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With deep affection this book is dedicated to
Deanne Morris,
wife of our beloved editor, Rod Morris.

Thank you, Deanne, for your enduring patience as your husband’s
attention is drawn to our manuscripts when deadlines draw near.
Thank you also for being a fan of our books … and
a cherished friend.

With love and appreciation to you and your precious family—

AL AND JOANNA
2 THESSALONIANS 3:16




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24



As for God, his way is perfect.
PSALM 18:30




[image: ]

THE ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA reports that the mail order business, also called direct mail marketing, “is a method of merchandising in which the seller’s offer is made through mass mailing of a circular or catalog, or advertisement placed in a newspaper or magazine, and in which the buyer places his order by mail.”

Britannica goes on to say that “mail order operations have been known in the United States in one form or another since Colonial days, but not until the latter half of the nineteenth century did they assume a significant role in domestic trade.”

Thus the mail order market was known when the big gold rush took place in this country in the 1840s and 1850s. At that time prospectors, merchants, and adventurers raced from the East to the newly discovered gold fields in the West. One of the most famous was the California gold rush in 1848–49, when discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill, near Sacramento, brought more than 40,000 men to California. Though few struck it rich, their presence stimulated economic growth, the lure of which brought even more men to the West.

At this time, the married men who had come sent for their wives and children, desiring to stay and make their home in the West. Most of the gold rush men were single and also desired to stay in the West, but there were about two hundred men for every single woman. Being familiar with the mail order concept, they began advertising in eastern newspapers for women to come west and marry them. Thus was born the “mail order bride.”

Women by the hundreds began answering the ads, wanting to be married and to make the move west. Often when men and their prospective brides corresponded, they agreed to send no photographs. They would accept each other by the spirit of the letters rather than on a physical basis. Others, of course, exchanged photographs.

The mail order bride movement accelerated after the Civil War ended in April 1865, when men went west by the thousands to make their fortune on the frontier. Many of the marriages turned out well, while others were disappointing and ended in desertion by one or the other of the mates, or by divorce.

As we embark on this fiction series, we’ll tell stories that will grip the heart of the reader, bring some smiles, and maybe wring out some tears. As always, we will weave in the gospel of Jesus Christ and run threads of Bible truth that apply to our lives today.
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ON MONDAY, JANUARY 18, 1841, the brightening sky over Montgomery Village, Maryland, was tinged with the opalescent hues of morning. In moments, the sun peeked over the horizon, sending bony shadows of the naked tree limbs across a layer of snow that had fallen early the night before.

As families throughout the village and the surrounding hills prepared for a new day, thin wisps of smoke floated reluctantly from chimneys, meeting the chill of the air.

Men who worked in Washington, D.C., and other nearby cities left their homes early, riding on horseback or in buggies. By eight-thirty, children were trudging through snow toward the schoolhouse at the south edge of the village.

At the Duane Reynolds home, Beverly Reynolds was making sure her two children—fourteen-year-old Lydia and twelve-year-old Billy—were bundled up.

Beverly tied Billy’s scarf about his neck and studied his black eye. “Your father told me that if you have any more trouble with those bullies, he’s going to talk to their fathers and see that something is done about it.”

On the previous Friday, fifteen-year-old Frederick Kendall and sixteen-year-old Gerald George had decided to walk Lydia home from school, even though she made it clear she didn’t want their presence. Billy, as usual, was walking with his sister and told them to leave her alone. An argument ensued, and Gerald punched Billy. The younger boy had fought back, but both of the teenage boys had pounded on him, giving him the black eye.

Lydia pulled a stocking cap over her light brown hair. “Mother, I hope Gerald and Frederick stay away from me; then there won’t be any trouble between them and Billy.”

“Well, if they do bother you again, just ignore them. I don’t want your brother getting in any more fights.”

Lydia picked up her schoolbooks. “They’re pretty hard to ignore, but we’ll try.” She placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder as he opened the door for her. “I appreciate my little brother protecting me.”

Billy, who was almost as tall as Lydia, stood a little straighter and said, “That’s what brothers are for, isn’t it?”

She gave him a mock scowl. “What about last summer when my brother put a june bug down the back of my dress? Was that protecting me?”

Their breath plumed in the frigid air as they laughed.

“There have to be a few exceptions,” Billy said. “Brothers have to have a little fun now and then.”

“So do sisters,” said Lydia, tucking her books under her left arm. She grabbed a handful of snow off the porch railing and flicked it in his face. “And that was fun!”

Billy had started to retaliate when his gaze fell on his mother, who was shaking her head.

“But Mom!” he protested.

“Son, she’s just paying you back.”

“That’s right!” Lydia said. “And now we’re even, William John Reynolds!”

“Ah, but William John Reynolds will have the last word. I don’t get even, I get ahead!”

Beverly laughed at her children’s sparring and said, “See you two this afternoon.”

“Bye, Mother,” Lydia said. “I love you.”

“I love you too, honey.”

“I love you, Mom,” Billy said.

“And I love you, son.” Beverly rubbed her upper arms against the cold as she watched her children walk as far as the road, then she moved inside and closed the door.

The Reynolds family lived two blocks from the schoolhouse. When Lydia and Billy were almost halfway to school, Lydia saw Frederick Kendall and Gerald George coming from between two houses.

“Uh-oh,” she said with a sigh. “Here come Gerald and Frederick. Just ignore them. Pretend they don’t exist.”

The older boys drew near, their feet crunching the snow. Gerald, who was the bigger of the two, grinned at Lydia and said, “Hello, sweetheart. You know, I think you’re absolutely the prettiest girl in all the world. Frederick and I were just arguing about which one of us you’d like to have walkin’ beside you to school.”

Lydia looked straight ahead, as did Billy.

“Aw, c’mon,” Frederick said. “Don’t play hard-to-get.”

Billy clenched his teeth and tried to ignore them, as his sister was doing. Gerald moved close to Lydia and rubbed his shoulder against hers.

“You two leave my sister alone!” Billy said. “She doesn’t want anything to do with either of you, so just go away!”

Frederick looked at Gerald and said, “I guess little brother didn’t get enough on Friday. Since he seems to like black eyes so much, I say let’s give him another one.”

“You two get away from us!” Lydia screamed.

Gerald laughed and put his arm around her, pulling her close. “I can stand it without your ugly little brother, but life without you is getting unbearable. How about a little ol’ kiss for Gerry?”

“Let go of me, Gerald!” Lydia tried to twist her shoulder from his grip.

He just laughed and held her more firmly. “Now, you know you like all this attention.”

“Move, kid, so I can hug her too,” Frederick said. “We want to know which one of us she likes best.”

Billy grabbed Gerald’s arm and yanked it from Lydia’s shoulder. “Take your hands off my sister! Get away from her, you creep!”

Other schoolchildren looked on from a distance, but no one made a move to help.

Gerald stood over Billy, his eyes widening with anger. “If you’re man enough to make me get away from her, kid, hop to it!”

Billy glared at him, and Gerald turned back to Lydia and put his arm around her again. Lydia twisted from his grasp, but slipped and fell facedown in the snow. Billy started to help her up, and Frederick shoved the boy’s face into a nearby drift.

“Keep his face in the snow for a while,” Gerald said, as he took hold of Lydia’s arm. “Teach him a lesson.”

“Don’t you touch me!” Lydia said.

“Aw, c’mon, sweetheart. Let me help you up.” He took hold of both her arms.

“I said don’t touch me!”

Frederick relaxed his hold on Billy for just a moment, and Billy scrambled to his feet and lunged at Gerald, catching him slightly off balance. Gerald fell heavily in the snow, then jumped up and swore at Billy, threatening to beat him to a pulp.

“You aren’t going to beat anybody to a pulp, Gerald!” someone said.

All eyes went to sixteen-year-old Grant Smith, who stood with his feet apart and fists ready for action. While Frederick and Gerald stood motionless, Grant leaned over and helped Lydia to her feet.

“Thank you, Grant,” she said.

“Seems I heard Lydia screaming at you two to keep your hands off her,” Grant said. “You deaf?”

“We don’t have to take this from you, Grant,” Gerald said. “If we want to walk Lydia to school, it’s none of your business.”

“It’s my business if Lydia says she doesn’t want your company and you try to force yourselves on her.”

“Let’s teach him a lesson!” said Gerald, making a lunge for Grant.

Grant met Gerald with a fist square on the mouth. In the frosty air it sounded like an ax hitting a tree. Gerald fell sideways, and Frederick stumbled over him but got up fast enough to catch another punch from Grant flat on the nose. He went down hard.

Billy was standing beside Lydia with an arm around her as Gerald got up, swearing at Grant. His lips were split and bleeding, and an upper front tooth was barely clinging to the gum. Gerald held a hand partially over his mouth and said, “Look what you did, Grant! You knocked my tooth loose!”

“You bother Lydia or Billy again,” Grant said, “and I’ll knock some more loose. You got that?”

Gerald did not reply. His attention went to Frederick, who was just getting up, his nose bleeding profusely.

“Grant,” Billy said, “they did this on Friday, and when I tried to fight them off, they gave me this black eye.”

Grant nodded. “They better never give you another one.” Then he asked Lydia, “You all right?”

“Yes, Grant, I’m fine.”

He turned back to the bullies. “I mean what I say: you two stay away from Lydia and don’t even think of doing anything else to Billy. If you do, what you just got will seem like nothing compared to what you’ll get then.”

Gerald ran a hand across his mouth, looked at the blood, and said, “We’ll tell Mr. Wilkins what you did.”

“Go ahead. I’ll tell him what you were doing when I did it too. You boys want him to hear that?”

Without a further word, the two boys turned and walked away.

“Guess we’d better get going,” Grant said to Lydia and Billy, “or we’ll be late for school.”

The three of them made their way as quickly as they could through the slippery snow, and Grant took hold of Lydia’s arm to keep her from falling.

That afternoon when school let out at 3:30, Billy was waiting outside Lydia’s classroom door when she came out. “Well, big sister,” he said, “what did you learn in school today?”

Lydia smiled at him as they headed toward the school’s front door behind other students. “I learned that the seventh wonder of the world was not the Pharos lighthouse at Alexandria, Egypt, as some historians have stated, but the gigantic walls of Babylon. I learned that mathematics is not just the science of numbers, but also of space configurations; and I learned how to construct a sentence without ending it in a preposition.”

“That’s a lot for one day.”

Lydia giggled. “I also learned something else. This was before school this morning, though.”

“Mm-hmm?”

“I learned that Grant Smith is the most wonderful—”

Lydia’s words ended abruptly as she and Billy moved outside and she saw Grant standing there.

“Hello, Lydia, Billy,” he said with a smile. “Just thought I’d walk along with you, if it’s all right.”

“Yes, of course,” Lydia said, glancing at Billy’s sly grin.

When they reached the street at the edge of the schoolyard, they saw Gerald and Frederick standing beneath a big oak tree, its leafless branches silhouetted against the cold blue sky. There was fear in the two boys’ eyes, and they quickly looked away.

“I don’t think they’ll bother you anymore, Lydia,” Grant said.

She looked up at him and smiled. “Thanks to you.”

When they reached the end of the first block, Grant slowed his pace and said, “Do you want me to walk you all the way home?”

“That won’t be necessary, Grant,” Lydia said.

Billy looked over his shoulder. “No sign of you-know-who.”

“They know better,” Lydia said. “Thank you, Grant. See you in the morning.”

Beverly Reynolds greeted her children at the front door as they stomped snow from their shoes on the front porch then stepped inside. “So how was school today?” she asked.

“School as usual,” Billy said.

“Yes, but before and after school was anything but usual,” Lydia said.

Beverly’s eyebrows arched. “You had trouble with Gerald and Frederick again?”

“Before school, yes. After school, no. And the reason we didn’t have trouble after school is what happened before school.”

Beverly’s gaze ran quickly between her children. “Well, take your wraps off and tell me about it. I don’t see any more black-and-blue marks on my boy, so whatever happened on the way to school today must’ve been better than what happened on the way home from school on Friday.”

“A whole lot better,” said Lydia, pulling off her stocking cap. “Daddy won’t have to talk to Gerald’s and Frederick’s parents. The problem is solved.”

“And who solved it?”

Billy finished hanging up his coat in the nearby closet and turned to take Lydia’s.

“Grant took care of it,” Lydia said.

“Grant?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What did he do?”

“Let’s sit down and we’ll tell you all about it.”

The “we” turned out to be mostly Lydia.

Billy got in a few words when Lydia finished telling Beverly about the bloody nose, cut lips, and loose tooth. “Tell you what, Mom,” he said, “those two were standing in front of the school when Grant started walking us home, and boy, did they look scared! They won’t come near us again.”

“Good for Grant,” Beverly said. “He sure is a nice boy. Your father and I will let him know how much we appreciate what he did.”

When Duane Reynolds came home from work an hour later, he learned about the morning’s incident and was glad to hear what Grant Smith had done. He thanked Billy for once again coming to his sister’s aid and said he was proud of him for standing up to the two bullies, both older and bigger than he.

When mother and daughter went to the kitchen to start supper, Billy said, “Dad, could we talk for a few minutes?”

“Of course, son. Let’s go sit in the parlor.”

As soon as they got comfortable, Duane said, “So, what’s on your mind?”

“Well, I was just wondering … since Grant’s a Christian and all, was it right for him to, you know, do what he did today?”

“You mean to use force when he came to your rescue?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Just because we’re Christians, son, doesn’t mean we have to let people walk all over us.”

“But why do people who aren’t Christians think we’re supposed to let them do anything they want to us, and we’re just supposed to take it?”

“Part of it may be that they misunderstand Jesus’ words when He said, ‘I am meek and lowly in heart.’ They think ‘meek’ means weak. They think ‘lowly’ means He was to be walked on. Now, it’s true that when it came time for Jesus to be crucified, He did not raise a hand to protect Himself. He went as a lamb to the slaughter, Isaiah tells us. He had come to die on the cross for sinners. Therefore, He let them take Him, beat Him, spit on Him, and crucify Him. But when the day comes that sinners who rejected Him must face Him in judgment, He will pour out His wrath on them. He certainly showed that He was no pushover when He went into the temple in Jerusalem and drove out the money changers. What they did was wrong, and He lifted up His hand against them.”

Billy nodded. “So what Gerald and Frederick did to Lydia and me was wrong, and Grant was right to lift up his hand against them.”

“We’re to be meek and lowly like Jesus, and we certainly should never be troublemakers. But when trouble comes our way, we are not to be cowardly. Jesus was meek in the gentle and patient sense of the word, but He stood up for what was right in the face of all kinds of opposition, and He strongly stood against all that was wrong. His followers should be the same way.

“If Grant had stood by and let those bullies do what they wanted to you and Lydia, Grant would have shown cowardice. Christians are supposed to stand for what is right, and against what is wrong. That’s what Grant did.”

Billy nodded. “Grant is a good Christian, Dad. I know he witnesses for Jesus at school and has invited kids to church. Some have come and been saved.”

“Grant is a fine boy, son, and I think as a family we will go over to the Smith house after supper. I think your mother and I should express our appreciation to Grant in the presence of his parents and sisters.”
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IT WAS A FROSTY NIGHT with a bright winter moon reflecting off the snow, making it easy for the Reynolds family to see as they walked the short distance to the Smith home. The frozen landscape of surrounding hills stretched into the distance like lumps of cold silver dotted with tall trees and bordered in black.

A lone kerosene lantern burned beside the front door, illuminating the snow-laden porch, and the soft glow from the parlor windows offered the Reynoldses a warm welcome. As soon as Duane knocked on the door, the sound of muffled footsteps was heard.

“Well, look who’s here!” Scott Smith said upon opening the door. “Come in! Come in!” He hustled the Reynoldses into the warmth of the cozy home and called toward the parlor door, “Marjorie! Kids! We’ve got company!”

Marjorie Smith’s eyes widened with pleasure when she saw who had come visiting, and she embraced Beverly Reynolds as Grant and his sisters came through the parlor door behind her. Thirteen-year-old Sharon and eleven-year-old Theresa moved to Lydia’s side, and Grant shook hands with Duane.

Scott reached to take young Billy’s coat and eyed the boy’s black eye. “Uh-oh! Looks like you and Lydia got into a fight, and she won!”

Billy chuckled. “She’s a tough gal, Mr. Smith, that’s for sure!”

“Let’s go into the parlor, folks,” Scott said, ushering them toward the family room.

The Smith home was tastefully furnished, and a feeling of serenity greeted the visitors. A fire crackled in the fireplace.

“Everybody relax, and the girls and I will be back in a few minutes,” Marjorie said as soon as her guests were seated comfortably.

“Is there something Lydia and I can do, Marjorie?” Beverly asked.

“Just sit there and soak up some heat from the fire, honey. That’s all.”

Sharon and Theresa followed their mother to the kitchen, where Marjorie began setting out cups and saucers. “I’ll make the coffee, girls. You put those cookies I baked today on a plate.”

Sharon took a blue willow china plate from a hutch that stood in one corner of the kitchen, and Theresa opened the large cookie tin. Together, they took out a variety of freshly baked cookies, placing them on the plate in a decorative manner.

When everyone had been served, Scott looked around at his guests and said, “Is this just a social call, or did you folks have another reason for coming by?”

“We always enjoy being with you folks,” Duane said, “but we do have a special reason for being here tonight. Beverly and I wish to express our deep appreciation to Grant for what he did this morning.”

“What did he do?” Scott asked.

“You don’t know?”

“He hasn’t said anything … Son, what did you do?”

“I … ah … I just kept a couple of bullies from bothering Lydia and Billy on the way to school.”

“He beat ’em up good, that’s what he did,” Billy said.

“Grant, is Billy talking about Gerald George and Frederick Kendall?” Sharon asked. “Gerald had a swollen lip and a loose tooth when he got to school, and Frederick had a bloody nose. It was them, wasn’t it?”

Grant nodded humbly. “Mmm-hmm.”

“I thought they had fought each other,” Theresa said. “I didn’t see any other boys around school who looked like they’d been in a fight.”

“Well, I think we need to hear all about it,” Marjorie said.

“Can I tell what happened?” Billy asked.

“You were there, son,” Duane said. “Tell it.”

Billy told the Smiths how he got his black eye, then explained how Gerald and Frederick approached them that morning, wanting to walk Lydia to school. When Billy had finished giving every detail, Duane and Beverly Reynolds expressed their appreciation to Grant for rescuing Lydia and Billy.

“Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds, I only did what any other red-blooded young man would do,” Grant said. “Those no-goods were forcing themselves on Lydia, and Billy was doing his best to drive them off.”

Beverly looked over at her daughter, whose eyes were fastened on Grant, and smiled to herself.

It was almost ten-thirty that night when Duane Reynolds leaned over and kissed his daughter’s cheek as she snuggled beneath the covers. “You sleep tight, honey. I’ll see you in the morning. I love you.”

“I love you too, Daddy. Good night.”

Beverly came in just as Duane reached the door. “Get that boy all tucked in?” he asked.

She nodded. “I think he’s asleep already.”

“I have a wonderful brother,” Lydia said. Grinning, she added, “But don’t tell him I said so.”

“Oh, we wouldn’t think of it,” Duane said.

Beverly nodded. “You have to keep that brother-sister war going, don’t you?”

“Mm-hmm. What would life in the Reynolds household be like if we didn’t pick at each other now and then?”

“Hard to imagine,” Duane said. “Good night, sweetheart.”

“Good night, Daddy.”

Duane moved through the door, and Beverly sat down on the edge of Lydia’s bed and blew a stray strand of hair from her own forehead. She wore her hair upswept, with a bun on top, but the wear and tear of the day had loosened some locks.

“I noticed something tonight that I want to talk to you about,” Beverly said.

“Yes, Mother?”

“When … well, when Grant was telling us about why he stepped in to help you and Billy, I saw you looking at him. You really like him, don’t you?”

Lydia blushed. “Yes, I do.”

“You like him more than just as a friend, I mean.”

“Yes, Mother. I’ve had a crush on Grant since I was twelve. I … I can’t help it. I think he’s the most wonderful boy I know. He’s so … so … well, it’s hard to find the words.”

“When I was thirteen—just a year younger than you—I had a crush on a boy named Marty Foxworth. The problem was, Marty was two years older than I was. I kept hoping that someday he would notice me, but he never did. In his sight, I was just a child. The day he got married, it broke my heart. I pined away for months. I told myself I could never love anyone but Marty, so I would be an old maid all my life.”

Lydia smiled faintly. “And you don’t want me to have the same kind of broken heart.”

“That’s right.”

“I appreciate your looking out for me, Mother. And I’m sure glad nothing worked out between you and that Marty guy, or I wouldn’t have my wonderful daddy.”

Beverly smiled. “Me too. Your daddy is the man the Lord had picked out for me all along.”

Lydia was quiet for a moment, then said, “I know I’m too young for Grant, Mother. Sixteen-year-old boys look at fourteen-year-old girls almost as being children.”

“That’s right.”

“I’ve thought a lot about it. By the time Grant and I get old enough to where the two-year age difference wouldn’t matter, he’ll already have a steady girl, or he might even be married. But …”

“But what, honey?”

“I can’t help how I feel about him. My crush was big enough before this morning. But after what he did today, it has gotten really big.”

“I can understand that, Lydia, but I think it would be best if you steered your heart away from Grant.”

“How do I do that?”

“Ask the Lord to help you. I just don’t want you to suffer the same kind of heartache I did. You see, honey, you belong to Jesus, and He has already picked out your mate for you. Just like He had already picked out your father for me.”

Lydia pondered those words for a long moment, then said, “I hadn’t thought about it before, but the Lord does plan our lives, doesn’t He?”

“He does, and we don’t want to get in His way and mess up the plan. Many Christians do that and are sorry for it later, sometimes for the rest of their time on earth.”

Lydia smiled slightly. “Well, since the Lord has already picked out the young man I am to marry, I’m sure he’ll be a good Christian like Grant, and I hope he’ll be as rugged and good-looking too.”

Beverly leaned toward Lydia’s nightstand and picked up the girl’s Bible. Opening it and flipping pages, she said, “I want to read you a verse the Lord has pressed to my heart of late. It will help you as you think about God’s will for your life, and His working it out for you as time passes.”

Beverly found the page and said, “The entire verse is excellent, but one part of it has really taken hold of my heart. Psalm 18:30 says, ‘As for God, his way is perfect: the word of the LORD is tried: he is a buckler to all those that trust in him.’ Those first seven words are so powerful: As for God, his way is perfect. You need to let Him do His perfect work in your life, Lydia. Part of that perfection is the man He has chosen to be your mate one day. Do you understand?”

Tears misted the girl’s eyes. “Yes, Mother. I’m so glad the Lord cares that much for me.”

Beverly swept her daughter’s light brown hair aside and kissed her forehead. “In this life, we’ll never know just how much He cares for us, sweetheart, but we sure can praise Him for what we do know. Good night.”

Lydia reached up, pulled her mother’s head down, and kissed her cheek. “Good night, Mother. I love you.”

“I love you too.” Beverly rose from the bed, doused the lantern, then paused at the door. “The Lord will make your life just what He wants it to be, honey. As for God, his way is perfect. Don’t forget that.”

When her mother was gone, Lydia lay in the darkness and said, “Lord, if You make it so Grant loves me like I love him, that really would be perfect.”

After putting on their robes, Sharon and Theresa Smith chatted with their parents at the door of the front bedroom, then bid them good night and moved down the hall toward their own room. Grant’s door was open, and they paused and looked in. He was sitting on the bed, reading his Bible by the light of a single lantern.

He looked up and smiled. “Good night, girls.”

The sisters exchanged a furtive glance and stepped into the room.

“Something I can do for you?”

“No,” Sharon said. “We just wanted to tell you what we saw tonight when the Reynolds family was here.”

“What you saw?”

“Mm-hmm.” Sharon gave her sister a mischievous look. Theresa snorted and covered her mouth.

“All right,” Grant said, closing his Bible. “What did you see?”

Sharon giggled. “Love light. In Lydia’s eyes when she looked at you.”

Grant shut his eyes, opened them again, and said, “You silly girls, what you saw in Lydia’s eyes was appreciation. She appreciates what I did in protecting her and Billy from those nuisances.”

“Appreciation is what Billy had in his eyes,” Sharon said. “But what we saw in Lydia’s eyes was love. But nothing will ever come of it, I’m sure. Lydia’s only a year older than me, and you think of me as a child.”

Grant chuckled. “You’re right about that.”

Sharon looked at Theresa. “See what I mean? He’s going to let all that love in Lydia’s heart go to waste because he thinks he’s a mature man of the world.”

“Mm-hmm,” Theresa said, nodding sagely.

“Grant,” Sharon said, “you’ll search a long time to find a girl who walks as close to the Lord as Lydia, and who’s as pretty as she is, and who adores you like she does. What’s two years? Better make her your girl now, before that love light shines in her eyes for somebody else.”

“Well, dear sisters, I appreciate your kind and caring advice. Now it’s bedtime. Give me a hug and get yourselves to bed.”

When his sisters had gone to their room, Grant picked up his Bible, finished reading the passage he had chosen, and put out the lantern. As he slid between the sheets, he sighed and said, “So Lydia had love light in her eyes for me, eh?”

He pulled the covers up under his chin and watched the pale moonlight coming through the curtains. I have noticed her a lot lately, he thought, but she’s only fourteen. If I let on that I like her, my friends will accuse me of robbing the cradle.

During the next three months, Grant Smith talked often to Lydia Reynolds at church and at school, but he kept a guard on his actions so his kindness and attention toward her would be seen only as friendship.

Lydia tried to keep her heart from reaching out further toward Grant, but she found herself helpless to stop that from happening, whether she was in his presence or simply thinking about him.

Billy kidded his sister about her crush until Beverly sternly told him to stop.

One Sunday night in late April—after Grant had sat beside Lydia in church that day—Beverly sat on the edge of Lydia’s bed, as she so often did, and talked to her about it.

Lydia wiped away her tears and said, “Mother, each time Grant speaks to me or goes out of his way to spend time with me, my feelings for him grow stronger. Today when he sat beside me in church, I thought my heart was going to beat itself to death.”

Beverly took hold of her daughter’s hand. “I know, honey, but you’ve got to ask the Lord to take those feelings away so you don’t get deeply hurt one day when you see Grant fall in love with another girl.”

Lydia began to sob, and Beverly folded her in her arms.

“Oh, Mother, I want to be that girl. I can’t ever love anyone but Grant. If I’m not the one he marries, I’ll be unhappy the rest of my life.”

“I know it seems that way now, but when that right young man walks into your life, you’ll realize that what you felt for Grant really was infatuation, not the marrying kind of love.”

The girl wept for several more minutes, then dried her tears. “I love you, Mother. Thank you for spending so much time with me about this.”

Beverly kissed Lydia’s forehead. “You’re my little girl. I care about you with all my heart. I want you to have a wonderful life—the life God has planned for you. Remember, As for God, his way is perfect. And that’s what I want for you.”

Moments later, when she lay alone in her bed, Lydia stared toward the darkness of the ceiling and whispered, “Lord, You know how much I love Grant. I don’t think I’d feel this way unless he’s the one You’ve chosen for me. Plenty of girls like him, but he hasn’t chosen one to be his girl. Is that because You’ve marked him as mine, even though he doesn’t know it yet? I know he thinks of me as his young friend, but I want to be his girl and someday his wife. Would You please make it so he sees me as more mature than my years?”

The next day as Lydia and Billy walked to school, orioles chirped in the trees, their orange and black feathers glistening in the dappled sunlight. At the first corner, they met up with Angela Dunne and her little brother, Gregory.

“Have you two heard about the new family that moved in on Mulberry Street yesterday?” Angela said. “You know, where Mr. and Mrs. Bangston used to live?”

Lydia shook her head.

“Well, Papa met them yesterday afternoon. Their last name is Lannon, and they’re Christians. They told him they’d be coming to our church.”

“That’s nice,” Lydia said. “Do they have any kids?”

“Papa said they have one daughter. She’s sixteen.”

“Do you know her name?”

“No. I don’t think they told Papa what it is. But she’ll probably be at school today.”

At the Montgomery Village school, grades seven through twelve began each Monday in assembly, where principal Henry Wilkins talked to the students on different subjects. Sometimes he would bring in a special speaker.

When Lydia and Angela entered the small auditorium, Angela went to sit with the tenth-graders, and Lydia moved to the section reserved for ninth-graders. As she greeted friends, her eyes strayed to the eleventh-grade section. Grant was talking to another boy, but his gaze was on Lydia. He smiled when their eyes met, and Lydia smiled back.

The buzzing of voices faded to silence when Henry Wilkins appeared from a side door and mounted the platform. Wilkins, who was small and thin with a bird-beak nose, smiled as he stepped to the center of the rostrum and said, “Good morning!”

Teachers and students returned the greeting in unison.

“We have a new student in our school,” Wilkins said, still smiling. “She’s starting today, and I want to introduce her to all of you.”

Principal Wilkins gestured toward the eleventh-grade section and said, “Veronica, will you stand, please?”

There was an undercurrent of admiring male voices as the girl stood. Her golden hair was long and shiny and lay in soft swirls on her shoulders.

“Students,” the principal said, “this young lady is Veronica Lannon. She and her parents moved here from Baltimore just yesterday. Her father is the new foreman at the lumber mill over by Clarksburg. I want all of you to be sure to introduce yourself to Veronica sometime during the day and make her feel welcome.”

Wilkins gave his usual thirty-minute talk, then dismissed the assembly. Since there was a fifteen-minute break before the first class, Lydia got in line to greet the new girl. She found that most of the welcome line ahead of her was made up of boys.

When Lydia finally reached Veronica, she smiled and said, “Hi. My name is Lydia Reynolds. Welcome to our town and our school.”

“Thank you, Lydia,” Veronica said. “I know I’m going to enjoy it here. Everyone seems so friendly.”

“I understand that you and your parents are Christians and will be attending the village church.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, my family and I are Christians, too, and we’re members of the church. We’ll be very glad to have you. Our pastor’s a wonderful man and an excellent preacher. I know you’ll like him.”

“I’m sure I will.”

Lydia glanced behind her and saw that the line had grown longer. “Guess I’d better move on. It was nice to meet you, Veronica.”

As Lydia walked away, she saw that Grant was farther back in the line with two of his friends. Moments later she looked on as Grant introduced himself to Veronica. A sharp pain lanced Lydia’s heart as she watched the conversation. She was sure Veronica was more friendly toward Grant than she had been with the other boys.

For the next two weeks, Veronica spent most of her free time at school talking to Grant. Lydia’s heart felt weighed down. She was sure Grant was falling for the pretty blonde.

On Friday, when school let out, Billy Reynolds found his sister in front of the schoolhouse waiting for him. He noticed her watching Grant and Veronica in conversation near the street.

“Ready to go, sis?”

Lydia pulled her gaze away from the couple and nodded silently. As they walked away, she cast a quick glance over her shoulder, then looked straight ahead.

“Something’s bothering you, sis,” Billy said. “Want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing bothering me.”

“Come on, I know you pretty well. I can tell when you’re upset. And I think I know what it is.”

“No, you don’t.”

They walked swiftly and silently for almost a block. Then Billy blurted out, “It’s Veronica, isn’t it?”

Lydia’s lips began to quiver, and she averted her eyes. “Billy, you don’t know everything.”

“I may not be real smart, but I’m not blind. Ever since Veronica came, Grant’s been talking to her a lot. It’s eating you up, isn’t it?”

They were near the Reynoldses’ front yard.

“Okay, Billy, okay, so I’m jealous. Shouldn’t I be? Grant is spending a lot of time with that … that girl.”

“He still talks to you, doesn’t he?”

“Well, yes. But not nearly as much as he talks to her.”

They were at the front porch.

“Billy … don’t say anything to Mother and Daddy about this, okay?”

“I won’t.”

Beverly found Lydia preoccupied while they were cooking supper together, but she didn’t pry. When the family sat down to eat, Lydia tried to smile and be herself but without much success.

After praying over the food, Duane kept glancing at his daughter. Finally he said, “Lydia, honey, something’s bothering you, isn’t it?”

“It’s nothing important, Daddy.”

Duane glanced at Billy, who was busy eating and kept his eyes on his food. “If it’s nothing important, why does it show so plainly on your face?”

Sudden tears filmed the girl’s eyes, and she laid her fork down. “Daddy, you met the Lannons at church on Sunday.”

“Yes …”

“You saw how pretty Veronica is.”

“Well, I guess you could say she’s pretty. Why?”

“Grant seems to think she’s pretty. He’s spending a lot of time with her.”

Duane and Beverly exchanged glances, then Duane said, “Honey, you’re too young to set your heart on any young man. You’re only fourteen.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“You mustn’t expect Grant to ignore girls his age simply because you have a crush on him. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Lydia sniffed again. “Yes.”

“And honey, even when the time comes that you’re old enough to set your heart on someone, you must be careful that the young man you choose is not only a Christian, but a dedicated one.”

Lydia brushed tears from her cheeks. “You mean I should choose a young man like Grant, don’t you, Daddy?”

Duane smiled. “Yes, honey. You should choose a young man like Grant.”

That night in her darkened bedroom, Lydia prayed, “Dear Lord, I really need to talk to You. Daddy said that the young man I choose should be like Grant Smith. I have nothing against Veronica, and I don’t wish her any heartache, but Lord, I’ve known Grant a lot longer than she has. There are lots of boys for her to choose from. I’m asking You from the bottom of my heart, please make it so the young man for my life is not like Grant Smith. I want him to be Grant Smith!”
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