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Thomas Dade Boone held his breath and eased the back door 

shut. Then he listened hard, fearing the creak of his father’s 

pursuing foot on the upstairs landing. Hearing nothing, he turned 

noiselessly, hefted his duffle bag, and stepped onto the dark, dew-

filled grass. 

He patted his back pocket one more time to reassure himself 

that his wallet hadn’t somehow fallen out. He’d failed to escape 

his drunken father before. This time, he had money. This time, he 

would not fail. 

A June fog eerily shrouded the half-acre that separated the old 

Tennessee country house from the barn and chicken coop. Beyond 

those buildings, in the midnight gloom of trees, his girl waited for 

him. Beautiful, dainty, and blue-eyed. 

If the moon had been out, he would have glimpsed the 

shimmer of her long, pale hair reflected by the rays of the moon. 

Ruth. He crept around the barn and strained to see her. Once 

reunited in the trees, she’d reach her arms around his neck the way 

she’d done that other day in the barn, and pull his face down to 

hers for a kiss. 

In the morning, his father would see that his bed hadn’t been 

slept in. Then he’d phone Ruth’s mama and find that her things 

were missing, too. They’d know. They should’ve known from the 

day Mrs. Gatling—soon to be Mrs. Bartholomew Boone, 

Thomas’s step-mama—brought Ruth over and introduced her as 

his future step-sister. That was nigh on four months ago. Ruth 

could never be his sister. Not when he’d fallen in love with her on 

first gander. 



 

 

He cleared the open space in front of the barnyard, felt with 

his foot for the drainage ditch that formed the boundary of his 

father’s property, and leaped the six feet to the soft dirt on the other 

side. Beyond the ditch, a row of maple trees hid his father’s 

property from neighbors. 

“Here, Tommy.” A feminine hand grasped his and tugged him 

under the branches of the nearest maple. “Did you get your daddy’s 

money?” Her fingers wormed around his back pocket. 

“Hold your horses,” he whispered and nudged her hand away. 

“I got it. C’mon. Let’s git a ways down the road before we do any 

more talkin’.” 

He gripped his duffle and they took off diagonally across the 

woods. In another quarter mile, they met the gravel lane to his 

father’s farm where it rounded the last acre of baby corn before 

intersecting with the county road. Though he couldn’t see it 

through the fog, just a tad farther down the road lay the bridge, 

then the town and the bus station. 

He used his flashlight just long enough to help Ruth scramble 

across the dry ditch and up onto the road. Distant lights from the 

closest neighboring farm glowed like fading embers. A dog’s bark 

echoed from somewhere far off. His nostrils twitched at the 

familiar earthy scent of cow manure rising from the nearby fields. 

“Can’t we use the flashlight? It’s too dark, Tommy. I’m gonna 

trip.” 

“No, girl.” He pulled her closer. “Too risky jes yet. Someone 

might see the light and git suspicious.” 

The warmth of her body and the brush of her bare arm filled 

his gut with fire. If they hadn’t been in such a hurry to get to town 

he would have held her and shown her just how she made him feel. 

“After we git over the bridge we can use the flashlight. There’re so 



 

 

 

many trees on the other side, nobody’ll see us.” 

Minutes passed. No sign of pursuit. It had to be safe enough 

to talk now. “Once we’re in town we’ll have ’bout an hour till the 

bus comes through.” 

Ruth gasped when she stumbled into an unseen rut in the road. 

She gripped his hand. “How long will it take to get to Cincinnati?” 

“’Bout six hours, I think.” He shifted the duffle bag and rolled 

his shoulder to work out the stiffness. “But once we git there, we 

can buy a ticket to anywhere.” 

“We got that much money?” 

“Uh-huh. Tons.” A soft breeze cleared the haze for a moment, 

and the sickle moon dimly revealed Ruth’s pretty face. She gazed 

up at him with such adoration that he dropped the duffle, scooped 

her up and swung her around, making him dizzy. 

“I love you, Ruth.” He lowered his lips to hers, and she clung 

to his neck. 

They’d get so far away that his father would never be able to 

knock him around anymore. Some safe place. In a few months, 

he’d be old enough to marry Ruth, and then they could get started 

on having all those babies she was always talking about. His father 

wouldn’t win this time. 

He set her down and they started to walk again. 

“How come you didn’t bring your rifle? How you gonna hunt 

without it?” 

Thomas gave a little snort. “Now can you just see us gittin’ 

onto the bus and me totin’ that thing? Looks suspicious enough, us 

being teenagers.” 

Their boots crunched on the gravel road. A cricket chirped, 

then silenced as they passed nearby. “Besides, I’ll get a job, and 

then I can buy a really good gun. I’ll bag a deer, and you can make 



 

 

us venison steaks every night.” 

Ruth sighed with a voice as sweet as molasses on a cornmeal 

biscuit. He ran his hand down her soft hair. Yes, they’d find a place 

where his father wouldn’t be able to track them. As far as his 

money would take them. 

The foggy night air laid a sheen over his face. Gurgling sounds, 

the echo of currents slapping the banks, the silken slipping of 

leaves as they washed over soggy branches—the song of the 

river—made him quicken his pace. They rounded a bend and their 

feet met concrete. The bridge loomed up ahead. Thomas hadn’t set 

foot on the bridge since …. A pain, hardly dulled by the passage 

of nine years, squeezed his heart … since his Mama had died. 

She’d been running from Father, too. 

He held his breath for the last seconds it took to reach the 

structure. At the edge, he peered over the bridge’s guardrail. The 

water flowed swift and deep. Deadly, after a season of rain, with a 

jagged log or two hiding in the murky underwater, like mean old 

snapping turtles. Crazy currents. He’d taken the canoe out last year 

when it was like this. Wanted—out of some perverse need—to see 

the spot where his mama had died. He’d accidentally rammed the 

canoe into a submerged log. When his father saw the hole in the 

boat and found out where he’d been, he beat him with two belts 

tied up together. 

Thomas started at the approaching crunch of tires on the 

gravel road behind him. His heart pounded at the sound of the 

motor. Had to be Father’s truck. The lights of a big vehicle crashed 

through the murk, and its diesel engine snorted like a raging feral 

hog. Fear and hatred seized Thomas’s gut and twisted it till his 

breath came out in short gasps. Ruth stood paralyzed and her big 

eyes searched his with a pleading look. 



 

 

 

“I’m scared, Tommy.” 

“Quick, Ruth, run ‘n hide down the bank.” 

But Ruth seemed glued to her spot on the paved bridge. “Run, 

girl, before he sees you.” The roar of the truck drowned out his 

voice. Thomas shoved her behind his body and braced his legs as 

if fixing to stand up to the blast of a hurricane. He blinked into the 

glare of Father’s headlights. 

The truck screeched to a halt and Judge Bartholomew Boone 

opened the door and launched himself onto the pavement. He 

stuffed the truck keys into his pocket. Thomas trembled when the 

silhouette of his father’s form passed in front of the headlights. 

Strong, purposeful steps approached. Though not as tall as Thomas, 

he had a head and shoulders of massive proportion and a voice to 

match. Even big men trembled when Father’s voice thundered 

from the judge’s bench. 

“Thomas, step aside.” His father’s eyes dismissed him as if he 

were no more than another small-time criminal in his court, facing 

sentence. 

Thomas turned slightly and shook his head. “N-no, Sir.” 

Only a twitch in his father’s graying mustache betrayed 

surprise. “Boy, do you dare to disobey your father?” The man 

raised his arm to backhand Thomas’s face. 

No, no, no, no. You won’t win this time. Before the slap 

connected, Thomas lunged and sent his own fist into the man’s gut. 

Judge Boone hunched over and clutched his stomach, unable 

to speak. 

“You’re never going to hit me again.” Thomas’s jaw clenched 

so tight he almost couldn’t get the words out. 

Ruth started to cry. 

“You-you made Mama go away. You take away everything I 



 

 

care about. Well, you can’t take Ruth.” 

Thomas turned, pushed Ruth ahead of him, and hurried away. 

They’d made it halfway across the bridge when a hand grasped his 

shoulder and spun him around. His father’s fist met bone and flesh. 

Thomas crashed to the pavement, clutching his jaw. The world 

seemed to tilt and twirl. It took Ruth’s scream to bring him back to 

full consciousness. His eyes focused on his father, dragging Ruth 

toward the truck. 

Thomas scrambled to his feet and ran after them. He threw 

himself onto his father’s shoulders. Ruth scurried out of the way 

of his flying fists. But this time the judge was ready. He guarded 

his head and blocked his son’s punches. 

“You come at me again, boy, and I’ll have you thrown in jail 

for a year.” 

Breathing hard, Thomas stared at his father, at the sagging 

jowls and the discolored cheeks that came from hard drinking, the 

cruelty that had etched deep lines around the man’s eyes. 

“I’ll tell them about you—how you beat me like an old mule.” 

“You think they’d believe you?” 

When his father snickered, Thomas’s breath emptied like a 

punch to the gut. 

“I’m a judge and you, well, you’re just a troubled boy who 

never got over his ma dying.” 

From somewhere deep, a roar thundered up Thomas’s torso 

and erupted. He lurched for the man’s throat. But strong as he was, 

he could not overpower his father. Another blow made him stagger 

backward. 

Ruth ran to him and tried to stop him. “Please, Tommy, take 

me away from here. Let’s go.” 

Thomas’s father laughed. “You think you’re going to get far? 



 

 

 

The police will pick you up before you even get over the county 

line.” He straightened and swaggered back to the truck. In the glare 

of the headlights he called out, “By tomorrow morning, you’ll be 

in jail and Ruth will be back where she belongs.” 

All true. The police would be looking on every road, every 

bus station, every train station. At the age of seventeen, the law 

would say Thomas had no safer place than his parent’s home. And 

Ruth was only sixteen. After Mrs. Gatling married his father, Ruth 

would surely have to endure the same kind of beatings Thomas had 

lived with all his life. 

“You can’t beat me, Thomas. I always win.” As if to rub it in, 

he lifted the corner of his lip like a dog at a fire hydrant. 

Thomas’s face drained of expression. His father would win 

again. There was no way to keep Ruth safe. Except. 

The whoosh of Tommy’s pulse surged in his brain, rivaling 

the roar of the river fifty feet below them. He shut his eyes and saw 

again the image of his mama’s car as it sailed off the bridge, sailed 

far away from his father. The river had rescued Mama. It would do 

the same again. 

He looked down at Ruth. 

“Please, Tommy, let’s get away.” 

Yes, get away. For good. 

He scooped her up into his arms and carried her toward the 

guardrail. Ruth screamed and struggled as he lifted her high. 

Thomas released her body to the protective arms of the river. One 

more scream echoed and then silenced as her body slammed into 

the water. Ruth’s head sank under the surge of the deep, 

welcoming current. 
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“Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” 

Hebrews 13:5b 

 

Cascade Mountains, near Lily, Washington. June 7th 

 

The river’s current nearly swept Haven’s legs out from under 

her. This would be a good time to pray, except she wasn’t so sure 

she still trusted God. 

The river was not deep, only thirty or so inches, but the frigid 

temperature numbed the skin on her bare thighs. As the smallest, 

lightest adult in the group of seven therapy students and one 

counselor, she’d been positioned at the end for the river crossing. 

Turn around. Give up. The self-defeating message pounded 

her brain with power greater than the icy surge of water. As if to 

mock her, an image of her recently vacated college apartment 

leaped into her mind. What wouldn’t she give to be back there right 

now? 

It had been a mistake to come here. These wilderness 

exercises would not help her learn to control the panic attacks that 

sometimes ambushed and overwhelmed her on the music stage. 

Each icy step confirmed that. She gripped the long pole the Life 

Ventures students used to steady themselves against the strength 

of the current, and stepped in tandem with them. They groped for 

secure footing. With each step, Haven’s breath jerked out in 

shallow puffs. A step … and … another. How many more to the 

shore? Twenty? Thirty? A cold and dangerous dunking threatened 

with each forward movement. The blue-green water frothed 



 

 

 

around a moss-covered rock. She side-stepped the slick, hard 

mound. 

The roar of the river drowned out Counselor Jennie’s 

instructions. To Haven’s left, her new friend, Latrice, shouted, 

“Hey, Ellingsen, we’re almost there.” In the split second it took to 

hear and register the tall black woman’s words, Haven lost her 

footing. She yelled a warning, then went down. 

The shocking cold slammed at her skull, grabbed her eyeballs, 

wrapped around her jaw and neck. Bubbles churned about her 

submerged head. Her legs flailed uselessly on the crest of the 

surging current, while the weight of her backpack trapped her 

underwater. God help me! The river sucked at her and held her 

down with icy fingers. Let go, let go. Panic knifed her heart. Rocks 

scraped and tore at her exposed flesh like ragged fingernails. 

The students had halted in mid-stream. Through the green, 

bubbly chaos she glimpsed their legs, braced against the current. 

The need to breathe screamed like a fire siren in her brain. 

A hand seized her hair and tugged hard. Haven surfaced and 

drew her first desperate gasp. Latrice released Haven’s hair and 

wrapped her long skinny arms around her. “Just hold onto me until 

you catch your breath.” She pressed Haven against her own goose-

fleshed body. 

“Th-thanks.” Haven’s chest heaved as she clung to Latrice. 

She dug her heels into the slippery gravel to regain her footing. 

The roar of the river seemed deafening after having been 

submerged in its muffling and deadly grip. 

Jennie shouted, “You okay?” 

Panting hard, she could only nod in response. Jennie stared at 

her for a moment as if to make sure, then signaled for everyone to 

continue moving forward. Haven grasped the pole again and the 



 

 

group of eight resumed their forty-five-degree angle across the 

river. 

When they reached the shore’s safety, she released her 

backpack. Her knees gave way and she sank onto the warm pebbly 

surface next to the pack, still gasping. If she’d had the strength, she 

would have pounded her fist against the ground and shouted, “Dad, 

I told you this was going to be a mistake.” But then, they’d all think 

she was a big baby. None of the other students knew how much 

courage she had needed to register for Life Ventures. And she 

wasn’t about to explain, either. 

She raked her dripping hair back, turned, and waited for the 

thudding of her pulse to return to normal. 

Footsteps crunched nearby. Jennie’s slender form stood 

silhouetted in the glaring sun, her head tilted in a question. 

Haven waved in a feeble gesture to reassure the counselor. 

“I’ll be fine.” Soon as I high-tail it back to Oregon. “Just need to 

rest for a minute.” 

When she was able to sit up, still numbed by adrenaline, she 

grimaced at her gouged and scraped skin. It reminded her of the 

day in junior high she’d tried to play tackle football with the 

neighborhood boys. Not a pretty sight. 

Above the banks, wind hissed through the boughs of the 

ponderosa trees. On sweltering days that hiss had always beckoned 

her into their fragrant shade. But after her cold dunking, the voice 

of the trees seemed to communicate a warning. She opened her 

pack, and hurried to don dry clothing. Pulling off her light-weight 

tennis shoes, she rubbed her feet vigorously. 

Latrice lay on her back next to Haven. Apparently, the river 

crossing had exhausted her as well. She’d hardly stirred since they 

reached the shore. 



 

 

 

“Some introduction to Life Ventures, huh?” Latrice pushed 

herself up wearily. Her teeth chattered as she slipped a sweatshirt 

over her head. 

“Thanks for your help out there. That was risky to let go of the 

pole to help me up.” 

“No problem, Blondie.” Latrice chuckled. “I’ll bet you 

thought Life Ventures would start out with a nice lecture on first 

aid and maybe some CPR practice.” 

Haven had almost stopped shivering. “Something like that.” 

Or not. The brochure for Life Ventures Wilderness Survival 

Therapy Camp showed a photo of fit and grinning twenty-

something adults zooming across zip-lines, fifty feet above the 

forest floor. In another, a young woman with a serene expression 

paddled a blue-green lake in a kayak. The brochure stated, “Our 

wilderness challenges are designed to equip you with the physical 

and emotional skills to face life with renewed focus and 

confidence.” 

Fording a river was bad enough. What other challenges would 

the counselors dream up in the days and weeks ahead? 

“This won’t be an easy experience,” Grant, the head counselor 

had said by way of introduction to the two dozen adults who’d 

registered for the therapy program. “The Cascade Mountains are 

not some romp in the park.” 

And on this first day, with twenty-eight yet to face, she had 

already discovered that. 

 

 

 

Later that same afternoon, Haven and the others set up their 



 

 

tents on a wide, flat area, carpeted by pine needles and surrounded 

on three sides by steep, pine-covered hills. 

Besides Latrice, a red-haired woman named Kara joined them 

in the tent. 

“Gonna be a long four weeks,” Kara said as she spread out her 

sleeping bag next to Latrice’s. “My allergies are kickin’ in big 

time.” 

Latrice crouched to unroll her own sleeping bag. “Did you 

have to cross that river, too?” 

“Who didn’t?” Kara flopped down onto her bag. “Ah … ah … 

achoo.” She reached into her pocket and drew out a tissue. “I heard 

a couple of other women complaining about it.” 

“Good grief,” Haven said, “why don’t they just throw a couple 

of logs across the river for us to walk over?” She couldn’t have 

been the only Life Ventures student to have taken a dunking in the 

river. 

Latrice nudged her bag over to make room for Haven’s things. 

“I get the feeling the counselors do the river crossing to sorta 

initiate us.” 

Kara blew her nose discreetly and stuffed the tissue back into 

her pocket. “Well, I guess those counselors know what they’re 

doing. Since we left Lily this morning, I haven’t had time to even 

think about cutting myself.” She lay back and rested her head on 

her skinny arms. 

Angry red gouges on the woman’s wrists had scabbed over. 

At least Life Ventures seemed to be doing some good for the 

woman. She hoped Kara would continue to heal. She doubted her 

own problem would respond so quickly. 

“You’ve got to face your fear,” her father had told her. “I 

know it was traumatic when you witnessed your mother’s murder. 



 

 

 

But that was over a year ago. You’ve got to get back to playing in 

public.” 

But could this wilderness therapy help her face and conquer 

her crushing panic attacks? Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, the 

doctor back home had called it. Dad agreed with him that Life 

Ventures might help. He’d said, “Life Ventures might prove to be 

a good start for your journey toward healing.” But she wasn’t so 

sure. At twenty-one, she certainly could’ve said no to his persistent 

urging to register for the program. But listening to her father—

even now, when she wasn’t on the best of terms with him—was a 

hard habit to break. 

Latrice raised her head and sniffed the air. “Hey, smell that?” 

The aroma of simmering beans and bacon had wafted into the tent. 

“Hurry up ‘n finish or you’ll miss supper.” 

“You guys go on ahead of me,” Haven said. “I’ll be out in a 

couple of minutes.” 

“Okay, I’ll save a spot for you.” Latrice slipped on her jacket. 

“Hurry up!” Kara followed the other woman out of the tent. 

The departing women disappeared behind Haven’s wet 

sleeping bag, strung over a rope line to dry. 

The bag was a beautiful blue green color, like the river they’d 

just crossed. The memory of her terror while submerged under the 

cold water bushwhacked her mind. The same kind of crushing fear 

she often experienced out of the blue at the most appalling times. 

More than once, the panic attacks had broadsided her in the middle 

of playing her piano in front of an audience. A monstrous, 

unconquerable foe, wielding a rifle. Nausea gripped her gut, 

numbness dulled her nimble fingers, and death loomed over her 

like Goliath menacing little David. 

Until that one terrible night with her mother and that gunman, 



 

 

she’d confidently played her piano and sung to share her faith. 

Now her faith faltered under the weight of tragedy and doubt. Just 

the thought of performing made her stomach churn. Fear 

controlled her. She hated to agree with her father—and her Aunt 

Joy—but if she didn’t get a handle on her terror her musical talent 

and her plans for a life as a professional pianist wouldn’t go any 

farther than the grand piano sitting in the oversized living room of 

the Ellingsen family estate. 

She threw on her jacket and hurried out toward base camp 

supper.  

 

 

 

Journal Entry #1 

Evening campfire time. First of twenty-eight. Grant asked us 

to introduce ourselves and tell one interesting piece of info. I 

couldn’t think of anything because this annoying guy was sitting 

across from me, staring. He’s the same guy who tried to talk to me 

at the Lily Hotel this morning while we were packing our 

backpacks. I think his name is TD. He’s really handsome, but with 

a creep factor about an 8 on the Richter scale. Then he made a kiss 

face at me, right in front of all the other campers. Disgusting. 

He got me so flustered that when it was my turn, the only thing 

I could think of to say was, “I once played the piano for the 

Governor of Oregon.” Afterward, this tall male counselor wanted 

to know all about my playing. But while I was answering his 

questions, TD stood a few feet away with a friend, leering. My 

hands started shaking. But Latrice seemed to realize what was 

going on. She came over and pulled me away with some sort of 



 

 

 

excuse and we took a walk uphill to get away from everybody. 

 

 

 

She hiked with her friend. Up the path. To the rocky 

outcropping. He followed them and found a good private spot to 

watch them. The girl had such wonderful, pale blonde hair and fair, 

creamy skin. She’d hardly changed since … well, since that day. 

And before the daylight had gone, he’d seen that her eyes were still 

as blue as ever. 

She’d barely noticed him during campfire time. Just kept her 

eyes down most of the time and looked nervous. He’d tried to talk 

to her, but she must be shy. If only she’d looked up. Called him, 

“Tommy.” But mostly, she talked to the black woman. 

The little beauty turned at the top of the hill and said 

something to her friend. She reached up with both hands and 

pushed her long, silky hair away from her face. 

Instinct screamed in his brain. Reason held him still and silent. 

Dainty. Pretty and sweet. 

Ruth. 
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Bruce, from the Colorado Rockies to the wet and misty forests 

along the San Juan Islands in Washington State. So, don't be 
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