By Dave Barton

The Tree House




DAVE BARTON

Fifteen-year-old Dave Barton was a star
on the track and a powerhouse on the
football field, but his toughest matches
weren't played under stadium lights.

They happened in the quiet of his
kitchen on Diana Way. Since his father
left, Dave had become the "man of the
house." While other kids his age were
out late, Dave was home peeling
potatoes and helping his mother,
Marge, into her wheelchair. Marge
faced the burning pain of her illness
with a smile that never wavered. She
was Dave’s emotional anchor, teaching
him that true strength didn’t come from

muscles, but from faith and resilience.
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The house felt emptier every day. The
biggest blow came when Dave’s older
brother, Rick, decided to move out to
live with their father. To Dave, it felt
like a betrayal. He watched from the
driveway as Rick packed his car, leaving
Dave alone to shoulder the weight of
the family. "You're abandoning us,"
Dave thought, the resentment boiling
inside him. But even as the rift between
the brothers grew, Dave stood his
ground. He would not leave his mother.
He would be the one to stay and fight
for what was left of their home.
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Football became Dave’s escape. On the
practice field at Skyline High, the world
made sense, Coach Schmidt saw
something special in the sophomore—a
"God-given speed" that could change a
game in seconds. Dave poured all his
frustration and energy into every
sprint. He was determined to prove he
wasn't just "Rick Barton’s younger
brother." He wanted to be a hero, not
for the fame, but to give his mother
something to cheer for. Under the hot
summer sun, he trained until his
muscles ached, preparing for the season
that would define him.
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Amidst the chaos of his broken home
and the pressure of the team, Dave
found a different kind of peace. He met
Serene Steele, a spirited cheerleader
with a laugh that could clear any storm
cloud. Serene lived on a property with a
quiet pond and a magnificent treehouse
her father had built for her. It was a
place where the rules of the world
didn't apply. Standing by the water,
Dave felt the heavy weight on his
shoulders lift for the first time in years.
Serene saw the boy behind the athlete,
and in her, Dave found a friend who
truly understood.
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The treehouse, which Serene called
"Serene Place," became their sanctuary.
They spent hours there, hidden among
the leaves, sharing secrets and dreams.
Serene helped Dave practice his punt
returns, using a homemade football
launcher to challenge him. In that
wooden fortress, they weren't just a
football star and a cheerleader; they
were two kids finding solace in one
another. Dave gave Serene a football
instead of a ring, a symbol of his
promise. "You're my personal
cheerleader," he told her, and for a
while, the bittersweet journey of

growing up felt a little less lonely.
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As the State Championship game
approached, the pressure became a
suffocating fog. Dave was exhausted,
balancing his duties at home with the
grueling practices. His relationship with
Rick remained tense, even as they
shared the field. In the locker room, the
air was thick with the scent of grass and
sweat. Dave looked at his brother,
seeing the same fear he felt. "We have
to do this," Rick said, a rare moment of
connection. Dave realized that despite
their differences, they were still bound
by the game and the mother who was

watching from the stands.
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The championship game was a
rollercoaster of emotion. With less than
a minute left, the Skyline Eagles were
trailing. The crowd was a roar of noise,
but Dave only heard the beat of his own
heart. The play was called: a screen pass
to Dave. He caught the ball and ran—
faster than any sophomore had ever
run. He dodged tackles, his eyes locked
on the end zone. As he crossed the line
for the winning touchdown, the
stadium erupted. Dave had done it. He
was the hero of the game, the MVP
who had turned a bleak moment into a

miracle.
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In the midst of the celebration, as
reporters swarmed him and teammates
cheered his name, Dave looked up into
the stands. He saw his mother, Marge,
in her wheelchair, her arms raised in
victory. Tears blurred his vision. He
realized then that the trophies and the
MVP title didn't make him a hero. The
true hero was the woman who had
taught him to never give up, even when
life took away her ability to walk. Dave
made his way to her, ignoring the
cameras, and placed his MVP trophy in
her lap. "This is yours, Mom," he
whispered.
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Years later, Dave stood by the quiet
pond, looking up at the old treehouse.
His mother was gone now, but her
legacy of strength lived on in him. He
understood now that life’s tests weren't
meant to break you, but to show you
what you were capable of enduring. He
had navigated a broken home, found
love and lost it, and led his team to
glory, but his greatest achievement was
honoring Marge’s unwavering faith. As
the sun set over the water, Dave felt at
peace, a man shaped by the love of a
resilient mother and the sanctuary of a

house in the trees.
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