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CHAPTER

1

IT WAS JUST AN ORDINARY HOUSE, THOUGH NOW falling apart from lack of love. It was located on a back street in a village called Shadybrook. The house was old, that is, to a child’s way of thinking. Actually, it was hardly fifty years old, which to an older person was rather new since older people are so used to one-hundred or two-hundred-year-old houses. To the people who had just moved in, it must have seemed like a dream house, even though it was run-down and shabby looking, with paint peeling off the outside and weeds running wild all around the grounds. Some might just say it was dilapidated.

Rumor had it that the family was allowed to live there free if they agreed to fix it up and paint the whole house inside and out, and take care of the front and back yards. The day they moved in, the whole village was curious, and all during the day neighbors casually walked down the street to catch a glimpse of what the newcomers were like. One of the most curious was only a young girl, not quite ten years old.

It turned out the new family were poor people, though there was a certain dignity about them. The father and mother seemed gentle; their young boy appeared to be ten or eleven, though he could have been a little older. They were dressed in simple clothes that looked well worn. The father looked older than his wife; he might be in his thirties. He had a kind face, but one could tell he had a lot of cares, as if his life was not too easy. The mother, looking younger, was maybe in her late twenties. She was very pretty; in fact, quite beautiful, with sallow skin, warm penetrating brown eyes, and long, naturally wavy brown hair gathered in the back and held together by a leather knot.

Across the street from the house, a curious little girl was watching as they moved the few pieces of furniture they had into their new home. The mother looked up and her eyes smiled at the girl. The girl smiled back and gave a shy wave of hello with her hand. The girl would never forget the beautiful smile on the woman’s face. She fell in love with her immediately. No one had ever smiled at her with such love. It was as if the woman had known all about her and was telling her she liked her.

That meant so much to a girl who had little love in her life. Her father and mother were very busy doing their own things, and the girl always felt alone and, sometimes, as if she were unwanted and in the way. The look on the face of this pretty lady told her something very different. This was someone who understood and cared. The girl had a happy feeling that she and the lady would become friends.

The boy paid no attention to the girl at all. He was busy helping his father. He was a good-looking boy, with curly dark brown hair, and he was strong. He had no trouble lifting things that were quite heavy. Even though his father tried to help him, he insisted on doing it by himself. The girl heard him telling his father, “Don’t you know I am a big boy now, Abba?” She did not know what “Abba” meant. Was that his father’s name? Hearing his mother calling her son, the girl now knew the boy’s name was Joshua.

When Joshua went into the house, the girl left and walked down the street with a happy smile as she thought about how the lady had smiled at her. She felt all warm and happy inside. As soon as she walked into the house, her mother noticed the change in her. The ordinarily sad look was gone.

“Marguerite, I saw you skipping up the front walk. When you went out you seemed sad. Now you seem so happy. What changed you, child?”

“Mommy, that new family moving into that old house down the street, the lady, the mother, smiled at me. I could tell she likes me.”

“Now listen! We don’t know those people, who they are, or what they are like. They may not be nice people for all we know.”

“But, Mother, they seem so nice. They are all nice to each other and help each other. The boy doesn’t even have to be told what to do. He just goes ahead and does things to help his father. He calls his father ‘Abba.’ That’s a funny name. And, Mother, the boy is so strong. I heard his mother calling him Joshua. That’s his name.”

“I don’t want you getting close to those people, Marguerite. There are already rumors flying around about them. They’re poor, and we don’t know anything about them. They may be nice people, but they may be lazy. It’s hard to be poor today if you have any kind of ambition. So I don’t want you hanging around there.”

Marguerite always listened to her mother, and that is what she did then, but she knew she had to see those nice people again. She felt so happy just being near them. And she knew they were nice in spite of what people were rumoring about them already when they didn’t even know them.

As much as she tried to obey her mother, she could not avoid meeting them at the most unexpected times, as if the encounters had been planned: like the time her mother sent her to the Shadybrook grocery store to buy some baking powder so she could bake a cake. The baking powder was right on the shelf where the pretty lady was putting a bag of flour into her basket. Marguerite tried not to talk to her, but she could not help just looking at her. She was so beautiful. The woman turned and looked at Marguerite and smiled, just the way she had when the girl saw her the first time.

“My name is Miriam,” she said as she held out her upturned hand. She had never seen anyone offer to shake hands like that.

“My name is Marguerite,” the girl stammered as she put her hand in the lady’s hand. The girl felt so proud that she was actually holding hands for that brief moment.

“Welcome to our village!” she said to Miriam.

“Thank you. You are so kind. You are really the first person I have met since we came here. I saw you one day when we were moving into our new home. You might like to see it when we finish putting everything together. It doesn’t look very nice now. Perhaps you could invite your mother to come, too, so I could meet her.”

“That would be so nice. I would like my mother to meet you. I know she would like you, and your family, too.”

“I hope she does. I look forward to meeting her. Please tell her she would be most welcome at any time.”

The girl ran home as fast as she could to tell her mother, who was at first displeased, thinking that her daughter had disobeyed her instructions. But when Marguerite told her mother that the lady had been standing right next to the shelf with the baking powder, she grinned. Marguerite also told her that the lady would like to meet her and that she was welcome to visit anytime, and that made her mother feel special.

Marguerite did follow her mother’s instructions and did not go near those people again, though she could not help but see Joshua when he was playing with his new friends or going on errands for his parents. She just said hello to him and went about her business, though when he smiled at her when he said hello, she wanted so much to talk with him. However, she was obedient and did as her mother instructed.

One day, however, on her way to the playground, she saw him walking down the street. He must have just come from the lumberyard. He was carrying some big boards over his shoulder. One started to slip and then fell to the ground. He dropped the others and put his hands on his hips as if he was upset. Marguerite could not help herself. She ran over to help him. She could tell he was annoyed with himself for dropping the boards.

“It’s not that it’s too heavy,” he said, “it’s just that when one slips, they all slide off.”

“Let me help you,” Marguerite said. “I can carry one. I’d be glad to help you.”

He looked at her, smiled, and then said, “Okay, thank you.”

They both walked down the street and around the corner to his house. He seemed a little embarrassed that a girl was helping him, especially when a couple of her friends passed and giggled at them. Marguerite didn’t mind, but she guessed a boy would be embarrassed that a girl had to help him, though it didn’t really seem to bother him.

When they reached his house, Joshua’s father was working on the front of it. He was building a porch. The old one had fallen apart. When he heard the two children talking, he turned and called to his son, “Joshua, you’re back already. Good. You’re just in time. I can use those pieces right here. Who’s your new friend who’s helping you?”

“Her name is Marguerite. The wood wasn’t that heavy, Abba, but it kept slipping, so Marguerite offered to help me. It was very kind of her. I’d like to get her a glass of water and a piece of homemade bread that mother just baked. Is that all right, Abba?”

“Of course, Son. We should always be grateful when someone does us a kindness, but ask your mother first.”

Standing near the porch waiting, the girl was wondering how Joshua knew her name since she had never talked to him, and was sure no one could have told him.

While she was lost in her thoughts, Joshua’s father turned toward her and introduced himself. “My name is Joseph, Marguerite. Thank you for helping my son. He is such a good boy, and a big help to me. I get tired easily and he seems to sense it, so he always insists on helping me.”

“He seems so different from the other boys in the village. He is very kind and gentle.”

“He is that, all right. But he can be full of mischief sometimes. He likes to play tricks, but nothing mean; just to make good fun.”

“You said your name is Joseph. But Joshua calls you ‘Abba.’”

Joseph laughed out loud. “‘Abba’ means ‘Daddy’ in our language.”

“Oh,” the girl remarked.

At that point Joshua came out with a glass of water and a big slice of hot homemade bread. His mother came out with him.

“Marguerite, what a nice surprise to see you again! Thank you for helping my son carry that big load of wood.”

“I was glad to help him, Miriam. The wood was awkward and kept slipping, so I knew he needed help. This homemade bread is delicious. Thank you both very much. I wish we had homemade bread at home. We buy ours at the store, but it’s not as good as homemade.”

Miriam smiled. “Thank you, Marguerite. I am glad you like it.”

“I have to go home now. Good-bye. You are all such nice people,” Marguerite said as she gave the empty glass back to Joshua, then half-walked and half-skipped down the street. Marguerite lived with her parents, Bill and Vivian McCabe, on Turtle Street.

“Joshua, would you bring the boards over here, so we can finish patching up this section. All we will have to do then is replace boards on the porch and paint everything, and the porch will look just like new.”

“I like the way you work, Father. You make it look so easy.”

“Son, when you know what you are doing, it is easy. That is why it is so important to learn everything you can when you are young, so you will have all the knowledge and experience you need to work efficiently later on. It is also important to plan everything thoroughly before you do something, so you don’t make a lot of costly mistakes.”

“I learn just from watching you, Father. I like working with you. You’re also my best friend, so it’s fun.”

“Thank you, Son. That means a lot to me,” Joseph replied as he put his hand on his son’s head and smiled at him with a tear in his eye.

As Joshua looked up at his father, Joseph could see that his son’s thoughts were in another time and another place. He had seen that look in his son’s eyes many times before, and though he said nothing, he wondered what was behind those thoughtful brown eyes, eyes that could see far beyond what was present.

The two worked hard on the house. As the family had little money, Joseph visited the Shadybrook lumber company one day and asked if they needed any help.

“You don’t have to pay me a lot, just enough to buy some lumber and materials I need to work on my house.”

It was a lucky day. Two men did not show up for work and the manager needed help. However, he insisted on paying Joseph well for his work, and said he could buy what he needed at an employee’s discount. Joseph was thrilled and worked hard all day. At the end of the day, one of the workers drove him home in his truck, with all of Joseph’s wood and materials. Joseph’s pride shone through his happy smile, which made Miriam so proud. The man helped unload the truck. When they finished, Joseph invited him inside, but he had to get home for his own supper, which he knew his wife had all ready for him.



CHAPTER

2

“HEY, KID,” A BOY YELLED ACROSS THE STREET TO Joshua, who was helping his father. “Do you want to play baseball? We’re a man short, so you’re welcome to play with us.”

“Go ahead, Son,” Joseph said to him. “You’ve been working hard with me every day. You need to play. It’s important.”

“But, Father, who will help you?”

“Joshua, I have worked by myself all my life, so even though it’s a lot easier when you help me, I’ll manage until you get back. So, you go and play now, and have a good time.”

Joshua was thrilled. He had played baseball a few times before and had had a lot of fun. And he was good at it besides. He was thrilled that the boy had asked him.

“My name’s Jimmy. What’s your name?” the boy asked.

“Joshua.”

“You just moved here, didn’t you? Where did you live before?”

“In different places. Washington, D.C., was the last place.”

“You and your father are doing a real good job on your house. It used to be a mess before you came.”

“Thank you. My father is a real carpenter. He’s an expert, and I like helping him. He makes everything look easy, even hard jobs.”

When the boys arrived at the field, the others were waiting. The sides had already been chosen, so the oldest boy told Joshua what team he was on, and what position he would play.

“Right field. Is that okay, kid?” the older boy asked.

“Yes, whatever you say. I’m just glad you invited me to play.”

Before long the boys were well into the game. With all the noise they were making when someone got a hit, a crowd of young people began to gather. When it was Joshua’s turn at bat, he got two strikes and two balls before he finally connected and hit a single out into left field. The next batter hit a double into right field and Joshua ran all the way home, giving his team its first run.

“Who’s that kid?” one of the fans asked. “I never saw him before. He’s fast. Did you see the way he ran around those bases?”

“He’s the new kid who lives in that old broken-down shack on ‘Mud Puddle Road.’”

That’s the nickname the villagers had given to the street where Joshua lived. It had been practically abandoned by the village work crew, since no one of any importance lived there.

“That’s no broken-down shack anymore,” a girl commented. “Have you seen it lately? It’s beautiful what the new family did to it. They must be artists or something. The boy is a nice kid. One of my friends knows him. He spends most of his time helping his father.”

The next boy at bat hit into a double play and that ended the inning. By the end of the game, the score was three to two. Joshua’s team lost, but they had fun. Afterward, they went down to the store to get cold drinks. As Joshua had no money, he just thanked the boys for inviting him to play and went home.

“Joshua, you can play with us anytime. You’re good,” George McHenry, a newfound friend, called to him.

“Thanks, George, I liked playing. It’s fun.”

Joshua found his father still working hard. The outside was finished. A second coat of paint was all that was needed. Joseph had pretty well finished the bathroom in the modern style, a real luxury for this simple family.

“Abba, that looks beautiful! How did you learn to do all these modern things?”

“Joshua, I watched others building homes and I learn quickly, so it was not very difficult. In fact, I really enjoyed it. Well, Son, I’m all finished now for the day. Let me wash up, and you and I can take a walk while Mother is preparing supper. We can have a little talk.”

“Good, Abba. Let me splash some cold water on my face. I am all sweaty from playing baseball. It will help me cool off.”

“I hope you two aren’t going to be gone long,” Miriam called from the kitchen. “I’m almost ready for supper, so don’t take too long. I have a nice surprise for you both.”

Joshua liked these frequent walks with his father. They shared everything, and a beautiful bond had developed between them. They were not only father and son. They were each other’s best friend.

“How did your game go, Joshua?”

“It was fun, Father. I got a hit, a single. The next boy hit a double, and I ran all the way home.”

“Home?” Joseph said with great surprise in his voice. “When did you come home? I didn’t see you come home until just a few minutes ago.”

Joshua laughed. “Father, I don’t mean ‘home’ to the house. That’s what they say when someone scores a point in the game. When someone runs around the four bases, the last base is called ‘home.’ When you do that, you get what they call a ‘run.’ Our team lost. We had only two runs. The other team had three runs. But that’s all right. We had a lot of fun.”

“You have a good attitude, Joshua. Games should be fun. When people take them too seriously, they’re no longer fun.”

“The boys on the team are good boys. I think I would like some of them for friends. One of them is named George.”

“Do you like this little town, Son?”

“Very much. It’s not like the big cities, where there’s no place to play except in the streets. I like it where there are trees and fields and little lakes. It’s peaceful and I like to hear the birds singing, and watch all the funny little animals. My Father in heaven likes to have fun, too. You can tell by all the funny and playful things in nature.”

“I am glad you find joy in everything around you. Don’t ever lose that happy spirit.”

“I do worry about you, though, Father. You seem to have a lot of things that you worry about. It makes me sad.”

“I know, Son. I want everything to be nice for you and your mother. You and your mother are so special to me. I always worry that something might happen to you.”

“Don’t worry, Father. Nothing will happen that my Father in heaven doesn’t allow. And we have our work to do, so you can always be sure he’ll protect us until it’s done. Then, when it’s done, we go back home.”

“Joshua, everything is so simple for you. That is a wonderful way to be.”

“It’s true, though. I’ll pray that you won’t worry anymore.”

“Thank you, Joshua. I am so glad that we are such good friends. I think we had better start for home. Your mother will be waiting for us.”

“Father, I have to tell you something. I wanted to tell you before, but I didn’t know whether I should.”

“What is that, Son?”

“It’s about the man who owns our house. I don’t have good feelings about that man. Please be careful, Father. I notice he did not give you any papers to sign. I know I’m only a child, but I think it might be good to have a piece of paper between you before you do any more work on the house. I don’t think that man can be trusted.”

Tears began to well up in Joseph’s eyes.

“Joshua, I know you are only a young boy, but your insight into grown-ups surprises me. Did you always feel that way about that man?”

“Yes, Father. I listened to the two of you when you made the agreement. I was surprised that he showed no interest in writing it down on a piece of paper, like I saw other people do. I know you’re trusting and innocent, but most people don’t have your goodness. I’m afraid that he might tell us to leave when you finish fixing the house and it looks beautiful. I was watching a fox running across a field yesterday, and I started to think about that man. I think he’s like a fox.”

“I will think hard on that tonight, and pray about it. I am really not a businessman, Son. I am an artist, and I don’t understand the ways of the world. I count on God to help me, and to protect us from harm.”

Miriam was sitting on the front porch sewing when her two men came home.

“Just in time. Everything is ready. I have nice surprises for you both.”

“Father and I had a nice talk, Mother; you know, things that men talk about.”

Mary looked at Joseph and they both smiled.

“Yes, we did have some men talk,” Joseph responded. “Joshua has become quite a young man.”

As soon as they went inside, Joseph clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Miriam, you cooked my favorite supper, rice fried with chicken in orange and raisin sauce. We haven’t had that in so long.”

“And my favorite dessert: apples, raisins, and figs. I can smell them cooking,” Joshua added excitedly. “Mother, you are too good to us, with all your other work.”

“I really have a selfish motive when I do things to make you happy. It gives me such joy to see my two men so excited.”

“Well, let’s not just stand here making noise. Joshua, wash your hands and let’s sit down and eat,” Joseph said as he reached over and kissed his wife on the cheek. “Thank you, dear. I know it is a hot day to be cooking.”

As they sat down and quietly expressed their thanks, Joseph poured water from a ceramic pitcher into everyone’s glass. Their meals were such joyful times. Tired from their hard work each day, they looked forward to the evening meal, and their few minutes together. For them, simple as it was, it was more fun than rich people have dining at a five-star restaurant. Even though there was not a lot of food served, sharing with one another their day’s experiences and thoughts stretched the meal out for over an hour.

While they were eating their chicken and rice, Joseph took a sip of water and looked shocked. “Miriam, I thought you put water in that pitcher.”

“I did, dear.”

“Taste it. That’s not water. It’s wine.”

Miriam tasted a sip from her glass. “But, Joseph. It is water,” she told him.

“Joshua, taste yours! What’s in your glass?”

Joshua tasted his and quickly replied with a perfectly straight face, “Father, it’s water.”

Joseph’s quizzical look showed he was still not convinced.

“Joseph, you must have had some wine in your glass before you poured water in it.”

“Well, I have to admit, it’s good wine so I’m not complaining about it. I was just surprised. Funny things happen around here sometimes. Besides, dear, this meal is so good. Thank you for being so good to us,” Joseph said as he smacked his lips in approval.

“How about you, Joshua? Do you like yours?”

“I always like your cooking, Mother, but I can’t wait for the dessert. That’s my favorite.”

Miriam’s whole life centered on her two men. She knew Joseph worked hard to make life as comfortable as possible for their little family, and though at times life was difficult, she tried in little ways to brighten the atmosphere by such simple things as baking a favorite cake or preparing a special meal. The love they showed for each other made up for disappointing happenings or hurtful actions of unkind neighbors, like the time when someone scrawled a nasty note telling them their nice little village didn’t need poor scum like them living in their neighborhood, and insisting that they leave and go somewhere else, like out in the woods where they wouldn’t be lowering the property values of their neighbors.

Incidents like this were rare, but when they happened, they hurt. Joseph particularly felt bad because it was a reflection on himself and his ability to provide a well-to-do lifestyle for his family. At times like that, Joshua felt his father’s unspoken pain and would walk over to him and, putting his hand on Joseph’s shoulder, say with deep conviction, “Abba, the value of a person is not in how many worldly goods he possesses or his position in the community, but in the nobility of his soul. You tower above everyone in Shadybrook by the beauty of what my Father in heaven sees in your heart. Don’t feel bad because we have little in worldly possessions. They are nothing compared to what we have in each other. There isn’t a father in the world who could compare to you. People in this village may look like they have a lot to recommend them, but when my Father in heaven looks at them, he sees so many empty shells.”

Whenever Joshua would speak like this, Joseph would turn his head and, with a tear in his eye, look straight at his son and tell him, “Joshua, I don’t know where your wisdom comes from, but you have the rare gift to see through people’s souls and take away their pain. You are so right, Son. We have a rare and precious treasure in each other. And your mother and I are so fortunate to have you for a son.”



CHAPTER

3

IT WAS OVER SIX WEEKS SINCE JOSHUA’S FAMILY moved into what was to be their home. It did not take long before townsfolk realized that Joshua’s father was a master carpenter to have transformed the dilapidated building into a real modern home. Even the landscaping was done with good taste, though it was done with shrubs and wildflowers that Joshua and his father had dug up in the woods and transplanted around their house.

Joshua wasn’t aware that there were so many beautiful flowers and shrubs growing wild in the woods and in little out-of-the-way places. Some of the plants around their house were just beginning to bloom, and they looked so pretty. Joshua’s mother watered them all every evening. For someone passing the house each day, the progress was dramatic, even from what it had been only the day before. It was fast becoming one of the prettiest houses in the village, so different from what it had been for as long as anyone could remember.

As the lazy days of summer moved slowly, Joshua spent much of his time working with his father and going on occasional errands for his mother or to the supply store for materials. Whenever he met his friends on the street, he was always friendly and called each of them by name, which made them feel special, but he couldn’t spend much time with them.

Before long, when much of the outside work on the house was well along, Joseph insisted that Joshua spend more time playing baseball with his friends. Sometimes Marguerite would go with her girlfriends and watch the boys play. She would always applaud for Joshua’s team. Her friends noticed it and teased her about it. Even some of them applauded for his side. He was a good player, and a lot better than the first time he played. Whenever he hit the ball, it would really go far. Most of the boys liked Joshua because he was fun, and was playful. There was one boy, however, who didn’t like Joshua. Everyone knew it would be just a matter of time before there would be trouble because this boy was a bully, and would start fights with younger boys. Joshua was always nice to the boy, but even when he was nice, the fellow seemed to resent it.

One day it happened. Joshua had just come back from a baseball game and was walking through the village. A gang was gathering in the park. Two boys were fighting. Well, they were not actually fighting; the kid who hated Joshua was pushing a boy considerably smaller than himself, trying to goad him into a fight. The boy was so scared, all he wanted to do was run, but there was no way to escape. The other kids kept taunting him. Marguerite and her friends were watching from a distance and felt bad for the little fellow. He was no match for the bully. The kid wanted to cry, but was brave enough to hold back the tears. There was nothing the girls could do.

Joshua approached the crowd and realized what was happening. He worked his way into the circle and, looking at the bully, called his name.

“Hey, MacIntosh! Do you always pick on little kids? I’ve seen bullies like you before, and you’re all the same. You’re cowards. You think it will make you feel good if you beat up a little kid.”

This was just the chance the bully was waiting for. Beet-red with rage at being humiliated, he forgot the boy and turned toward Joshua as if to take him on. Joshua was also smaller than MacIntosh.

“Okay, smart guy, big hero. You fight me, then,” he said to Joshua.

“What does fighting prove, even if you win? And if I win, it still proves nothing. I’ll ask you just one question. Answer the question and then I’ll tell you whether I’ll fight you or not. Would you tell all of us what happened last night?”

The fellow turned from beet-red to ashen, as if all his blood was suddenly drained from him. He said nothing, but dropped his fists and walked out of the circle and down the street. The crowd broke up and drifted off. Jimmy, the little boy whom Joshua had protected, came over to Joshua and stammered a timid thank you.

“No need to thank me, Jimmy. You have to learn not to be afraid. Fear can paralyze you and prevent you from doing many things you would like to do.” Jimmy held his hand out to Joshua. They shook, and Jimmy started on his way home. Joshua continued on his way. He knew he would be late helping his father.

As he walked down the street, the girls approached him and asked him what had happened the night before. Joshua merely laughed and said that that was MacIntosh’s secret. The girls were not to be put off, however, and were determined to find out what had happened. Girls seem to have a way of finding out things, and sure enough, by that night they all knew just what had taken place the night before.

A group of girls had come upon the bully picking on a girl, and he was pushing her around while she kept crying. The other girls grabbed hold of the bully and knocked him down, then took off his shoes and socks and ran off with them. The MacIntosh boy had to walk down the street to his house in his bare feet, totally humiliated.



CHAPTER

4

ALL THE WORK JOSEPH PUT INTO THE HOUSE was beginning to show what an expert craftsman he was. It did not take long for his reputation to spread through the village. One day a frail elderly lady walked down the lane and asked Joseph, who was working on the house, if he could fix some things around her place. Joseph responded with a smile and told her he would be happy to help her. She told him her address and they made arrangements for a time when Joseph could stop over to her house and see what had to be done.

Even though Joshua was a help to his father, Joseph continually encouraged the boy to spend more time with his friends. The baseball season was well on its way, and as the weather was warmer, the village swimming pool was about to open. That meant swim teams would be set and competitions would begin soon. Joshua’s friends tried to interest him in joining, but he always declined. One day after a baseball game, Marguerite and her friends approached him and asked him point-blank why he kept saying no.

“Because I have so many other things I have to do.”

“But your father has most of the outside of the house finished, so he doesn’t need your help as much now as he did. So, why don’t you sign up for one of the swim teams?”

Joshua failed to give the girls a straight answer, and
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