
IntroductIon

I ’ve had an obnoxious compulsion to write down my life since 
the 8th grade. I’ve recorded it all in about 60 journals piled in 
storage totes in the barn back home. My sister Jordan used to 

entertain the family in my absence by pulling out random notebooks 
and reading them out loud. When I found out she was doing this, 
I did not pop like a baked potato somebody forgot to stab with a 
fork, but it did make me want to know, “Wow... thanks Jordan. Um. 
Was Mom listening?” 

Interesting things took place when I returned to school to get 
my chemistry degree, and for years I wrote down the events and 
conversations with care. This book is the second in a series dedicated 
to certain college professors, particularly Dr. Stillwell the geologist. 
I realized it would take time to finish the story that began in  
Dr. Stillwell’s geology lab. 

I explain a variety of things in the first book that I do not rehash 
in this one. You are free to start here in the middle of the tale, but 
suspend any inclination to think I’m a complete fool. If you’ve read 
the first volume and still think I’m a complete fool, well then at least 
you’ve done due diligence.
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Chapter 1
Super nova

O n a rainy winter evening in 1992, Tony Darmanin jumped 
into the back of Jeremy Benson’s sweet 1973 Chevy 
Nova hatchback with Brandon Wright and Billy Walters. 

Jeremy and his dad had spent a year fixing up that muscle car, and 
the 16-year-old boy loved it. As soon as Jeremy revved the engine 
and took off, Tony knew he was in trouble. They sped down North 
Shore Drive in Bellingham, Washington, rain pelting the windshield.  
White stripes flashed past the bright headlights, but darkness cloaked 
each new bend on the winding road. They zoomed up on a hairpin 
turn, and Jeremy hit the brakes.

“The car hydroplaned on the wet pavement,” Tony told me.  
“So, we’re not slowing down, and now Jeremy can’t steer.”

The Nova filled with teenage boys shot off a 40-foot cliff and 
soared through the dark night air.

“There was a tree at the bottom,” Tony said. “The car started 
tilting in the air, and it was going to land upside down and crush 
us. Instead, it hit that little tree and nose-dived into the ground. 
That tree saved our lives.”

When I later tracked down Jeremy Benson and asked him 
about it, he acted sheepish and embarrassed, but he said, “Indeed.  
God used a tree to protect us from my stupidity.”[1]

Tony awoke at the bottom of the ravine, dangling in the Nova’s 
back seat. Pain ripped through his insides. The force of the seatbelt 

1 Jeremy confirmed Tony’s entire story, and because I found him recently and asked him about the accident, 
Jeremy looked up Tony and discovered they only lived a few miles from each other. Jeremy emailed me and 
said, “I had a great talk with Tony this morning. The first time in over 20 years. Thank you for writing about 
this and contacting me.” I thought that was just fun.
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The Light, the Heat

had torn his internal organs, and the broken hatchback cover had 
slammed into his neck. Billy’s head had cracked into the windshield, 
and blindness temporarily overwhelmed him as his brain swelled. 
Miraculously, Jeremy and Brandon climbed out unharmed. 

Tony woke up again outside the car in the rain. He started pulling 
himself through the mud and bushes on the ravine hillside, brutal 
inches at a time. As he reached the top, flashlights shone in his face. 
People in a nearby house had seen the Nova’s headlights fly off the 
cliff and had already called 911. The ambulance arrived and rushed 
the boys to the hospital.

The pain from his injuries was the worst he’d ever experienced. 
Tony lay conscious on the gurney as a female doctor probed his 
stomach and rolled him down the hallway for a CAT scan. Already 
Tony’s veins had started to collapse, and he felt pins and needles 
through all of his extremities. He was bleeding out on the inside. 

“If you do not go into surgery in 15 minutes, you will die,” the 
doctor told him. “Do we have your consent to take you to surgery?” 

As Tony gave her permission to save his life, a sense of excitement 
filled him. If they did surgery and he got better, that was great.  
If he died, he realized that was also great. In 15 minutes he could 
be standing in the presence of Jesus. 

Tony told me, “It makes you realize the significance of ‘O death, 
where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?’” [2]

They couldn’t get a good picture of his organs – there was too 
much blood loose inside him. Tony lay on the gurney in agony, 
forced to wait as the hospital staff discussed their next move.  
They decided to try one more CAT scan before surgery.

As he lay suffering and helpless, Tony had a realization that people 
were praying for him. He told me, “I felt their prayers. It was the 
first time in my life where I could actually feel the prayers of people 
praying for me.” It was more than just a feeling. In between the two 
scans, Tony’s organs were healed.

This time, the CAT scan came back clear and clean. There was no 
sign of bleeding - no evidence of injury. The puzzled doctors decided 
2 1 Corinthians 15:55 – King James Version.
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Super Nova

surgery was unnecessary. Tony stayed the night in the hospital for 
observation and then went home.

Tony told me this story in a coffee shop in Bellingham in late 
May of 2010. A mere week had passed since I’d left my dinosaur 
prints locked inside Dr. Stillwell’s lab in West Virginia. Just a week. 
The children and I had flown out to Seattle, and I’d gone driving to 
see friends and family.

I knew Tony had moved back to Bellingham, so I called him 
up and asked him to coffee. As we sipped our drinks, I mentioned 
to him, “I think miracles take place all the time. Most people don’t 
know it, but miracles are happening to people all around us.”

Tony nodded his head, his curly Maltese hair pushed back by 
his raised eyebrows - his brown Maltese eyes wide in agreement.  
He finished swallowing his coffee as he nodded. 

“Well, you remember when I had that car accident?” he said  
to me.

“No,” I shook my head. I hadn’t met him then.
So, he told me the story about Jeremy Benson’s Chevy Nova – 

the one that I just told you.
After talking to Tony at the coffee shop, I looked up his mother 

in the white pages and I cold-called her. I believed Tony, but the 
more eye-witnesses to an event, the better. I had never actually 
met Tony’s mom, but I told her who I was over the phone and she 
willingly gave me her side of the story.

Alice Darmanin had raced to the trauma unit at St. Luke’s 
Hospital ahead of the ambulance. When they brought in Tony on 
the gurney, she thought her son was already dead.

“He wasn’t moving, and he was a grey color. My heart just sank. 
Of course they couldn’t tell us anything. We sat there praying and 
praying, and the kids were calling everybody they knew to pray.  
We still didn’t know anything about Anthony. Finally they told 
us that there was so much blood in the pictures they had taken, 
they couldn’t tell if it was his liver or spleen or what was bleeding. 
They said, ‘If he survives the next half hour we’ll take another set of 
pictures.’ I only heard the ‘if he survives’ part.”
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The Light, the Heat

The Darmanin family knew nothing more for 45 long minutes. 
Finally, the doctor returned to where they sat anxiously in the 
waiting room.

“All she says is, ‘Do you want to see your son?’ We walked back 
there and he’s sitting up. The doctor said, ‘I don’t know what to tell 
you, but we don’t know what happened. We don’t know where the 
blood came from. We don’t know where the blood went.’ There was 
no blood. There were no wounds. She said, ‘He has a very nasty crack 
on the back of his neck.’

“Actually,” Alice told me, “he should have died from that.  
The crack was on the hangman’s vertebra, and we were told only one 
in a thousand survives that.”

I appreciated the fact that the doctor had been a woman.  
It was a small detail that Tony and his mother both gave me without 
thinking about it. I look for those small details.

Tony’s life was spared. He returned home to his family, went 
off to college and eventually sat there having coffee with me in 
Bellingham in 2010. 

That wasn’t the end of his story, though.
Tony told me over his coffee, “But even though God did that 

miracle and healed my internal organs, for the past 18 years I have 
lived every day with pain in my neck from when the hatch slammed 
into me. I’ve gone to chiropractors, done physical therapy and 
deep tissue massage, and I’m still in constant pain. People tell me,  
‘You just don’t have enough faith. If you had more faith, God would 
have healed your whole body.’ And I think, ‘No… I have faith.’  
Or they say, ‘You have unconfessed sin, that’s why you’re not healed,’ 
and I think, ‘No… I have my faults, but I don’t have unconfessed 
sin.’”

Job’s friends had the same philosophy – and they were wrong too.

A year after the accident, Tony was living in a college dorm room 
when he ran out of all his toiletries at one time. He said, “I squeezed 
out the last of my toothpaste. I used the very last of my shampoo 
and conditioner, and even my deodorant was completely used up. 
All on the same day.” 
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Super Nova

Tony walked down to his bank to see if he could take out five 
dollars. When he checked the ATM, his balance sat at just over three 
bucks - too little to draw out on a Saturday afternoon. 

Tony said, “Well, Lord. If You don’t want me to be stinky, please 
help me out here.”

He walked back to the dorms. As he was heading to the door, 
his friend Margaret walked up to him with a paper bag in her arms. 
She said, “I don’t want you to be offended, but while I was at the 
store shopping this morning, I really felt God wanted me to buy 
these things for you.” Tony took the bag and looked inside. It held 
shampoo, conditioner, toothpaste and deodorant. 

Tony said, “After all these years, it still brings tears to my eyes. 
Because it told me that God really cared about me, even in the little 
things. And it wasn’t that she gave me money. Anybody can hand 
you money. She handed me the very things I needed.” 

It told Tony something else. It told him that God hadn’t merely 
overlooked his pain, as though it was an unimportant detail.  
God knew his pain, and it mattered to Him.

“No, this is what I’ve learned,” Tony told me. “I’ve learned that 
pain is not the enemy. I have learned that God has allowed me to 
have this pain for His reasons and for His purposes.” 

That was the message of Job too…
People often think that the proper response to suffering is to be 

tough and pony up and push through it out of sheer determination. 
I don’t believe for a second that’s God’s heart. Nowhere in the Bible 
does God tell His servants to be tough. He constantly tells them, 
“Don’t be afraid,” and “Trust me.” Even the sparrows are precious 
to God, and not one falls to the ground without His noticing.

But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not fear 
therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows. 

Luke 12:7

Miracles take place around us all the time. They do, and more 
miracles took place in my life after Tony and I had that talk.  
But when they don’t, how do we handle that?
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The Light, the Heat

Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar had three Hebrew men 
thrown into a furnace because they refused to worship his statue. 
Before they were cast in, they told him:

If that is the case, our God whom we serve is able to deliver 
us from the burning fiery furnace, and He will deliver us 
from your hand, O king. But if not, let it be known to you, O 
king, that we do not serve your gods, nor will we worship the 
gold image which you have set up.[3]

“But if not…” God did rescue Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego 
from the furnace, but multitudes of others have been violently 
martyred. Tony and I had both experienced miracles in our lives, 
but we also both lived in daily suffering. We all love to be saved, to 
be healed, to be freed - and in Christ we are spiritually and eternally 
- but we all have to make the decision about how we’re going to 
handle the times in our lives when it’s not so easy to give God thanks.

3  Daniel 3:17.
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Chapter 2
Summer In the van

S ummer 2010 deserves its own book. We had lost Dad, 
and I was not about to spend the summer working while 
abandoning my three little ones to daycare. Randy’s $50,000 

in life insurance allowed me to pay for his funeral, hammer away 
the major debts and fix our cabin. While a handyman gutted and 
remodeled our rotting bathroom, the kids and I flew out to Seattle 
and bought a 1988 conversion 
van with only 71,000 miles 
on it. Its table and bench seats 
converted into a bed. Its propane 
stove worked.

Figure 1 - Left: "Ducilla" and I in southern Arizona. Photo by Carla Foss.  Right: Sam, 
Savvy, and Zekie at Natural Bridges National Monument.

Figure 2 - The third tire on my van blew 
on the Mescalero Reservation in  

New Mexico. A lovely local woman 
rescued us and took us to buy a tire.
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The Light, the Heat

We traveled in that van from Seattle to West Virginia via Texas, 
visiting friends and family all along the way. We saw dinosaur bones 
and national parks. The van blew three tires on the hellishly hot roads 
between Arizona and New Mexico, two on my birthday. Once we 
reached Texas, we lived upstairs in Joe David’s fossil museum for 15 
days, guarded every night by the mastodon and phytosaur skeletons on 
the main floor. There were floods and toads and glorious adventures.  
We didn’t pick up 200 caged tarantulas in Arizona for my lifelong 
friend Carla, because they weren’t quite ready when we drove 
through. I was disappointed.

Figure 3 - Above: Mososaur bones in the original matrix.  Below left: Savannah and a 
temporarily befriended toad.  Below right: Another friend who waddled over to listen to 
our singing.
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Summer in the Van

“If you transport tarantulas for somebody,” Dr. Stillwell quipped 
later on, “Do they say, ‘Fangs a lot!?’

Ho ho. Ha ha.
Early that summer, I sent Dr. Stillwell an email asking whether 

there was anything I could do to earn credit for my cross country 
trip. I was going to be exploring a number of national parks with 
amazing geology, and I figured it would be easy to do some research. 
Dr. S. didn’t respond. I knew he checked his email every day, and I 
knew he’d read my note. All I wanted was a “yes” or “no,” but I got 
nothing. I waited two weeks then emailed again. No answer at all. 

That irked me.
I asked God if I should get on Dr. Stillwell’s case. All I needed 

was a simple answer. It was frustrating for him to not say something. 
I thought I should express my irritation, but the first verse I read 
was 1 Timothy 5:1: “Do not rebuke an older man, but entreat him as 
a father…” [1]

“Okay,” I breathed in deeply. Then I wrote another gentle email. 
Silence. 
Months later, Dr. S. told me, “I didn’t want to tell you ‘No.’”
Maybe not, but that was the answer anyway, and it would have 

been nice for him to just say so.
It has been difficult for me at times to entreat Dr. Stillwell with 

the honor due a father. It is easy for me to argue with Dr. Stillwell - 
to gripe at him. I have to watch myself. If I’ve ever been rude to the 
good geologist, it’s in direct disobedience to my Heavenly Father, 
who has made it clear. He’s made it clear I’m to treat the man with 
respect. 

This was an important moment, and I think about it on occasion. 
The irony is that God (whom I can’t see) answered me. And Dr. 
Stillwell (whom I can see) didn’t.

1 KJV translation
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Figure 4 - The author, enjoying the view from Grand Canyon's South Rim.   
Photo by Jordan Rahert.
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