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The Harding Family

Alfred Harding: Dad. Owns a mechanic shop.

Ruth Harding: Mom. Home-schools and cares for her family.

Joanna Harding: Age 20. Enjoys composing songs and singing them with her siblings. Nickname: Jo.

David Harding: Age 18. Enjoys playing video games. Nicknames: Dave, Day.

Christopher Harding: Age 15. Enjoys woodworking. Nicknames: Chris, Rusty.

Jennie Harding: Age 14. Enjoys spending time in the woods. Nickname: Jen.
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1. The Phone Call
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Mr. Harding’s phone rang, the jangling ring tone breaking the early morning silence in the cabin.

“Hello,” he answered. “Yes, this is Alfred Harding.” A long pause followed. “Where did you say this happened?... And what exactly do you want us to do?”

Christopher and Amanda, sitting on the couch across from Mr. Harding, exchanged glances, all sleepiness gone now. Was this what they thought it was? Mr. Harding gave them a big grin.

The call continued with Mr. Harding asking a lot of questions and taking notes. His voice carried throughout the cabin, and the rest of the family gradually gathered in the tiny living room to listen.

“All right, we’ll get ready to head your way. I’ll let you know when we’re planning to leave. Bye.” Mr. Harding ended the call and let out a long breath. “Well, are y’all ready to go on our first HELP adventure?”

“Let’s go!” the children chorused.

“What are we needed to help with?” asked Mrs. Harding. The floral apron she wore and the mixing spoon in her hand indicated she had left the breakfast preparations to hear what the call was about.

“That was the father of one of the students at the missions training institute. He lives in northern Missouri near St. Louis, and they just had a bad ice storm. Trees are down everywhere, and some buildings have roof damage. He asked if we would be able to come and help with the cleanup and repairs.”

Joanna, the eldest of the Harding children, laid her hairbrush on the end table and began braiding her long, red hair. “It sounds pretty simple, which will be good for our first trip.”

“Yes, it will,” her father agreed. He looked around the room at the other members of the family. “What do the rest of y’all think?”

“Will us girls get to help with the cleanup?” Jennie asked from her perch on the window seat. At fourteen, she was a bit of a tomboy, who preferred doing something active outdoors more than being in the house.

“I’m sure you can get involved, Jennie. I would imagine there’ll be plenty for all of us to do.”

Mrs. Harding now asked the most important question. “When do we leave?”

“Well, that depends on how soon we can be ready,” Mr. Harding answered slowly. “Today is Wednesday. Could we be ready to leave on Friday?”

“Friday,” repeated Mrs. Harding. She turned to Joanna. “What do you think, Jo?”

“I think we can do it. We can at least try.”

A short time later over breakfast, the family discussed plans for the upcoming trip. They had packing, cooking, and cleaning to do. The three girls would be busy making freezer meals and doing other preparations. David and Christopher, the two older boys, would be in charge of packing the RV and gathering necessary equipment and tools from the shop. And Benjamin, the youngest member of the family, would be running errands and helping out wherever he was most needed.

HELP was a small family-run organization the Hardings had begun to help people whose lives had been affected by natural disasters. The Lord had laid this burden on their hearts the previous year, after their own home had been destroyed by a tornado and Benjamin’s biological sister Elena was killed in the storm. Now the Hardings were excited to be preparing to leave for their first cleanup adventure.

After breakfast, Mr. Harding left for the mechanic shop, giving David the next two days off to help get ready to leave. Joanna sat at the table making a shopping list while Jennie and Amanda cleaned up breakfast.

Scrubbing the skillet the eggs had been scrambled in, Jennie listened with interest to the discussion.

“Okay, I think that takes care of food.” Mrs. Harding closed the cabinet door with a soft thud and joined Joanna at the drop-down table. “What else do we need, Jo?”

“I have a list here somewhere of things we still need.” She thumbed through the spiral notebook on the table in front of her. “Here it is: sheets for Benjie’s bunk, a steamer, water bowls for the dogs, and two more towels.”

“The steamer can wait till another time,” Mrs. Harding decided, writing the other items on her shopping list. She turned to the two girls who were industriously finishing the kitchen cleanup. “Can either of you think of anything we need?”

Jennie shook her head, and Amanda said, “I can’t think of anything.”

“All right. Then as quick as cleanup is done, I’ll leave. Jennie, would you like to go along with me?”

“Sure.” She didn’t usually enjoy shopping, but she knew the alternative was staying home to cook or clean, and she would take shopping over those tasks any day.

“I’ll take Benjamin along too. Mandy, you can stay and help Joanna get started with the cooking if you don’t mind.”

Amanda gave her mom a pleased smile.

“Jennie, will you go ask the boys if they need anything from town?”

“Sure, Mom.” Jennie set the skillet in the sink, dropping the scrubby inside it, thrilled to be escaping the egg-pasted skillet. She rinsed her hands, grabbed a light jacket off the coat rack, then scooted out the back door. The morning was cloudy and cold, and the dry, brown grass crunched underfoot as she walked to the shop.

Reaching it, Jennie opened the door and stepped inside, the scent of fresh sawdust greeting her. At first glance, she thought the shop was empty, but then she spotted Christopher, her Irish twin brother eleven months older than herself, hunched over the workbench, a carpenter’s pencil in his hand.

“How’s it comin’?” she called.

Christopher jumped, shoving something out of sight. Then he relaxed. “Oh, it’s just you, Jen.” He pulled the sheet of wood back into view. “You can come and see.”

She crossed the shop and looked over her brother’s shoulder, surveying the project. “Will it be done before we leave?”

Straightening, Christopher pushed back a tuft of unruly blond hair that had fallen over his forehead. “I don’t know. It depends on whether or not David does his share of the work packing up. If he does, then I’ll have more time to work on this.”

“Where is he anyway?”

Christopher shrugged. “He has yet to make an appearance. I guess he’ll show up when he’s good and ready.”

“Well, I hope Day Late pulls his share of the load and doesn’t leave all the work for you ’cause it’d be really nice to have this for our first trip. It’s looking good. How’d you get the outline so perfect?” She ran her finger over one of the lines.

“Benj helped me with that part. He made a paper outline that I used as a pattern.”

Remembering her original purpose in coming to the shop, Jennie asked, “Is there anything you need from town?”

“I don’t think so.”

The shop door opened, and Jennie looked up to see her eighteen-year-old brother David saunter through the doorway, his eyes glued to the phone in his hand.

Christopher returned the board to its hiding place. “Oh good, you’re finally here, so we can get started.”

“Dave, do you know of anything you need from town?”

Slowly glancing up from his phone, David thought for a moment. “Yeah, a couple more charging cords.”

“Like for your phone?” Jennie asked.

“Yeah.” David looked back at his phone.

With a wave at Christopher, Jennie left the shop and headed back to the cabin.

******
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That afternoon after the shoppers had arrived home, the girls were busy preparing freezer meals when Mrs. Harding came out of the bedroom, her phone in her hand.

“Your dad just called with a change of plans. He’s been checking the weather, and there’s an ice event moving through Arkansas and southern Missouri tomorrow night. We’re bumping up our departure time.”

“When are we leaving?” Joanna looked up from the hamburger meat she was cooking.

“As soon as we can get ready. Dad has a couple of errands to run, and then he’ll be home to help us get ready. If possible, we’ll be leaving sometime tomorrow.”

Amanda ran her finger down the to-do list on the open page of Joanna’s notebook. “How are we ever going to get all this stuff done by then?”

“We won’t. I’ll look over it and cross off the least important things. If we don’t have as much food prepared ahead of time, we can just eat sandwiches. Jennie and Amanda, why don’t you go and do a quick clean of the RV, and I’ll help Jo finish up this casserole. Then it’ll be time to start packing. Oh, and Jen,” Mrs. Harding called after her. “Tell the boys about the change of plans.”

The rest of the day the family was busy with organizing, packing, cooking, and other preparations for the trip. Late that afternoon, Jennie was carrying a box out for the boys to load into the RV when she heard the crunch of tires on gravel as a car pulled in the driveway. She would have waved when she saw the driver was Mrs. Collins except that would have meant dropping the box. After leaving her load with Christopher, she hurried back to the cabin.

Mrs. Harding was visiting with Mrs. Collins, the elderly lady who had been their next-door neighbor before the tornado had destroyed their house.

Mrs. Collins was saying, “As soon as I heard you were fixin’ to leave on a cleanup trip, I remembered my agreement with your kids. Now it just so happens, I’d made several batches of cookies for the students, so I just took some of each kind and packaged them up for you. The students won’t know they were supposed to get more,” she added with a wink, handing the box she held to Amanda, who set it on the table, opened the flaps, and looked inside. Ten-year-old Benjamin joined her, smacking his lips as Amanda named off the different kinds of cookies.

“That was very kind of you,” Mrs. Harding said. “But how did you know we were leaving? None of my children called you and told you we were going, did they?”

Mrs. Collins laughed. “No, they didn’t. Alfred came by the center to borrow a generator, and he stopped to visit with us. He told us you were leavin’, and I was sure glad the cookies were already made since you’re leavin’ so quickly.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Collins.” Amanda gave her a big smile, and the others added their thanks.

******
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At supper, Mr. Harding said, “When I called Mr. Evans, our contact, and let him know when we’re planning to leave, he mentioned hearing that y’all played music. He wanted to know if you’re bringing your instruments.”

“We hadn’t been planning on it.” Joanna looked up from spreading apple butter on her cornbread. “I figured with it being cold up there and the power likely being out, we’d just leave them here.”

“I mentioned that to him. He said the church still has heat, and you could store them there. He said if you did bring them, they’d enjoy having you play and sing at the church services.”

“Okay, then I guess we’ll plan to take them,” Joanna decided.

After supper that evening, in the girls’ loft, Jennie worked on some last-minute packing. With the whole family working together, they had gotten much farther in their preparations than they had anticipated and were planning to leave late Thursday morning.

Consulting the list Joanna had helped her make, Jennie checked to be sure she had everything laid out she would be needing. Her schoolbooks were already in her light blue backpack, and all that remained to pack were her clothes.

I think I should be able to finish up pretty quickly tomorrow morning, she mused.

“Hey, Jen.”

She turned. Christopher stood at the end of the catwalk leading into the girls’ loft, resting his hand on the railing, his gray eyes bright and a grin playing about the corners of his mouth.

“Is it done?” she whispered.

He nodded. “Wanna go see it?”

Jennie tossed the blouse she’d been folding onto the floor. “Yes!”

She brushed past Amanda’s purple suitcase she had recently gotten for her thirteenth birthday, scurried down the ladder, grabbed her coat off the coat rack, and followed Christopher out the door.

Once outside, she let loose the question she’d held back while other family members were around. “How’d you manage to get it done since we’re leaving earlier than we thought at first?”

“Dad coming home early helped a lot. Day works better when Dad’s around, and we were able to get a lot of work knocked out fast this afternoon.”

“Great! I can’t wait to see it.” Jennie wriggled from excitement as much as from the cold.

Entering the shop, Christopher flipped on the lights and led the way over to the workbench. There, he pulled the board from its hiding place for Jennie to see.

“I think this is your best woodworking project yet, Rusty!” Jennie ran her fingers over the wood and corkboard. “It looks perfect.”

“Wanna help me load it into the RV?”

“Sure! Do you have a place to hide it in there?”

Christopher lifted the board and tucked it under one arm. “Yep, I’ve already got one picked out.”

Jennie led the way to the RV, opening the door so Christopher could safely maneuver his load in. Once inside, he turned to the right, down the tiny hall that led past the bathroom to the bunk room.

“Could you lift up the mattress on my bunk?” he asked.

Jennie did as he had requested and watched as he slid the board between the mattress and the bed frame.  

“There,” he said. “Now, once the time crunch is over, we can show everyone else and find a place to hang it up.”
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2. The Icy Road
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Thursday morning was a flurry of activity, doing last-minute packing and preparations. Finally, around 11 o’clock, they had everything loaded, the two large dogs were in their kennels in the RV, the guys had securely attached the white truck to the tow dolly on the back of the RV, and the family had all gathered in the living room for prayer before hitting the road.

Mr. Harding prayed for protection as they were traveling and for them to be a blessing to the people they were going to help. Then it was time to load up. For the first part of the trip, Mrs. Harding would be driving Henry while Mr. Harding drove the RV. The children climbed into the vehicle of their choice, and the walkie-talkies in both vehicles were turned on and tested to be sure they were on the same channel. They were ready to be off on their first HELP adventure!

Jennie settled into the front bench seat of Henry, the family SUV. As they drove down their country road, she gazed out over the wintry landscape. In shaded spots, frost still clung to the blades of dry brown grass.

“Will there be any snow where we’re going?” she asked.

Mrs. Harding thought a moment before answering. “I don’t know. I suppose it could snow while we’re there. Or there might be some snow when we’re going through the Ozarks.”

“I hope we see some,” Benjamin said, looking up from his book. “Or better yet, get to play in some.”

“Are you gonna read the whole way there?” Jennie asked.

“Probably not. Why?”

“Because I want someone to play games with me.”

In the front seat, Joanna turned around to glance back at her younger sister. “I have some work to do on my laptop first, but later on, I can play something with you.”

“Okay.” Jennie turned her gaze back out the window, hoping her sister’s work wouldn’t take too much of their travel time. Joanna had started a girls’ magazine five years earlier when she was fifteen, and now she was working on formatting the latest installment.

The day passed uneventfully with the passengers of both vehicles spending their time playing games, reading, and seeing how many different license plates they could spot.

“Well, we’re in Missouri now.” Darkness had fallen, and David had been driving Henry for the past couple of hours, allowing Mrs. Harding to ride in the RV which was more comfortable.

“And it’s starting to rain,” Joanna observed.

David flipped on the windshield wipers, and they cleared the moisture off the windshield with a rhythmic squawk.

Glancing at the temperature, Jennie saw it read 31 degrees. “It doesn’t look like we’ll make it before the bad weather hits.”

The walkie-talkie gave a ringing sound, and Joanna reached for it, pressing the button. “Yes?”

“We’ve found an RV park a few miles ahead.” Mrs. Harding’s voice came through the radio. “We’re going to stop there for the night since this rain is going to start freezing on the roads.”

“Okay.”

“Oh joy, we get to hook the RV up in the freezing rain.” David flipped the windshield wipers to a higher speed. “It sure would be nice if we could just get a hotel room.”

“But the point of the RV was so we wouldn’t have to get hotel rooms,” Joanna protested. “Besides, we’d have to pay pet fees since we have Kuma and The Cat with us.”

Jennie yawned. She didn’t much care where they spent the night so long as they stopped moving.

Ahead of them, the RV was slowing, and the right turn signal blinked. David followed it off the road into a well-lit RV park. It took awhile, but finally they had everything hooked up and were all gathered in the RV, both the dogs and the family glad to have a little space to move around.

“I don’t like the looks of things,” Mr. Harding said. “If this rain keeps up for very long, the roads will be extremely treacherous by morning. We might even get stuck here.”

“I hope not.” Mrs. Harding was making herself a cup of hot tea. “But if that happens, it’ll be because God had some reason for us being here instead of getting to our destination.”

After eating a light supper, the family prepared to turn in for the night. Mr. Harding led them in prayer, asking for the rain to stop and for the roads to be clear in the morning should it be the Lord’s will.

The next morning, Jennie awoke early. Frost covered the outside of the window beside her bunk, making it hard to see out even after she rubbed the steam off with her sleeve. She slid from her upper bunk and walked out to the main living area. The futon was still pulled out, but Mr. and Mrs. Harding were both up. Mr. Harding was making coffee. “Good morning, Jennie. You’re up early.”

“I wanted to know how icy everything is.”

“Well, the trees are pretty thickly covered in ice. I can’t say for sure about the roads, but they probably have their fair share of ice, too. But at least it’s stopped raining.”

Joanna sat in the front passenger seat, doing something on her laptop. “Dad, I was just checking the weather, and it sounds like this is just a lull in the winter storm. There’s another band of freezing rain supposed to come through around noon.”

Mr. Harding joined her, looking over her shoulder at the weather report. “That doesn’t sound good.”

Jennie sat on the futon, rubbing her bare feet through Kuma’s thick fur. Were they going to get stuck here, wherever they were?

Gradually, most of the family gathered in the living area, discussing the weather as they got ready for the day and prepared breakfast.

“Jennie, would you put Kuma back in his kennel, please?” Mrs. Harding called. “He’s just the right height to grab food off the counter, and he looks like he might, too.”

Jennie paused in brushing her hair and whistled for her young Akita. He was almost a year old and still inquisitive, especially when it involved food. After shutting him in the wire cage, she returned to fixing her hair.

“I just found a report on road conditions.” Mr. Harding looked up from his phone. “The main roads have been treated, so they should start thawing soon. And the weather radar shows we’re right at the northern edge of this winter weather event. If we can just get out of it, the roads should be fine, and we can continue on to where we’re going. I’d say after breakfast, we’ll get on the road and give it a try.”

“Are you sure that’s best?” Joanna asked. “These roads have been pretty windy.”

“If we go slow, we should be okay,” said Mr. Harding.

Carrying out the plan, they stowed away everything in the RV. When they had finished, they got on the road. Mrs. Harding opted for David to drive Henry because she had a headache.

“The road still looks fairly slick,” she cautioned, as David pulled out onto it. “Be very careful. You’ve never driven on ice before.”

In the seat behind them, Christopher and Jennie exchanged nervous glances. They had never seen a road as icy as this one.

“Dad said we’ll stop in the next town at a gas station. He’ll have to go even slower than us, so we’ll probably get there ahead of them.”

David nodded, his attention on the icy road. For some time, he crept down the road. Then, gaining confidence, he sped up a bit.

Jennie looked out the window, admiring the winter wonderland they were passing through. Ice covered the trees, causing the branches to sag under the weight, and long icicles hung from the eaves of the houses they passed.

“It’s so pretty,” she murmured. “It’s nice getting to experience an actual winter for once. I just wish it would snow, too.”

“Snow would be less treacherous than this sheet of ice. Dave, aren’t you going a little fast?” Mrs. Harding glanced over at the speedometer.

“I don’t think so. I’m getting the hang of this.”

She shook her head. “It takes more than a few minutes to learn how to drive on ice. And this is your first time driving on icy roads. If it weren’t for this headache, I’d be driving.”

David continued maintaining his speed, and Jennie and Christopher again looked at each other. As they crossed a bridge where the ice was heavier, Henry skidded, and Jennie gripped Christopher’s arm.

“David, I think you need to slow down,” Mrs. Harding said firmly.

“But Mom, look at the cars right behind us. I’m already going slower than they would be.”

“And they’re probably used to driving on icy roads. They can tell by our license plate that we’re not from around here. And they probably know Texans don’t get much winter weather, so hopefully they’ll be patient with us.”

“But I hate poking along like this. It seems so silly going this—”

Henry skidded to the left, crossing into the other lane. David slammed on the brake, but the vehicle did not slow. A car was approaching, and they were in its path. Jerking the steering wheel hard to the right, David got Henry back into the right lane. But they didn’t stay there long. The SUV skidded across the shoulder, heading for the ditch.

“David!” Christopher hollered, as the vehicle left the road. It slid down the embankment, bouncing across the ditch, and slamming into a tree with a sickening crunch.
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3. Stranded
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“I’m tired of 20 Questions. What’s another game we could play?” Amanda shifted in her seat and kicked her legs against the couch she sat on, beginning to feel as tired of being cooped up as the dogs were acting in their kennels.

“We’re nearing a town, so we could play the alphabet game,” Joanna suggested from the passenger seat up front. “There should be plenty of signs to use since it looks like we’re coming into a good-sized town.”

“Okay.” Amanda turned in her seat, so she could see out the front windshield. “Ready, set, go.” The RV grew silent as the three players read each and every road sign, searching for the next letter of the alphabet.
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