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​Chapter 1: Colorado
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“HEY, THIS IS GREAT,” Sam said as she climbed into the RV. She gave Aaron a quick hug and then moved back into the long vehicle. Brenda boarded next, giving Aaron a high five and following Sam back, and finally Eric got in and sat in the passenger seat beside his brother.

“It’s been too long,” Aaron said, smiling. “You’re looking good, little brother. Growing up agrees with you.”

“Thanks.” Eric turned and looked back at the monster of a vehicle they had entered. He laughed. “Who ever thought of putting wheels on something this size?”

“Wait until you drive it. It’s every bit as difficult as it looks.”

“So, let’s get started,” Bren said from the back, and Eric had to smile at her irritation. Usually her blunt annoyance with the world got on his nerves, but currently he agreed with her. He wasn’t interested in this trip and wanted to get it over with, too.

“Whatever you say, cousin,” Aaron called back. He started the engine, and Eric was surprised how quiet it sounded in here. From outside, when Aaron had pulled into the hotel parking lot it sounded like it might take off.

“How did you ever let Aunt Joyce rope us into this?” Eric asked his older brother. Aaron shrugged.

“I just couldn’t turn her down. I suppose I’m a softie at heart. And then I realized you guys were out here at this conference, so I high-tailed it over here so I wouldn’t have to drive across the country alone. It really has been too long, Eric, and that’s my fault. I’m sorry.”

“Me, too,” Eric said. Since Mom’s death five years ago, he’d probably spent fifteen days total with his older brother. “I thought you might make it for graduation.”

“I had a meeting that day. I don’t have a full ride like you do. If I’m going to get through school, I have to work, and I can’t miss meetings.”

Eric sighed and ran a hand through his hair. This trip could take forever.

“So, how was graduation?” Aaron asked. “Listen, I’m sorry. Dad already raked me over the coals for not being there. I had no idea he’d miss it, too.”

“That one didn’t surprise me,” Eric said quietly, looking out the window. He would miss the mountains. The cool, dry, crisp air up here was nothing like the summer heat present at home right now. People considered it a blessing to live in Florida, but in July it didn’t always feel like a blessing.

“I’m sorry,” Aaron said. 

Eric nodded. He had no right to be mad at his brother for growing up and moving away. Now that Eric was of age he planned to do the same thing. “It’s okay. It was nice. I gave the little valedictorian speech, and it was okay.”

“He was great,” Sam said from the back. She moved up and sat on the floor between the seats. “He kept it short, but he said a lot. You’d have been proud.”

He smiled at her, and she grinned. Sam had been his closest friend since sixth grade, when her family had moved from a big city up north to live near the coast. She was pretty, with blond hair cut just below her ears that curled slightly around her chin, and large blue eyes set in a heart-shaped face with a tiny nose and mouth. People had said she looked like a pixie, and that was a good description. Much to her chagrin, she was pixie sized as well, a tiny little thing who was stronger—in more than one way—than she looked.

“Thanks,” Eric mumbled, embarrassed by the praise. He heard a lot of praise, and he’d never gotten used to it. 

“Why don’t you pull out a map?” Aaron said. “Aunt Joyce said everything we needed would be in the glove compartment.”

Not sure why Aaron wanted a map and not to use the GPS on his phone, Eric opened the compartment, and an envelope fell into his lap, addressed to Aaron. He opened it and read it slowly, inwardly cringing. This whole thing just couldn’t get worse. Stuck in an RV for the next week or so with his older brother and obnoxious younger cousin, and now this. When Uncle Hank had gotten sick and abandoned the RV in Arizona, he’d certainly caused a lot of trouble.

“Cool,” Sam said, reading over his shoulder. “This is so cool. A last adventure before college. Four of us crossing the country, stopping along the way to witness true Americana.”

“Yeah, right,” Bren mumbled from the back. “What are you talking about?”

Sam read them the letter. Aunt Joyce and Uncle Hank had planned to visit all 48 contiguous states this summer, doing something in each state that could only be done in that state. For instance, they’d gone to Hollywood in California, and they’d visited the Grand Canyon in Arizona. Unfortunately, they’d taken all the easy states. Those left seemed pretty boring, and even worse, they weren’t in a straight line between here and Florida. It would take longer than he’d expected to get home. The map showed each state they’d visited and marked where they’d stopped.

The drive through the mountains took time. Sam and Aaron talked at length about Aaron’s grad school program and Sam’s thoughts on entering college, but Eric didn’t join. He was tired. The Christian conference they’d just attended had left him feeling lost instead of refreshed. He was still disappointed that his family had missed graduation—say nothing of the entire rest of his high school career—and then the conference had raised questions in his mind that had been raised too often of late. You have everything anyone could ask for, so why do you feel so alone? What does God really want from you? What is your purpose?

“Well,” Aaron said after a long time had passed. “Nobody has told me where we’re going. As the driver, I probably ought to know.”

“The closest one is Kansas,” Sam said.

“Kansas,” Bren said with a snort. “And what are we supposed to do in Kansas?”

“Eat wheat off a stalk?” Sam said, grinning. Eric loved to watch her handle Brenda, never losing patience. Eric lost patience with her all the time, but he also had to live with her, so maybe that was part of it. He hated to think he was just an impatient person. “I don’t know. We’ll think of something. What do you say, Aaron? Are you in a hurry to get home, or can we finish their trip?” 

“My classes start when yours do, and I’m done until then. If you want to take on Aunt Joyce’s adventure, I’m game.”

“Good. Brenda and I will tackle Kansas. You and Eric can have the next state.”

They took the travel books from under Eric’s seat and disappeared into the back, and Eric found himself alone with his brother.

“Are you ready to start school?” Aaron asked as a tense silence fell over them.

“I guess so. I’m looking forward to rooming with Tom. He still hasn’t found a third roommate, so that will be interesting, too.”

“Tom’s a nice guy,” Aaron said. “It will be good to have someone established in town as a roommate. He’ll already have a church and groups you can join. If you want to, of course.”

“That will be good,” Eric said noncommittally. “I haven’t seen Tom in four years, though. It may be strange.”

“Trust me, when you room with a person, soon you know him better than you ever wanted to. It will turn out right.”

When the girls came out, they were being very secretive. Bren took over in the passenger seat, saying she would navigate, and Eric lay down on the queen-sized bed in back. Sam lay on the tiny top bunk and hung her head over to look at him.

“You don’t look happy,” she said. “But then, you haven’t looked happy in a long time. Maybe since graduation.”

“I don’t know. I’m okay, I guess. Are you worried about college?”

“Worried how?”

“I don’t know. Bren says I’m boring, and she’s not the only one. I just imagine college being lonely.”

Sam laughed, a sound like bells, and he was again amazed by how lovely she was.  Those giant blue eyes showed all her emotions.

“You’re not boring. Let’s see, you lettered in what? Swimming, baseball, wrestling? Any more?”

“Soccer,” he said, trying not to smile.

“Right. Never liked soccer. And valedictorian to boot, and only the most gorgeous guy on campus.”

“But none of that makes me interesting.” He didn’t touch the comment about his looks, knowing the girls liked them although he didn’t know why.

Sam rolled her eyes and smiled again. “Eric, you’re not boring. You’re careful. You don’t party or date around. That’s just smart, not boring.”

“I hope so.”

He wanted to say more, but he didn’t know how. Lately he’d been feeling a little lost in his friendships. Jules and Sam were amazing friends, full of insight and sensitivity and life, but they were girls. They had no idea how much responsibility went into being a good friend to girls. Somehow he had become the judge of all their dates, the giver of encouraging words when a haircut went wrong or a dress didn’t look right, and a listener to more gossip than they would admit they told. And yet reciprocating felt wrong somehow, so he never really talked to anyone.

“Let’s map out our itinerary,” Sam said, jumping off the bunk. She always had ideas, and she acted on them immediately. “We have twelve states to hit. We should have a plan of attack.” 

“Can you tell me what’s in store in Kansas?” he asked.

“If I tell you, Bren will kill us. Don’t worry; it’s not too bad. I think this will be fun. We need a last fling before college.”

“You make it sound like we’re going to jail in six weeks.”

“Well, college isn’t going to be easy.”

Eric laughed. “Sam, you got a full ride scholarship. I don’t think freshman year’s going to kill you.”

“I guess not. It just seems like such a big change. Our lives will never be the same.”

“Maybe that isn’t so bad,” Eric said, shrugging. Sam frowned. “Okay, okay, let’s get this plan going.”

It wasn’t easy, but soon they had their itinerary, and then Eric spent some time looking out the window at the boring part of Colorado. The youth conference had been in the mountains, which were beautiful. He had no idea there was so much nothing to the east of them. Bren talked nonstop with Aaron in the front of the RV, and Sam had fallen asleep in the top bunk, and finally Eric fell asleep as well.

When he woke up, he glanced forward, where Sam had taken Bren’s place, and he looked down to see his cousin asleep below. He yawned and rubbed his eyes and realized his friend and brother were talking about him. He listened, wondering what they could have to say to each other.

“I like your dad and all,” Sam said. “In a way, he’s a great dad for a friend to have. He lets Eric do anything, and my parents will let me do anything if Eric is along. But it’s been hard on him, I think. Your parents went to all your games and plays when you were in school, but your dad missed almost everything Eric did. He just wasn’t around. Ever. For anything. I think it really bothered him, but he never said so.”

“I didn’t realize,” Aaron said. “In a way, Dad and Eric are similar. They just take the weight of the world on their shoulders and move on. I wish I’d known. I’d have gone to school at home if I’d really realized Dad would close him out like that. I knew he closed me out, but I never realized...”

Feeling guilty for listening, Eric moved forward, and Sam turned, her cheeks growing red as she looked at him. 

“What time is it?” he asked, trying to act like he’d heard nothing. The words were true, but somehow it bothered him to hear them spoken.

“Almost dinner time,” Aaron said. “I’m ready to stop for the night. We got a late start today, and this road is just endless fields. My eyes need to look at some other color than yellow.”

“Sounds good to me,” Eric said. “Those beds are more comfortable than they look.”

“Well, don’t get too used to them,” Aaron said. “I think you and I will take a tent, little brother, and give the girls some privacy in here.”

“Maybe we can trade off,” Sam said, not quite looking at Eric. They stopped soon after at a campground, and as Aaron hooked up the water and electric, Sam approached Eric, looking apologetic.

“I know you heard me talking about your dad, and I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s true, so it should be fine, but I can’t help but wonder why he never got into parenting after Mom died. If he ever slowed down, do you think he’d be proud of me?”

“He is proud of you,” Sam said. “Remember the swim meet he came to? He was proud of you.”

“I lettered in four sports, and he came to exactly two events in my entire high school life. And he missed graduation. I don’t know, Sam. I’m having trouble dealing with things lately, and I wonder if it’s just plain old anger at my dad.”

“But you have another Dad,” she said, hugging his shoulders. “He’s never missed anything, and he’s so proud of you he’s building you a designer mansion.”

Eric grinned. They had this conversation often, and she was right. Who needed a real father when the Creator of the universe called him a son? And yet, some people had both, and he wondered why God felt it necessary that he have only one, especially since he didn’t have a mom to take up the slack.

It had been a long time since Eric had camped. They built a fire and roasted hotdogs and bananas, since it was all they had in the RV, and the bananas were surprisingly good, Sam’s idea. Although it was still early, they all decided to turn in, and Eric and Aaron crawled into the low tent.

“I think I wish we were supposed to tour Canada this summer,” Aaron complained as he took off his shirt and lay on top of the sleeping bag. “It’s just way too hot out here. And the girls have an air conditioner.”

“It was your idea to look for company,” Eric said.

“True. So, what happened between you and Julianne?”

“What?” Eric sat up straight, completely not expecting this question. “What do you mean?”

“Sam said you and Julianne hadn’t really talked since Jules went away to school. I was just curious.”

“It’s not my story to tell,” Eric said, remembering the event with a shudder. “She thought I had feelings for her beyond friendship. I don’t.”

“Fair enough,” Aaron said. His voice held tones of disapproval, and Eric tensed. He’d avoided this talk with Sam for months now and had no intention of having it with Aaron.

“Julianne is still my friend, but she just doesn’t know me very well. Maybe nobody knows anybody.”

Aaron said nothing, and Eric looked into the darkness, hoping to see what was in his face and his thoughts, but he couldn’t see.

“Maybe you’re right,” Aaron said. “Good night.”

***
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IN THE MORNING, ERIC felt better. He was refreshed, and the air was cooler and drier and full of the smells of growing things. He’d decided he was going to enjoy this trip, because Sam was enjoying it and he could never hate something when she laughed and smiled and enjoyed it. The campground wasn’t full, but he noticed several young guys around, maybe freshmen in high school, and he knocked on the RV door to speed up the girls.

“Sam,” he said, “I think we need to play a little EBBall.”

The door opened almost instantly. She wore shorts and had her hair up, and she grinned at him.

“I’ll get the ball.”

“What’s up?” Aaron asked as they broke down the tiny tent.

“Just wait,” Bren said, coming out of the camper with a bag of cosmetics in her hand. “Eric doesn’t have much fun, but a few things he really does well, and EBBall is one of them.”

“So what is this game?” Aaron asked Sam when she came out with the ball in her hand. She was almost as athletic as Eric, and at this game they excelled.

“Watch and learn,” Sam said with a sly smile. “Okay, Eric, what’s today’s word?”

“Oh, let’s try something simple. Maybe truth.”

The court was pitted and warped, but the hoop was in good shape, and Sam stood on the line and tossed the ball smoothly into the hoop.

“T,” she yelled. “Five paces back.”

Eric stood beside her and backed up five paces before making his shot, which also landed in the hoop.

“Swish,” he said, grinning. “T for me. Two paces right.”

“Too easy,” she said. She made the shot and shouted ‘R’. “Ten back and two left.”

“Okay,” Eric said. “A little challenge.”

He made the shot and shouted ‘R,’ and then he made Sam move five paces back and three right. She missed the shot. The freshmen guys had moved closer, and they watched with curiosity. Sam winked at Eric as she tossed him the ball. 

“Five push ups,” Eric said.

“You’re being too easy on me,” she said. “If you’d missed, I’d have made you do twenty.”

He laughed and made another shot from his previous position, shouting ‘U’ as he did.

“What are you spelling?” one of the guys asked. He was a little guy, dressed in big shorts and a tank top.

“Secret,” Eric said. “Come join us. If we win, you let us tell you why we picked our word. If one of you wins, you tell us about you.”

“Tell you what about us?”

“Anything you want. And then you pick the next word. We’ll start over.”

Three guys joined the game, and two of them were good, but in the end Eric won, getting his word completed first. He’d been easy on them, not asking anyone to do more than ten pushups for a miss, but they weren’t so kind. Twice he had to do twenty, and his arms were feeling it. His three weeks at the conference had left him soft.

“Okay,” John asked, the little guy. “So why did you pick truth?”

“It sets me free,” Eric said. “I value freedom.”

“How can truth set you free from anything?” Jack asked. He was tall, and he played well.

Sam sat down on the ball, and Eric took the chance to tell the guys a little about Jesus. They didn’t want to hear much, but he knew it was enough. Anything he could tell them was enough for God to use one day.

“Wanna play another game?” Sam asked. She never flirted, but she was so pretty and full of life that guys all wanted to be around her. “No strings this time. You pick the word.”

They did play again, and Jack won. Eric was tired—the guys had been brutal about pushups this time—and he was glad when they said they couldn’t play another. Laughing, he and Sam walked back to their RV.

“They weren’t open, but at least they weren’t hostile,” Sam said, dribbling the ball as they walked.

“I love to play that game,” Eric said. “It’s the most comfortable way to witness I know. It was by far your most brilliant creation.”

“Why, thank you,” she said, smiling. “But if I remember right, you created it. I was just the cheerleader. It’s good to see you playing. It’s been too long. Where have you been lately, Van der Haas? I mean, you’re here, but you’re not. I hear you talk to those guys about God’s love, but I wonder if you’re feeling it any more.”

“With Brenda living with us and me getting ready for college and all, I’ve just been a little more private lately, I guess.”

“Well,” she said. “You have a gift for telling others about God, but if you don’t believe it yourself, they won’t believe, either. And if you don’t believe it yourself, why bother?”

Aaron and Bren had cleaned up the site, so when they returned it was time to start again. Aaron said he’d drive to their Kansas destination, and nobody argued.

“I saw you and Sam playing that game and talking to those guys,” Aaron said. “Good job. Brenda talks about us like she can’t stand us, but she’s really proud of your ability to talk to others about your faith.”

“That’s nice to know,” Eric said. “I didn’t know she liked anything about me.”

“Is it really that hard to have her there?”

“I suppose not,” Eric said. Bren’s parents had gone to Europe for their jobs, and she had been left behind for school, so she was staying with Eric and his dad. “I have to look out for her, and she doesn’t think she needs to be looked after. We clash a little. If she would quit acting like a spoiled child, I think we would find out there’s a lot to her.”

Aaron grinned as though he understood, and they lapsed into a comfortable silence.

“Hey, we’re getting close,” Sam said, moving to the front with a map in her hand. She sat on the floor and curled her long legs under her. “It’s only four miles away. I guess this is where our adventure begins.”
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​Chapter 2: Kansas
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“I’VE NEVER SEEN ANYTHING like this,” Sam said as she looked across the landscape. “How can something so drab from down there be so incredible from up here?”

“I’m surprised,” Bren said. “I thought it would just look like an endless sheet of yellow.”

Eric said nothing. They stood at the top of a grain elevator and looked down on the Kansas landscape. The fields were all shades of yellow and green, like patches in a quilt, with straight ribbons of road between them, and since the day was clear, they could see for miles. The land was flat and seemed endless, swallowed by the horizon far in the distance.

“Ladies,” Aaron said, nodding, “I’m impressed. I do believe you’ve captured the essence of the state in your choice.”

“I guess if we can do Kansas, we can do any state,” Bren said, frowning at the landscape. “It’s hot up here. I’m going back to the RV. You all take your time. I’m tired of being in a moving vehicle.”

She left, and Aaron laughed. “I forgot how much fun fifteen year olds can be.”

“And she’s been in a good mood this trip, too,” Eric said.

“Hey,” Sam scolded. “None of that. It isn’t easy to be young and away from your mom and dad.”

Aaron and Eric both fixed her with looks of annoyance, and she cringed. 

“Right. I’m sorry. You all will be separated from your mom a long time, but I still think part of Bren’s problem is that she misses her parents.”

“How does Dad treat her?” Aaron asked.

“He doesn’t. He isn’t there. His schedule has been crazy the past three months. He’s had six business trips.” Eric heard the bitterness in his voice and shuddered. This wasn’t the kind of person he wanted to become. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she missed her family, although she hasn’t said anything.”

“So there are two of you like that at home now,” Aaron said lightly, grinning.

“Three,” Eric said. “You were wise to bail when you did.”

Aaron didn’t say anything, which Eric thought was probably wise. He hadn’t expected to feel such anger toward his brother, and it bothered him. Aaron had already paid for his first semester of college when Mom was killed, and it made sense for him to go. But, in his heart he felt Aaron had abandoned him, and Eric had been forced to help his father grieve alone, only he had been grieving too much himself to be of much use. They had quickly developed a pattern of not bothering one another in their grief, and that pattern had become permanent.

Eric was the next driver, and he left the tower soon after Bren, hoping to spend a few moments in the RV getting a feel for the layout. When he got to it he laughed at his cousin, for she had put her favorite CD into the player and had it going so loud the windows rattled. He wondered about what Sam had said as he opened the door and swung into the driver’s seat, for the first time considering her more irritating traits might be the result of her missing her family. 

“You’re not going to turn it off?” Bren yelled from the back.

“I have my days when I need it loud, too,” he said. “Some days, when life is too big, I like to put on my favorite Christian tunes and just feel them. They fill every cell in my body, and it recharges my battery.”

“And when does life get too big for you?” she asked, moving forward and turning the music down herself. “Eric Van der Haas, the guy who can do anything.”

He sighed, and she looked away. She knew he hated it when people said that, although usually it didn’t bother her to irritate him.

“Yeah, well, we demi-gods have bad days, too.”

She grinned and turned back to him. “You’re hating this trip as much as I am, aren’t you?”

“Maybe. I had hoped to take a break before school started. This wasn’t what I had in mind. I’d planned to get a tan at the beach and play some volleyball.”

“Sounds good to me,” she said. “So tell them you want to go straight home. They’ll do it if you ask them.”

“I think you overestimate my clout here,” he said. He put his hand on the wheel and then turned over the engine.

“You’re going to leave them?”

“Sure. We want to go home, right?”

She laughed, and he looked behind him and backed up the vehicle. It was large, but it wasn’t bad. It handled well, as soon as he figured out where the tail end was. The thing actually had a camera to let him see behind them. He backed it in a circle and then drove down a small country road, turning around in a large flat drive and returning to the silo.

“It handles well,” he said, shutting off the music as Sam and Aaron climbed in. Bren moved to the back and picked up a book she’d brought, and Sam took the passenger seat. Aaron sat on the floor between them.

“You’ve driven one of these before?” he asked.

“No. Why?”

“You drive it like you’ve been doing it awhile.”

“Oh.” Eric focused on the road and said nothing. Sam looked at him a moment and then grinned.

“Eric has this talent with motorized vehicles. He’s never met one he can’t drive. Or take apart, for that matter.”

“Sam,” Eric warned.

“So, my little brother’s a car guy,” Aaron said. “And an athlete and an academic genius. Okay.”

Eric heard the bitterness. He was used to the bitterness. For some reason, God had seen fit to bless him with a large number of talents. He was grateful, to a point, but being able to do so much cost him many relationships. In fact, the reason his best friends were girls stemmed largely from the fact that guys felt threatened by him.

“Not just cars,” Bren said from the back. “Anything with wheels.”

“Can you ride a motorcycle?” Aaron asked hopefully.

“Yeah. Why?”

“You have a license?”

“Yeah.”

“Little brother, this is so cool. Pull over at the next stop, and I’ll show you something.”

The next stop was a gas station fifty miles down the road, but Eric pulled over and followed his brother out. Aaron grinned as he popped hatch on the back of the RV that covered a hitch with two small bikes on it.

“Aunt Joyce and Uncle Hank didn’t like to take the RV out once they set up in a camp, so they rode these. I wasn’t going to use them, since I was the only one who could ride, but if you can ride, too, we can run errands. They’re too small to put the girls on the back, though.”

“Maybe not,” Eric said. “Sam rides, too. She and I learned together. Are we in a hurry?”

“Not really. You want to pull them out now.”

Eric smiled, glad to have found some common ground with his brother. They pulled out the bikes and the helmets, and they decided the girls could ride on the back for short trips, but they needed helmets.

“Tonight let’s stop early and ride a little,” Eric said. Aaron laughed.

“Finally, little brother, I see a spark in those eyes.”

“I love to ride. Sam’s parents were completely opposed to her learning, but I think I convinced them just by loving it so much myself.”

“You have a bike?”

“Small one, like these. We take them out on the dirt track outside Johnson’s Acres sometimes. Sam’s parents still won’t let her take hers on the real roads.”

“Maybe it’s good we can’t take the girls,” Aaron said. “I guess Dad doesn’t object.”

Eric laughed. “No. Dad doesn’t object to much these days.”

They found a campground just outside the Oklahoma border. Aaron and Eric set up their tent, and the girls walked to a store to pick up food while the guys took the bikes to a country road nearby. They rode nearly an hour, and Eric relaxed and let the air refresh him. He loved the feel of it pressing against him, the weight of his clothes as they flapped around him. When he rode, nothing else mattered. He imagined an old soldier would feel the same about a horse: power between his legs, a thing to be handled, a thing that could turn on a person in an instant. The risk was part of the fun.

When they got back, Sam and Bren had hamburgers on the grill, and Eric apologized for
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