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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 goldfields 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.

The married men who had come West 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 they found 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 in 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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IT WAS FALL IN ILLINOIS, and each day the winds off Lake Michigan loosened the dry russet leaves and sent them swirling through space until they fell in the yards and streets of Chicago, giving a touch of bright temporary color wherever they settled.

Chicago’s 27th District was on the west side of the city, a predominantly Irish settlement. In the two-story house at 139 DeKoven Street, the sunny kitchen was redolent with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee as the Shaemus O’Malley family finished up a hearty breakfast.

Shaemus set his Irish eyes on his wife. “Well, Mama,” he said, “we’d best be thinkin’ about startin’ to commence to begin makin’ plans to head for the store.”

Maureen O’Malley, who was short and a bit round like her husband, looked somewhat younger than her thirty-nine years. She smiled at Shaemus. “You’re right, Papa. We’ll have irate customers standin’ at the front door of the store a-wantin’ in if we don’t shake a leg.”

Fourteen-year-old Patricia, who was the spitting image of her mother, laughed. “Papa, why do you always say that?”

“Always say what, darlin’?”

“You know… ‘start to commence to begin…’ Why do you always say that?”

“Because it always makes you laugh.” Shaemus had the mischievous grin of a fabled leprechaun. “And if there’s anythin’ this ol’ Irishman wants, it’s to see his children happy and laughin’.”

“Well, you’ve certainly made your son happy today, Papa,” said the family’s oldest child, Kathleen, who would soon turn eighteen.

“Made me happy?” gusted Donald, who was two years younger than Kathleen. There was a sly grin on his lips. “Why, Kathleen, how can you say that? You know I absolutely hate to miss school!”

“Mm-hmm. About the way you hate to eat chocolate cake.”

“How come us girls can’t go with you to get the potatoes, Papa?” Patricia asked.

“‘Cause girls aren’t strong enough to lift the sacks,” Donald said before his father could answer.

“Kathleen and I could handle sacks together,” Patricia said, giving Donald a look.

Shaemus chuckled. “Handlin’ spuds is for the male species, Patty, and besides, the railroad yard is no place for females. I know you’d like to skip out on school, but life isn’t always set up to be what we want it to be.”

Patricia shrugged. “Oh, well. Someday I’ll grow up and marry a real rich man. Then I can do anything I want, and I can have everything I want.”

Kathleen shoved her chair back and stood up. “But until then, little sister, you and I still have to do the dishes and clean up the kitchen before school.”

The rest of the family rose to their feet.

Donald was already almost a head taller than his father, and he liked to tease him about it. Laying a hand on his dad’s shoulder, he said, “Well, Shorty, I guess we’d better get going.”

Shaemus chuckled, looked up at Donald, and said, “Shorty, eh? Well, anytime the tall one, here, thinks he c’n handle Shorty, let ‘im try it.”

“Our son isn’t about to do that, Papa,” said Maureen, laughter showing in her eyes.

Donald grinned sheepishly. “You’re…ah…right about that, Mama.”

“Tall isn’t everything, Donald,” Patricia said. “No, it isn’t, half-pint. But being short isn’t either. And you ought to know.”

“I’ll grow some more,” Patricia said.

Donald took his cap off a peg. “You might, but lots of girls already have their height by the time they’re fourteen.” “Kathleen didn’t. She grew till last year.”

“Yeah, but Kathleen was taller than you are when she was your age.”

“Not by much. I’ll be at least as tall as she is.”

Donald looked down at Kathleen and grinned at her. “Which isn’t saying much, is it?”

“My feet reach the floor, and that’s all that matters,” she retorted.

The older O’Malleys and Donald put on their coats before stepping out into the brisk fall air. Kathleen and Patricia hugged their parents good-bye, then turned to Donald, mischievous grins on their faces. It embarrassed Donald—now that he was all of sixteen years—to be hugged by his sisters. He began edging his way toward the kitchen door as Maureen O’Malley said, “You girls do good in school today.”

“We will, Mama,” Patricia assured her.

“I’ll be at the store right after school lets out, Mama,” said Kathleen.

“And I’ll come home and do some housework,” said Patricia.

Donald had his hand on the doorknob. Before he could step outside, Kathleen glided up, smiling from ear to ear, and threw her arms around him, saying, “You have a good time loading and unloading the potatoes, Donnie.”

Donald’s face turned beet red, and his arms hung at his sides.

As Kathleen stepped back, Patricia moved in to hug him. “Bye, Donnie,” she said. “See you later.”

He opened the door and allowed his parents to pass through ahead of him, then fell in behind them as they walked toward the barn where the horses were already hitched to the wagon.

Though the air was brisk, the girls stepped outside onto the porch.

“Donnie…” Kathleen called.

The boy paused. “Yes?”

“If you don’t hug me back when I hug you, I’ll fix you good.”

“Oh? And just how will you do that, Miss Smarty?”

“I’ll hug you at school in front of your friends.”

Donald O’Malley’s face paled. “You…you wouldn’t do that.”

“I’ll do it too,” Patricia said.

Kathleen laughed. “So if you don’t want the supreme embarrassment of having your sisters hug you at school, you’d better hug us back when we’re at home.”

“All right, all right,” he said, turning to catch up with his parents.

“Starting right now!” Kathleen’s brilliant sky blue eyes danced with merriment, and a dimple flitted in and out of her right cheek as she set her mouth and fought to control the smile that threatened to break across her lips.

Donald shook his head, muttered something indistinguishable, and returned to the porch. He hugged both sisters then hurried away.

Moments later, the family wagon pulled out of the yard with Shaemus, Maureen, and Donald waving to the girls.

The girls rubbed their arms from the cold and returned to the warmth of the kitchen.

“Aren’t brothers fun to pick on?” Patricia said with a giggle.

“If they’re all like Donnie, they are.”

Shaemus and Maureen O’Malley were hardworking immigrants who had left Ireland in October of 1851 for the shores of America. The Great Potato Famine had struck Ireland in 1845 and lasted until 1850. By 1851, some two million people had died, and the economy was devastated. Shaemus and Maureen, who got married the year after the end of the Famine, decided to emigrate to the United States. There they would build their lives together and start their family.

They dearly loved their new country. Eventually they had put together enough money to open a corner grocery store in Chicago’s 27th District, and after three or four years the store was providing a nice living for them. Now it was 1871, and they had been living in Chicago for twenty years. They would not have been considered wealthy, but they were quite comfortable and felt exceptionally blessed.

Their home was a happy one, filled with love. And even though sisters and brother teased each other unmercifully, underneath it all were genuine affection and respect.

While Kathleen washed the dishes, Patricia cleaned the table and cupboards. The younger girl admired her sister very much and hoped that one day she would be as pretty and graceful.

All three of the O’Malley women had the same shade of dark auburn hair. To Patricia, however, Kathleen’s hair seemed more beautiful with its shimmer of red-gold highlights.

On that Wednesday morning, October 4, Kathleen had the sides of her hair pulled up and fastened with a bow. The back hung down in rippling waves, almost to her slim waist. Patricia understood why many of the boys at school had eyes for her sister.

“Honey, will you open the door for me?” Kathleen said as she picked up the small tub they used to wash the dishes.

Patricia hurried to open the back door, and Kathleen carried the tub to the far end of the porch and poured the dirty water on the ground. Her peripheral vision caught movement in the yard next door. She turned to look and saw Katie O’Leary carrying a bucket of milk from the barn at the rear of her property.

“Good morning, Kathleen,” Katie called.

“And a good morning to you, Katie,” replied Kathleen, smiling warmly. “Milking the cows again?”

Katie, who was in her midtwenties, paused on her way to the back porch. “I don’t mind. Besides, it’s just every other day.”

“Well, I admire you for doing the milking when Patrick is away.”

“Thank you, but I really don’t mind. A wife’s supposed to help her husband in any way she can, and the milk sales from our cows to your father’s store really help with the bills.”

Patricia drew up beside her sister. “Good morning, Mrs. O’Leary.”

Katie nodded with a smile. “‘Bout time for you girls to head for school, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” said Patricia. “We best be off.”

Katie climbed the steps of her back porch, holding the milk bucket carefully, then disappeared inside the house.

Kathleen glanced at her younger sister. “Patty, I hope I can be half the wife and mother Katie is when I get married and have children.”

“When you get married? Hah! No man will ever want to marry you, Kathleen O’Malley You’re too ugly!”

Kathleen playfully whacked her sister’s posterior and said, “The school bell’s going to ring in less than fifteen minutes, Miss Smart Mouth! Let’s get going!”

At 1:45 that afternoon, Company Six Fire Chief, Bill Murham, finished his inspection of the station, the fire wagons, the barn, and the horses, in that order. He felt a measure of pride as he returned to the station, where his firemen from both shifts were gathering. Chicago’s Chief Fire Marshal, Robert Williams, who was inspecting every station in the city, would arrive at Company Six at approximately two o’clock to talk about the city’s present fire hazard.

Company Six—affectionately called the “Little Giant” by the other companies throughout Chicago—was in the heart of the 27th District. Every man in Company Six was Irish and quite proud of it.

A low hum of conversation floated throughout the room as the firemen seated on wooden folding chairs waited for the meeting to begin. As soon as Chief Murham stepped before them, the room went quiet.

“Men, the Little Giant company has done an excellent job. You’ve cleaned and polished the station house, all three fire wagons, and groomed those six nags in the corral to perfection. I am sure Chief Williams will be pleased. I didn’t like to have to ask you men who are off duty to come in, but Chief Williams said that what he had to talk about was of utmost importance, and he wanted all of you here.”

“Glad to do it, Chief,” said fireman Frank O’Brien. “For sure we need to know what’s on Chief Williams’s mind.”

Murham pulled out his pocket watch. “Well, men, looks like the chief is going to be late. Go ahead and visit if you want. Hopefully he’ll get here pretty soon.”

Murham entered his office, and the men picked up conversations where they had left off.

Company Six’s newest man, Mick Delaney, pricked up his ears when he heard one man say to Patrick O’Leary, “How’s the milk business doing?”

“Really good, Murph,” O’Leary replied. “It serves us well in providing extra income.”

“How’s this milk business work, Pat?” Delaney asked.

O’Leary looked at him with mock solemnity and said, “Well, first you have to have at least one cow.”

Delaney laughed. “Okay. I think I understand that. So how many cows do you have?” Five.

“Jerseys? Guernseys?”

“Holsteins. Their milk isn’t quite as rich as Jerseys’ and Guernseys’, but they give a lot more.”

“And how do you market the milk?”

“Do you know where the O’Malley Grocery Store is?”

“Oh, yeah. Corner of Fifth and Bolton. That’s where my wife does her grocery shopping. I’ve been in there a few times since we moved here.”

“Then you must know Shaemus and Maureen O’Malley.”

“Sure do.”

“They’re my next-door neighbors. We sell our milk to them.”

“I see. So my wife and I have probably bought some of your milk.”

“Probably have.”

Delaney rubbed his chin. “How do you milk those five cows on the days you’re here at the station?”

“I don’t. My wife, Katie, milks them.”

“Well, whattya know! She milks five cows twice a day?”

“That’s right. And does she ever have a grip! If you ever shake hands with Katie O’Leary, brace yourself She’ll give your hand a good squeeze!”

The men sitting around Mick and Pat had a good laugh.

“I don’t think my wife could milk cows, Pat, but I might be able to get one of my neighbors to do the milking for me on the days I work,” said Delaney. “I’d really like to look into the milk business. Would you care if I come by your house sometime soon and take a look at your setup?”

“Be glad to have you,” said O’Leary. “You know where DeKoven Street is?”

“I don’t think I’ve seen it.”

“Well, from O’Malley’s Grocery, you go one block west on Bolton. That’s DeKoven Street. Turn south on DeKoven and go to the second block. Almost in the middle of that second block you’ll find 137. That’s our house. Come by on any off day. Be glad to have you.”

A carriage pulled up in front of the station house and got the attention of the firemen. While Chief Fire Marshal Robert Williams alighted from the carriage, Company Six’s chief hurried from his office to meet him.

Chief Murham guided Williams in a tour of the station, starting with the barn, and ten minutes later brought Williams before the firemen and introduced him to those who had never met him. “All right, Chief Williams,” he said, “the floor is yours.”

Williams, a medium-sized man in his late fifties, looked sharp in his dark blue uniform with badge and small-billed cap. “You men are to be complimented,” he said, smiling. “The place looks very good.” A serious look came over his features when he said, “Gendemen, I am very much concerned about the dry spell were in. Since the first of July we’ve barely had two inches of rain. Ordinarily in this same three-month period, we get somewhere between nine and twelve inches. Grass in the vacant lots is tall and dry, and with the leaves falling from the trees and lying in heaps all over the city, we’re vulnerable to some real problems if a fire should get out of hand.”

“Chief,” said one man, lifting his hand.

“Yes, sir?”

“Couldn’t something be done about all the leaves in the yards and streets? And couldn’t whoever owns the vacant lots at least cut the grass?”

“I’m working on it,” said Williams. “I’ve been trying to get the city fathers to put pressure on the people to clean up the leaves, and to do the same thing about the vacant lots. But even if the city fathers tell the people what to do, most of them pay no attention. The leaves will stay where they are, and the grass will remain tall. It’s hard to get the populace to see the potential fire danger.”

“He’s right,” spoke up Chief Murham. “I’ve worked with the public all my adult life, and it’s hard to get them to listen when you warn of potential danger. Somehow they just don’t think anything bad can happen to them.”

Williams nodded. “Now, let me elaborate to you men some cold, hard facts. Chicago is in a period of rapid growth. Thirty years ago this was a town of some four thousand people. Today there are in excess of three hundred thousand. This growth has demanded the continual construction of homes and places of business, and both kinds of buildings have been put up quickly to accommodate the rising population. Only the very wealthy on the east side of the city are constructing their homes of stone or brick. All other residential buildings are wood, and about two-thirds of the commercial buildings downtown are wood.

“Of course this means that most homes are especially vulnerable to fire. Many of them have woodpiles for the coming winter stacked against their outer walls. If any one of those houses were to catch fire, there would be plenty of fuel to feed it.

“As you men know, all of the 27th District is of wood construction. Some of the homes are little more than shanties. It wouldn’t take much to get a major fire going.”

Every man was listening intently, and many were nodding their agreement with Williams’s assessment of the fire danger.

“To make matters worse,” said Williams, “all of the fire-prone structures are tied together by a network of wooden sidewalks and fences, making it easy for fire to spread from one home to another, especially with the kind of winds that whip through this city.”

Fireman Mick Delaney raised his hand.

“Yes?” said Williams.

“Chief Williams, I’ve only lived in Chicago for about a month. I came here as a veteran firefighter from Milwaukee. It appears that these wooden sidewalks and fences have been here for some time. If they are such a hazard, why isn’t something being done about getting rid of them?”

“Let me explain…what was your name?”

“Mick Delaney, sir.”

“Let me explain, Mr. Delaney, that the wooden sidewalks are very necessary when we do have rain. Without them, the mud is horrendous and would make it impossible to walk in those areas. As for the fences, most people have animals of one kind or another. Fences are necessary. It would be too costly to have all of them replaced by fences of stone or brick.”

Delaney nodded. “So the point you are making, sir, is that the fire danger is extreme right now. And this is rare for Chicago, so most everybody would not be interested in making preventive changes.”

“That’s it.”

Another fireman raised his hand.

“Yes?”

“Sir, my name is Thomas MacMahon. I’ve been here just a little longer than Mick Delaney. Wouldn’t it help—since the city has grown so rapidly—if we had a better fire alarm system? I mean, one paid fire watcher in the Courthouse Tower downtown can hardly be sufficient in a city this size. Maybe even as recent as ten years ago the one tower would have been enough. But today—”

“You are correct, Mr. MacMahon,” said Williams, “but the city is in no financial position to erect more towers. We’re going to have to make do with one tower for now. The main thing I’m trying to say is that when you have a fire, fight it with tenacity and put it out in a hurry. With this lengthy drought on us, the city is a virtual tinder-box. If we get a combination of a fire out of control and high winds, I don’t even want to think about what could happen.”

Another fireman raised his hand. “Chief Williams…”

“Yes?”

“Have the city fathers talked at all about building more fire stations? Seems to me with this rapid growth, the fire department has to keep up with it.”

“It’s been mentioned in the meetings, but they all agree there just isn’t enough money to buy land and erect firehouses and barns, let alone pay the extra firemen they would have to hire. So it looks like we’re going to have to carry the load until—”

William’s words were cut off by the clicking of the telegraph key in Chief Murham’s office.

Murham dashed to intercept the message from the Courthouse Tower downtown and shouted over his shoulder, “We’ve got a fire, men! Cal Perkins says it looks to be about five or six blocks east of us and a little south! Let’s go!”

Nine of the dozen firemen on duty quickly boarded two fire wagons, set the bells clanging, and raced in the direction of the black smoke billowing toward the clear afternoon sky.

Chief Williams rode in the lead wagon with Chief Murham.

Three men and one wagon were left at the station in case of another emergency.

The fire was indeed some six blocks from the station. A vacant lot was ablaze in the middle of the 700 block on Sampson Street. Tall brown grass and powder-dry weeds and leaves were sending up flames four and five feet high, fed by a stiff breeze.

As the fire wagons drew up, Bill Murham peered through the swirling smoke and said, “Looks like you were a prophet, Chief. This is exactly what you were talking about. And with all the grass, weeds, and leaves in this lot, the fire has plenty of fuel!”
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THE LARGE CROWD OF PEOPLE GATHERED near the vacant lot were keeping their distance from the searing heat. They applauded when the men of Company Six pulled up.

Men from the crowd offered to work the water pumps so all the firemen could fight the fire. Other neighborhood people were helping those who lived on both sides of the vacant lot to douse their houses, outbuildings, and yards with water.

The firefighters breathed dry, smoke-scented air as they sprayed the edges of the blazing lot. Sweat poured off their faces in spite of the stiff breeze. The horses that pulled the fire wagons were trained to stand still in the face of heat and smoke, but they fidgeted nervously.

Patrick O’Leary, who was at the front of the line of men holding the hose, sprayed a wide swath of water over the blaze. Periodically the wind blew puffs of hot air into his face, making his eyes smart. Though the grass was quickly blackened, O’Leary could still see a thousand flashing yellow tongues leaping out of the ground, licking at what grass still remained.

Fire Chiefs Bill Murham and Robert Williams moved about, shouting words of encouragement to the men.

Within an hour after their arrival, the “Little Giant” company had the fire under control; some thirty minutes later the blackened lot still smoldered, sending up tiny wisps of smoke, but the danger was over. There was nothing left to burn.

“Good job, men! You handled it well!” Chief Williams said, moving past the firemen as they wound the hoses. He commended each man individually.

The men whose houses and outbuildings had been saved, along with the neighbors who had helped them preserve their property, approached the two fire chiefs.

“Chief Williams… Chief Murham,” said a husky Irishman, “you don’t know me, but I know you. I’m John Mulligan. I own that house right over there. And this is Cavan Feeny. He lives in the house on the other side of the lot.”

“Glad to make your acquaintance, gentlemen,” Williams said.

“Likewise,” put in Murham. “Did either of you suffer any damage to your property?”

Cavan Feeny shook his head. “No, thanks to our wonderful neighbors and the efficient Little Giant fire company. If not for all of you, we could have been wiped out.”

“Well, I’m sure glad you weren’t,” Williams said.

Mulligan’s and Feeny’s wives joined them and expressed their appreciation to Chief Murham, and other people from the crowd gathered around to listen.

One man said, “Chief Williams, I’m Dermot Kildare. My family and I live across the street and down the block a ways. These people around us all live close by. We were just talking about the fire hazard Chicago has become because of the dry spell. What cautions are being taken to keep this city safe from such fires as we just had right here?”

“Well, Mr. Kildare, there really aren’t any precautions we can take, other than the normal ones. We have the fire stations manned as well as we can, and we’ve got the man in Courthouse Tower to watch over the city and sound the alarm with his telegraph key anytime a fire breaks out.”

“Shouldn’t the citizens of Chicago be admonished to be especially careful with everything so dry?”

“They have been, Mr. Kildare,” spoke up Chief Murham. “Both of Chicago’s newspapers have run articles telling everybody to be extra cautious.”

“Oh. Well, I seldom ever read a paper,” said Kildare. “And apparently some of these people don’t either. None of them mentioned such articles to me as we discussed what might be done to alert the people to the danger.”

“How do you suppose this fire got started, Chief Williams?” a woman asked.

“I can only guess, ma’am, but some careless man probably threw a lighted cigar or cigarette butt into the weeds.”

“All we can say, folks,” said Murham, running his gaze over the crowd, “is that everyone in this city must be very, very careful and stay alert.”

“There will be another cautionary article in both papers, I assure you,” said Williams.

“Maybe the fire department ought to print up notices of some kind and spread them around,” suggested Cavan Feeny. “You know…take them from house to house. Make folks aware of the danger.”

“There’s no way we can do that,” said Williams. “We don’t have the manpower.”

“Chief Murham,” said Patrick O’Leary, threading his way through the crowd, “we’re ready to go.”

Murham set his gaze on O’Leary’s smoke-blackened face and nodded.

As the crowd began to break up, Chief Williams lifted his voice so that everyone could hear. “I suggest that all of you pass the word to everyone you see. Tell them to be careful with fire and to stay alert.”

With that, the two fire chiefs followed the tall, slender O’Leary to the fire wagon.

The nine firemen washed up as soon as they returned to the station, while the chiefs told the men who had stayed behind about the successful firefight at the vacant lot. Shift change came at 4:00 P.M.

“You going to walk with me today, Burgo?” Patrick O’Leary asked his friend, Burgo Murray. “Planning on it.” “I’m ready if you are.”

As the two men left the firehouse, O’Leary said, “I’ll have to let you go on when I reach O’Malley’s Grocery. Katie gave me a list of things she needs.”

“Okay,” said the short, stubby man. “Since Katie does the milkin’ on your work days, I reckon it’s only fair that you carry home the groceries for her.”

They walked on for a while without talking, then Burgo said, “Chief Williams seems really scared, doesn’t he?”

“Yes. Can’t blame him. A good healthy rain would make us all feel better.”

“One without lightning, preferably,” Murray said with a chuckle.

Teenagers Ross Tralee and Eoin MacNeill were standing on the board sidewalk in front of O’Malley’s Grocery on the corner of Fifth Street and Bolton Avenue. Carriages, surreys, and wagons, as well as riders on horseback, moved through the busy intersection while customers came and went from the store.

“What is it, Ross?” said Eoin. “You got the jitters?”

Ross ran the back of his hand across his mouth in a nervous gesture. “Well, I guess you might call it that.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“That she’ll turn me down.”

“A fella can’t live like that, my friend,” said Eoin, brushing coal black hair off his forehead. “Remember when I first fell for Doreen, and I told you I was going to ask her for a date?”

“Yes.”

“And you asked me what if she said no. Remember that?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And what did I say?”

Ross looked toward the sky for a moment. “You said, ‘Ross, as irresistible as I am, she’ll jump at the chance to go out on a date with me.’”

“Right. And did she?”

“Well, I guess! You took her on a date, and now you’re her steady beau.”

“Yeah! Now listen, Ross, you’ve got to take a deep breath, walk through that door, get Kathleen into a conversation, then ask her to go to Marybeth Monaghan’s party with you. Just tell her that almost everybody in the senior class is going to the party, and how honored you’d be if she would be your date.”

Ross wiped sweaty palms on his pants. “But what if she’s busy taking care of customers? How will I get up to the counter to talk to her?”

“Honestly, Ross,” sighed Eoin, “can’t you figure that out?”

“Huh?”

“Be a customer. Buy something.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure. Okay. I’ll buy something. Sure. Ah…Eoin…”

“What?”

“What’ll I buy?”

“Anything. Just buy…a pencil. That’s it. Buy a pencil.”

“Okay. I know where the school supplies are.”

Eoin gave his friend a gentle shove. “Go on.”

Ross took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah, let’s go.” He took two steps and stopped. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

People passed by, glancing at the boys’ curious behavior.

Exasperated, Eoin said, “Why not?”

“Because…well, Kathleen’s so beautiful. I…I’m just plain ol’ Ross Tralee.”

“Well, I’m just plain ol’ Eoin MacNeill, but I landed Doreen, didn’t I?”

“Yeah. No offense, ol’ pal, but Doreen’s not the looker that Kathleen is.”

“Hey, that was uncalled for. Now, come on. I’m right here with you…in spite of your insult toward my girl.”

“I didn’t mean it as an insult,” Ross said. “Doreen’s a pretty girl. She just doesn’t have the looks Kathleen has.”

“Well beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Now, let’s move. You can’t ask her for the date standing out here.”

Ross Tralee’s knees felt like boiled mush as he walked toward the door with his friend.

An elderly couple came out, and Eoin took hold of the door. He waited for the old folks to pass, then held the door open for Ross.

“Okay, Romeo, your Juliet is waiting.”

Inside the store, Maureen and Kathleen O’Malley were behind the counter, checking groceries and adding up totals for customers. Kathleen happened to look up. She smiled when she saw the boys, then went back to her work.

“Did you see that?” Ross whispered. “She smiled at me!”

Ross went to the shelf that held the school supplies and picked up two pencils. Eoin followed him to the line in front of Kathleen’s part of the counter. There were five people ahead of them.

Ross fidgeted, first standing on one foot, then the other.

“I think her mother’s line is going down faster,” Eoin whispered from the side of his mouth.

“If Mrs. O’Malley gets done ahead of Kathleen, I’ll just tell her I need to talk to her daughter,” Ross said.

“Good boy! Hang right in there, Romeo!”

Ross gave his friend a sick grin.

Soon, a woman with an armload of items drew up and smiled at the boys. “You can move over in front of Mrs. O’Malley,” she said. “Her line is shorter, and you’ve been waiting longer than I have.”

“Oh, it’s all right, ma’am,” Ross said. “You go ahead. We’ll wait in this line.”

“Such nice young men,” said the woman, and moved ahead.

Five more minutes brought the two boys to the counter.

“Hello, Ross,” Kathleen said with a smile.

The boy’s heart was beating his rib cage unmercifully “H-hello, Kathleen.”

She then flashed a pearly smile at MacNeill. “Hello, Eoin. How’s Doreen?”

“She’s fine. Just fine.”

Kathleen nodded, then looked down at the two pencils Ross laid on the counter. “That’s all you need, Ross?” she asked.

“Uh…yes. Just these pencils…as far as what I need to buy. I, uh—”

“That will be five cents,” she said, marking it down on her pad.

Ross placed a nickel on the counter. His lungs felt as if they were being crushed. Pulling hard for air, he said, “There’s…ah…there’s something else, Kathleen, I—”

“Something you couldn’t find on the shelves?”

“Oh, ah…no. All I need to buy are the pencils. There’s…there’s something I would like to ask you.”

Kathleen picked up the nickel and dropped it into the cash drawer. “All right.”

While Ross labored to find courage, Kathleen put the pencils in a small paper bag and laid it before him. “Yes, Ross?”

“This has nothing to do with the store, here…I…ah—”

“Yes?”

“You know Marybeth Monaghan.”

“Of course.”

“Well, she’s giving a party at her house for all the students in the senior class on Friday night of next week, and…and I’d like to know if you would go with me to the party.”

Kathleen tilted her head and said, “Oh, I’m sorry, Ross. I’m dating someone rather steadily right now. I appreciate your offer, but…well, you know how it is.”

Ross Tralee did his best to keep his countenance from falling as he said, “Oh, I…I wasn’t aware you were dating someone. I haven’t seen you with any of the fellas at school, so I naturally assumed—”

“He’s not someone from school,” she said in a soft tone.

“Oh. I see. Well, you can’t blame a fella for trying.”

“It was very nice of you, Ross,” she said.

Ross nodded silently and headed for the door.

“Bye, Kathleen,” Eoin said, lifting his hand in a little wave.

When they were outside the store, Ross wiped the sweat from his brow and said, “Well, this Romeo sure didn’t land his Juliet.”

“I’m sorry, pal,” Eoin said, his eyes trailing down the street. “Hey, here comes Hennie Killanin. Maybe she’d go with you to the party!”

The girl was still out of earshot.

“Oh, sure,” said Ross. “That’s what I need. Take a religious fanatic to the party. Hennie’s a nice girl and all that, but she’d be telling everybody at the party they need to be saved, and she’d be talking about Jesus and all that holy stuff.”

Eoin chuckled. “Well, it was just a suggestion.”

Ross drove an elbow into his friend’s rib cage. “Yeah? Well, that’s for making the suggestion.”

Hennie Killanin was a pretty girl of seventeen. As she approached the boys, she greeted them with a smile.

“Hi,” said Eoin.

“Hi,” echoed Ross.

Hennie walked past them to enter the store, then hesitated as she put her hand on the doorknob. She looked back as if she wanted to ask them something, but all she said was, “See you at school tomorrow.”

Ross and Eoin nodded.

Kathleen was smiling at her customer and listening to a comment about the woman’s grandchildren when she saw Hennie enter the store. As soon as the customer picked up her package and moved away, Kathleen greeted her schoolmate.

“Hi, back,” said Hennie, then made her way among the shelves.

For a brief moment, Kathleen watched Hennie’s progress through the store. The girl had bright red hair worn in a long braid down her back. Today she had it tied with a large ribbon. Her pert nose and glowing rosy cheeks were covered with a dusting of tiny freckles, and she had a winning smile.

Though Kathleen was a bit on edge in Hennie’s presence, she respected her sincere faith and counted her as a good friend. It was just that Kathleen had her own religion and was content with it and with her life.

Hennie often spoke to the young people at school of their need to know Jesus but was never overbearing or obnoxious about it. She had a sweet way about her, and it bothered Kathleen when students at school called Hennie a fanatic behind her back.

Moments later Hennie moved up to the counter, then glanced to her right and said, “Hello, Mrs. O’Malley.”

Maureen, who was just thanking her last customer, turned toward the girl. “Hello, Hennie. Everything all right at your house?”

“Sure is, ma’am, thank you.”

Kathleen totaled up Hennie’s bill. “Comes to five dollars and thirty-six cents.”

While Hennie was taking the money from her small purse, Kathleen placed the items into two paper bags, then pulled open the cash drawer and took out some coins. “There you are, Hennie. Your change is sixty-four cents.”

Hennie dropped the money into her purse and said, “You’re still planning on going to church with us Sunday, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Both morning and evening?”

“Yes. Mother and Dad said that even though we are of a different faith, its all right with them if I go this Sunday with you and hear D. L. Moody.”

Hennie looked at Kathleen’s mother and said, “Thank you for giving Kathleen permission, Mrs. O’Malley.”

Maureen smiled. “Kathleen thinks so much of you, dear. Shaemus and I don’t mind her going with you for a Sunday. I was reading last Sunday’s religious section in the Chicago Tribune. It told all about Mr. Moody’s engagement at your church, and it mentioned he has a singer coming with him.”

“Yes. Ira Sankey. He’s a great gospel soloist, ma’am. They just started working together. I’d love for the entire O’Malley family to come and hear both men. Mr. Moody is a wonderful preacher.”

“Thank you,” Maureen said, “but we won’t be coming. However, I am glad Kathleen can spend the day with you and your family.”

The door opened and the tiny bell above it jingled.

“Patrick O’Leary!” Maureen said as the tall, slender man entered the store. “What can we do for you?”

“Well, Maureen, I don’t believe we’ll be needing any milk!” He ran his gaze around the store. “Shaemus here?”

“No, he and Donald have been gone most of the day. They’re at the railroad yards, picking up a load of potatoes from our supplier in Idaho Territory.”

Patrick pulled the grocery list from his shirt pocket and chuckled. “Too bad you can’t get your potatoes from Ireland.”

“I’d love to, but I’m afraid the shipping cost across the Atlantic would be a mite prohibitive.”

“Just a mite.”

Kathleen spoke up. “You were on duty today, weren’t you, Mr. O’Leary?”

“Yes.”

“At school we heard about the fire over on Sampson Street. Was it bad?”

“Well, at least it was a vacant lot and not someone’s home.”

“Yes, but did it spread and burn any buildings?”

“No, for which everyone was thankful. We were able to bring it under control before it spread to the homes on either side of it. The neighbors helped soak yards, houses, and outbuildings while we worked at extinguishing the fire in the lot.” He looked at the grocery list. “Well, guess I’d better pick up the things Katie wants and get on home.”

“Let me see that list, Patrick; we’ll help you,” Maureen said.

Hennie picked up her groceries. “I’ll be going now, Kathleen…Mrs. O’Malley. Nice to see you, Mr. O’Leary.”

“You too, Hennie.”

As mother and daughter and Patrick took items from the shelves, Patrick said, “You graduate next May, don’t you, Kathleen?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What are you planning to do after that?”

“Well, I’m really not sure at this point.”

“So you haven’t made up your mind whether to further your education and be a career girl, or get married and be a homemaker, eh?”

“Truth is, Patrick,” spoke up Maureen, “I think Kathleen would like to be a wife and mother rather than take up a career.”

“That’s right, Mother,” Kathleen said. “If I could choose, I would be a wife, mother, and homemaker just like Katie O’Leary. I admire her so much.”

Patrick grinned. “Katie’s the best, I’ll tell you that. And I’m sure it would please her, Kathleen, if she knew how you felt about her.”

“You can tell her what I said if you want.”

“I’ll just do that.”

When they had all the grocery items piled on the counter, Maureen started tallying the bill.

Patrick turned to the pretty auburn-haired girl and said, “Is there a young man in your life, Kathleen? You know, some prospective husband?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, then, all you have to do to fulfill your dream is meet the right young man. The two of you will fall in love, and before you know it, you’ll be at the altar.”

“Sounds good, but I might end up an old maid while waiting for the right man to walk into my life.”

Patrick chuckled. “Not a chance. Not as pretty and sweet as you are. One of these days the prince of your dreams will show up and whisk you off to his castle of love.”

“I sure hope so.”

“Here you go, Patrick,” said Maureen, who had the groceries all packed in a large box. “Total is ten dollars and forty-one cents.”

When Patrick O’Leary was gone, Maureen locked the front door. “Okay, honey,” she said, “let’s go home.”

They left by the back door and moved down the alley, turned onto the street, and headed toward home.

As they walked, Maureen said, “I’m a little confused, Kathleen.”

“About what, Mother?”

“When that Tralee boy asked you to go to Marybeth Monaghan’s party, you told him you were dating someone steady right now. Is there some boy your father and I don’t know about?”

Kathleen blushed. “No.”

“Then why did you tell Ross there was? It isn’t like you to lie.”

“I had to, Mother.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to go anywhere with Ross. He’s too immature. All the boys I know are too immature. The prince that Mr. O’Leary talked about will be a mature young man, not a boy.”

“I understand,” said Maureen. “You’ll just have to be patient, honey. And one of these days, you’ll meet him.” She paused, then laid a hand on her daughters shoulder. “Kathleen… instead of lying, you should have told Ross the truth. I know it would’ve been harder, but it’s always best to be truthful.”

“I know, Mother, and I’m sorry.”
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