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“Reckless words pierce like a sword, but 
the tongue of the wise brings healing.” 

PROVERBS 12:18 

 
 
 

“The tongue that brings healing is a tree 
of life, but a deceitful tongue  

crushes the spirit.” 
PROVERBS 15:4 



 
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER 1 
 
 
 
 
 

eigh stared at the wild, varied assortment of flowers: marigolds, 
sunflowers, chrysanthemums, lilies, and roses. All of Ronnie’s 
favourite flowers spread out in a wild assortment of mixed bou-

quets all across the front of the church sanctuary. It may have been an 
attempt by someone to cheerily try to camouflage the cherry wood cas-
ket, but it was a bleak attempt at best. The church’s stained glass win-
dows reflected beams of rainbow light through the flowers’ petals that 
further served to enhance the already impressive array of colour, but 
eyes were constantly drawn to the coffin more so than the flowers sur-
rounding it. Ronnie would have liked the flowers, may even appreci-
ated the deep, polished beauty of the casket’s wood, Leigh thought to 
herself, but not so the mournful groans of the old church organ played 
with sad conviction by Ronnie’s aged Aunt Edna.  

The sanctuary was filled with family and friends, some openly 
weeping, others talking barely above a whisper. Hanging in the air was 
a feeling of sombre solemnity that dared not be interrupted by small 
talk. Leigh heard a giggle from somewhere in the back and, contrasted 
with the muted tones, her anger bristled against whoever had the au-
dacity to think this occasion funny. She felt her mother touch her hand, 
and looked up to see her mother’s soft brown eyes damp with unshed 
tears. 

L 
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Mom hurts for me, not Ronnie, Leigh thought. She doesn’t com-
pletely understand, but that doesn’t matter. I’m glad she’s here. Leigh 
squeezed her mother’s hand gratefully. Seated next to her mother was 
her father, stoic and protective in his blue business suit. Leigh wouldn’t 
even try to guess what he was thinking. He sat with his eyes focused 
ahead, his jaw firmly set and the little vein in his temple pulsing as it 
always did when he appeared upset. 

Leigh had tried to approach her father and put into perspective the 
past actions of her best friend, Ronnie, but her father wouldn’t listen. 
“Don’t make excuses for her, Leigh. The past is past,” he said. “She 
had a future. How could this have happened?” He had shaken his head 
and fumed behind his dark eyes and expression all night. He couldn’t 
possibly understand why Ronnie had done the things she did. She 
didn’t even understand it all and Ronnie was… had… been her best 
friend! 

There sat Ronnie’s parents at the front of the church. Mr. Webber’s 
hand hung limply over his wife’s shoulders and Mrs. Webber was 
weeping, her head bowed in prayer and misery. Ronnie’s two younger 
brothers were huddled together beside their dad, both quiet and sub-
dued. And there sat Jake with his parents. He looked over at Leigh and 
smiled weakly at her. He was trying to get her attention, trying to make 
up for all the weeks they had been silent to one another. Leigh quickly 
looked away. She couldn’t bear to see his face. After all, he was partly 
to blame for this. 

Her attention was drawn to the pulpit where the youth pastor, Scott 
Robinson, now stood. A young man in his late twenties, tall and hand-
some, with a heart for the young people in his congregation, he had 
been asked by the family to lead the service. Never in his experience 
had he spoken at a funeral before. He was nervous, especially under 
these tragic circumstances with the death of one so young, and a mem-
ber of his youth group. He wanted the words he said to comfort, to fo-
cus attention not on the tragedy, but on God, Who was supposedly in 
control of all things, even in the midst of sorrow and heartache. Scott 
cleared his throat nervously and spoke to the people gathered. 

“‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. He makes me lie 
down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he restores my 
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soul…’” Scott led the congregation, reciting the Twenty-Third Psalm, 
“‘…surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, 
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”  

Scott cleared his throat nervously a second time. “We are here to 
remember and celebrate the life that was Veronica Marie Webber. 
Ronnie, as she was known to all her friends and family, grew up in this 
community. She came to know the Lord at a youth rally when she was 
twelve and was an active member of our youth group. She served in our 
children’s ministries and was on the volleyball team at school. She 
loved music, swimming, camping, and she loved all of you here in this 
room.” He paused. Leigh squirmed uncomfortably in her chair. 

The youth pastor faced the congregation and saw the faces of pain 
and grief on the family members. They had been through so much this 
past week—actually, these past several months. Asking God for cour-
age to speak boldly, he sighed and continued. He glanced through the 
crowd of mourners and his eyes settled on Leigh’s face. He was well 
aware that the two girls had been close for years. Looking directly at 
her, he spoke with conviction. 

“I know Veronica… Ronnie, loved all of you. She had a zest, a 
love of life that knew no boundaries. She made mistakes, true, but that 
did not negate the fact that she knew her friends and family supported 
her, encouraged her, and believed in her. Perhaps that is why we all ask 
ourselves today how it is we may have failed her at a time when she 
needed us the most. There are so many whys. God never promised that 
every question we asked would be answered. Some of us may even feel 
angry with God for allowing this to have happened…” He saw a slight 
nod of affirmation from Leigh, but continued, “Psalm 91 says that he 
who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of 
the Almighty. Ronnie is resting with God now…” And his voice broke 
with emotion. 

Leigh did not hear more. She was aware of Scott referring back to 
different passages of scripture as he eulogized her friend. One of 
Ronnie’s uncles, a cousin, and one of the church’s deacons followed, 
sharing little snippets of stories they remembered of Ronnie’s child-
hood and teen years. Leigh didn’t recall the words, nor did she much 
care what was said. Only immediately following the service when Jake 
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tried to stop her in the church foyer to give her a hug did she react with 
venom. 

“Don’t, Jake!” she hissed. He stepped back in surprise. “You can’t 
make me feel better. You did this to her! I don’t want anything to do 
with you, ever!” With that, Leigh pushed away from him, leaving him 
bewildered and hurt. 
 


 

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Cindy said the next day. 
Leigh’s group of friends had circled around her at school. Short, 

with chestnut-coloured hair, Cindy was the pragmatic one. She tried to 
find reason to all things. She tried to find a solution when none existed. 
She also tried to rely on herself for all the answers. Tina was the crier. 
Stout, with long hay-coloured hair, overly-sensitive, Tina was emo-
tional to a fault. She wept in happiness and in despair. Auburn-haired, 
with dark hazel eyes and a creamy flawless complexion, Janelle was 
unforgiving. She held grudges the longest, and spent days in moodi-
ness. Of all of Leigh’s friends, Leigh wondered why she even associ-
ated with Janelle. Some days Janelle was so unlikeble. Corey was the 
clown. Tall, gangly, with short, bleached-blonde streaks in her already 
lightened blonde hair, Corey tried to make light of everything. Some-
times it was therapeutic to have her as comic relief; sometimes she 
chose comedy inappropriately to relieve the tension. Today was such a 
day. 

“Well, at least now I don’t have to pay Ronnie the twenty bucks I 
owed her.” Corey said without thinking. 

“What?” The other girls reacted with disbelief. 
“How could you say that?” Tina wailed and slapped Corey soundly 

on her arm. “You are heartless!” 
Leigh walked away in disgust. 
The remaining crowded around Corey, reprimanding her viciously 

for her insensitivity. Leigh knew it would do no good. Some kids 
would continue to say and do things over the next several weeks that 
would be totally inappropriate. Leigh knew that many of her friends 
couldn’t express grief, some honestly didn’t care, and others would just 
choose to forget or move on with life in an effort to pretend it had never 
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happened. Leigh wasn’t sure which category she would eventually fall 
into. At present, she just felt angry and numb. She despised the fact that 
rumours were running rampant, everyone speculating, trying to piece 
together the puzzle on their own to determine what exactly had hap-
pened to Ronnie. Truth was not part of the equation, it seemed, just 
sensationalism and gossip. It made Leigh even angrier. 

What bothered Leigh more than anything else was the feeling of 
unconnectedness with her friends, her family, her church, and God. She 
couldn’t remember a time when she had felt so alone. No one, not one 
person, seemed to understand the torment she was going through. She 
knew that she should pray, she knew she could journal her thoughts, 
and maybe feel a sense of release doing that, but there was such weari-
ness in the idea. She couldn’t face it right now. Then, of course, there 
was Jake. How could she love him and hate him at the same time? She 
fumbled with the lock on her locker. The numbers blurred before her 
and her books tumbled with a loud splat on the floor at her feet. She 
cursed and immediately looked up with guilt. Swearing was considered 
inappropriate in her church circles. 

“Crap!” she raged. I can’t even act like a normal human being! I 
want to swear! I want to yell and scream and kick in this… She stopped 
herself from using an expletive about her locker. That wasn’t the an-
swer, either. She couldn’t just drop sixteen years of upbringing and 
forego all that she had been taught just to satisfy a need to vent her an-
ger. There had to be a better way. 

Janelle handed her a math book she had dropped, and bent to pick 
up the remaining books at Leigh’s feet. 

“Corey is an idiot,” she calmly stated. “Don’t let her bug you.” 
“I don’t know what’s the matter with me,” Leigh confided. She 

leaned wearily against the locker and gratefully allowed Janelle to re-
trieve all the books. “I’m not sure about anything anymore. I was so 
angry with Ronnie. I was yelling at her for getting herself in trouble. I 
wasn’t her friend; I didn’t do anything that showed to her that I was her 
best friend. I let her down.” Janelle put an arm around Leigh. “I had no 
idea that Ronnie was so messed up. I was mad at her. I don’t even 
know why I was mad at her. I mean, the only person she was hurting 
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was herself, yet I was mad at her because somehow or another knowing 
she had messed up was hurting me!” 

Janelle walked with Leigh to their homeroom. “Too bad Ronnie 
didn’t listen to you months ago. Seems to me, this is all her doing. You 
have nothing to feel guilty about.” 

Leigh did not feel encouraged in any way as she entered the class. 
The seat up front that would have been Ronnie’s was so obviously va-
cant that she had to choke back a sob as she passed it. The whole day 
passed like a great heaviness was weighing on her. If someone had 
asked her what the teachers had said or what homework assignments 
were due, she wouldn’t have been able to respond. She sat on the bus 
alone, ever mindful of the seat across the aisle, Ronnie’s seat… va-
cant… just like the one in homeroom, and in English class, and the 
chair in Science right next to hers. This was supposed to have been the 
year for new beginnings and to put all their past mistakes behind them. 

“Ronnie, how could you do this to me?” Leigh dropped her head 
into her hands and wept. 



 
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER 2 
 
 
 
 
 

eigh tugged at Ronnie’s ponytail playfully. They were sprawled 
all over Leigh’s bed, arms and legs entangled together care-
lessly, dangling half-on, half-off the bed. Their school books 

were strewn all over the floor. 
“I think it would be so cool to marry Zac,” Leigh half-whispered, 

“and live in this dream mansion near Malibu Beach, say. We’d have a 
boy and a girl. I’d name the boy Zacharias Jr., because Zac would like 
that, and the girl…” She put a finger on her chin and dreamily pon-
dered, “I’d name her Karianna.” 

“Are you kidding?” Ronnie giggled, and tapped Leigh lightly on 
the head with the pen she was holding. She turned the page of the teen 
magazine they had been immersed in since coming home from school 
together an hour earlier. “It says here that Zac likes girls with red hair 
and freckles.” She circled that information as an important point to 
consider. “Who is he kidding, anyway? With his blue eyes and dreamy 
smile, he could have any girl he wants. Why…” Ronnie looked at 
Leigh impishly, “would he choose a ditzy blonde like you?” A pillow 
was thrown and Leigh’s mother interrupted the ensuing war zone with a 
laugh and a tray of homemade chocolate chip cookies. 

“Don’t you girls think it’s time to actually get a little homework 
done? Wasn’t that assignment supposed to be done by Monday?” 

L 
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Veronica grabbed a particularly gooey cookie and licked the 
chocolate from her fingertips. “That’s right, Mrs. D. Uh… what were 
we supposed to be working on?” 

Leigh laughed at Ronnie’s teasing. Ever since they were in kinder-
garten together, Ronnie had been a permanent fixture in the Douglas 
home. Her mom had come to refer to Ronnie as her second daughter, 
and some days Ronnie even confessed that Leigh’s mother treated her 
more like a daughter than her own mother did. 

Ronnie and Leigh were different in so many ways. Perhaps that 
was what had initially attracted the two of them together. Ronnie had 
straight jet black hair, and dark, soulful eyes. She was thin, tall, and 
athletic. “Twelve going on twenty-one,” Leigh’s mother joked. Ronnie 
had her own sense of style, and wasn’t one to fall into the trends of the 
day. She wore jeans and t-shirts mostly, and not designer jeans either. 
Ronnie preferred colourful t-shirts and Wal-Mart blue jeans. Even in 
winter, she preferred bare feet and strap sandals, even if there was a 
foot of snow on the ground. Ronnie had a kind of dishevelled look most 
of the time, sporting colours that seemed to clash, t-shirts that seemed 
too big, and jewellery that seemed too large. When skinny jeans be-
came the style, Ronnie turned up her nose and said, “I wouldn’t be 
caught dead in them.”  

Not so with Leigh. She liked to be fashion conscious. Shorter than 
Ronnie by several inches, Leigh liked the stiletto-heeled shoes that 
added some height to her, but because she had a tendency toward awk-
ward clumsiness, she opted instead for the safer flat styles. Only 
younger than Ronnie by a few weeks, Leigh was meticulous in her 
grooming, and complained incessantly to her mother about the unruly, 
curly blonde hair she couldn’t do a thing with. Leigh liked the latest 
fashions, but could seldom afford the brand names with her meagre 
allowance. Her parents were notorious, she thought, for vetoing any 
article of clothing they deemed inappropriate for a girl her age, so hal-
ter tops were taboo and hip-hugging jeans with crop tops definitely a 
no-no. It frustrated Leigh to no end that her parents were so strict that 
way, but she had stopped arguing with them about it. It did no good in 
the end. Besides, she actually preferred the more conservative styles, 
though she would have liked to have the choice. 
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She was basically shy, preferring to blend into the background 
rather than attract attention to herself. Ronnie couldn’t have been more 
different. She was flamboyant and animated. Ronnie could afford the 
latest fashions, if she had wanted them, and her parents didn’t seem to 
care how she dressed, but Ronnie chose not to dress like ‘everyone 
else.’ “Not my style,” she would say and scrunch up her nose at the 
models in fashion magazines. 

Interestingly enough, Ronnie was not popular at school. She had 
been labelled a ‘stuck-up’ right from the start of kindergarten, but per-
haps aloof was a better way to describe her. Priding herself on her indi-
viduality, group dynamics meant nothing to her. To be ‘one of the 
crowd’ was a foreign concept to her, so she steered away from anything 
that would have her conform to what the other girls were into. Ronnie 
was a social misfit by choice.  

Leigh was a bit of a loner at school as well. Never wanting to stand 
out too much, Leigh chose friends who allowed her to remain her con-
servative, church-going self without the need to be anything else. She 
was comfortable with her small group of friends and didn’t attempt to 
infiltrate the in-crowd at school. She wasn’t a leader, yet she wasn’t 
exactly a follower, either. She preferred Ronnie’s company to anyone 
else’s despite their differences in personality, and for years they were 
an inseparable twosome at school, at home, and at church. 

Leigh and her mom talked easily with one another, and perhaps 
that fact alone attracted Ronnie to Ellen Douglas more than any other. 
“Mom’s a great listener,” Leigh told Ronnie one day as Ronnie strug-
gled with a personality problem with a teacher at school. Ellen tried not 
to take sides as she listened to Ronnie pour out the disagreement she 
had had with the particular teacher who Ronnie felt had it in for her. 
Ronnie was so impressed by Ellen’s response to the whole situation 
that she felt more and more comfortable over time confiding in her. 
Ellen found Ronnie to be an endless source of amusement, but it did 
make Ellen and Leigh a little sad to think that Ronnie did not have the 
same kind of relationship with her own mother that she seemed to share 
with Ellen. 

Both Ronnie’s parents worked. From the time Ronnie turned nine, 
she was considered a ‘latchkey’ kid. Her younger brothers went to day-
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care and after-school care while Ronnie had a house key dangling from 
a silver chain around her neck. She’d had it since being old enough to 
reach the spare key hanging from the nail under the eaves of the garage. 
It was supposed to be a secret, but Ronnie told all her friends where it 
was. Ronnie could never keep a secret. 

Ronnie didn’t like coming home to an empty house, she confided 
one day to Ellen Douglas. “Creeps me out,” she said, so Ellen made the 
offer to Mrs. Webber the next day that she would be only too happy to 
have Ronnie come home with Leigh after school and stay there until 
Mrs. Webber could pick her up after work. It was an arrangement the 
Webbers seemed comfortable with, so from the time the girls were in 
elementary school to the time they completed middle school together, 
Ellen had taken on her role as surrogate parent to Ronnie during those 
few hours. It was a role she took very seriously. Along with that re-
sponsibility, however, Ellen became an insider to the comings and go-
ings, the ins and outs of the Webber household. As noted before, 
Ronnie could not keep secrets and through Ronnie and Leigh’s constant 
chatter, Ellen learned more than she really cared to learn about some of 
the Webbers’ family dysfunction. 

Mr. and Mrs. Webber were really nice people, Leigh thought; they 
just seemed so preoccupied all the time. Whenever she was over at 
Ronnie’s house, she felt like no one listened to anyone. When they 
talked, which was seldom, they talked over and interrupted each other. 
Mostly they were silent in their own worlds. Mr. Webber rarely smiled. 
No one touched the other, it seemed, physically or emotionally. Leigh 
had grown up in a family where hugs were given freely and tickling 
was the weapon of choice in game play. Leigh couldn’t understand why 
it bothered her so much, but never seeing a family show any display of 
affection to one another creeped her out. 

The Webbers and the Douglases attended Maplewood Community 
Church together. The community of Maplewood was actually one of 
several growing hamlets that had seemed to spring up during the 
booming economic days in Alberta. Upturns and downturns in the 
economy did little to hamper the continuing growth in these towns, as 
young families opted to raise their children in small town atmospheres 
that were still close to big city amenities like what Calgary, the closest 
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urban area, seemed to offer. From Cochrane ranchers to business ex-
ecutives who commuted back and forth to Calgary each day, Maple-
wood Community Church ministered to the farmer and oil executive 
alike. Both Leigh’s and Ronnie’s dads commuted the forty minutes into 
the city to work in the downtown core, as did most of the other profes-
sional business people who resided in Maplewood and in the manmade 
lakeside community of Clearwater, another forty kilometres northwest.  

Situated about eight kilometres away from the church and their 
homes, the girls attended the local middle school, Maplewood Middle, 
which accommodated grades five through eight. Located right across 
the street was the larger, more impressive high school, W.R. Cameron, 
named after a local ranching pioneer in the area. Each of their younger 
siblings attended the elementary school which was within walking dis-
tance from their homes. Leigh and Ronnie had to ride the bus to and 
from school everyday.  

Ellen struggled with the differences between what she heard about 
the Webbers’ home life from Leigh, and what she actually observed in 
church. It was difficult not to allow herself to form an opinion based on 
what she was hearing and not let that affect her opinion of them in 
church. Although she assumed they had some difficulties at home, in 
church Ellen had to admit the Webbers were beyond reproach. 

Ronnie and Leigh had made professions of faith when they were 
twelve at a summer youth rally at a bible camp at Alberta Beach. Leigh 
had not wanted to share her testimony in church the following Sunday, 
but Ronnie gave a flamboyant account of her salvation experience that 
left some in the congregation moved to tears. Leigh, alone with Ronnie 
later that day, commented on how impressed she was by the way 
Ronnie had been able to share so openly at church about how God had 
changed her life. Ronnie grinned impishly. “No big deal,” was all she 
said. 

Terry Douglas was always reminding his children how precious 
they were in God’s eyes. Both he and Ellen had been raised in Christian 
homes, he being born and raised on a farm near Lethbridge, and Ellen 
growing up on a ranch just northwest of Cochrane. Both sets of grand-
parents had modeled God’s love daily for their children and continued 
to do so for their own grandchildren.  
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Leigh was grateful she had grown up in a Christian home. Most of 
the friends she hung out with at school, including Ronnie, were all part 
of her church’s youth group. She felt safe and protected and perhaps a 
little naïve about things that went on outside of her sheltered life at 
home and church. She assumed that all the kids from her youth group 
were equally grateful for their own families, so she was genuinely 
shocked when Ronnie said to her one day, “You’re so lucky, Leigh.” 

“Like, how?” she mumbled. 
“Your mom and dad and your brother and little sister, they’re like, 

the best family. I envy you.” 
Leigh looked up from the page of notes she had just scribbled out 

as an outline for yet another assignment they were working on together. 
“What are you talking about? You’ve got a great mom and dad. 

Your brothers are a bit weird, but hey… that’s what little brothers are 
like,” Leigh joked. 

Ronnie had grown serious. “No, I mean it, Leigh. Your parents 
listen to you. They hear you. They stop what they’re doing when you 
talk to them. Your dad spends time with Brian. I see him outside 
pitching a ball to Brian, or bike-riding with him. Your dad took you out 
to see a movie the other night. What did you call it? A dad-daughter 
date? That’s so cool! My dad hardly notices if I walk into the room.” 

Leigh noted the pained look on her friend’s face. Leigh felt she 
should defend the Webbers, but she remembered a time when she had 
accompanied Ronnie home one day from school. Ronnie had been 
anxious to show her parents a certificate of merit for a science project 
she had spent days working on. Her dad barely looked up from his 
newspaper when she tried to show it to him after dinner. Ronnie had 
shrugged off his response with her usual “no big deal” look, but Leigh 
noticed the certificate crumpled in a wastebasket by Ronnie’s desk a 
day later. 

Leigh’s parents made a big deal over just about everything. In fact, 
it embarrassed Leigh sometimes. She won a ribbon in the school’s 
writing contest and her mom and dad both showed up to see her get it at 
a special assembly at school. No one else’s parents came, and she was 
one of thirty people who won a ribbon. It really was no big deal. All her 
friends had kidded her about her parents making such a fuss. Ronnie 
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had even joined in the ribbing. Leigh did notice, however, that when 
Ronnie’s name was called to receive her ribbon, she looked quickly 
over her shoulder towards the door in hopes of seeing her own parents 
there with Leigh’s mom and dad, applauding loudly for her. 

“What are you talking about? You envying me?” Leigh gasped. 
“My parents drive me crazy!” she said, remembering when only that 
morning she and her parents had drawn battle lines with regards to a 
few rules Leigh had decided were too silly to be followed. “They won’t 
let me stay out past ten o’clock, even if it’s a youth activity. They 
won’t let me date until I’m sixteen. I can’t watch the movies I want, my 
parents screen everything I watch on T.V., they read all my e-mails 
because they won’t let me have my own account, and they won’t let me 
have my own Facebook page. I have to introduce all my friends to them 
and my mom insists on meeting all my friends’ parents. I’ve got a bil-
lion rules at home, you don’t have any!” 

It was only at that precise instant that Leigh realized that she had 
just discovered why her friend envied her. What Leigh saw as restric-
tions, some ludicrous in her estimation, was to her friend Ronnie proof 
that Leigh’s parents cared about her welfare. The Douglases cared who 
Leigh associated with, what she did, who she was with, and what she 
was seeing and doing. They placed restrictions on her for her own 
good. Leigh balked at some of their rules, some she chose to stretch, or 
worse, ignore. But there were also times when she was happy for re-
strictions. 

Ronnie shrugged “no big deal” again at Leigh, and let the conver-
sation slide. 

Leigh and Ronnie completed their assignment quickly and Ronnie 
went back to her home a little earlier than usual, leaving Leigh to think 
about the significance of that particular conversation. 



 
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER 3 
 
 
 
 
 

hat do you mean, you don’t think you’ll come to 
church anymore?” Leigh asked Ronnie one day. “How 
do your parents feel about this?” Ronnie just shrugged 

and walked away. 
Leigh had quit trying to figure Ronnie out. She and her once best 

friend had somehow drifted further and further apart over the years. 
The once inseparable twosome in elementary school had finally been 
separated when school schedules put them in different classes for a few 
subjects in middle school, and then again in high school when Ronnie 
opted for different electives and extracurricular activities, which were 
mostly sports-oriented, while Leigh chose music and art. Between band 
trips and volleyball tournaments, the girls’ circle of friends had 
changed and so had their personal goals. Ronnie enjoyed competition, 
but mostly she liked the way that athletes were treated at school. 

“I’m missing sixth period today, cuz I have volleyball,” Ronnie 
texted Leigh later in the day. “Sarah’s taking notes and she’s doing next 
week’s homework for me cuz I won’t have time to do it. TTYL.” 

Leigh didn’t bother to text a reply, but shook her head and slid her 
cell phone into her pocket. First church and now skipping school… 
she’d heard it all before. For the past year, Ronnie had used any kind of 
lame excuse to stop going to church and lately she was using sports as 

“W 
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an excuse to cut classes. Ronnie was getting others to do her work for 
her, or simply not bothering to do homework assignments at all. She 
was constantly hanging out in the gym, not because it was expected of 
her, but because she now hung out with a whole new set of friends that 
congregated there. Some were athletes, some were not, but they all 
liked associating with the cool kids of the group. The girls in the group 
were mostly self-centred and completely concerned with all the guys 
who were labelled “hot,” and each liked to share in their limelight of 
popularity. Some of the kids were what Pastor Scott had referred to at 
last week’s bible study as “master manipulators of the system.” At 
school, they were named “coasters”—kids who did the bare minimum 
to pass courses. A few of them didn’t much care for school, a couple 
others were failing classes outright, but were still too young to drop out 
entirely. They seemed to just put in their time, disrupting classes with 
their rebellious attitudes and snide comments. They had a reputation for 
being the school bullies and they not only intimidated their fellow stu-
dents, but also the teachers and school administrators who were at a 
loss for how to manage them. “Troublemakers,” Leigh’s dad called 
them, and Pastor Scott called them “lost.” 

“She thinks just because she hangs out with those jerks she calls 
‘friends,’ that she’s not like the rest of us anymore,” Leigh complained 
vehemently to her mother about Ronnie a couple of weeks later. “She 
never hands in assignments. She’s always cutting classes and then get-
ting somebody else to take notes for her. I overheard Ronnie bragging 
to Tina about how she and some other girls from the volleyball team 
had sneaked out of their rooms after playing in that out-of-town tour-
nament last week in Edmonton. She told Tina they had stayed out al-
most all night at a dance club downtown, using fake IDs to get in!” 
Leigh refrained from mentioning to her mom all the gossip that was 
being circulated on Facebook as a result of that incident, nor did she 
comment about some pictures posted just the other day by one of 
Ronnie’s new “friends” showing Ronnie with a beer bottle in her hand 
and an arm around a boy that Leigh had never seen before. Although 
Ellen had reluctantly allowed Leigh to get a Facebook account shortly 
after her fourteenth birthday, Leigh was certain her mom would seri-
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ously rethink that decision if she knew what was being posted about her 
“adopted” daughter on the popular social networking site. 

As it happened, however, Ellen had already heard of Ronnie’s an-
tics from one of the mothers whose daughter was a member of the vol-
leyball team. But the story that was circulating on Facebook and the 
one she was hearing were decidedly different.  

Ronnie and two other girls had planned to sneak out of the hotel 
where they were staying, but one of the parent chaperones had over-
heard the plan and informed the girls’ coach, who caught them just as 
they were making their way through the lobby. The girls were severely 
reprimanded by the coach and their parents had been notified immedi-
ately. The girls were suspended from the tournament and, in Ronnie’s 
case, her parents requested she be put on a Greyhound bus and sent 
home. 

Ronnie never mentioned any of that or what her parents’ reaction 
was when she got home, but due to the embellishments she and others 
had added to her little adventure, she gained a quick reputation for be-
ing a rebel and was soon surrounded by kids at school who thrived on 
hanging out with someone who lived life on the edge.  

Leigh would pass the gymnasium and see Ronnie encircled by her 
new friends. Ronnie seemed to lap up the attention and Leigh noticed 
that more boys than girls seemed to be a part of the group now. None of 
the popular athletes at school were part of the group anymore. Janelle 
had gossiped to her one day that the “Sports Stars” wouldn’t have any-
thing to do with Ronnie or her friends anymore. Serious athletes, it 
seemed, had no time for school troublemakers. 

Once, Ronnie spotted Leigh walking by the gym and yelled at her 
to meet her new buddies. Leigh reluctantly approached the group and 
was surprised at how nice they were initially to her. They seemed 
genuinely interested in her, and the fact that she was Ronnie’s friend 
endeared her to them immediately, but it was a short-lived welcome. 
When Leigh did not laugh at one of the girls’ crude jokes, and then 
refused to join them outside for a cigarette, the group began to ostracize 
her loudly and cruelly. She looked to Ronnie to come to her defense, 
but she was disappointed when Ronnie pulled her aside and sneered, 
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“Look, you don’t have to act so stuck up all the time! I smoke, it’s no 
big deal!” 

Leigh had firmly shaken her head, indicating that she wanted no 
part in that, and Ronnie had returned to her friends without a sideways 
glance back at her. Leigh knew, as she watched Ronnie settle in again 
comfortably with the group, that she was faced with a decision that 
would mark a turning point for her. She could go back, accept the ciga-
rette, become accepted by the group and keep Ronnie as a friend, or 
walk away and not look back, just like Ronnie had just done to her. She 
walked out of the gym knowing that in so doing she was breaking off 
her association with Ronnie for good, and short of a miracle, the girls 
would never be close friends again. 

As the weeks passed and grade nine ended without “the miracle” 
that Leigh still hoped for in her heart, Leigh managed to get through the 
entire summer without Ronnie. She spent the month of July at her 
grandparents’ farm near Lethbridge. She went to Bible camp the first 
week of August at Camp Evergreen and spent the last two weeks of 
summer helping with Vacation Bible School with her mother at the 
church. If Leigh missed her old friend, she never let on. She would see 
the comings and goings of Ronnie as she sat out on the front porch with 
her mother looking down the street towards Ronnie’s house. Knowing 
that her parents still worked days, it bothered Leigh and Ellen that 
Ronnie seemed to invite a good number of “strange-looking charac-
ters,” as her dad called them, into her home when her parents were ab-
sent. Ellen wondered if she should mention Ronnie’s activities during 
the day to the Webbers, but Terry cautioned her that interfering could 
end up doing more harm than good. 

It was becoming more and more obvious, not just to the Douglases, 
but to the entire church family, that things were not as they should be at 
the Webber household. Scott, the youth pastor, had noticed a marked 
change in Ronnie’s attitude towards church-related activities and to-
wards God. The once passionate, outspoken girl who had dedicated her 
life to Christ at twelve years of age, was now replaced with an angry, 
withdrawn girl who rarely spoke in Sunday School class and, when she 
did speak, chose to respond negatively with a disrespectful and distrust-
ful attitude. The other members of the youth group, Leigh included, 
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seemed intimidated by her and uncomfortable with Ronnie’s gloomy 
disposition and negativity. She was becoming an oddity to them and 
they started to withdraw from her as a group. Ronnie, who had once 
loved bright colours and large floral prints, now wore only sombre 
grays and black. She wore dark make-up and painted her nails black. 
She would sit by the door of Scott’s Sunday School room, apart from 
the rest of the youth group, and then be the first one out the door when 
the class was over. Soon the Douglases noticed that Ronnie wasn’t 
staying for worship services anymore, and Mr. and Mrs. Webber were 
pulling themselves out of more and more church involvements as well. 
Eventually Ronnie stopped coming to church altogether and the Web-
bers, who had been faithful attendees in the past, were noticeably ab-
sent throughout the summer months. 

At the end of August, the church’s senior pastor, Jim Kent, ap-
proached Terry Douglas to ask if he would accompany him to the 
Webbers for a home visit, seeing as Terry lived so close to them. Terry 
was embarrassed to admit to Pastor Jim that, although they lived close 
to one another, he had never been inside the Webber home and did not 
even know them well except for the fact that his daughter and Veronica 
had once been close friends.  

It bothered Terry immensely that he’d had to admit to his pastor 
that he had lived for years right down the street from a family, a church 
family no less, and had never taken the time to get to know them at all 
except in acknowledging them in passing on the street or exchanging a 
quick handshake on Sunday mornings. Terry began to feel that God 
was convicting him to change and to make more of a personal effort to 
get to know his neighbours better. The men’s prayer breakfast that met 
the first week in September was the catalyst that brought about a per-
sonal conviction in Terry to hear and respond to what God had been 
placing on his heart since that conversation with Pastor Kent. 



 
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 
 
 
 
 

t grieved Ellen that Ronnie no longer came over after school any-
more. School was once again in session and the family was falling 
into the daily routine of getting up early again, making school 

lunches, and starting church programs and extracurricular activities that 
had been suspended over the summer months. The warm summer 
breezes left over from August fluttered the lace curtains in the kitchen 
as Ellen watched for her children to come home from school. It would 
not be long before the chill winds blew in from the north and sandals 
and shorts were put away in favour of boots and snow pants. The trees 
were already starting to turn in colour. “It will be an early fall,” Ellen 
thought aloud and sighed. Summer had come and gone so quickly this 
year, it seemed. Another school year had begun with Leigh in tenth 
grade, Brian in seventh grade at Maplewood Middle, and her baby Lisa 
in her final year of elementary school.  

Her two youngest were social animals in their own right, bringing 
home friends en masse and then pounding through the house en route to 
someone else’s place after first detouring through Ellen’s kitchen and 
devouring every cookie in their path. Ellen barely had time to shout, 
“Hey!” as Brian and his friend Caleb jumped from the bus, ran into the 
house, and climbed the stairs to his room to have a quick game on his 
Xbox before settling down to do some homework. Ellen wearily picked 

I 



LYNN DOVE 20 

up his tossed coat and hung it on the hook. She knew that the years 
ahead would be challenging, trying to keep up with her son with all the 
sports activities he managed to get involved in, as well as monitor 
Lisa’s activities without acting like an overly possessive parent. It was 
bittersweet to watch her “baby” transform from dimples and curls to the 
precocious child before her, running helter skelter across the lawn, 
playing tag and shouting like a banshee with her girlfriends.  

Ellen sighed again. Time flies much too quickly, she thought. She 
turned again towards the kitchen window where she had been watching 
Lisa to see Leigh step off the school bus. Ellen grinned as she watched 
her oldest child weave and dodge to sidestep the nine-year-old girls 
who ran across her path. By the time Leigh made it to the door, she was 
actually flustered by the effort, and smiled gratefully when Ellen of-
fered her the one remaining cookie left on the plate. 

Leigh had matured over the summer, both physically and emotion-
ally, Ellen observed with a kind of sadness. She had grown taller, filled 
out in form, and had finally mastered a way to control her unruly hair 
by allowing it to grow to shoulder length and allowing the curls to fall 
in natural ringlets down her back. Soft-spoken and sensitive, Leigh had 
grown more introspective and reserved. Ellen recalled the days when 
Leigh and Ronnie had been friends. Ronnie had brought out a part of 
Leigh’s nature that had caused her to come out of her “shell” and show 
an extroverted side to herself that nowadays refused to surface any-
more. Leigh had several friends, but none she considered a “best 
friend,” and Ellen prayed for her oldest daughter to find someone who 
would once again bring out Leigh’s carefree side to compliment her 
already fully developed sweet spirit. 

When Leigh disappeared into her bedroom after dinner, com-
plaining about “tons of homework,” Ellen approached Terry with some 
of her concerns. Eventually the conversation turned to the Webbers. 

“This has gone on long enough!” Ellen had decided, sharing her 
dismay with Terry at never seeing Ronnie or the Webbers at church 
anymore. “I’m going to sit Dot Webber down and get her to pay some 
attention to her own daughter before it’s too late. Can’t they see what’s 
happening right before their eyes?” Ellen had already drawn the con-
clusion that Ronnie’s rebellion over the past year was a direct result of 
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lack of attention from her parents. “It’s a cry for attention! That’s what 
it is, and I’ve got a good mind to march over there and have it out with 
them.” 

“She’s not your daughter,” Terry reminded her unnecessarily. 
“She’s not your daughter,” he repeated, “or your responsibility.”  

Ellen made a face, wanting to protest, but Terry held up a finger to 
silence her. 

“No, Ellen. There are things you don’t know about and some 
things you can’t change just by getting angry or by being judgmental.” 

Ellen was hurt by his words and wanted to argue. Terry spoke be-
fore she did. 

“I saw Will Webber the other day.” 
This was a newsflash to Ellen. 
“Yes, I saw him at the prayer breakfast. Don’t look so surprised, 

Ellen, we’ve been trying to get him to come all summer.” Ellen allowed 
Terry to lead her into the living room where there was a better chance 
they wouldn’t be interrupted by one of their children.  

Ellen knew her husband well enough to know that he was about to 
share something of major importance with her and she sat down on the 
sofa, ready to listen attentively and watch his facial expression take on 
a serious yet tender look of concern. 

“Will shared a little bit about what had been going on in his home. 
I’ve never seen a man break down like that, and I hope I never see 
anything like that again, Ellen, because no one deserves to be going 
through what he is going through right now… no one!” 

Terry could see that Ellen wanted him to continue. “You may not 
see it, because you’ve somehow been blinded to see only one side of 
the story, but the Webbers are really trying to do what is best for their 
kids.” Ellen rolled her eyes, but Terry ignored her. “Their boys are two 
of the nicest, best-behaved boys I’ve ever met.” 

It was true. Both Tim and Evan were impeccably mannered and 
easy to get along with. Tim was in Brian’s class at school; Evan was in 
grade three, four years younger than Tim. Volunteering in the school, 
Ellen had had good opportunity to observe Ronnie’s little brothers and 
out of curiosity, of course, she had wanted to see if they displayed be-
haviour that proved that all three kids were being affected negatively by 
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what Ellen assumed was a dysfunctional environment at home. She had 
been delightedly disappointed. Both boys were attentive in class, 
seemed to get good marks, and teachers commented to her that the 
Webber boys were model students. 

“You said before that Ronnie was a free spirit,” Terry said, bring-
ing her back out of her reverie. “When she was young, that was some-
thing to be admired; now it’s turned into dangerous rebellion. Will 
shared with us that the girl in his home whom he calls his daughter is 
like a stranger to him.” Terry remembered the anguish in Will’s face as 
he’d said it. 

“He admitted his mistakes, Ellen. He was in tears admitting his 
mistakes raising the kids. He asked for prayer to help him to be the 
father they deserved to have. I for one will honour that prayer request, 
and so should you.” 

Ellen wasn’t entirely convinced about Will Webber’s sincerity to 
change, but to admit to other men his failures was a step in the right 
direction. Terry, on the other hand, had no doubts about Will’s earnest-
ness to be a better father. He had witnessed firsthand the torment Will 
Webber was going through. Never in Terry’s experience had another 
man shared so intimately or so emotionally as William Webber had that 
morning at the prayer breakfast. 

Will had run a trembling hand through his thinning grey hair and 
broke down in a husky sob before the seven men, including Terry, who 
had gathered together for prayer. He had just finished telling the men 
about the difficulties he was facing with this teenage daughter. He 
blamed some of her behaviour on her poor choices in friends, but 
mostly he blamed himself and recounted all the failures he was as a 
parent to Ronnie and her two brothers. 

Pastor Kent knelt on one knee in front of Will and placed a sup-
portive hand on his shoulder. Sharing with the men had exhausted Will 
both physically and emotionally, and he could barely raise his head to 
face the pastor. When the pastor bowed his head to pray for the man, 
Terry and the other men in the room surrounded Will and laid their 
hands on him and each man in turn had prayed for the Lord to draw 
close to him and give him wisdom in raising his children. As each man 
prayed, they each also shared in prayer their own sense of failure with 
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their individual families. When it came time for Terry to pray, he was 
moved to confess that he had been negligent in not getting to know his 
neighbour, and he squeezed Will’s shoulder, saying that he was sorry 
he hadn’t been more mindful of others who were hurting in his church 
family. He confessed that there were other things that he had deter-
mined were once priorities in his life, but were no longer as important 
as opening his heart to the needs of others in and around his neighbour-
hood and church. He asked God to forgive him and make him more 
attentive and approachable to others.  

Since the meeting, Terry had felt God leading him to be more hos-
pitable and to open his home up more to his neighbours in the commu-
nity. The Douglases had always been good about inviting church fami-
lies home after Sunday worship to have lunch together, but Terry now 
felt God telling him to get to know his neighbours individually and on a 
more personal level. Terry made a point from that day on to wave to 
people in and around the neighbourhood, and to strike up conversations 
whenever possible. He started to invite his neighbours over for coffee 
and made every effort to get to know people on more than just a super-
ficial level. Terry and Ellen prayed more fervently for their neighbours 
and church family, and asked God how they could better respond to 
their needs accordingly. The “coffee chats,” as they were fondly being 
referred to by the Douglas family, were just a beginning. It was during 
one of those impromptu coffee meetings that Leigh met Jake.  

 



 
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER 5 
 
 
 
 
 

ou know the yellow house down the street,” Terry pointed 
out to Ellen. “The house with the blue trim.” 

“Oh, that house!” Ellen smiled. The blue trim of the 
house made it a bit of an anomaly on the block. The retired couple who 
had only lived in the house a short time before moving to Ottawa to be 
nearer their grandchildren had painted what was originally a blue 
house, yellow. They moved having every intention to paint the trim to 
match the house, but in the meantime everyone who went past the 
house seemed to make fun of it for the odd combination of colours. 

“They’ve just moved into the neighbourhood,” Terry said.  
“Who?” Ellen teased, knowing her husband was terrible with re-

membering names. 
“I don’t know their last name… yet,” Terry sputtered. “Seem real 

nice, though. Went down and introduced myself,” he said proudly. 
“They’re looking for a church home, have a son, I guess the same age 
as Leigh, give or take, and an older daughter, a college student, I think. 
I thought we should have them over for coffee.” 

“When?” Ellen looked at her husband and threw the dishtowel she 
had been using at him playfully. 

“Y 
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He caught it and wrapped it around her waist to pull her towards 
him. “Fifteen minutes… okay?” He released her quickly and scampered 
from her before she could respond. 

Leigh smiled at her parents’ antics. Her father had been inviting 
people from the neighbourhood in for coffee for several weeks now. 
Ellen was getting used to entertaining strangers regularly with little or 
no notice or forethought. She had started to bake a few times during the 
week just to have a little something on hand to serve guests along with 
the coffee that was always freshly brewed. Terry never asked whether 
or not they were even coffee drinkers, he just invited, and Ellen was left 
to manage the details. 

Leigh perked up as she heard her dad describe a boy her age living 
just down the street. It seemed like boys were becoming the topic of 
choice amongst all her friends. The girls spent a good part of their free 
time discussing boys, dreaming about boys, and a select few even had 
“boyfriends.” Leigh knew a few guys she thought were definitely cute, 
some definitely “hot,” but so far she hadn’t had the courage to actually 
strike up a real conversation with any of them. When a boy would pass 
her in the hall and say hi, she would blush and quickly find sanctuary 
amongst her friends. A simple “Hi” from a boy passing her brought 
days of speculation about whether or not that boy was interested in her. 
Her friends would pass notes back and forth with her or text each other 
and try to match-make. This only embarrassed Leigh more and many 
times she would flop down at the kitchen table after school, fling her 
books to the side, and exasperatedly tell Ellen about yet another one of 
her friends acting like an idiot over some boy. 

“Why can’t I just say ‘Hi’ to a guy and not feel like we’re sup-
posed to be a couple?” she asked Ellen. Ellen was wise enough to know 
that a parental response was inappropriate at times like this. Her 
daughter needed to vent and she was to listen. The opportunity to give 
council would come later. 

“My friends are always trying to get me to go out with different 
guys and all I want to do is to just be friends. I like some guys, but I get 
so embarrassed when they talk to me that I feel like an idiot. Then there 
are some other guys who are really nice and I can talk to them easily, 
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but they’re not considered “hot,” so my friends don’t like me to talk to 
them. They say I’m wasting my time on them.” 

Ellen raised one eyebrow. “What about the guys from your youth 
group?” she asked. 

“They’re okay, but they’re almost like brothers to me. I basically 
grew up with those guys. Besides that, we never talk at school. It’s al-
most like it’s okay for us to associate in church, but they act like they 
don’t even know me in school. It makes me mad sometimes. I had a 
girl ask me if I knew Jeff Henry. I told her he goes to our church and 
she didn’t believe me that he went to church. He doesn’t act like he 
goes to church, that’s for sure, always getting into trouble at school and 
all.” 

Ellen frowned. The young people in church had such a tight-knit 
group together, Ronnie being the only exception at present. The Doug-
lases had hosted many youth group gatherings and chaperoned count-
less youth activities. Ellen had known most of those kids from the time 
they were babies. They had done so many positive things for the com-
munity, helping out in the seniors’ home and going on missions trips. 
Was it possible that those same kids refused to acknowledge God in 
their own schools or speak about Him to their unsaved friends? 

Leigh was back on the topic of boys. “I like guys, Mom, really I 
do. I’m just not sure I want to start dating yet.” 

Ellen raised her eyebrows again… was this a good time to mention 
that technically Leigh wasn’t even allowed to date until she was six-
teen? Ellen remained quiet.  

Leigh picked up her books and turned to go up the stairs to start 
her homework. Before going up, she turned and said, “You know, 
Mom, I see Ronnie with guys all the time. I sure don’t want to follow 
in her footsteps. She has changed so much this past year. I hardly know 
her. She skips school, she smokes. I heard she got drunk at another 
party last weekend. She got yelled at by Mr. Barris today when she 
didn’t hand in another math assignment. She just laughed, and when he 
kicked her out of class to go talk to the principal, she swore at him and 
got herself suspended from school for three days next week. She got 
kicked off the volleyball team because she tried to sneak out again 
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during their last tournament. It just seems like she’s this different per-
son from the one that used to be my best friend.” 

Ellen watched her daughter climb the stairs up to her room, her 
thoughts and emotions a jumble of worries and concerns for Ronnie. It 
continued to gnaw at Ellen that, despite all the prayers for Ronnie and 
her family, Ronnie was still having troubles and her behaviour was 
getting worse, not better. It seemed the whole Webber family continued 
to distance themselves from church life and Dot Webber seldom 
showed up for any committee work anymore. Since sharing with men 
at the breakfast meeting, Will had decided to cut down on his traveling 
to spend more time at home. Although the two boys seemed to respond 
to this change with enthusiasm, Ronnie apparently did not change her 
behaviour and spent even more time clashing with her parents and get-
ting into mischief.  

Over supper one night, Brian was full of news about Tim Webber 
being involved in a big fight at school. Surprised by this uncharacteris-
tic behaviour of Tim’s, Terry asked what the cause of the fight had 
been about.  

Brian simply shrugged his shoulders and said, “It has something to 
do with his big sister. This one kid in grade eight called Ronnie a sleaze 
and Tim punched him.” Brian grabbed another dinner roll and reached 
for the margarine tub. “This kid said he saw Ronnie making out with 
this guy in his car after school one day, and Tim called him a liar and 
then punched him.” 

Leigh hurriedly grabbed her plate and retreated into the kitchen 
without excusing herself. The middle schoolers were only echoing what 
was considered common knowledge up at the high school… Ronnie 
was a sleaze. At least she’s behaving like one, Leigh thought to herself. 
I wonder how she’d feel if someone called her that to her face? Would 
she even care?  
 


 

“So, you live in the yellow house?”  
Leigh rolled her eyes. That was lame, she admonished herself, he 

must think I’m some kind of a dweeb. I can’t think of one thing inter-
esting to say to him! 
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The Taylors had appeared on the doorstep twenty minutes after her 
father’s invitation for them to come over for coffee. Mr. and Mrs. Tay-
lor were outgoing and cheerful. Ellen and Maggie hit it off immedi-
ately, sharing common hobby interests. Terry and Grant struck up an 
easy conversation together about local fishing and camping spots in 
Southern Alberta and in and around the interior of British Columbia. 
Jake, their son, was introduced almost as an afterthought, which he 
good-naturedly accepted. They made excuses for their older daughter, 
Fran, who was spending the day studying for an engineering exam at 
the University of Calgary. 

The adults soon were talking hobbies, church, and Canadian poli-
tics, when Ellen gave Leigh her famous look that meant, “Don’t just sit 
there, make friends,” and eyed Jake. Leigh didn’t liked to be pressured 
into making friends, especially when the boy she now had to herself in 
the family room listening to one of her CDs was, for all intents and 
purposes, the hottest guy she’d ever met in her life.   

Leigh’s friends would certainly classify Jake amongst the “hot-
test.” His good looks did not go unnoticed by Leigh, and only contrib-
uted more to her being completely tongue-tied and unsure of herself. 

Jake was at least a head taller than Leigh. He was dressed casually 
in a loose-fitting brand name t-shirt and blue jeans. His hair was cut 
short, and naturally sandy blonde; not bleached, Leigh noticed. His 
eyes were the friendliest blue-grey. Leigh was sure he was into athlet-
ics, since he had the physique of someone who played lots of sports, 
and his skin was tanned and a little freckled. He sported a big silver 
ring on his right hand with the WWJD (What Would Jesus Do) insignia 
engraved on it. Leigh concluded that her friends, if given the same op-
portunity, would die to be alone in the same room with him. The more 
she thought about that, the more flustered she became. She was failing 
miserably at being inconspicuous. There was no way to look at him 
without seeming too obvious about it. 

Jake caught sight of her staring at him again and smiled. “You 
have a good collection of Christian bands here,” he said, flipping 
through her CDs. 
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“Sure,” Leigh responded. She liked all kinds of alternative, rock, 
and country music, too. She couldn’t seem to tell him that, though. All 
she managed to utter was “Sure.” 

Jake smiled widely at her again. “Leigh, right?” She nodded. 
“Leigh… nice name. It suits you.” 

Leigh could have melted into the carpet. She turned bright red and 
proceeded to leaf through her CDs in an effort to avoid eye contact. 

“I’m a little nervous about starting school next week,” Jake admit-
ted freely. “When Dad got transferred, I was pretty upset about leaving 
my old school and my friends and our church, but I guess I’ll meet new 
friends here. I met you,” he added with a wink. 

It was all Leigh could do to look at him without turning completely 
crimson. 

Jake laughed at her discomfort and plugged another CD into the 
player. Within minutes, the two young people were absorbed in conver-
sation, comparing bands and music, likes, dislikes, school, church, and 
friends. It wasn’t long before Leigh felt completely at ease talking with 
Jake, and by the end of their visit she believed that she and Jake could 
become best friends. She loaned him a few CDs to listen to at home and 
he appeared later that day with a handful of his own for her to borrow. 

Terry raised an eyebrow when Leigh literally skipped up to her 
room after Jake had delivered the CDs, and said he was looking for-
ward to riding the bus with her to school the next week. Ellen saw her 
husband’s disquieted look and laughed. “Not to worry, my dear.” Ellen 
patted his arm reassuringly and smiled. 

At school the following week, Leigh introduced Jake to her friends 
and gave him a tour of the school, pointing out his classrooms and the 
merits and peculiarities of the different teachers. It did not escape her 
notice that her girlfriends were trying their best to vie for the new boy’s 
attention. To say the other girls were envious of Leigh and Jake’s 
friendship would have been an understatement. Alone with her friends 
after Jake went off with some guys to discuss playing on some of the 
varsity teams, Leigh was swarmed with questions about Jake. Her 
friends practically fawned over her, giggling and whispering to her 
about how cute Jake was and gushing over the fact that she was so 
lucky to live so close to him. She liked this heady sensation of being at 
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the centre of attention. She liked the feeling, she liked the admiration, 
and she liked the brief sense of superiority she had over them. She 
hadn’t realized before all the benefits of having Jake as a friend, but 
suddenly she had status within the group. She had something they 
didn’t have… Jake’s attention. Jake was polite, open, and charming to 
her friends, but he focused his attention entirely on Leigh and clearly 
seemed to prefer her company to anyone else’s for the first couple of 
days. Not only did this please Leigh immensely, but it also further ele-
vated her popularity status.  

Jake befriended not only Leigh and her little circle of friends, but 
also a lot of guys, some whom were also already labelled “hot” by 
many of the girls in Leigh’s group. 

With Leigh and Jake’s friendship, her girlfriends experienced the 
added benefit of hanging out with Jake’s guy friends, who appreciated 
Jake’s athletic abilities, easygoing manner, and good humour. The guys 
considered Jake a valuable asset to the school’s teams and the more 
they came to know him, the more they enjoyed his company as well. 
Before long, a group of friends had combined to include both guys and 
girls, with a new group dynamic taking place. Jake and Leigh were 
right in the centre of it. 

The phone never stopped ringing for Leigh at the Douglas house-
hold, a fact that infuriated and frustrated Leigh’s overprotective father. 
Terry watched in dismay as Leigh transformed virtually overnight, it 
seemed to him, from his baby girl to a young woman who spent more 
time on the phone in one week than he did in one year. At least, that 
was how he complained about it to Ellen. 

“Who’s she on the phone with now?” Terry leaned his head with a 
jerk towards the hall where Leigh was giggling and half-whispering to 
someone in a conspiratorial way on the phone. 

“Cindy,” Ellen said, “No, wait, she called a while back. I think 
she’s talking to Corey now.” 

Terry harrumphed and sat down on a stool by the kitchen counter, 
grabbing an apple from the fruit bowl and munching loudly. “I’m not 
sure I like all this socializing stuff.” Terry spit an apple seed into his 
hand. “Is she keeping her mind on her school work?” 
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Ellen pointed to the honour roll certificate that Leigh had just 
brought home from school that day, now prominently mounted on the 
front of the fridge with an “I’m Proud of You” magnet holding it in 
place. 

Terry grinned and then realized he still needed to vent, so he har-
rumphed again and bit off a large chunk of apple. “Still don’t under-
stand why she has to spend so much time on the phone. Doesn’t she 
talk to these kids at school? Why do they have to talk on the phone, 
too?” 

Ellen turned and opened a cupboard to hide the smile on her face. 
Terry was just entering the reality all parents faced eventually: the 
“living with a teenager” years. Ellen had been somewhat preparing for 
it for some time now. She appreciated more than ever being at home to 
be available to her children when they needed a sounding board, so she 
wasn’t as shocked by Leigh’s transformation as Terry was. 

Ellen had observed that ever since the Taylors had moved in down 
the street, Leigh had become a decidedly different person from the shy, 
introspective girl she’d used to be.  

“Reminds me a bit about how she used to behave when she and 
Ronnie were good friends,” Ellen thought out loud. 

Terry harrumphed yet again. He wouldn’t allow himself yet to ad-
mit that his little girl was growing up. She was no longer the curly-
blonde cutie who called him “Daddy” and needed to be tucked in at 
night. Terry reluctantly watched this process develop; his little girl 
growing up, becoming more and more independent, and as much as he 
resisted it, he knew this was all a natural part of life. With some urging 
from Ellen, he had conceded to allow Leigh a little more freedom, raise 
her allowance, extend her curfew, and make her aware that, along with 
these new freedoms came added responsibility. He yelled, “Two min-
utes more, that’s all!” at Leigh, but knew by the “Sure, Dad… two 
minutes,” and the continued giggling, that he was fighting a losing bat-
tle. 

Jake and Leigh sat on the bus together, studied together, and sat 
together along with all the other youth at the front of the church on 
Sunday mornings. It bothered Terry just a little that Leigh didn’t sit 
with the family anymore during worship services, but seeing the young 
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people clap, sing, and worship the Lord together also affected him 
positively. Their energy and enthusiasm was inspiring. 

The youth pastor commented to Terry one day that he was so im-
pressed that Leigh and Jake were instrumental in bringing other teens to 
church with them. Their friends were learning about the gospel of Jesus 
Christ through their initial influence. Jake had no problem telling his 
friends and others that he was a Christian and, taking his lead, many 
less bold members of the youth group were now openly sharing their 
faith at school and around the community. Some of them had initiated a 
Bible Study Club at school and were meeting together one lunch hour 
per week. Jake had been asked to lead the study but he had politely 
turned the offer down. Instead he suggested that a different kid lead the 
study each week, so they could all have the experience of being a study 
leader. Both Terry and Ellen admitted that Jake was a tremendous 
positive influence at school, and at church, and especially for Leigh. 

Leigh and Jake chatted easily with one another and the initial shy-
ness Leigh had once felt with Jake was replaced instead with a sense of 
mutual respect, and camaraderie. He was her best friend. She adored 
him and cherished every moment she shared with him. Unfortunately, 
their being best friends brought on its own share of difficulties, too. 

For one thing, her friends could not understand how Leigh could 
manage to sit with Jake on the bus, spend so much time with him in and 
outside of school, go to church together, and not “go out” with him. 
They were constantly pressuring her to get closer to Jake in a more 
romantic way. 

“He’s just a friend,” Leigh would tell them. “We’re not interested 
in dating each other. We just like being friends.” It was a concept for-
eign and profound to her friends. 

Janelle thought that if Leigh didn’t want to go out with Jake, she 
would make a play for him. He had good-naturedly allowed her flirting 
to go on for a week before he told her firmly, “Look, Janelle, I like you, 
but I’m not into going steady or dating.”  

Janelle continued her pursuit of him and chose a crowded hallway 
at school to confront him, “What’s up with you, Jake? Are you afraid of 
me? Can’t tell a good thing when you see it?” And then, without 
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thinking, she added, “You can’t seriously be interested in mousey little 
Leigh, can you? Maybe you don’t even like girls?” 

Jake had no choice but to reprimand her. “Janelle, I’ve tried to tell 
you that I am not interested in dating right now, but even if I was 
thinking of going out with someone, I would definitely not date you. I 
wouldn’t go out with any girl that slams her friends like you did to 
Leigh just now. I think you’re a jealous and vindictive girl.”  

The students in the hall let out a collective “Ooooo…!” and snick-
ered at the altercation between the two. It was obvious most of the stu-
dents sided with Jake and began to chide Janelle cruelly, saying, “Way 
to get burned, Janelle!”  

Janelle snapped at the students around her. “Oh, yeah? You have 
no idea who you’re dealing with, Jake Taylor. If you think I’m vindic-
tive now, you haven’t seen anything yet!” As soon as she stormed past 
him and the other students, Jake instantly regretted his comments to 
her. He was upset he had let his anger control his tongue and say things 
he could never take back. Now he had made himself an enemy and was 
sure that one day Janelle would make good on her threat to be as vin-
dictive as she could to live up to the title he had given her. 

Later that day, when Jake went to his locker, several expletives 
were scratched into the door so that anyone who passed his locker 
could easily read the words. He calmly reported the vandalism to the 
school janitor, but the words were visible until the door could be re-
placed and Jake felt tremendously uneasy with students pointing at the 
words and finding humour in his embarrassment. Leigh, when she saw 
the words, tearfully swore vengeance on her ex-friend. Jake laughed at 
her, touched by her concern for him. 

“Don’t let Janelle get to you, Leigh. Besides, we can’t prove she 
actually scratched these words on my locker. When the janitor asked if 
I knew who had done it, I just told him no.” 

“I know Janelle did this, Jake. She can be pretty mean when she’s 
mad at someone. You should have told the janitor. She deserves to get 
into huge trouble.” Leigh tried to rub one of the letters off with her coat 
sleeve. 
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Jake laughed again. “What good would that do, Leigh? No one saw 
her doing it. We’re just speculating because I had a fight with her. 
She’s only upset because I won’t go out with her.” 

“But aren’t you mad at what she has written about you?” Leigh 
pointed to one particularly offensive word. 

Jake put a comforting arm around her shoulders and started walk-
ing down the hall, sidestepping other students as they walked by. 

“You mean, am I going to defend myself and stand up for my 
reputation?” 

Leigh nodded and he spun her to face him. 
“You and I both know, and God knows, that what Janelle or any-

one else says about me, using words like that, is a lie. It says in the Bi-
ble that if God is for us, who can be against us? I’m not going to get 
bent out of shape by what somebody says about me that isn’t true. The 
whole situation this morning was because I didn’t want to date Janelle. 
She was hurt. She was mad. I’m not into dating right now, but that 
doesn’t mean I don’t like girls. I do. I like one girl more than any other, 
in fact.” And he winked at Leigh. “I’m just not ready to get into a seri-
ous relationship yet. Maybe when we’re older, we can think about dat-
ing.” 

Leigh blushed at hearing him say ‘we’, implying that he might 
consider dating her in the future. A happy tingle spread from her feet 
up, and continued to tingle even as Leigh related to her mom after 
school that day what Jake had said to her. 

“I knew I’d like Jake the moment I first met him,” Ellen said. 
“Yeah, he’s pretty special, Mom,” Leigh agreed and blushed. Ellen 

pretended not to notice. “The only thing is,” Leigh continued, “none of 
my friends will just let it go… this dating thing, I mean. Jake and I are 
just friends right now, but everyone seems to be pressuring us to date.” 

“You mean go steady, right?” Ellen asked. 
“Yeah. It’s like it’s a weird thing to have a guy friend and not be 

interested in him romantically.” Leigh sighed. 
Ellen faced Leigh and asked, “And you’re not interested in him 

romantically…?” 
Leigh blushed. She wasn’t sure she liked the way this conversation 

was going. It was embarrassing to talk about boys with her mother. 
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Leigh knew she could share confidences with her mother, but this was 
just too weird.  

Ellen knew she had hit a nerve with the question. “Honey, Jake 
likes you better than any other girl he’s met at school. He said so, 
right?” Leigh nodded. “He obviously has had lots of opportunities to 
get to know some of the other girls here and he’s told you that he’s not 
interested in dating anyone until he’s older. For now, I think, for the 
both of you, that’s probably a good thing. We’ve said that you can’t 
date until you’re sixteen anyway, right?” Leigh once again nodded her 
head; she didn’t like her mother reminding her of that. 

“I think Jake and you are wise to stay friends… just friends. I read 
somewhere that really great long-lasting relationships begin with 
friendship first and that good marriages are sometimes called ‘friend-
ships on fire.’” Leigh rolled her eyes. She could sense some motherly 
advice coming.  

“God has someone planned for you to meet and fall in love with. 
Don’t be too hasty to get into a relationship with someone too soon, or 
you may miss the guy that God has chosen for you. Jake may or may 
not be the right one. God will let you know in His time who He’s 
picked out for you. Be patient.” 

Leigh wasn’t sure she appreciated her mom’s motherly advice. She 
wasn’t thinking about marriage, or any heavy commitment like her 
mom was talking about. Her mom always had a tendency to jump way 
ahead of her and give advice about stuff she wasn’t really interested in.  

“I don’t want to marry, Jake,” she fumed quietly once she was 
alone in her room. I could care less about who I’m going to marry or 
when I’m getting married… I like Jake as a friend… She paused then, 
remembering his arm around her shoulder and his wink and his words 
that promised more than friendship in the future. But maybe someday…  

Leigh smiled to herself. 
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