glad that the adults had roped off the area, so that no one could get that too close to the edge.  She still felt a moment of panic, but as others filed in around her, she felt more secure.  Only a few actually ventured out as far as the ropes most preferred to keep their distance.  The view was breath taking.  In one direction you could look down into the lowlands where Santa Cruz lay less than two hundred miles away, and closer the Wildlife Preserve.  In the other direction, you could see the village and the valley that stretched for miles and miles passed it.  Only now did the students realize that what they had thought was a little valley was huge.  It was not covered by the forest, but was pastureland dotted with herds of cattle, horses or llamas.  It was too far to truly distinguish what they were.  There were also acres of crops probably grains or feed.


As the group started to descend the area, Chris stopped them and asks for everyone’s attentions.   “I know some of you will want to wander into the forest below, but I do not want you to go without an adult.  I don’t want you to be afraid, but we have found fresh tracks all around this area.  That is tracks of a jaguar.  Just one we think.  It probably has left the area with all of us here, but just the same, we need to be careful.  Now, that’s the bad news, the good news is that there are some sloths in the area, so you will want to enjoy them.  You can get close to them, but leave the two-toed ones alone. There are also a few tapirs, but keep your distance.  The light will start to fade soon, and you will find that the temperature drops faster than the sunlight, so you may want to put on your warmer clothes.  Again do not wander from the camp area without an adult.  In fact, let’s leave the adventure until tomorrow, so stay in area around camp for today.”


With that Chris turned and started talking to Lou, who had come up with him.  Peter, then, turned to Paul, “Well, there you go.  That’s the answer to your question.”


“What you mean your question?”  Joy interjected looking from Peter to Paul.


“Paul had just ask me if I had noticed that all the adults where carrying guns, and some machetes,” Peter replied, “now, we know why, because of the jaguar.”


Everyone that was near turned to survey the adults.  The adults seemed to sense the perusal, and turned to look their direction, and then smiled and turned back to viewing the valley below.  As one unit the group moved toward the trail, and headed down to camp, where the smells from the soups were beginning to permeate the air, making their stomachs growl in anticipation. Once they arrived back at their tents they did go to change into warmer clothes.


Super was fabulous.  The soup may not have been the best they had ever tasted, but it was filling, and hot.   Chris had been right when the sun disappeared behind the mountain range the temperature dropped by ten degrees, and the wind picked up.  The camp area was protected from the wind, but they could hear and see it whistling through the trees on either side of the camp.  The wind made it feel even colder.  The students were thankful for their wool clothing; well, most were.  The few that were allergic to wool were still experiencing itching, and swelling even though they wore the wool as outerwear only. 


Each group had to clean up their areas and make sure the dishes were stored away in the house.  More pots of clarified water were set on the fire to heat for later. At the ring claimed by the adults, several pots of coffee were perking, and they were in deep conversation with one another.  Peter watched them in the flicker of the firelight; He noticed Lou.  Lou looked so familiar, but he didn’t think he had ever met him before.


The evening passed in conversation and fun around the fire.  The wind kept everyone close in to camp, and added to the adventure.  Instant hot chocolate and apple cider served with cookies, satisfied their craving for something sweet, and gave them all a warm happy feeling of contentment.


About nine o’clock the wind stopped abruptly.  It was a shock at how quickly it stopped, causing the group to stop talking mid-sentence.  They now could hear the sounds of the forest.  The group seemed to sit for some time in an eerie silence, broken only by the sound of the adults, who did not seem to notice the change in the atmosphere around the camp.


“Let’s do it,” one of the adults seemed to roar in the silence, startling the students.  “Do what,” they all seemed to echo in response.  Chris answered their inquiry, “Let’s go look at the stars.  Grab your jackets and come to the top.  Wait just a minute though. We need to put the lanterns along the trail first.”


When they were allowed up they found the top lit and a smaller area roped off in the center of the plateau.  “Stay in the roped off area,” yelled Sophie.  She really didn’t need to worry, for there was no moon and the areas past the light looked like a great black abyss waiting to devour any who ventured to near.


Once everyone was seated, the lanterns were moved back toward the path, which left the group in what seemed at the moment total darkness.  At first there was some restlessness as everyone’s’ eyes adjusted to the dark.  Peter heard Lydia, who was of course on the other side of Andrew exclaiming, “Wow, look at all those stars!”


It was true, above them was a twinkling canopy of stars.  Soon everyone was pointing out the constellations and some were even telling the stories behind the names.  Excitement rose as they watched the moon rise and inch its way up.  It was almost a full moon, so its brightness became everyone’s focus.  The conversation now changed from the stars, to the debate as to whether it was a man in the moon or a rabbit.


It was late before they returned to the camp and the warmth of the sleeping bags.  Beth was especially glad to be able to shed the wool garments, for she was aware that she was starting to swell.  She had been taking the pills that Dr. Mitchell had sent with her, but at the moment she didn’t think they were working.


They were tightly packed in the tent, which added to the warmth, but even though there were many, no one seemed inclined to keep the talking going.   It was not long before the only sounds heard were the occasional snores that interrupted the sounds of the night.  That is until a loud earsplitting howl brought the adults running from the tents with their guns.  As everyone came awake enough to know that they had heard something, another growl came from the other side of camp.  


The students started to filter out as well, only to be ushered back in by an adult.  An adult stood at the entrance to each tent keeping the students in. The students could hear them talking about the jaguar, which must be very close.  They also heard them discussing whether there were one or two. It was unnerving to just lie there and listen.  That had been a very distinctive growl that made the blood run cold and shivers to run down the spine.  Needless to say everyone was awake, well almost everyone, some had managed to sleep right through the excitement.


One adult stood sentry duty for the rest of the night as the others returned to bed.  It didn’t take long for them to return to sleep, but everyone was up with the dawn.  The topic of discussion was the big cat and the scare they had had. The men went off together, probably to find the tracks of the cat, and the women organized everyone to prepare breakfast.


It was decided that the cats were just letting everyone know that this was their mountain and they were not happy with trespassers.  Still everyone was encouraged to stay on guard, and not to wander from camp without an adult.


The day was spent in exploring the area in-groups.  They all were enthralled with the sloths, which seemed to enjoy the attention, so the sloths put on a slow show for them.  The tapirs didn’t like the student's attention and squealed their displeasure.  The students seemed to find wildlife every where they looked.  Many of the more studious ones recorded their finding in notebooks.  Notebooks they were keeping for their report for Mrs. Reiz.


The day sped by.  Before anyone was ready, it was late afternoon, and the sun was starting its descent.  Almost everyone climbed to the top of the plateau to watch the sun set. They stood in awe as the sky started to change to every shade of red.  Barney voiced what others were thinking, “Wow, look at those clouds building over the Andes.  I thought we were supposed to stay dry for a while.”


Tina and Jim seemed to be looking at the same thing for they heard Jim say he was going to get the others.  In no time, all the adults were gazing out at the clouds that seemed to be growing in intensity with every moment, causing an early sunset as they blocked out the sun.  The clouds did make for a spectacular sunset.  As Chris was setting up the two-way radio, the adults sent the others back to camp.


Peter and Andrew were among the last ones to start down and they heard Chris talking to whom they assumed was Mr. Smith.  He sounded quite concerned over the clouds.  “What do you think that’s all about,” questioned Peter as he started down.


“Well,” responded Beth, whom they had not realized was still there, “obviously, they wanted to talk to someone without us.”


“Must have something to do with those clouds,” added Andrew.


“Well, they do look pretty ominous, don’t they.” added Joy who was sitting waiting for them. “I wouldn’t want to be up here during a storm.  I bet the lighting comes right to the ground.”


“Me either,” echoed the others, as they scrambled down the rest of the trail and reached the camp.


Supper was again soup, one they had again thrown together earlier in the day and let cook all afternoon.   The fare, however, was not the discussion, but the concern they saw reflected in the adults.  They did not have to wait long to find out what the problem was.  After supper was cleared away, the group gathered for a time of worship.  As the time ended, Pastor Sanchez spoke of the concern.   “As most of you are aware, there is a storm moving our way.  We hope that it will delay itself for another day.  It may not. However, so we are going to prepare to leave camp as soon as the sun rises tomorrow.  If we need to leave in a hurry you will need to follow all the instructions we give as quickly as you can.”   


The students listened as they were given instructions to pack their backpacks tonight and to have out the clothes they would need if the rain hit early.  So, as they retired for the evening their wool clothing and ponchos were close at hand if needed.  


Shortly after mid-night, the wind roared in and the rain began to fall.  The thunder and lighting, however, thankfully remained south of them.  Although it could be heard, it did not threaten them.  Most students found it hard to sleep with the rain pelting down and the wind whipping around the rock face causing the tents to pop and groan as they threatened to blow away. 
THE BLACKNESS





           Chapter Sixteen


The time seemed to crawl by, as they lay awake listening to the storm.  They could hear the adults moving around outside.  Peter was sure he heard Chris say he was going to try calling again.  It was a matter of minutes before he heard Chris calling that they needed to get everyone up. Peter thought to himself that it was probably only three in the morning if that.


The adults came into the tents and gave instructions to get up and get packed. “Put on your wool items and your ponchos.  When you are dressed come over to the house and pick up food for the trip.  We will not be taking the time to eat now, we must move.  Understand?” This said by Grace to her tent of girl, but the same thing was said in each of the tents. 


The urgency in the adult voices sent them all into bit of a panic, but it also made them move in a very quick and determined manner.  As they exited the tents they felt the wind and rain in its full force.  They also realized that it was very dark.  Joy grabbed hold of Peter so tightly that he let out a loud groan.  Larry looked around Peter to see Joy’s terror stricken face.  “I can’t climb down the mountain in the dark.  I could hardly do it in the daylight.”  She was almost screaming. Larry moved over to her and hugged her saying, “I don’t think we are going that way Joy. I heard Jim say something about going the long way around.  Don’t cry. It’ll be okay.”


Others were also having the same thoughts, becauses other began to say the same thing, and were also panicking.  Pastor Sanchez yelled above the wind getting everyone’s attention.  “We are not climbing down the mountain.  We are walking down the other side.  It is longer, but we can walk and not have to climb.  But let’s join hands and pray.”  Pastor Sanchez asks the Lord to be their light, to be their protector, and to give them courage.  As he ended he said, “the Lord is with us now must get moving, the storm is on its way.”


They were then directed to gather fruit, breakfast bars trail mix and water, which they stored in their packs.  They were roped together in small groups with the adults spread out among them.  The adults carried their guns and a machete.  Juan and a group of boys that had grown up in this area lead the way out of camp.  Before Juan left to join the lead group, he came over to Joy.  “Joy, it isn’t too bad.  It is a long walk, but it isn’t a hard a climb.”


They were finally on their way.  Beyond the lanterns and flashlights, was a black wall of trees.  It was almost impossible to think about anything but putting one foot in front of the other.  Between the rain and the wind, the students could hardly hear one another.  However, not long after they left the camp, Peter thought he heard the jaguar’s cry, and a second answering one.   But at that moment he wanted to believe it was only the wind.  He knew he wasn’t the only one to hear it though, because Larry had stopped suddenly, and Joy had grabbed his hand almost crushing it.  They, too, seemed to want to believe it was just the wind.


As they started down the mountain, it was a rather steep walk. They weaved their way between the trees slipping and sliding on the wet floor of the forest.  The students were glad that they were roped together, because there was an unspoken fear that if they drifted away to either side of the narrow beam of light they would be lost forever.  The sound of thunder added to the foreboding that they felt.  They knew that the thunder was getting louder and the crash of lighting seemed to be chasing them down the mountainside. 


They walked for what seemed like hours before they began to see the rim of light indicating that the sun was rising above the clouds.  Day had finally arrived, and with light they had finally reached a meadow.  The rain let up a little as they finally stopped for a very short break.  It wasn’t light enough to see much around them, but the light dispelled the overpowering fear that had been threatening them.  Now breathing was easier, and the trees were trees again, and not monsters about to eat them.


They all managed to eat a bit of something before they once again were on their way.  It seemed that the Good Lord had held the rain at bay during their brief break. However, when they started the rain came down in sheets making it almost impossible to raise your head without getting drown.  Again they were back to putting one foot in front of the other, and being very careful to that follow the feet in front of them.  The thunder and lightning intensified behind them.  They could hear, and feel the electricity in the air.  They all knew that they were glad that they were not still up near the top.


They finally cleared the forest and entered into the pastureland they had seen from the mountain.  It was fully daylight, now, though the clouds were so thick that it was still very dark.  They were able to stop for another brief break.  Finally they could look back and up the mountainside.  It was awesome to look back up and see the miles that they had just walked.  They knew that their legs where heavy, and truthfully, they weren’t sure how much farther they could go.


As they stood to continue, they saw at a distance what looked like a herd of horses coming their way.  The stampede seemed to be coming right at them.  As they neared it was more apparent that it was six wagons and about twenty horses.  Chris and Jim ran out to meet the cowboys that were driving the wagons.  The students were quick on their heels. Chris was shaking hands with the lead rider as the kids came running up.  “Hey Justin. Sure glad to see you.”


“Glad to see you too. I was hoping we would get here just as you got out of the forest.”


“I’m glad Mr. MacDaniel let you come.”


“Well, you should know that my boss wouldn’t miss a chance to put your boss in his place.  I think Tom will find this a bitter pill to swallow.”


“Maybe, but he will manage for the sake of these kids,” Chris turned and called out. “Come on, load up. Old man MacDaniel has sent us angels from heaven.”


Peter heard the man driving the wagon say, “Well, I’ve been called a lot of things but never an angel.  Guess that makes this wet trip worth it.”  He smiled at the students as they piled in.  He then helped them spread the tarp over them.


It was a nice reprieve from the pouring rain.  It was still a wet ride, but it was a ride, and with the tarp they could now look around at each other and talk.  Surprisingly they really didn’t want to talk. Some even fell asleep, even though it was a bruisingly bumpy ride.


The thunder and lightning seemed to be closing in on them. They heard the drivers pushing the horses.  The students knew they were attempting to out run the storm.


The sound of hoofs on wood made the students look to see where they were.  They were crossing the river, just above the village.  They would be in the village shortly.  Peter could see a large house in the distance, and many smaller ones.  It almost looked like another village up the canyon, but it disappeared as they turned toward the village.


As they entered the village, Paul was jumping out of the wagon before it even stopped. Peter and the rest in the wagon followed.  Paul had been carrying on a running conversation with the driver about the ranch and the horses.  They had a new stallion they were transporting up to the ranch today.


They heard the animal before seeing him.  The gauchos where trying to move the animal from the stall, and were not being too nice in the process.  Paul stopped enthralled with the beautiful black stallion, which was in the process of establishing his superiority over the cowboys.  The stallion was kicking at anyone who came near, and was almost kicking the stall to pieces. The men had backed off letting the stallion calm down. 


Without thought Paul ran up to the stall between the men, and began to talk to the stallion.  Speaking softly he slowly moved to the stallion, which snorted and then stood listening. The animal quieted and Paul began to pat him. The stallion began to nuzzle him back. 


After a few moments, Paul took hold of the lead and led him out into the trailer.  Paul talked to the animal continually and then hugged him before he exited the trailer.  As he exited the trailer the gauchos were there watching him, along with many of the students, staff, and an old farmer in overalls. Paul looked at the cowboys, and with a big grin said, “He doesn’t speak Spanish. He speaks English, or more specifically Texan, so if you want to get along with him you better work on your drawl.”


Everyone laughed, especially the man in overalls, who moved forward, and patted Paul on his shoulder, “That’s telling them boy. I told them they needed to use English, but they wouldn’t listen.”


The gentlemen in overalls walked Paul out of the barn.  Paul then noticed that Mr. Smith was there too.  The gentlemen walked over to Mr. Smith.  They didn’t shake hands, but they did nod.  “Well, Tom this is a fine horsemen here.  You’ll have to let me borrow him one of these days,” said the gentlemen. 


“Thanks, Andy, and thanks for picking up my kids.”


“Next time you need to be more careful.  It wasn’t very smart of you to put them into harms-way.  But I guess even the smartest do dumb things sometime.  You always were a little impulsive. Always given to some foolish ideas.”


“Yes, you’re right. I suppose I was very foolish.  Thanks again for helping.” Mr. Smith turned away and motioned the students toward the vehicles that they now realized were there.


Paul stomped away toward the other students.  He was biting his tongue.  The remarks the man had made toward Mr. Smith had offended him. It wasn’t just the words but the manner.


Mrs. Coker rushed over to try to hurry them up. “Come on you guys. We’re ready to go.”


“Come on let’s go home.” Mr. Smith called as he walked toward a big black town car, that they had never seen.


“But we are wet and muddy.” They protested, but Mr. Smith was already getting behind the wheel. The boys entered the car as if entering a hallowed place.  As they pulled away Paul glanced back to see the man in overalls getting in the truck with the stallion’s trailer.  Paul thought about the beauty of the black stallion, and then turned his attention back to this black beauty.  Larry was asking about the size of the engine.  They bombarded Mr. Smith with questions.  Even as Mr. Smith pulled up near the courtyard to let them out, they didn’t want to get out.  He finally let them go with him to the garage. 


The garage was around to the side of the estate away from the barns, and the area where the other vehicles where parked.  Mr. Smith pushed the garage door opener revealing a three-car garage that was full of big boy toys.  The boys quickly got out and began to explore.  They were ooing and ahaaing over a couple of motor bikes.  “Whose are these,” questioned Andrew.  “I thought I had seen everything around here.”


“Oh, this one is mine, and that one is my son’s.  We used to ride these mountains.  In fact, he may be able to come down for Christmas this year, and we’ll have to get these out,” Mr. Smith said then turned toward Larry, “just leave it I’ll clean it up later.”  Larry had been trying to dry the back seat.


The boys were reluctant to leave the garage, for there were all sorts of gadgets.  Mr. Smith kept them moving, by reminding them that they needed to get out of their wet clothes, and that Mrs. Sanchez probably had lunch ready for them.  The boys followed Mr. Smith out the back of the garage, through a hallway that connected to the house near the front door of the Main Room.  Again Andrew was shocked that he had never noticed the door that was hidden from view by the furniture that had been stacked to make room for the lunch tables.  


The aroma brought the boys back to the real world.  Cinnamon rolls, coffee, bacon and many other smells assaulted their senses, reminding them that they were very, very hungry.  As they past the large birdcage, Pete and Polly began to call to the boys.


“Go on and get changed.  It smells like breakfast is ready.  I’ll talk to them,” said Mr. Smith.  The boys didn’t wait, but tore off toward the dorms, slipping and sliding all the way.


As they returned to the Main Room they noticed several new faces.  Mrs. Sanchez was there, and two other ladies, both were giving Lou a big hug.  Peter suspected that one was probably his wife and the other his mother.  Joining the others at the table, they all began to talk about food.  They did not have to wait long.  The buffet table was soon laden with all sorts of food.  They could hardly wait for grace to be said.


The meal progressed almost in complete silence.  Before the meal finished, Mr. Smith asked that everyone remain in the Main Room for awhile, because he wanted to meet with everyone.  The students knew that wouldn’t be a problem, for they seemed too tired to move.  Once their hunger was satisfied an intense fatigue took over.  Even the antics of the birds could not dispel the need for sleep.


Finally, Mr. Smith stood and got their attention.  “I know that you are all in need of sleep, but I wanted. . . . Well, I need to,” Mr. Smith’s voice cracked, and he took a moment to get control.  Many of the students, boys too, felt the tears swell in their eyes at the display of emotion they saw in Mr. Smith.  Once Mr. Smith composed himself, he tried again,  “I need to tell you, I am so, so sorry for what you have had to endure over the last few hours.  I am so sorry to have put you in danger.”


“Wait a minute Dad.  I won’t let you take the blame for this,” said Sophie standing to her feet and coming to stand beside her Father.


“It’s all right Sophie.  I want to explain, and besides when you’re the boss, everything is your responsibility,” He said, patting her arm that she had slipped under his.  He continued, “you see we were watching the weather, hoping we would get a dry spell.  We wanted you to have the opportunity to go up to the mountains before the nights became to cold.  We had been dry, well, that is as dry as this area ever gets.  We thought that the season of the intense storms had at least past.  When you left they were saying that this storm was coming, but they predicted that it was a slow moving front, and would come ashore to the north of us.  We anticipated that we might get some rain, but it was not expected until tonight.  As you know our plans were to bring you out this morning.  The storm, however, fooled us all and changed course.  It ended up coming across the Andes almost exactly along our range of mountains, where it will collided with the front from the east.   We couldn’t bring you back the other way, because of the high winds.  It would have been too dangerous.  We had no choice but to walk you out over Mr. MacDaniels property.  I am thankful he gave us permission, and even sent the wagons to help.  We are extremely blessed that the Lord held back the worst of the storm, until we could get you home.”


“The worse.  You mean it could be worse,” said Lydia a lot louder than she had intended, but being right in front of Mr. Smith, he heard her.


Before Mr. Smith could voice an answer the estate was shaken by thunder.  It felt like they were in the middle of the clouds being vibrated on all sides.  Then as he tried to speak a bolt of lighting struck one of the rods on the grounds with such force that the loud crack caused everyone to jump.


“There is your answer Lydia,” he replied with a grin.  Then he continued albeit the students were now listening to the storm moving in all around them.  “Again I am sorry, but I am thankful that you are all here safe and sound; although, I know you are exhausted.  It is now a little after eleven, and I am sure most of you will want to sleep for awhile, but I warn you that we will be coming through waking you up mid-afternoon.  I tell you this now, so you won’t be upset when we push for you to get up.  Off to bed with you.  I don’t want to see any of you for a few hours.”


The students were grateful to move back to their dorms and to bed.  Around three, Mr. Harper came through the dorm and woke Peter and the other boys.  It was hard to pull themselves awake, and even when they were moving it was in a daze.  As they entered the Great Room, Peter almost tripped over Paul, who was sound asleep on the floor at the foot of the stairs. Peter and Andrew reached down and drug Paul out of the way, depositing him on the rug by the fireplace. It wasn’t long until the girls appeared.  Mrs. Coker prodded them down the stairs.  They too, seemed to be moving in a surreal manner.  


The rest of the day was spent in a fog, as the students tried to function.  They were, however, quite aware of the storm that roared around them.  Every time it thundered, or lighting crashed near-by, someone would comment, “I am so glad we aren’t out there.”  Others would agree, and would begin to talk about how hard it had been to see in all the rain.  Some would allude to, but no one quite voiced how scary it had been.  One thing that produced comments and consent from all gathered around the area, was their agreement that Mr. Smith had not done anything wrong.  Paul had told them about the gentleman in overalls.  He had told them about what had been said, and the tone with which it was said.  Paul always ended by asking, “Who is that guy anyway?”


Everyone was thankful when the day finally came to a close, and they could get back in bed.  They were also thankful that they had all of Easter break to recover.  The storm lasted for two more days, dumping so much rain that many of the parents chose to let their children remain at school rather than risk travel.   Even Pastor Sanchez, and the group from town had to wait out the storm, much to the delight of Barney’s little sister, who enjoyed entertaining the bigger kids.


Over the break, the students finished the mound of schoolwork, but also found time for some fun.  A small group of climbing enthusiast returned with Chris and Jim to the mountaintop to put away whatever remained of the tents and supplies they had just left in the haste to leave.  They returned with the news that the Lord had protected the camp.  The tents were still standing.  They also reported that the jaguars, tapirs, and sloths were fine.


During the week many of the students were also able to go down by the river.  Although they did not get to camp, they did get to fish and practice shooting.  Many wanted to ride the rapids, but the answer was a definite, no; with all the rain the river was to high and wild to take the risk.  


The highlight for many came when the boys, namely Paul and Larry, talked Mr. Smith into letting them try out the motorbikes.  They also found a quad stashed away in the garage, too.  The bikes and the quad needed a lot of work done to them to get them

up and running, but this only added to the pleasure of the boys.


As a thank you to Mr. Smith, the boys also washed and polished the Town Car.  Mr. Smith, however, made them feel guilty about all the other vehicles, “that serviced them so well, without complaint, and expected nothing in return, but a little oil and gas now and then.”  The boys thought he probably would have gone on forever extolling the virtues of all the other vehicles, but before he could start down the list naming them one by one, they agreed to wash the others as well.  As it turned out almost all the students turned out to help, so they washed and polished all-the-known vehicles on the estate, and the ones from the lower estate, too.  They were glad when the last one was done, and no more showed up.   The students were convinced that Mr. Smith must have sent out an all points bulletin about the all day ‘free’ car wash.  Although they all joked about the sneaky way they had been roped into it, they were quite pleased with themselves as the day ended.

SHADOWS OF DANGER

Chapter Seventeen


It wasn’t long until they were all back into the routine of classes, chores, and worship.  The weather did continue to get cooler.  The days were warm and for the most part, dry, but the nights had a real chill.  Often they thought about how cold it must now be on the plateau, which prompted Peter to ask Mrs. Reiz about the sloth and jaguar.  She told him that during the winter months they moved lower in the mountain range.  She then stopped and gave a geography lesson. She showed them how varied in temperature the area is.  It was an eye opener for all of them to know that between the plateau and the estate there could be a difference of ten degrees or more.  Not only that but between the estate and the valley, there could be yet another difference of ten degrees or more.  If it was fifty degrees at the estate, it could be forty in the mountains and sixty in the valley.


April quickly slipped into May and May to June.  Classes seemed to grow more difficult with each passing day.  Study groups could be found at almost any time of the day.  The class schedule was changed to allow more free time in the early afternoon when the weather was beautiful.  This allowed them to go on long walks or rides, as well as games of basketball, softball or football.  The students enjoyed the opportunity to get outdoors, even if it meant having to study later into the night.


With the coming of July, however, there was an obvious change that came over the adults.  They became somber, and spent more time following the news and emailing relatives in the States.  The presidential elections were coming up, so the adults seemed to be obsessed with the primaries and conventions.  


The students, being only fourteen and fifteen did not quite understand why they were so worried.  In questioning their parents, they received back the same information that the teachers had voiced; if Jack Rookston became president, the Christian faith would be in trouble.  Neither candidate was pro-faith, but Jack was dangerous.


To the students, it was much more important news that the two youngest birds were flying and trying to talk.  The fact that the birds were becoming a very big part of their daily lives held much more prominence than the elections in a country so far away.


By to end of July, however, the adults were showing signs of great anxiety, and that was something that the children had never seen in them. The tone of their prayers had changed.  Classes were cut short, and the children given more free time, as the adults turned to more prayer.  The staff now had a 24-hour prayer chain going in the library.


  Even the children were starting to show stress, as they picked up on the tension of the adults.  Some students were actually becoming ill.  Peter was one who felt ill and the stress and tension, was causing his dreams, nightmares, to return.  More than once he was awaken by falling out of bed and startled to find himself drenched with sweat.


Peter did not fully understand the concern.  The adults had tried to explain, but in the end they would say, “We don’t want you all to worry.  God is in control.”  Peter felt that they were underestimating him and his fellow students.  He was not alone in this.  Those in his dorm had ended almost every day talking about what an adult had said or a parent had written.  It was after one of those days, when Peter decided he could take no more.  His dorm was already in bed, and they were discussing Mr. Smith’s class. Peter jumped out of bed, grabbed his robe and headed out the door.  He ran down the stairs, across the Great Room and out to the Main Room.  He was surprised to see Chris still up, and even more surprised to see the monitors he was watching.   


The monitors where in the big bureau that stood by the tables.  Chris smiled, “I saw you coming.  What’s up?”


“What are these?  Do you do this every night?”


“I take my turn.  It is the night security.  I guess you never stopped to think that we monitor activity after nightfall.   Each dorm,” he pointed to the Great Rooms on the screens, which also showed different areas of the grounds as well,  “Surely, you were aware of the cameras?”


“Yeah, I’ve seen them I guess I just didn’t stop to think.”


“What was it you wanted?”


“To see Mr. Smith.”


“He’s probably a sleep.”


“I’ll take that risk.  I must see him.”


“Okay, let me call him, but if this is something that can wait, it should.”  Chris waited for Peter to change his mind, and when Peter didn’t, he picked up the phone.  After explaining that Peter wanted to see him,  “He says to come on up.”


Peter was shocked.  He had expected Mr. Smith to come down, but he didn’t hesitate but a moment before heading up the stairs.  Mr. Smith met him at their door, and waved him in.  Mrs. Smith, Katherine, was setting by the fire.  It was obvious that they had been watching TV.  Katherine smiled and motioned for him to sit down.


“I am sorry to intrude, but I needed to do this now.  I have wanted to talk with you for several days, but I just couldn’t.  I am sorry, Katherine, would you rather I waited or we went somewhere else?”


Katherine reached over and patted him.  “Peter, if you don’t want to talk in front of me, I am sure I could fix me, and probably Chris, some hot chocolate.”


“No, that’s not it, I just . . . “


“It’s okay, Peter, it’s up to you.  We are all ears.  How can we help you,” interrupted Mr. Smith.


“Be honest with us.  What is going on?  Let us share with you all the burden you are carrying.  You tell us just enough, but we know there is more to it.  It’s like you don’t think we can handle what is going on, but you, yourself, told us that we were here because the world situations are changing, and that we needed to be prepared.  Then you turn around and don’t tell us.  Can’t you at least share with us from the United States, our families are there.  I haven’t really ever lived there, but I know this is something big.  Not knowing is scaring me.  Some of the others are really upset.  Stephen is sick, throwing up, and I am sure it’s from worry.  I know you want to protect us, but you have got to trust us to be able to handle what’s going on.  Is God sovereign or not?”  Peter paused for a breath.  Mr. Smith seized upon the pause.  


“Slow down, Peter.  Wait a minute.”  He stood and walked over to the glass doors. As he looked out he saw that the girls’ dorm was still lit up.  He stood there thinking.


Katherine turned to Peter.  “How many are sick?”


“I think there are several.  Some have headaches, and some of the girls are always on the verge of tears.”


Mr. Smith had walked over to the phone.  He was talking low enough that Peter, couldn’t really hear.  He hung up the phone, and asked Katherine if he could get some of that chocolate she had mentioned.  He suggested they all go help prepare it.  Katherine grabbed her fuzzy slippers and Mr. Smith got his heavier robe.  Seeing them dressed so, made Peter momentarily miss his mom and dad.


By the time they reached, the kitchen Mr. Harper, and Mrs. Coker were coming in, too.  “Well,” started Mr. Harper, “they are all still awake, the girls and the boys.  The boys were talking very loudly.”


“I heard one of the girls saying she wanted to go home,” added Mrs. Coker.


“And,” Mr. Harper added, “Chris said to tell you the fire will be ready, shortly. He went out after some more wood and to wake Jim.”


“What’s up,” questioned Sophie as she entered the kitchen.


“Want to help your Mother fix hot chocolate?”  Mr. Smith then turned to Mr. Harper, “Jeb, go check on the Reiz’s dorm.  See if any of them want to hear about the elections.  I know Tim (Mr. Reiz) would want to come.  Martha go invite the children down to the Great Room” As he finished he looked at Peter and smiled. Peter went out with Mrs. Coker and Mr. Harper out the door, though slowly given they had on slippers.


In no time the children were gathered around the hearth of the fireplace with a big fire blazing.  They were a bit bewildered, but waited expectantly, not knowing whether this was bad news or good.  They had been allowed to stay up very late, on occasion, but they had never been routed out of bed.  


It was a strange and rather funny looking assembly.  It looked like a pajama party.  Students and adults alike were wrapped in their robes, and blankets, for the room was cold, though the fire was beginning to knock the chill off.


Mr. Smith finally came followed by Katherine, Sophie, Peter, Tim and Jim.  Some of the students got off the couch to defer to Katherine and Sophie.  Jim and Chris sat down on the floor at the perimeter of the group.  Peter squeezed in between Andrew and Joy, which was no easy task given that Lydia was practically sitting in Andrews’s lap on the other side.  The mugs of hot chocolate were past around and everyone was talking quietly, trying to speculate as to the reason for this meeting.


As Mr. Smith stood everyone became extremely quiet, even to the point of holding their breath.  He smiled and looked at Peter.  “Please relax, this is not bad news.  I just became aware, that though quite unintentionally, I have caused you stress.   Please, accept my apology.”  He waited and looked around meeting the eyes of the group before he continued.  “We, adults, have been so caught up in the political climate of late that we were unaware that our tensions would take a toll on you.  First, let me say, that we did not intentionally leave you out, nor did we not trust you to bear the burden with us.  I think we were just hoping that we were wrong about the things that are happening.  We were hoping that no matter how things turn out that you would not be affected by it all.  But we should have explained, or that is we should have tried harder to be more clear about the situation.  I will attempt to explain.”


He paused and took a sip of chocolate.  As if on cue, so did everyone who had any left.  “The elections are important.  There is a lot riding on this election.  You know there are four candidates.  The country is split.  The two leading candidates may so split the vote that one of the third party candidates may actually win.  Both of the major candidates are dangerous, each in their own way.  Jack Rookston being the most dangerous.”


“Two of them are absolutely opposed to any faith-based programs, except those licensed by the government.  They want all such groups brought under one governmental agency called ‘Faith For All,’ which already exist, although its constitutionality is being challenged.  It is in its basic form a government church.  This organization will set the standard by which all, and I do mean all, churches must submit.  This movement has been underway since the turn of the century, but has been recognized as a governmental agency for only a few years; Ever since the election where the country swung completely left, giving the administration, and congress to those, who were wanting extreme changes.”


Paul interrupted, “But Mr. Smith, they all say they belong to a church, and go every Sunday.”


“Yes, Paul, but take a good look at the churches they attend. Are they churches that preach the Truth, or do they preach what itching ears want to hear?”


Paul had no answer, so Mr. Smith continued, “If the wrong candidate gets in it will open up the pathway for this agency, and that will spell the end of evangelism as we know it.”


“But how can this be,” questioned Joy, who was a history buff. “The Constitution forbids the establishment of a government run church.”


“True, but gradually, laws have been written that already limit what churches can and cannot do.  Christian Schools are struggling to stay open and be truly Christian.  Some pastors have been jailed, because they were labeled ‘mean-spirited,’ or bigots or even of perpetuating religious hatred, because they will not hire certain people, or allow certain practices within their church or school.  In some areas parents have even been arrested for teaching their own children that certain things are not right nor acceptable.  The government has gained enough power that it now dictates what is to be taught, even in private homes.”


“I don’t think it is all that bad.  I mean I have lived there all my life and I don’t remember being threatened,” exclaimed Paul.


“I don’t know, my Mom and Dad had to fight to homeschool us last year.  This guy brought the books we were to use.  He seemed nice, but my Dad sure didn’t like him.” interjected Lydia.


Mr. Smith said, “Before we start discussing all this, let me finish my explanation of what I do know.  Not too long ago a pastor friend of mine came down here to visit me.  He had to leave sooner than he expected, because charges of sedition where being filed against him.  When he got back to the states he was almost arrested, but his church stood steady behind him.  A team of Christian lawyers took the case and the government withdrew the charges.  This, however, is becoming normal.  When a pastor comes out strong on the principles of the Bible, he is attacked.”   


Paul stood to his feet; “You’re not talking about my dad are you?”


Mr. Smith didn’t say anything.  For a moment Mr. Smith stared at his shoes, and then lifted his eyes to meet Paul’s.


“I don’t believe you!” yelled Paul not waiting for a response.


“I had not intended for you to find out like this, but it is true Paul.  That is why they rushed you out to California to stay with your grandparents.  I am sorry, Paul.  It would probably be better for you to go call them and ask for the truth,” directed Mr. Smith, as Paul tore off to the phone.


The group sat in stunned silence for several minutes before Mr. Smith continued.  “Where was I.  I am sorry about that; Paul’s father is a good example.  And if the situation with the pastors isn’t bad enough, it also means that our freedom of dissent is being removed. On top of this, the candidates are leaning toward isolationism.  Meaning they want to pull all US citizens home, including all of us with duel citizenship.  The fight with the terrorist has been long and costly.  As other nations have withdrawn from the fight, we have been left to carry the burden by ourselves.  It is understandable, that the government wants out from under it.  But in pulling inward it will leave Israel alone, and it will limit the churches missionary programs.”


 “This is bad for as the United States goes, so goes the rest of the world.  Many of the other nations will proceed to do the same thing.  It means that the war is upon us.  The Kingdom will advance, we have that promise, but we will have to regroup and find new footholds.”  Mr. Smith stood quietly, in deep thought or prayer or both.  For some time they all sit not knowing what to think or say.  


Paul reentered the room.  He stood glaring at Mr. Smith, until Mr. Smith met his eyes.  “It’s true.  It’s all true.  Why didn’t they tell me.” questioned Paul.


Mr. Smith looked at Paul and held his glare.  “I am so sorry, Paul.  I wanted them to be honest with you, but they wanted you to come here.  They were just afraid if they told you, you wouldn’t come.”


Paul whispered, as Katherine got up and gave him a hug, “What does all this mean?”


“As I was reminded,” he nodded at Peter, “God is sovereign!  We will do whatever we must do to advance the Kingdom.  And what we, the staff of this school and in all twelve schools, must do right now is to train you, the students He has assembled.  And by God’s grace we will do what we must do.  He will give us the power, and the guidance to take one thing at a time.”


“But what about us?  What are we suppose to do?”  Everyone turned in surprise, for that had been voiced by Beth.  She very seldom said anything in a group setting.


Mr. Smith smiled noting her courage.  “I don’t know how this all will effect you, personally.  I think this is one of those faith walks, we always talk about.  We will have to wait on the Lord to show us.  One thing I know, He has brought us together for a purpose, and He will protect us and lead us.  Practically, we must go forward, doing what we are doing until He tells us other wise.  All this is just a shadow of what may or may not be. We will need to wait and see what substance the shadows take.  For now that is enough.  You know what has been occupying our thoughts.  It is time to go back to bed, but first let us kneel together in prayer.”  





Mr. Smith asks Mr. Harper to lead.  Mr. Harper prayed a simple prayer:


“Oh, Our Father Lord of all, to you who controls the universe we turn in our hour of stress.  We can not see around the bend in the road where you have placed us.   Lord guide our steps, and guide the steps of all the players in this chapter of history.  May they step only on the stones you have placed for them.  You are the sovereign mighty God.  You already know what will happen, for this time is already history to you.  Help us, in this here and now, to trust you completely.  May we all have the faith of a child, so that we may simple reach out and hold Your mighty hand.  Bless us tonight with the rest we need.  We love You. We trust You.  To You and you alone we recommit ourselves, this school, and all of our tomorrows.  Now, Father may the words of David be ours. ‘I will lie down and sleep in peace, for you alone, 
O Lord, make me to dwell in safety.’     Amen and Amen.”




SPECULATIONS AND REVELATIONS




                   Chapter Eighteen


The next day found the children who had attended the meeting dragging.  It had been well past midnight when they finally got back into bed.  All of them including the adults were quite reserved at breakfast, but Paul was absolutely sullen.  He would not speak to anyone not even Larry, who could usually get him to cheer up.


After breakfast Peter and Andrew approached Larry to ask how they might help.  To Peter’s surprise, Larry’s eyes filled with tears.  “You know, Peter, Paul doesn’t believe.  He says he just doesn’t get it and he is actually angry that his Dad would put his career on the line and put them all in danger.  I think that he and my sister, are the biggest skeptics here.  I know Lydia does not comprehend the seriousness of all this.  She just wants to ‘live her life,’ as she puts it.”  Tears started to run down his cheeks.  “I’m sorry,” he said as he wiped them away.  “I just don’t know if Lydia will ever believe.  She’s so stubborn and now Paul.”  He stopped to compose himself, thankful that no one else was near.


“Larry, they are afraid, afraid to trust, and afraid about what all this stuff means.  God hasn’t given up on them. Let’s agree to pray for them daily, and let God do his work.  He knows what he is doing,” suggested Peter.


“Yeah, let’s try to think about how they feel.  If we didn’t know, we’d be a little uneasy about all this talk.  Truthfully, I am a little upset, and I know the Lord.  We just need to keep praying,” added Andrew.


“Can we start right not? ask Larry.  The boys prayed right there, and would have prayed longer if the bell for class hadn’t rung.


The day seemed to move by in slow motion.  When the quiet hour came, most of the group hit their bunks and slept.  A few slept so hard they were late to the next class.  Since the teachers came rushing in too, no one noticed.


By dinner all the other students were aware of the meeting the night before. During the free times all over the grounds there were small groups discussing and speculating as to the meaning of all that was happening.  They even got out their Bibles and started searching for possible answers.  For the first time the adults had to come gather the students, since they had not answered the bell for supper.  The talk continued over the meal and since all where anxious to continue in their groups, they all pitched in to finish the cleanup quickly.


Since it wasn’t raining tonight, the fire pits were lit, and they all gathered outside.  Well, all but Paul, Lydia, Beth and some from the Reiz’s dorm.  Joy noticed that Beth wasn’t there and went to look for her.  As she climbed the stairs, she could hear Lydia ranting about the Bible being crammed down her throat.  As Joy entered the room, she saw Beth with a look of defiance, and determination.  It appeared that she had decided to face off with Lydia.


“Joy, tell her that we are nearing the end and she needs to accept that.  We all have to get braver and have more courage -- be bold," called Beth.


“You’re scaring me!” screamed Lydia; “I don’t want to talk about it!”


“Beth, maybe you should let Lydia think about it.  Come on down and give her some space.”


Beth moved to go with Joy, but not before, “I am sorry Lydia.  I don’t want to scare you, but I care for you, and I want you to be saved.”


“Just go, will you.”  Lydia said as she flung herself on her bed, and buried her head under her pillow.


As the girls came out into the courtyard, they heard Barney sharing with the group by the first fire pit, so they stopped to listen.  “My Dad says it seems like it is just the Christian faith that is being terrorized.  It is like they monitor what true Christians are doing.  I know they don’t seem to be trying very hard to stop the guerrillas.”  


At the mention of the guerrillas, Peter felt a chill run down his back.  The nightmares came flooding back to him.  He shook his head to keep them from coming into full focus.  Andrew sensed his movement and asked what was wrong, but Peter just answered nothing and turned back to the conversation.


“My Dad has said it seems like the government is pulling back all religious freedom.  Slowly, but surely,” added Juan.


 “I’ve heard my Dad say the same thing about the United States government, too,” interjected Larry.


Andrew spoke up, “Maybe we are nearing the end, or maybe it is just a time of testing followed by a great revival, like all the other times in history.”


“Yes, but either way we have to be prepared.”  added Joy who had moved over to set by Peter.  


“It would be easier if we knew what we were preparing for,” added Andrew.

“I don’t know what we will end up doing, but I’d like to think I’ll be able do whatever it is.”  That started a chorus of, me too, followed by speculations as to what they might need to do.  This went on for about twenty minutes, before Katherine interrupted them.  The children had not realized that the Smiths and Reizs were setting on the stairs above them.   They also had not noticed that they were all crammed together in one big group instead of several smaller ones.


After Katherine got their attention, she moved down closer to them.  “The Lord doesn’t want you to stop living.  I worry that you are working yourselves into such a state of seriousness that you will not be able to have any fun, or enjoy the life He has given you.  Yes, you should be serious about being prepared, but being prepared is knowing Him.  Knowing Him not of or about, but knowing, having a relationship that is alive.  If you know Him, He will show you all you need to know and will empower you to do whatever He asks of you.  Just remember it isn’t what we know or don’t know that limits God.  It is our willingness to be used.  It is our willingness to try.  It is His job to equip.  But your job is to be willing to let Him prepare you.  For some of you, you need to start with being willing to let yourself be willing.  In being willing to be willing, you will free Him to show you His love.” Katherine saw the look of confusion on their faces.  “Each step of obedience starts by being willing to obey.  Just like believing starts with being willing to open ourselves up to the idea of salvation, that we are sinners and need a savior.  Then it is possible for God to offer us His free gift.  He is able to save, and He will save us when we ask.  That is faith.  Faith is willing ourselves to believe the impossible.  Disbelief then, is not allowing ourselves to believe beyond that which we can see, hear, and touch.”


Joy grabbed Peter’s hand and squeezed it and pointed toward the dorm door that stood open just a few inches.  She knew she had closed it, so she prayed that it was one or both of the doubters.  Joy also saw Juan looking toward his own dorm maybe there too, were listening ears.


“God loves you,” Katherine continued, “we are here because He loves us and we love Him.  That’s where we start.  One day at a time, we can’t face tomorrow until it gets here, but we can follow His lead, then we will be prepared.   I think we need to pray.  How about us joining hands.”


  All the adults prayed, and many of the students.  The Spirit moved through them bringing encouragement, strength, and joy.  When they arose they were blessed, even though their legs and feet were asleep.


When the boys entered the dorm, Paul was in bed.  They knew he was only pretending to be asleep, but they let him be, and quietly prepared for bed.  


Peter had a restless night with the nightmares returning.  This time however, he made a connection.  With a sudden realization, he sat up in bed during the wee hours of the morning.  He was shocked by the discovery, but it explained some of his own reactions.  He just needed to talk with Mr. Smith the first chance he got.


The next morning everyone seemed ready to put the worries behind them, and concentrate on what they needed to learn.  The teachers in their own ways told them, how proud they were of them, and how they, the children, had encouraged their old hearts.


By evening, a more relaxed atmosphere existed, for all but Peter who had not yet gotten to talk to Mr. Smith.  At supper, he did ask Mr.Smith if he could come talk to him. Mr. Smith told him to just to come find him when he was ready.


Peter did find him about nine o’clock in the library.  Peter had been delayed because he had forgotten it was his day to feed the parrots.  He was enjoying them so much he almost forgot about his concerns.  But when he remembered, he did not want to put it off another day.


“Sorry, I’m so late, Mr. Smith can we still talk?” 


“Sure Peter, is this room okay?” Since no one was in there, he nodded his head.

“Now what is it that you wanted to discuss?”


Launching right into it, Peter stated, “I just realized why the man at the Center scares me so.  I am sure he was one of the men I saw on the helicopter.  I wasn’t suppose to look up but I did and he was the one hanging outside the door on the landing skid.”


“Are you sure, Peter?”


“Yes, after all not to many people have scares like his. I am sure.  I just thought you ought to know.”


“Thanks, Peter.  I am glad you told me, now let me deal with it okay, and maybe it should just stay between us right now, okay.  You haven’t told anyone have you.”


“No, I was going to tell Joy, but I haven’t had a chance.”


“Well, let’s not do that okay.”


“Err, okay.”


“Now, Peter I am sure you have things to do, would you find Chris and have him meet me in my office, please.”


Peter exited, and found Chris in the kitchen making a pot of coffee.  He finished fixing it, and left to join Mr. Smith.  Sophie came in as he was leaving.


“Didn’t Chris want coffee?”


“Yes, but Mr. Smith wanted to see him.”


“Oh, well I’ll tell you what.  Chris loves his evening coffee.  Would you mind waiting a minute and taken a tray up to those two.  When they get to talking and it may be hours before he makes it back down?”


“I can do that.”  The tray was soon fixed.  It held a small pot of coffee, and a few cookies.  Peter got a few cookies too, for his troubles.  As Peter approached the office door he saw that it was ajar just a little.  He wasn’t sure if he should knock or just push it open, so momentarily he stood there, but as he stood there he heard his name.


“Peter, is sure it is him.  I am not sure if we should tell him or not.  What do you think?” he heard Mr. Smith say.


“Maybe we should, and let him decide what should be done.”


Peter recovered himself; he wanted and did not want to overhear more, so he called out to Mr. Smith for permission to come in.


“Come in, Peter, what have you there.”  Mr. Smith said quickly, giving Chris a side way look.  Peter knew they were trying to figure out if he had been listening.  Peter ignored their looks and proceeded to explain what Sophie had said.  They seemed satisfied.


As Peter exited the office, he saw Katherine coming out of her room with Pete and Polly.  “Hi, Peter.  What brings you up here?”


“I brought coffee up to Mr. Smith and Chris.  Hi, Pete, Polly.”   Peter reached out and took Polly who had leaned toward him.


“I think they are tired.  I was just taking Polly down to Sophie.  Polly has been sleeping in her room.  Would you mind taking her, Peter?  It would save Pete and me the trip?”


“Not at all,” he said as he started to the stairs, “goodnight Katherine, and you to Pete.”


“Thanks, Peter.  Goodnight,” said Katherine, and Pete just yawned.


Peter found Sophie still in the kitchen.  She was setting out breakfast items.  “Thanks Peter.  Are you ready to go to bed Polly?” Said Sophie as Polly squawked her answer.


Peter transferred Polly said his goodnights and headed to bed.
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By dinner all the other students were aware of the meeting the night before. During the free times all over the grounds there were small groups discussing and speculating as to the meaning of all that was happening.  They even got out their Bibles and started searching for possible answers.  For the first time the adults had to come gather the students, since they had not answered the bell for supper.  The talk continued over the meal and since all where anxious to continue in their groups, they all pitched in to finish the cleanup quickly.


Since it wasn’t raining tonight, the fire pits were lit, and they all gathered outside.  Well, all but Paul, Lydia, Beth and some from the Reiz’s dorm.  Joy noticed that Beth wasn’t there and went to look for her.  As she climbed the stairs, she could hear Lydia ranting about the Bible being crammed down her throat.  As Joy entered the room, she saw Beth with a look of defiance, and determination.  It appeared that she had decided to face off with Lydia.


“Joy, tell her that we are nearing the end and she needs to accept that.  We all have to get braver and have more courage -- be bold," called Beth.


“You’re scaring me!” screamed Lydia; “I don’t want to talk about it!”


“Beth, maybe you should let Lydia think about it.  Come on down and give her some space.”


Beth moved to go with Joy, but not before, “I am sorry Lydia.  I don’t want to scare you, but I care for you, and I want you to be saved.”


“Just go, will you.”  Lydia said as she flung herself on her bed, and buried her head under her pillow.


As the girls came out into the courtyard, they heard Barney sharing with the group by the first fire pit, so they stopped to listen.  “My Dad says it seems like it is just the Christian faith that is being terrorized.  It is like they monitor what true Christians are doing.  I know they don’t seem to be trying very hard to stop the guerrillas.”  


At the mention of the guerrillas, Peter felt a chill run down his back.  The nightmares came flooding back to him.  He shook his head to keep them from coming into full focus.  Andrew sensed his movement and asked what was wrong, but Peter just answered nothing and turned back to the conversation.


“My Dad has said it seems like the government is pulling back all religious freedom.  Slowly, but surely,” added Juan.


 “I’ve heard my Dad say the same thing about the United States government, too,” interjected Larry.


Andrew spoke up, “Maybe we are nearing the end, or maybe it is just a time of testing followed by a great revival, like all the other times in history.”


“Yes, but either way we have to be prepared.”  added Joy who had moved over to set by Peter.  


“It would be easier if we knew what we were preparing for,” added Andrew.

“I don’t know what we will end up doing, but I’d like to think I’ll be able do whatever it is.”  That started a chorus of, me too, followed by speculations as to what they might need to do.  This went on for about twenty minutes, before Katherine interrupted them.  The children had not realized that the Smiths and Reizs were setting on the stairs above them.   They also had not noticed that they were all crammed together in one big group instead of several smaller ones.


After Katherine got their attention, she moved down closer to them.  “The Lord doesn’t want you to stop living.  I worry that you are working yourselves into such a state of seriousness that you will not be able to have any fun, or enjoy the life He has given you.  Yes, you should be serious about being prepared, but being prepared is knowing Him.  Knowing Him not of or about, but knowing, having a relationship that is alive.  If you know Him, He will show you all you need to know and will empower you to do whatever He asks of you.  Just remember it isn’t what we know or don’t know that limits God.  It is our willingness to be used.  It is our willingness to try.  It is His job to equip.  But your job is to be willing to let Him prepare you.  For some of you, you need to start with being willing to let yourself be willing.  In being willing to be willing, you will free Him to show you His love.” Katherine saw the look of confusion on their faces.  “Each step of obedience starts by being willing to obey.  Just like believing starts with being willing to open ourselves up to the idea of salvation, that we are sinners and need a savior.  Then it is possible for God to offer us His free gift.  He is able to save, and He will save us when we ask.  That is faith.  Faith is willing ourselves to believe the impossible.  Disbelief then, is not allowing ourselves to believe beyond that which we can see, hear, and touch.”


Joy grabbed Peter’s hand and squeezed it and pointed toward the dorm door that stood open just a few inches.  She knew she had closed it, so she prayed that it was one or both of the doubters.  Joy also saw Juan looking toward his own dorm maybe there too, were listening ears.


“God loves you,” Katherine continued, “we are here because He loves us and we love Him.  That’s where we start.  One day at a time, we can’t face tomorrow until it gets here, but we can follow His lead, then we will be prepared.   I think we need to pray.  How about us joining hands.”


  All the adults prayed, and many of the students.  The Spirit moved through them bringing encouragement, strength, and joy.  When they arose they were blessed, even though their legs and feet were asleep.


When the boys entered the dorm, Paul was in bed.  They knew he was only pretending to be asleep, but they let him be, and quietly prepared for bed.  


Peter had a restless night with the nightmares returning.  This time however, he made a connection.  With a sudden realization, he sat up in bed during the wee hours of the morning.  He was shocked by the discovery, but it explained some of his own reactions.  He just needed to talk with Mr. Smith the first chance he got.


The next morning everyone seemed ready to put the worries behind them, and concentrate on what they needed to learn.  The teachers in their own ways told them, how proud they were of them, and how they, the children, had encouraged their old hearts.


By evening, a more relaxed atmosphere existed, for all but Peter who had not yet gotten to talk to Mr. Smith.  At supper, he did ask Mr.Smith if he could come talk to him. Mr. Smith told him to just to come find him when he was ready.


Peter did find him about nine o’clock in the library.  Peter had been delayed because he had forgotten it was his day to feed the parrots.  He was enjoying them so much he almost forgot about his concerns.  But when he remembered, he did not want to put it off another day.


“Sorry, I’m so late, Mr. Smith can we still talk?” 


“Sure Peter, is this room okay?” Since no one was in there, he nodded his head.

“Now what is it that you wanted to discuss?”


Launching right into it, Peter stated, “I just realized why the man at the Center scares me so.  I am sure he was one of the men I saw on the helicopter.  I wasn’t suppose to look up but I did and he was the one hanging outside the door on the landing skid.”


“Are you sure, Peter?”


“Yes, after all not to many people have scares like his. I am sure.  I just thought you ought to know.”


“Thanks, Peter.  I am glad you told me, now let me deal with it okay, and maybe it should just stay between us right now, okay.  You haven’t told anyone have you.”


“No, I was going to tell Joy, but I haven’t had a chance.”


“Well, let’s not do that okay.”


“Err, okay.”


“Now, Peter I am sure you have things to do, would you find Chris and have him meet me in my office, please.”


Peter exited, and found Chris in the kitchen making a pot of coffee.  He finished fixing it, and left to join Mr. Smith.  Sophie came in as he was leaving.


“Didn’t Chris want coffee?”


“Yes, but Mr. Smith wanted to see him.”


“Oh, well I’ll tell you what.  Chris loves his evening coffee.  Would you mind waiting a minute and taken a tray up to those two.  When they get to talking and it may be hours before he makes it back down?”


“I can do that.”  The tray was soon fixed.  It held a small pot of coffee, and a few cookies.  Peter got a few cookies too, for his troubles.  As Peter approached the office door he saw that it was ajar just a little.  He wasn’t sure if he should knock or just push it open, so momentarily he stood there, but as he stood there he heard his name.


“Peter, is sure it is him.  I am not sure if we should tell him or not.  What do you think?” he heard Mr. Smith say.


“Maybe we should, and let him decide what should be done.”


Peter recovered himself; he wanted and did not want to overhear more, so he called out to Mr. Smith for permission to come in.


“Come in, Peter, what have you there.”  Mr. Smith said quickly, giving Chris a side way look.  Peter knew they were trying to figure out if he had been listening.  Peter ignored their looks and proceeded to explain what Sophie had said.  They seemed satisfied.


As Peter exited the office, he saw Katherine coming out of her room with Pete and Polly.  “Hi, Peter.  What brings you up here?”


“I brought coffee up to Mr. Smith and Chris.  Hi, Pete, Polly.”   Peter reached out and took Polly who had leaned toward him.


“I think they are tired.  I was just taking Polly down to Sophie.  Polly has been sleeping in her room.  Would you mind taking her, Peter?  It would save Pete and me the trip?”


“Not at all,” he said as he started to the stairs, “goodnight Katherine, and you to Pete.”


“Thanks, Peter.  Goodnight,” said Katherine, and Pete just yawned.


Peter found Sophie still in the kitchen.  She was setting out breakfast items.  “Thanks Peter.  Are you ready to go to bed Polly?” Said Sophie as Polly squawked her answer.


Peter transferred Polly said his goodnights and headed to bed.

TO LEAD OR FOLLOW






Chapter Nineteen

With the dawn of a new day, everyone seemed fully back to normal.  Paul was again talking, although a little defensive.  Everyone tried to be sensitive and stay away from topics that might upset him.  They knew God could and would handle it.


Lydia, too, was back to normal, which meant that she was back to following Andrew whenever possible.  Between classes she would catch up with him and stay with him to the start of the next.  At meals she managed to sit next to him.  She signed up for the same work details.


Andrew could probably have tolerated all of this, even the good-natured kidding he was getting from some of the guys, if Lydia had not read more into Andrew’s kind nature.  He had tried treating her like he treated Joy, but he realized too late that she was making more out of his teasing than was there. Now, Andrew knew he had a problem, and didn’t know how to fix it.


After weeks of having a human shadow, Andrew drug Joy and Peter down to the stable on the pretext of showing them something.  Once there he laid out his dilemma, but before they could respond Lydia showed up.  Andrew was beside himself, but maintain his calm, even if it was through gritted teeth.  Peter directed them all back to the house.  As they walked back to the house, Joy managed to encourage Andrew to talk to Lydia and try to straighten it out.  Andrew said he had tried, but she wouldn’t listen.  Then she encouraged him to talk to an adult, maybe his grandfather, or Katherine.  Before he could respond, however, Lydia had dropped back to walk with them, even managing to get between Joy and Andrew.


Over the next few days and weeks Joy and Peter worked at being Andrew’s body guards trying not to leave Andrew alone.  They walked on either side of him to class.   They sat beside him at meals, and refused to move, but Lydia would  just took the seat across from him.   Finally, Joy tried to talk to her, but was quickly accused of being jealous.  Beth even tried, but the results were the same.  One night  Joy, Liz, Beth, and Bianca all tried to reason with her, but she just said they were interfering and stormed off.


Totally exasperated, Andrew had talked to his Grandfather.  Mr. Harper suggested that he needed to talk with Lydia himself.   He needed to take one person with him and allow her one friend and the four of them talk this out.


Andrew thought this might work, but dreaded the confrontation.  The next day being Saturday, he talked Peter into going for a climb early in the morning, so he could get away to think.  They ask for permission to leave right after Peter finished helping with breakfast preparations, and he finished feeding the horses.  Sophie even fixed them a picnic breakfast to take with them, so before the sun was fully up they were climbing toward the meadow for a few Lydia free hours.


As they sat there enjoying their egg sandwiches, and fruit scanning the valley below, they couldn’t believe their eyes when they saw Lydia with Beth in tow heading their direction.


“Oh, no! Joy was suppose to stop her if she tried.  Hey, let’s go higher up the mountain.  Remember that meadow just above here, maybe they won’t follow.”


Peter wasn’t sure this was a good idea.  He didn’t particularly like that climb.  “I don’t know Andrew, why don’t we just wait, and you can talk to her.  Get it over with.”


“No, I wanted to be away for just a while.  No, I planned this.  She doesn’t have the right to always go where I go.”


“But Andrew, she’s stubborn she might just follow that isn’t an easy climb.”


“Beth won’t go.  Come on before they get here.”


“Okay, Okay.”


Much to their chagrin the girls followed after them.  When the boys reached the meadow they could hear Beth begging her to go back.  Both boys felt a pang of guilt, but kept going anyway.


“Let’s go toward the bridge by the mill, that’s not a bad path from here, and then we can go back to the house.” Andrew suggested.


As they headed off toward the bridge, for a moment Peter thought he should go back for the girls.  He didn’t want to think about them going the other direction.  The other direction was that slippery section they had climbed to the plateau. In the end he gave up thinking about it and took off after Andrew.


When they crossed over the bridge they had decided to wait for the girls there.  They waited and waited, but no girls showed.  

When they saw Chris,  Miguel and Doc Mitchell, heading out in the old jeep, panic set in, and they ran back to the house.


Mr. Smith was waiting for them as they entered the courtyard.  “Boys I need to talk to you go up to my office and wait.”


They were being sent to his office.  Never had they been sent to his office.  They could tell by his manner that he was upset.  Even his tone told them they were in trouble.


They entered his office as if entering a very holy place.  It was a very masculine, South American room.  Leather chairs, and a huge mahogany desk.  On the wall behind the desk was a painting of the valley, and on the opposite wall a painting depicting Christ calling his disciples.


Not knowing what to do the boys just stood in the center of the room.  Each wondering if something awful had happened.  They were beginning to feel sick, when Mr. Smith joined them.


“What were you two thinking, or were you?”  


“Sir, are they okay?” ask Andrew, who was barely breathing.


“Yes, no thanks to you.  I shutter to think what would have happened if Jim hadn’t followed.  But you knew they were following you.  They said you saw them and heard them, yet you didn’t stop.”


“Yes, but.  . .” tried Andrew.


“No buts, no matter how tired you had become of Lydia’s following you, you had no right to put her in danger.  You should have dealt directly with her instead of leading them where they had no business being, and for that matter neither did you.   Once you reached the upper meadow and knew they where following you were responsible for their safety. They continued up the mountain thinking you had gone that way, they reached that slippery stretch and fell.  They slid half way down that side before Lydia was able to stop them.  Beth may have broken her wrist, along with cuts and bruises.  Lydia appears to be just bruised.”


“How . . “ Andrew tried again.


Mr. Smith held up his hand to stop Andrew and Peter from saying anything.  He walked around his desk and dropped into his chair. “Yes, we were aware of your problem.  We may be old, but we aren’t blind, but you didn’t ask for direct help.  I know you didn’t set out to lead them astray today.  But I am sorely disappointed that you did not put their safety, before your own need to get away.”  With this the boys felt like balloons punctured by a thorn.  They sank into the nearest chairs and stared at the floor.  The phone rang and Mr. Smith had a brief conversation with someone. “The girls are down in the library, are you ready to go talk to them?”


Both nodded.  Mr. Smith continued, “Before you go, by Friday I want on my desk, this desk, from both of you, an eight hundred word essay on what you have learned today.”


“Mr. Smith, . . .  sir . . . this was really my fault.  Peter tried to stop and wait for them, he shouldn’t have too . . .”


“But Mr.Harper, he didn’t stop you did he?  Very well, yours is 900, and his 700.  Next time Peter, I suggest you be more assertive.  Let’s go see the girls.”


Peter followed Mr. Smith immediately out the door.  Andrew seemed rooted to the chair, with his mouth open, until Mr. Smith came back for him pulling him out of the chair and patting him on the shoulder.  “Being noble sometimes hurts, Andrew.  The assignment won’t kill you.”


As the three of them headed toward the kitchen, Andrew’s emotions where right below the surface.  He was sorry they were hurt, but he didn’t feel like it was all his fault, after all Lydia should take some of the blame.  She was the stubborn one. She didn’t have to keep following.  And why did he end up getting more to do?  He didn’t think Peter should have to do any, but he hadn’t helped him at all.  He didn’t know what he felt, sorrow, anger, or confusion.


As they pushed the door open, Peter was completely unsettled by Beth, who started crying.  Lydia turned toward them and glared.  As if time stood still, they stood, with the only sound being Beth’s crying.  When Peter found his voice, “I am so sorry.”  His voiced cracked and he couldn’t get another word out.  


Andrew, too, then began to fight the tears.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.  I just wanted to get away.  I am sorry!”  He too, couldn’t say more. Because it wouldn’t come and because Lydia had come over and wrapped her arms around him and was crying in great sobs.


When she finally got air to talk, Lydia confessed, “I know I have been such a pest.  Your grandfather talked to me and said I needed to talk directly to you about my feelings.  But because of the way I had been acting, you took off.  It isn’t your fault, Andrew, I caused all this.  Forgive me?”  New tears engulfed her, which completely undid the others in the room as well. “Lydia, I am so sorry.  It was my fault.  I should have . . . .”  words failed Andrew as he returned her embrace.


Mr. Smith came forward as did Katherine, Sophie and Jim.  They prayed for and with the children.  After which they re-iced Beth’s wrist, and got them some food to eat, as they had missed lunch.


Plans were made to take Beth down to the clinic the next morning to give some time for the swelling to go down.  Andrew, Peter, and Lydia, all wanted to accompany her, but in the end only Andrew was allowed to go, so that they could take the newer pickup.  Since they were going to town, some supplies would be picked up.


Andrew had stayed by her side through the whole ordeal.  Not one who liked pain, it hurt him considerable to watch Beth grimace as they set the bones.  He wanted to be sick, but willing himself to stay strong for her.  He was greatly relieved when the bright pink cast was finally in place, and they could think on other things like were to eat lunch.


At lunch,  Andrew ventured to ask Jim why Mr. Smith had given out such huge assignments, even to Beth, but it wasn’t Jim who answered Beth did.  “Oh, Andrew, don’t you see?  We let Mr. Smith down.  We should have all responded better.  You knew better than to run, and we knew better than to follow.  But Lydia was determined to apologize to you, and I was to witness. After Mr. Harper talked to her it was like she saw herself for the first time. I told her we needed to wait but you know how stubborn she can be.  I told her you would run and you did.  Not that I blame you.  I think anyone in your shoes would have.  But Andrew, you knew you shouldn’t, and that’s why we have to write, so we will think through all our actions, though innocent in ways, we all had our selfish motives.”


“Oh, well what was Peter’s or for that matter, what was yours?’


“Peter is fiercely loyal to you.  And as for me, well,”  Beth blushed three shades redder.  “Well, I’ll tell you but you and you, too, Jim,”  she looked right at Jim, who turned his full attention to her, even putting down his hamburger, “must swear you won’t repeat a word.  Promise?” They both nodded.  “I wanted to go because I wanted to see Peter.”  Both Jim and Andrew smiled;  Andrew even started to laugh.


“I don’t think Peter would have minded that.  He likes your company, too.   Oh, maybe I shouldn’t have said that,” laughed Andrew.   


Jim laughed than and told them both they had better stop before they gave away  too many secrets.


It was evening by they time they returned to the school.  Andrew found Lydia, Joy and Peter in the library when they returned.  They had been looking up scripture and quotes to add to their essays.  The girls had also, received the same assignments.  Lydia was assigned 800 words.  Beth had 500 words, and  even Joy had been given 600.  After all Joy had known how desperate Andrew had become, and had also known that Lydia had followed, but had not shared that information with anyone until she was point blank asked. 


Over the next few days the children wrote their essays, and turned them in.  Mr. Smith met with all of them together after he had read their papers.  He in turn handed out to each of them a 600 word paper that he had made himself written in response to what had happened. He told them that as the head man, he too, was somewhat responsible for allowing the situation to get out of hand.  He wouldn’t let them read them in his presence, but sent them on their way saying, “I believe we are all a bit wiser.  Maybe we will be quicker to act on the behalf of others, even to the point of putting aside our own agendas.  I’ll see you at lunch.” 


 Later, each one read the personalized paper.  Each one was written from the slant of that person’s part in the events.  Each one felt like crying after they finished, and each tucked the papers away for safe keeping.




TEN LITTLE DUCKS





    Chapter Twenty


 Over the next few days and weeks a kind of metamorphosis took place in the little group. Andrew no longer dreaded having Lydia around.  They had come to an understanding, and found that friendship was a very important thing. So they started working on being friends with no strings attached, and no false expectations.


Andrew also worked hard at not giving away Beth’s secret, but he didn’t miss an opportunity to tease her, partly because she would immediately turn beet red. It was all good-natured and only between them. Beth had learned to tease him back. So they too, became good friends.


Peter and Joy were as inseparable as ever, closer than brother and sister. The adults of their world used to comment on it, saying that since they had their own families, with whom they felt accepted and loved, there was no need for sibling rivalry. Therefore, they were free to grow up together, so close that at times they really did know what the other was thinking.

 
A close group formed consisting of: Peter, Andrew, Joy, Beth, Lydia. Juan, Larry, Sara, Barney, and Paul, rounding the group to ten. They formed a study group. They played as a team in whatever sport came along.  They weren’t exclusive, for they accepted everyone. It was just these ten seemed to have a special relationship. It was also this group, minus two, that prayed hard and faithfully for Lydia and Paul.


The whole school had divided itself into three groups. Groups that loved each other's company. Groups that became prayer partners. No one felt excluded for it was a given that they really did belong to each other, and that the whole, that is the whole school, was much more important than any one group. Often one person or another would wander from group to group to get help on homework, or to pray about a concern.


The time flew and with the end of September the winter crops needed harvesting. The new dorm was also near completion, and needed to be painted. In other words there was a lot of work, and too few adults to do it all.  Added to all the work was the distraction of the election, which was only weeks away.  The election was again occupying much thought and energy, so much so that the staff finally called a working holiday.   With a working holiday they could listen to the election news and get the work done, too. 


 The villagers came down and helped finish the harvest, and the outside of the dorm. The children divided up to help with the farm work.  One group actually helped to harvest, and another helped to move the harvest to different locations for storage. A third group was given the job of catching up on the yard work at both estates; The yard work that had been neglected due to the concentration on finishing the dorm. 


Most of the boys, including Peter, got to help with the yard work at the Lower Estate. Andrew even drove one of the trucks. The Lower Estate wasn’t as big as the Main house, but it would still be classified as a mansion in most places. The barns were huge. For the two days they worked there the three retired missionary families kept them full of cookies and punch. The boys became very fond of the Mitchells, Hendersons, and Hamiltons.


When they returned to the school, they divided into groups to paint. Since they were already divided naturally, the adults left them that way and assigned different areas for the groups to paint. Peter’s group ended up with the boys’ side of the dorm and the stairs leading up to it.


It was fun even though it was hard work. They worked and talked. They worked and sang. By the third day, however, they were getting tired of painting.  It just wasn’t as much fun.  Everyone had developed short fuses, whether it was in patience, or understanding. They just wanted to be done.  Needless to say, by the time they reached the stairs, the hardest part of the job, it was a grumpy group. Everyone had their own idea as to how to attack the job, especially, the high ceiling.


The ten little ducks decided to send one of them to the top of the ladder, while others steadied it at the bottom. While they did the high area, others would start on the area below painting as high as they could reach with the rollers. Sara was finally chosen to go to the top, only because the boys thought they could catch her if she slipped. This didn’t set well with the other girls, saying it was insinuating they were too ‘fat’ for the job. The boys countered that that was silly, that Sara was just obviously the smallest one in height, and all in all, the wee one. Now, Sara wasn’t happy being known as the ‘wee one.’ They argued for a little while before Sara finally yelled, “Let’s just get it done.”


So Sara climbed up the ladder and began. Andrew and Paul held the ladder, with Larry the spotter. The others picked up brushes and started on the lower walls. It was rather close quarters as they worked to finish.


Sara was doing her best, but being tired it became all she could do to keep going. Larry kept pointing out spots she missed, until she became exasperated with him, to the point that she gave up and started down the ladder. At the same time, Juan had come in with a new can of paint to divide between the different cans. Larry started yelling for him to get out of the way. In trying to traverse in a hurry the maze of bodies, cans, paint brushes and ladder, he tripped. He connected with Joy who fell into Barney. Like a row of dominoes they came tumbling down, including Sara.


As if in slow motion, paint went everywhere. Beth dumped her can, which was almost full down the front of her clothing, then onto the two holding the ladder, and last the can ended up on top of Larry’s head.


The can Juan had flew out of his hand and back down the stairs all over, Joy, Barney and Beth.  Juan landed hitting Lydia’s can spilling it, but not before she fell backward and ended up setting in the pool of paint.


As the last clatter sounded, the ten were covered in the sunshine yellow from head to toe, and the stairs were covered with at least an inch of paint.  Every move they tried to make to get up, only caused them to slip and collide with each other.


Mr. Harper, who had been in the Main Room taking pictures for the web site, came running.  Jim, who was laying the tile in the bathroom, came running, too.  As Jim rounded the corner of the stairs he stepped in a puddle of paint and slid down several stairs, before the paint soaked group caught him.  Prefect timing, for a prefect picture, Mr. Harper snapped the shot, and then roared in laughter, bringing everyone in earshot. Almost the entire school showed up to see the sight, before the children and Jim could get themselves up.


There wasn’t anything they could do, but laugh at their own predicament.  They were sure that this would be a source of laughter, and personal embarrassment for years to come.  They literally looked like they had been dipped in a large can of paint.


How to clean them up was the adult’s biggest decision they had had to make in weeks.  How to get them out, without getting paint everywhere they traveled.  It was finally decided, and none to soon as the paint was beginning to dry, that the best way was to take them outside, and hose them off.   So with tarps covering their exit path the group traipsed out.  Once out, the boys went one way and the girls the other.  The other children made screens by holding up sheets. One by one they stripped off the painted clothing, and slipped into paint free robes for the trip to the dorms and hot showers.


It took two hours to clean up the mess, and finish the stairs.  The adults decided that the easiest way to take care of the steps was to cover them with carpet. 


At dinner, the ten yellow ducks still wore yellow.  But they were glad the painting was over, although they knew the teasing was only starting.  At least, it was all of them, as a group, and there was something fun about that fact.  They were sorry, however, that Chris and Miguel also showed signs of the encounter with the mess, for they had repaired the damage.


The next day they thought the episode was behind them, but as they entered the courtyard they saw their paint clothes hanging from a line.   Their jeans and shirts had numbers attached to them.  The sign asked everyone to vote for the most yellow duck.  They joined in the fun and voted, what else could they do; After all, it would become one of the stories past down when anyone talked about this school and that dorm particularly.


They were delighted that the painting was over, and that they could go back to a regular routine.  That is what they thought, until at breakfast when Mr. Smith asked for volunteers to help move the hay and clean the barn at the Lower Estate.  Since the ten ducks felt guilty about the mess they had made, so they all volunteered.  In fact, all the children were willing to help, even though they were tried.  


The remaining chores were divided up.  One group finished the repairs on the corrals, in and out of the barn area.  Another group cleaned the barn out and readied it for the new hay bails.  Another helped haul some supplies to the village.  The last group, which included the ten, where sent down to the Lower Estate to bring up the hay and feed, and to clean the barn there preparing it for the next delivery of supplies from the city. 


To make the job go faster, the two newer pick-ups, as well as the old truck and the tractor pulling a trailer were used.  To the delight of the boys, they were allowed to drive the pick-ups and the tractor.  Chris followed in the van.  The trip down was easy, but the trip back up was going to take some time.


Before they could load the feed, they had a few remaining tasks to do around the yard and corrals.  Some of the girls were recruited to do some things in the house that the older inhabitants could not do.  By lunch all the smaller jobs were done, and they turned their attention to loading the feed, but not before they where invited to lunch.


  The adults had set the formal dinning room with their best tablecloth and the china dishes.  The children felt a little out of place in their work clothes.


“We don’t have company often, so when we do we like to do it up right,” said Mrs. Mitchell.


“Well, Mom it looks great,” said Chris.


The children looked a little surprised, for they had not made the connection.  It did make sense; Chris came to the Lower Estates often, and occasionally stayed the weekend.  


The children felt extremely pampered as they sat down at the table laden with food.  They were treated like royalty as they ate and visited with the three couples.  These were special people, who had given their lives to the service of others.  They did still serve.  They often went into the city, or the towns to help with different projects, but it was evident that they missed the activities of full time ministry.  


They had fixed so much food that the children couldn’t eat it all, but kept trying to eat, just to be polite.  Even Chris and Miguel seemed unable to break away.  Mr. Smith saved them by coming in, and encouraging them to get back to work.  The girls felt a little guilty leaving all the dirty dishes, but Mrs. Reynolds encouraged them not to worry about it since they really didn’t have anything else that they needed to do.


It didn’t take long to load the hay bails, and the feed sacks.  The pick-ups where on their way shortly, and the tractor plodded along behind.  Peter and Juan drove the tractor, and finally pulled into the barnyard as the others were unloading the last pick-up.   As Peter pulled the tractor along side the old pickup Paul had driven, Mr. Smith and Miguel came out of the barn and told Peter where to pull the tractor.   When Peter pulled in, Paul had hopped out to go talk to them.  Mr. Smith and Miguel continued out to the corral area in front of Paul’s truck.  As they talked they leaned back against the pickup, which began to roll backward.  Paul immediately started the chase, but the grade allowed it to pick up speed to quickly.  Paul managed to jump on the running board just in time to dive off again as it plowed through the barn door, splintering it to pieces.


Everyone just stood there surveying the new mess.  Paul didn’t even know what to say, as the truck had been his responsibility.  Miraculously, the truck sustained little damage, but the door was demolished.  They spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning up the mess.


At dinner the children were expecting more teasing about the calamity that seemed to follow them, but the teasing was directed at Jim.  Jim had managed to glue his hand to the floor.  The picture showing his predicament was passed around. 


“That’s what love will do to you, so you better watch out.”  Was his good-natured reply.


It seems he was upstairs putting the last of the tile down, when Sophie brought him a soda.  As he sat there talking to her, he had forgotten the glue that he had placed on the floor.  Since they were engrossed in discussing wedding plans, time quickly slipped away.  When he went to get up, his left hand was glued to the floor.  A little turpentine released it, but not before Mr. Harper got the shot and many of the residences came up to tease him.


Mr. Smith said that evening, that it was a good thing that the inhabitants of the houses, had a good sense of humor, and could laugh at the predicaments they had found themselves in.  He also felt that they probably should call an end to the work for now, before someone got hurt.


Classes resumed that next week, and then, the long awaited election finally arrived.  On Monday, they listened intently to the polls, and the different expected outcomes.  Tuesday, was a day of anxiety as the results came in slowly.   By Wednesday it was complete, with 90% of the vote in, Jack had lost, but his party had gained control of the Senate, and was more powerful in the House.  It was a mixed bag of results.  Probably, not a good thing for the Christian faith, but time would tell.
THE CHRISTMAS EXIT

  



       Chapter Twenty-one


With the coming of December everyone’s thoughts turned to Christmas, home and family.  More emails where sent and received as arrangements were made to bring children home and/or to find out what special gifts they wanted.


The Central American children were going to the northern part of Peru where their families would meet them either to take them home, or to spend a few days together.  The South American children were being taken to various points where they would meet parents, take the train, or take flights home.  Only the children from the United States were left to spend Christmas at the school.  Even some of these were going home with the South American children to spend the holidays. In total, there would be only twelve children left. Juan and Barney didn’t count because even though they were still at school, they lived close enough that by Christmas Eve they would be home.


By December 12th, everyone had left.  It was hard for those left behind.  They knew it couldn’t be helped, but it didn’t make it any easier to fight the spirit of envy.  Those that remained tried to make the best of the situation.  They talked about buying presents, but they didn’t know how they were to manage it. 


That evening, however, Mr. Smith came to their rescue.  He announced that they were all going into town for some Christmas shopping, and to be there when Barney preached his Christmas message the day before Christmas Eve.  They would then come back here to spend Christmas Eve.  He also told them that those from the Lower Estate, along with many extended family members would be joining them Christmas Eve and staying over for Christmas.


The down side to all this was that Mr. Smith asked them to help with all the work that needed to be done before they left for town. He promised that he would make it well worth their time.   They agreed, and would have even with no promise of compensation. They couldn’t help the groans, however, as they listened to the list of jobs.


The next day like an army armed with the necessities: vacuum, broom, duster, polish, cleaners of all sorts, and a mountain of rags, they began the process of attacking every room one by one.  After a while it became almost a game as they cleaned, and polished everything from floor to ceiling.  Christmas carols rang loudly through out the houses, and as they cleaned the main rooms they put up the Christmas trees.  In the evenings, they sat beneath those same trees to talk and share.


Even the birds joined in the festive evenings.  The birds now had large cages in the different rooms so that several of them at once could enjoy their human companions.  Ann and Andy were actually learning to talk and loved the carols.  Of course Pete and Polly loved to sing and still put on quite a show when one of their favorite songs came on.  The babies, as they were still called even though they now bore the names of Pedro and Priscilla, were beginning to pattern their actions after the older, nosier ones, much to the chagrin of the adults.  Ceaser and several of the other unnamed birds also were beginning to interact with the humans.


  Even though they all missed family, they knew they were blessed.  The children decided that the cleaning was a planned diversion with two distinct goals: One, to get the place sparkling for all the guests, and two, so they wouldn’t miss home so much.  They had to admit that it had worked.


By the 22nd, all work was done and they were getting ready to head to town.  They were surprised when the black, shiny, fancy Town Car was pulled into the driveway, Now they knew why they had had to wear their best.  Along with the Town Car, there were two vans, and Big Miguel’s car.  Barney’s parents would pick up Barney and Paul once they reached town.  Juan was going with his Grandfather, Big Miguel, to visit family in town, but would meet up with them for the shopping and to attend the service.



With Mr. Harper Mrs. Coker, Sophie, Jim, and the children the vehicles were full.  The Reizs and Chris had decided to pass on the trip, opting to stay and watch over the houses.  The Reizes had plans to fix tamales and enchiladas galore for Christmas Eve, since they had family that would be staying for a few days, joining them for Christmas. 


The children had expected to be staying out in the area of the church; so they were not expecting Mr. Smith to lead the way into the very heart of the city to a big fancy hotel, that even had valet parking.  Mr. Smith reminded the children that he was now Mr. Mean again, so they needed to act accordingly.

 
It was breath taking to walk into the highly ornamented lobby.  The children had not noticed before, but now took note that Mr. Smith was dressed like an executive and Mrs. Smith too, was dressed expertly.  They walked through the lobby as if they owned the whole place.  Sophie and Jim followed in their wake, dressed similarly.  The children followed walking in like little tin soldiers, a little afraid to speak or to touch anything.  


To everyone’s delight, they were placed in three suites. The children felt like millionaires, with the fancy rooms, and room service.  It was definitely a change from school.  For Peter, Joy and Andrew, they had never experienced such lavish treatment.  They had been treated well while on furlough, but this was beyond anything they had known.


That afternoon, they lounged by the pool.  They wanted to gorge themselves on junk food and soda, but the ladies forbid it.  The plans where to go somewhere nice for dinner, and they didn’t want them full of junk. 


By six o’clock they were all dressed in their best, and were instructed to be on their best behavior as they entered the hotel's restaurant. The ladies had been right about it being nice. It was a very fancy French place.  They had a small banquet room to themselves. The children were very nervous, as they tried to remember how to use all the utensils they saw in front of them.  They watched the adults and took cues from them. After the second course they relaxed, and just enjoyed the food and fellowship.   


Later that evening as they prepared for bed, Mr. Harper overheard the boys talking about all the surprises, and wondering how Mr. Smith could afford all this.   Mr. Harper addressed the issue;  “Mr. Smith is a very wealthy man.  He is very careful how he spends his money, but there are times like this that he loves to pamper those he loves.   And right now that is all of us.  It's his Christmas present to us.”


The next day they went shopping.  Each one was given some money to spend in whatever way they chose.  They tried to refuse the money, but Mr. Smith told them it would have cost him a whole lot more to hire an agency to do all the cleaning they had done.  So, they took money.  They had a lot of fun just looking and purchasing their few items.  Later that evening, Mr. Smith took them out to dinner.  This time, however, it was an ordinary place near the shopping center.  Afterwards, they took in a movie.  When they arrived back at the hotel, they occupied the pool until it closed.


The next day they got to sleep in a little later than usual.  They again went shopping, but mainly just to enjoy the season.  By mid-afternoon they returned to the hotel and started to prepare for church. The girls with Katherine, Sophie, and Jim left early, because they still wanted to do some more shopping.  Mrs. Coker had wanted to go, but she wasn’t feeling very well so she chose to just stay in.  She felt bad about missing Juan’s sermon, but Mr. Smith promised to record it for her. 


The boys remained at the hotel. They had had enough shopping. The service wasn’t until seven o’clock, which was an hour later than usually.  It had been planned that way to give them more time to get there and walk in with the regulars in semi-darkness.  

Finally, it was time to leave. Once back out on the freeway they made good time to the outskirts where the church was located.  Pastor Sanchez had decided that the cars from the school would park at local parishioners' homes. That way they would draw less attention.  They were to park and then walk to church.  They were to be sure and be there by six-thirty to blend in.


It was about six o’clock, when Mr. Smith, pulled off the freeway and headed toward the Martinez’s house where they would park.  He was only a few blocks from the church, however, when a police blockade stopped him.  Pulling up to the blockade Mr. Smith ask what the trouble was.  The police officer said that there was trouble over at the local church.  The police officer then ordered Mr. Smith to turn around and go the other way.  Mr. Smith tried to get more information, but the police officer became belligerent.  Mr. Smith gave up and turned the van around, however, he only drove back about a block and pulled into a business parking lot.


“I must go and find out what is happening, you boys stay here.”


“No Sir, we want to come,” answered Peter, echoed by the others.


“I don’t have time to argue this.  Oh, all right, but when I say stop you stop.  You must follow my commands.”


They agreed.   Mr. Harper also got out although he had to follow at a slower pace.  Mr. Smith took off down an alleyway followed by the boys.  They had to do a little maneuvering to get by the police barricade, but once past it was a clear walk or in this case run to the church.  


Before they could see the church, they heard the roar of a crowd.  Loud, taunting voices could clearly be heard.  Mr. Smith slowed to a walk and directed them into a nearby yard.  As they came around the house they could see the church.  Mr. Smith stood there transfixed by the sight.  This side was surrounded by a large mob.  They were throwing rocks, and yelling for Pastor Sanchez to come out.  Several in the mob had guns and would discharge them occasionally into the air.


Recovering himself, Mr. Smith grabbed the boys and pulled them against the house, into the shadows just as men arrived with torches.  Mr. Harper had arrived up with them, and looked like he was about to have a heart attack.  Larry and Andrew grabbed him and forced him to sit down.  As he sat down he began to pray, the boys joined him.


They heard Mr. Smith whisper, “I hope the others are all right.  I hope they saw what was happening and left in time to avoid this.”  He then knelt beside them to pray.  Peter thought of Joy and the others. Were they okay?  What about Juan and Paul were they in the church?  Maybe they hadn’t arrived yet it was still early.  He did marvel at God’s providence.  If the service had been at the regular time, everyone would now be trapped in there. The thought sent shivers up his spine.


As they prayed they became aware that the mob had quieted somewhat, for over the mob they heard the sounds of singing coming from the church.  “Victory in Jesus,” could be heard loud and clear.  The mob seemed to be a little confused by this turn of events, and even more confused as the song ended and the front doors opened wide, and men from the congregation came out and yelled for them to come on in and join them.  More singing followed.  With the doors open and the singing continuing and the men standing there inviting them in the mob completely hushed, not knowing what to do.  Then another sound joined the singing, sirens.  The police were finally coming.  As the police drew closer the mob suddenly took off in all directions, almost knocking each other down.


Mr. Smith grabbed them and pulled them to the ground until the church grounds were completely empty and the mob passed by.  Then he ran like a young man to the church steps.  Pastor Sanchez meet him at the bottom, as the police pulled in.  The Pastor went to talk to them as Mr. Smith, Mr. Harper, and the boys ran inside.


Peter and Juan ran in looking for Paul and Barney.  They found them kneeling at the altar.  Paul looked up and saw them.  “I thought I was going to die.  Barney had shared with me this afternoon what his message was going to be . . . about the need to believe right now the message of Christmas and not delay.  But I still couldn’t decide . . . you know me Peter.  But when that mob arrived, I knew I was not ready to die.  I knew Jesus had given me so many chances.  I am so glad He gave me one more.   The boys, hugged and tears of joy were shed.  As Paul continued, “You should have seen Barney.  He started everyone singing and praying.  As we sang I felt the courage to decide, and you know I think I had the courage to die.  I know it was from the Lord.”


Just then they heard Sophie yelling from the back of the church for her Father.  Mr. Smith was standing right behind them, and tears stood on his cheeks.  Mr. Smith waited just a moment to catch Paul’s eyes before he moved out to meet Sophie, who was now running toward her father.  


“Dad, Dad, they took Joy.” she yelled.


“What do you mean?”


“When the mob ran a group of them ran right at us, Jim and me.  I didn’t know the girls had followed us.  One of the men saw Joy, and yelled, ‘I know you’ and then picked her up.  She put up a fight, it took several men, but a van pulled up before we could reach her.  I am so sorry.  I . . . .”  Sobs racked her body as she crumbled.  Jim grabbed her, but he wasn’t in much better shape.  


Everyone in the church was stunned. The church went to prayer, as Mr. Smith and Mr. Harper rushed out to talk to the police and get a manhunt organized.  


Peter and Andrew, especially, were so numb that they couldn’t pray, they couldn’t think, they just wanted to go  --   to go get her.  When they were again able to focus beyond their shock, they saw Larry literally holding his sister.  Lydia was so in shock, she couldn’t talk, or react at all. As they moved toward Larry, he stopped and looked at them.  “She was standing beside Joy when they took her.  She blames herself, because she had encouraged Joy to follow.”


It was an extremely sick group that returned to the hotel that night.  No one wanted to sleep.  They prayed and cried themselves out.  Sophie and Lydia were suffering such shock that they were finally sedated.





A JOY LESS CHRISTMAS






    Chapter Twenty-two


In the wee hours of the morning, Peter was dozing in a chair near the door when he heard a knock.  Peter moved to the door thinking it had been on his door, but he soon realized that someone was knocking on Mr. Smith’s door across the hall.  Peter opened the door slowly, just enough to peek out.  He saw a huge man, and heard Mr. Smith; “I wondered when you would come, come in.”


Peter hurried out into the hall just in time to catch the door before it latched.  Andrew had appeared at the door behind Peter, and whispered, “What are you doing?”


“Shhhhh, don’t,” was his only response as they stood listening to the voices from inside.  Peter was trying to place the voice he heard, but couldn’t.   He didn’t dare push the door open more, so he had to be satisfied with listening.  “They have her out along the river.  Not far from your place.  You know where that little area is just south of the rough water, there is a cabin about a half-mile in.  Right now if you try anything, he might hurt her.  He wants money, and he is too drunk to be reasoned with.  You certainly won’t get much help until after Christmas, but after that you can probably get her back with just the money.” Those inside now moved farther from the door so that Peter could no longer hear what was being said.  Peter let the door close and moved Andrew toward their own room.


As they entered the room, Juan was there wanting to know what was going on.  They shared what they had heard.  The threesome spent the next hour discussing how to help Joy.  Sleep, however, finally overcame their desire to find a way.


The next day they all returned to the house.  The expected joy had become long unbearable hours slowly ticking away.  The police came and delivered the ransom letter.  Mr. Smith tried to get a hold of the bank, but they couldn’t do anything until after Christmas.


The adults made a feeble attempt to put a good front on it all, and to carry on with Christmas.  In the end no one had the heart to continue the act.  It was a relief for all to put aside all thoughts but Joy.  The Reiz’s took their guests to the Lower Estate, so that the children would be free to worry and pray in complete freedom.


Christmas Eve was a very long day, and the evening even longer.  No one could sleep.  The group found little to do that brought relief from the pain they felt.  By two o’clock Christmas morning they all agreed it would be easier to try and sleep.


As Peter began to doze in and out, he thought he heard a voice.  “Mighty warrior, be strong and courageous. I am with you.”


Peter sat up and looked around, “What did you say?” but Andrew just snored.


“What did you say?” Peter whispered.


“Go,” was the answer


“What?”  whispered Peter.  The voice had been so real that the hair was standing up on the back of his neck.  But if it is the Lord I had better answer, he thought. “Lord, where am I to go?” No audible answer came, but peace did.  He knew where he was to go.


He woke Andrew. “Andrew, Andrew.” Andrew sat up and looked at Peter. “Peter I was just dreaming of Joy.  She’s in trouble. I dreamed we rescued her.”


“I know we must go. He said go.”


The boys dressed quickly.  When they got down to the great room, Lydia was sitting by the fire. “I knew you would come.  It was like someone shook me awake.  Are we going after Joy?”


“We are, you’re not,” answered Peter.


“Peter, were you awakened,” questioned Lydia.


“Yes, but...” responded Peter, but Lydia cut him off.


“So was I.  Besides, yesterday remember we discussed what we would do, well I think that is exactly what we are to do.”


“But Lydia, it is dangerous,” said Andrew.


“It’s my fault, I could have helped fight, I didn’t,” cried Lydia.


“But Lydia, we may die, you’re not, you’re not...” said Peter.


“Saved?” questioned Lydia on the verge of tears.


“Yes,” answered both Andrew and Peter.


“I, like Paul, came to grips with my doubts when Joy was taken.  I know the lord has saved me, and I know he wants me to go with you.  Besides you’re going down the river, and you know I am the best one with a boat.”


“Okay, okay let’s go,” said Andrew.


“No wait Andrew.  Let’s pray,” said Peter.  The threesome took a moment to ask God to confirm what they were to do.  It only took a moment before all three felt reassured that this was right.


They headed out, but through the Main room, to make sure that Chris wasn’t sitting at the monitors.  But no one was there.  They went out the front door and headed to the river.  When they reached the boats they set out.  When they hit the rough water, the boys were very glad that Lydia was there.


By the time the sun was beginning to appear they found the area where the cabin was. Lydia stayed with the boat, even though she didn’t want to. They needed to be prepared to make a quick getaway.  When they found the cabin, Andrew remained outside in case things went wrong.  That way he could get help if needed.


After the threesome had prayed the boys set out, Peter again heard “Mighty warrior be strong and courageous. I am with you.” It had been the confirmation he needed because now faced with the reality of what they were doing; his knees had begun to shake and the sweat to pour.  Thus he stood before the door.  Though trembling, he knew he was in God’s will no matter what happened.  He knew Andrew and Lydia were praying, and he knew somehow, that the adults were praying too. 


He heard voices from inside.  From the increasing volume he knew an argument was in progress.  He could tell that the discussion was over whether to wait for the money, or just to get rid of her and forget it.  Something in Peter arose with great force as he listened to them discuss Joy in such a manner.  He opened the door and stepped in.  For a moment, the voices stopped and all heads turned in his direction. As his eyes adjusted he could see Joy tied to a chair on the far side of the room just across from him. Their eyes met.  It appeared she had a black eye and her jacket was torn. A boy stood by her: the boy from the Distribution Center!  The boy’s father, the man with the scar, stepped in front of Joy obscuring her from his sight.


A shorter man stepped forward.  He was dressed in a dark suit, with highly polished shoes.  Peter had seen this man.  He was the banker that had come out to the house just before they finished the dorm.  Mr. Smith didn’t seem to pleased that he was there.  Joy had accidentally run right into him when he was looking for Mr. Smith.


“Well, you’re not the one I thought would come,” said the banker, who sounded like he had had too much to drink.  “Did you bring the money?”


“No money,” Peter said defiantly.  “But I have come for Joy.”


“Oh, you have, have you.  Well boys, we had best give her up, or this lad may hurt us.”  That brought laughter from the group of about five men.  “And how do you expect to get her.  Are we supposed to give her up, just because you ask?   Or did you expect your great big God to work a miracle for you?”


“Yes, I expect a miracle.  He told me to come, and I came.”


At that they began to joke about what they would do to him and his little girlfriend.  While they were joking, Peter kept his eyes glued on the big man in front of Joy.  As he looked, the big man stepped aside briefly revealing Joy, who held her hands up to show she was untied.  This was a safe gesture as everyone else in the room had their eyes glued on him.  Just before the big, huge man moved back in his line of vision he saw Joy and the boy move toward the corner wall.  For a moment panic set in, but Peter reigned in his fear and brought his concentration to bear upon the banker.  “You can’t mock God!  I am not alone!  He is here with me!  You need to let us go peacefully.”


“Well boy I would like to do that, but you have seen me, . . . us.  So, you will have to be dealt with.  Sorry, but you know, you walked in here on your own free accord.  So I . . . . . “ He stopped mid-sentence and turned rather pale.  The banker stood starring at a spot to Peter’s right.  The other men, too, were starring at different spots in the room.  The men were slowly moving toward and around him.  They had even picked up their guns.


Peter stood his ground, keeping his eyes fixed on the banker.  He felt a presence on either side of him, but he did not dare look.  Time seemed to freeze, then Peter saw the big man dive to the floor at the same time a strong hand pulled him to the floor, and gun shots erupted around the room.  The boy was there yelling for him to follow, which he did.  They crawled out the door.  Once in the clear, the boy led the way toward the trees where he knew Andrew was hiding.


As he reached the trees, Joy ran out and hugged him so tightly he could hardly breathe.  “You’re here,” Peter yelled .  “I thought they had killed you.”


“Silas got me out.  I showed you my hands remember.  We climbed out the side wall.”  Joy spoke as she continued to hug Peter.  Andrew had come up to make it a group hug.  Silas stood to one side not knowing what to do.  Silas was still looking toward the cabin.


“Thank you, Silas,” said Peter as he freed himself from his friends.


“You’re welcome.  Come, we’d better get away from here,” Silas replied as he moved them toward the river.


As they reached the river, Mr. Smith, Mr. Harper, Mr. Riez, Miguel, Jim and Chris were climbing out of boats with guns in hand heading toward them. Mr. Harper already had Lydia in a big embrace.


“Are you all right?”  Mr. Smith questioned as he ran up to them. “We heard gun shots.”


“We are okay,” answered Silas, “but my Dad is still in there with them.”  There was panic in his voice.


“Tell us what happened,” asked Chris. “Why were they shooting?”


“I was standing there talking to the banker, and they started moving toward me.  Silas pulled me down and the shooting started.  Silas, I did see your Dad dive to the floor.”


“You didn’t see them, did you?” Silas asked Peter, coming to stand right in front of him.  “You didn’t see the angels?”


“Angels!” echoed everyone standing there.


“You children stay here. Come on, let’s go. Oh, take this and use it if you have to.”  Mr. Smith said as he handed Andrew a rifle and then led the way to the cabin. 


As the four children huddled together, Silas explained what he had seen.  “As I was crawling back in to try and help you, I saw two huge figures begin to materialize right next to you.  I thought I was seeing things at first, because they weren’t quite visible, but finally they were there, no doubt.  They had to be angels.  They had to be!”


They heard Chris yelling for them to tie the boats and come up to the cabin.  They made sure the boats were tied, and with some fear headed to the cabin.  As they neared the cabin they saw Chris on his cell phone, and Mr. Smith coming toward them.


“No, I don’t want you going in, but I do want you to know the whole story.  So go over to the barn and wait.”


It seemed like hours before they heard trucks pulling into the driveway.  It was Katherine, Sophie, Mrs. Coker, and Mrs. Reiz.  The children ran out to meet them.  Katherine had hardly stopped the van, before she had jumped out to embrace the children.  At the sight of Joy, her tears started.  She was obviously upset with Peter, but glad to see him alive.  Mrs. Coker would not let Joy go, even after she had hugged her she held Joy’s hand.


The ladies had brought them some food and hot chocolate.  In the warmth of the barn they enjoyed a moment of being together.  Joy and Peter told them what had happened.   Katherine and Mrs. Coker cried some more at the prospects of what could have happened.  By the time they had finished eating, Mr. Smith came.   Mrs. Smith wanted to take the children home, but Mr. Smith insisted that they had to wait.  About that time, a helicopter could be heard approaching.


The helicopter landed down by the river.  It brought the police and a paramedic. Mr. Smith left to talk to the police and to see if he could help load the two men that were hurt.  When he returned he said, “Now, you can hear the rest of the story.  Let me introduce you to the others that put their lives on the line today.  May I introduce Mr. Oliveria and his son, Silas.  Peter couldn’t believe his eyes, it was the man with the scar.  The man from the helicopter.  For a second, he thought this had to be a trick, but he knew Mr. Smith.  He didn’t think he would lie to him.


Joy was already giving them a hug of thanks.  Andrew and Lydia also jumped to their feet and shook their hands.  Peter didn’t know what to do.  He seemed unable to move as he looked into the face he knew had been on that helicopter.


“Peter, Mr. Oliveria has been working, shall we say, undercover for us, the Christians in this area, for a long time.  It is one way we have been able to stay one step ahead of those who would persecute us.  Yes, he was on the helicopter,” said Mr. Smith, who had come to stand beside Peter.


Mr. Oliveria came forward and took hold of Peter’s hand and held Peter’s gaze.  “I was on that helicopter Peter blocking the door so the others could not see out.  It was a good thing, too, since you did look up, even though I know your Father told you to keep your head down.”  He smiled at Peter, and continued, “that was a brave thing you did today, Peter.  Silas tells me you didn’t really see them.  They were really there, Peter, angels.”


“Really!  I thought I felt a presence, but I was so intent on holding the banker’s stare and looking to see Joy just past you, that I missed them,” stated Peter.


Mr. Oliveria continued with a dreamy look on his face as if he was reliving the events. “I thought there was something there when you came in.  I thought I saw lights, or wave like something beside you.  The more you talked, the clearer it was that something was there with you, and then when the banker walked toward you they became very clear.  Maybe not as solid as you were, but they weren’t invisible anymore.  You know I’m not sure we would have been able to get her out if you hadn’t shown up.  The whole lot was ready to be done with the mess.  But you were the distraction we needed to get her out.”  


“How did you escape?  I mean I saw you hit the floor, but,” questioned Peter.


“I saw Silas crawling up behind you, and the angels had the guys’ full attention, but I could tell that they were about to start firing.  When I hit the floor I saw Silas reach for you and the big angel stepped in front of you just as the guys started shooting.  Then one of the angels stepped in front of me, so I ‘m not real sure what happened.”  
  


“To clear that up,” interjected Mr. Smith, “ it appears that they shot each other.  And remember for the record, Mr. Oliveria is hurt too and under arrest.  That is the official record.”


Katherine interrupted, “I know we all want to know about the events, but it is time to go home.  We can talk there.  It is time for a real Christmas feast to celebrate.”


Everyone was in agreement.  However, Mr. Oliveria said that he and Silas needed to get home.  His wife had not been happy when he brought Silas into harm’s way. He needed to get home as soon as possible, and relieve her mind.  So Mr. Smith gave him the keys to one of the vans.  Katherine and Sophie took the children home in the other van.  The men followed a short time later with the boats loaded into the back of the pickups.   


It was a very JOY filled Christmas.   The story was told several times, not just the Christmas story, but the story of how the angels had saved their Joy, and had taken care of one of the biggest threats in the area.


The adults were upset that the threesome had gone off without a word to anyone.  But when Peter, Andrew and Lydia all explained that they had all received the same message to go, there wasn’t anything they could say.  God had taken care of them.   He had brought them out.  He had saved Mr. Oliveria and Silas.  How could they second-guess God?


The prayers that night were full of praises, for Christmas, for lives saved, for His personal intervention, and for His love that is so deep, wide and high that it is limitless.
LOOKING TO THE NEW YEAR

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


Joy was back and they were all alive.  It was time to celebrate Christmas.  It didn’t matter that it was a day late.  The Christmas trees were beautifully waiting, and the presents remained unopened.


Joy was the first to awake even through she had had a hard time falling tosleep.  She had been unable to stop replaying the last few days.  She soon decided that it was Christmas and everyone should get up, and enjoy it.  All the girls had shared the same room last night, so it was easy for her to wake them. And then they woke Mrs. Coker.  Mrs. Coker tried to coax them back to bed, but soon gave up.  She wouldn’t let them wake the boys though  “It is too early to get everyone up.  We can’t open gifts until we are all here, and some are coming from town.”  


She finally moved them to the kitchen to start breakfast.  The girls entered the kitchen first, stopping in their tracks.  Mrs. Coker pushed her way through, and realized that the girls did not know Mrs. Gonzales.  “Girls you will remember Mrs. Gonzales, Juan’s grandmother.  She lives in the village, and has fed us on many occasions.  She has graciously volunteered to help with the meals today.   I am sure glad you are here,” Mrs. Coker said as she moved forward and gave the new lady a big hug.  Recognition came, and the girls moved forward to introduce themselves.


The girls were soon moved from the kitchen out into the Main room with instructions to keep it quiet.  The girls quickly turned on all the Christmas lights and sit around the tree.  Joy also turned on the Christmas music.  They were so excited it was hard to wait.  They were trying to be quiet, but it wasn’t long until they heard Pete, and knew they had awakened the Smiths.  Sure enough Katherine soon brought Pete downstairs to join the girls, and Sophie followed not long after with Polly.  The birds seemed as excited as the girls about everything the tree and all its trimmings, as well as the music.


Joy and Beth soon ran to get the other birds, which were caged in the Smith’s dorm.  Joy couldn’t resist yelling up the stairs to the boys.  When she heard movement she was satisfied.


It wasn’t long until the boys appeared in the Main Room eager to open presents, but Mr. Smith also appeared telling them they had to wait for everyone, even those from town.  Thankfully, breakfast was a long drawn out affair, which helped to pass the time.  Around nine o’clock others started to arrive.  The Sanchezs’, and the Reizs’ all arrived within minutes of each other.  All of them brought more presents.  The ten little ducks were all back together, and all the extended families.


After paper covered the room, Mr. Reiz told them his gift was outside so once he had their attention he led them to the stable area, where they found six new horses.  He explained, “They aren’t young, but they still have lots of spunk.  Mr. MacDaniel was going to get rid of them, so I got a good deal on them.  However, Paul he did ask about you, so I think you’re the reason I got such a good deal.’ The children were thrilled, especially since he had thrown in saddles too, not new but quite useable.

The next few days flew by with all the activities: riding, playing the new games, and 

eating.  They even were allowed to get out the motorbikes. The parrots did their best to add to the entertainment.  The birds absolutely loved the trees.  They thought the trees were their special toys.  The adults tried for a while to keep the birds away from them, but finally gave up and cleared some of the branches of the electric cords.  The birds seemed to understand that these were their branches.  The only problems were they kept moving the ornaments from branch to branch.

  Many emails were sent and received, as well as some long conversations on the phone, especially for the four adventurers.  Many tears were shed on both ends, as the reality of all of it began to sink in.


As New Years approached the Christmas decorations came down, much to the chagrin of the parrots.  They thought that the removal of the ornaments the tree was a game, so they joined in quickly.  True, it took twice as long, but it was fun.  However, when the men tried to remove the tree from the room, the birds were determined to put up a fight. As if they had a war plan, Pete and Polly attacked the men’s legs, biting and trying to stop the men’s movement.  Pete was being drug across the floor as he held on to Jim’s pant leg.  Polly was trying to climb up Chris’ leg, biting as she went.


 While the older ones attacked low, the younger ones climbed up the branches and tried to bite the Men’s fingers forcing them to let go.  They were squawking at the top of their lungs, which brought everyone in the house into the room.  No one knew quite what to do.  


Jim and Chris finally put the tree down and ran for their lives.  They refused to do anything else until the birds were locked away.  With tree back on the ground the birds took up sentry duty, making quite a raucous if anyone came near.   The birds had never been this upset.  It was all Katherine and Sophie could do with the aid of the children to coax the birds far enough away from the tree that they could be caught.   


 When at last, the birds were put away Jim and Chris removed the tree.  It was several days, however, before the birds would even look at the them.  Every time Jim or Chris entered the room the birds would turn their backs.  The birds were not willing to forgive those who were responsible for the departure of their beloved trees.


The day before New Years Eve many new plans were made for the New Year.  The plan that brought Katherine to tears was Sophie’s announcement that they were moving their wedding date up to January 26th, rather than June.  Joy’s abduction had caused them to realize the uncertainty of life.  The Smiths were thrilled with the idea, for they never had understood why the young couple had set the date a year after the official announcement of their engagement.


The other changes pertained to the school, itself.  Many more students were coming than had originally been thought, so with the additions came the problem of staff.  Mrs. Gonzales was going to stay on as chief cook and she was to hire an assistant.  Plus, extra help was to be hired through the wedding date to help with the guest, and the talk was to retain some of them through the school year. It was also decided to postpone the start of the new semester until February 1st.  


So it was that New Year’s Eve was spent relocating everyone to make room for the new staff.  Sophie moved back to her room upstairs, to give the room by the kitchen to Mrs. Gonzales permanently, and Jim and Chris moved out with Big Miguel.  After all moved, everyone began to prepare of the big barbecue and the activities that were supposed to take them through mid-night.


As the sun set, and the fire pits were lit, Peter found himself sitting on the stairs alone.  Moments before the ten ducks had posed for a picture with the parrots.  The parrots had been carted off afterwards to be put away for the night.  Everyone had seemed to disperse in all directions leaving Peter.


Peter from his vantagepoint was watching all the activity with a feeling very appropriate for the ending year.  With each face he remembered events, even bits of conversation from the past year.  A deep feeling of peace, contentment, and happiness swept over him almost bringing him to tears.  He was where God wanted him.  Godly mentors surrounded him, and God had intervened in his life through miracles.  He was blessed.


“What are you thinking about, Peter,” questioned Joy as she sit down beside him.


“How far we have come in a year,” replied Peter.  Joy didn’t respond right away.  Peter knew she was remembering back over the year as well.


“Wonder what the new year will bring?”  Peter questioned bringing her back.


“Well, there will be many more students; that’s bound to change things a bit,” commented Joy.


“Yeah, you can say that again,” added Andrew from behind them.  They had not realized he was there. “My grandfather said they are thinking of letting us have the new dorm.  That should be fun,” he said.


“I was thinking we should name the dorms,” commented Joy, “what do you think?”


“Name the dorms?” ask Juan, who had joined them followed by the others.


Peter just smiled not at the names they were throwing out, but at the fact that he was so blessed to be part of this group.  He couldn’t help speculating about the new year.  He knew they would spend the evening doing just that discussing what they thought would happen.  He knew more than anything that whatever happened God would be with them.  


He turned to look at Joy and smiled.  She beamed back at him.  He reached over and took her hand, “Happy New Year, Joy.”

