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To Scarlett, who soars above fear and doubt, carrying a heart full of love, a mind that seeks truth, and hands eager to create.

May your journey remind all who follow your story that courage is born in small steps, that faith can light even the darkest paths, and that a life lived with purity and devotion leaves a mark far beyond what the eye can see.

May you inspire others to rise, to serve, and to shine in ways that honor both heart and heaven.




Faith will guide those who are willing to listen, even when the road seems uncertain.


— Howard D. Chaney

(Re: Proverbs 3:5-6)
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Preface
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In today’s world, where the clamor of chaos often suffocates the whispers of the heart, there remains a timeless message. That message speaks directly to the vibrant spirits of youth. It echoes through the ages like a beacon of hope and empowerment for those navigating the tumultuous seas of adolescence.


Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity (ESV). It encourages.


These words, penned centuries ago by the apostle Paul in his first letter to Timothy, continue to resonate with profound relevance in the lives of today’s young adults.

This preface serves as an invitation, a call to embark on a journey through the pages of a young woman, Scarlett, who is inspired by 1 Timothy 4:12–13. Within these chapters lie tales of courage, friendship, love, fate, and faith, woven together to illuminate the experience of growing into one’s calling. Through Scarlett’s story, readers are invited to explore the complexities of adolescence, to wrestle with doubt and uncertainty, and to embrace the formation of their own identity.

As Scarlett’s story unfolds, may readers find both comfort and courage: comfort in knowing they are not alone in their struggles, and courage to embrace their youth with confidence and purpose—knowing that within them lies the power to shape their destinies and leave an indelible mark upon the world. For in the words of Paul, youth is not a limitation. It is a gift—a gift to be cherished, celebrated, and shared with boundless enthusiasm.
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Prologue
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Tyler, Texas

Dear Scarlett,

Auntie and I were led into the room with your Mom just after your birth. Instantly my eyes were drawn to you and my heart melted. Even then, it seemed to me you were searching, learning, and growing in knowledge.

I’ve told your Mom and Dad before that every morning when I’m brewing my coffee and preparing my oatmeal, my gaze is always drawn to a photo of you when you were about a year old. I simply smile. What an exemplary beginning of every day! Seeing you fills me with immense pride and affection but mostly it starts my day with joy. Watching you grow into the incredible young woman you are today has been one of the greatest joys of my life. Your morality, intelligence, creativity, and boundless curiosity are truly inspiring, and I have no doubt your achievements will please God and His guidance will forever be apparent in your life.

Auntie and I have a special gift for you. It doesn’t look like much, but it is a gift that comes with a remarkable story spanning centuries and continents. 

In 1997, during a trip to Bergen op Zoom in the Netherlands, I came across an exquisite Chinese teapot and a colorful Japanese teapot in an antique shop. The moment I laid eyes on these unique teapots, I felt an inexplicable connection; whispering tales of a distant past seemed to come out of their spouts. 

Today, we are passing the Chinese teapot on to you, in the hope it will spark your imagination and curiosity just as it did mine.

This teapot, dear Scarlett, is no ordinary object. It dates back to 1585 and the famous Ming Dynasty of China. It was a time when the world was very different from the one we know today. After purchasing the two teapots, I made a trip back to the Middelburg museum in Holland and confirmed it was correctly dated to the sixteenth-century. 

I often wondered how it survived something that had to be a tumultuous journey from China to Europe. Then it ultimately ended up in an antique shop in Bergen op Zoom in Holland, some four hundred years later. 

With the teapot gift comes a book that holds a remarkable story about a brave and resilient young woman named Scarlett, daughter of Evelyn Ava. Evelyn dreamed of returning home after escaping the horrors of slavery in sixteenth-century China. 

In the heart of the quaint village Yaoli near Jingdezhen, where the hills whispered tales of ancient wisdom, there resided a story as unique as it was unexpected. It began with Evelyn Ava, a woman whose life had been a symphony of hardship and hope. 

Born in the bustling southern Dutch city of Bergen op Zoom, Evelyn’s journey took an unexpected turn when she was captured by the crew of a slave ship, destined for a life far from her homeland. Her capture resulted in leaving her husband, parents, and family behind in the Netherlands. 

Yet, in the darkness of her captivity, Evelyn clung to a flicker of light, a dream of freedom that burned bright within her soul. When fate led her to the shores of a distant Chinese port city, she seized her chance, escaping the clutches of her captors and embarking on a perilous journey home along the ancient Silk Road.

Scarlett, please remember that life often has alternate plans other than ours just as fate had other plans for Evelyn. 

As illness ravaged her weary body during her journey, she found herself abandoned by the caravan operators in a remote village near Jingdezhen. There, in her darkest hour, she was discovered by Master Wang, the village elder, whose heart overflowed with compassion for the ailing stranger with a child. He gently carried her to his home nestled quietly in the mountain village of Yaoli.

With tender care and unwavering dedication, Master Wang nursed Evelyn to health, and in the quiet moments shared between them a bond blossomed. Their bond defied the boundaries of language and culture.

Yet, we all know that fate’s hand is not always kind, and somehow, Evelyn knew that her time in this world was drawing to a close. 

Soon after the birth of her daughter, and in her final moments, she turned to Master Wang, her voice soft yet filled with conviction. “Promise me,” she whispered, her gaze unwavering, “promise me that you will name my daughter Scarlett Ava. Let her carry the fire of my spirit within her, a flame that will never be extinguished.”

“Master Wang,” gasping, she began, “we must teach Scarlett to set an example for others in the way she acts and talks. She must do nothing to lead others astray in anything, but also be an example in all she does.” 

Evelyn struggled to continue and told Master Wang, “please... please teach her about God and make sure she treats others with love.” 

“Please,” fighting to get the words out, “have her do all this out of faith for our God and in purity, just like the Scriptures say,” she finished. 

Master Wang, his heart heavy with grief yet determined to honor Evelyn’s final wish, nodded solemnly, his eyes brimming with unshed tears. And so, as the baby entered the world, she was christened Scarlett Ava, a name that echoed her mother’s dreams and aspirations.

As Scarlett grew, so too did the village’s affection for her. Her light skin and blond hair stood out among the villagers of this Chinese mountain. Yet there was one aspect of her name that always amused them all—Master Wang’s valiant attempts to pronounce it. With each syllable, he stumbled and faltered, his tongue grappling with the unfamiliar sounds. 

As Scarlett’s name echoed through the village, Master Wang, with his kind heart and earnest intentions, made valiant attempts to pronounce it as Evelyn had requested. Yet, with each syllable, his tongue stumbled over the unfamiliar sounds, resulting in a comical cacophony of mispronunciations.

“Sāi-Kè-Léi Āwǎ,” he would declare, his voice a mixture of determination and confusion, much to the amusement of all who heard him. His efforts were met with gentle laughter and indulgent smiles, yet Master Wang remained undeterred in his quest to honor Evelyn’s final wish.

However, it was during one particularly memorable moment that the village was treated to a spectacle they would not soon forget. As Master Wang struggled once again to utter Scarlett’s full name, his frustration reached a tipping point. With a sigh of resignation, he threw up his hands in defeat, exclaiming, “This name, too difficult! Like a little red bird, always flying away!”

And so, in a moment of endearing simplicity, Master Wang unwittingly bestowed upon Scarlett Ava her beloved pet name—Xiǎo Niǎo, Little Bird—a name that would come to define her in the eyes of the village. From that day forward, Scarlett was known not only as the fiery embodiment of her mother’s spirit but also as the spirited Little Bird who brought joy to all who knew her.

But despite the challenges of language and culture, Scarlett thrived, her spirit as vibrant as the flames that danced in her mother’s dreams. She grew into a principled young woman whose life embodied the principles from a simple Bible verse.


Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.


And as she will soon embark on her own journey of discovery, she carries with her the legacy of two worlds, a testament to the enduring power of love and the resilience of the human spirit.

Scarlett’s Odyssey: Between Fate & Faith—a story woven into the fabric of this teapot. It has witnessed the joys and sorrows of generations, of wars, human conflict and human love; each one leaving an indelible mark on its delicate surface. 

No, it is not an expensive museum piece. Throughout its history, it has been used and used well. The spout has hairline fractures on each side that come from the heating and cooling of the ceramic. The lip of the teapot has a missing ceramic piece where it is mostly white underneath. Truly it is a sign it is the most recent casualty.

The six-sided lid does not have a single corner that has not been chipped. I often wonder how many times it has been lifted to pour hot water over the leaves. I find it remarkable that, after more than four hundred years of use, it remains intact and still able to serve as a teapot.

As you hold this little work of art in your hands, I hope you can feel the weight of its history and the legacy of the courageous women who came before you—their quiet strength with you now.

The glaze has thinned where countless hands have lifted it, not from neglect, but from faithfulness to its purpose. It was never kept for display. It was poured, emptied, and refilled—its value proven not by preservation, but by service.

I pray that you will appreciate this teapot for both the art that it is and the four-hundred-and-forty-year journey of survival it represents. And I pray that you will enjoy the story that offers one way it might have found its way into your hands today.

With all our love and admiration,

Auntie and Uncle Howard

As I wrote this, I imagined Scarlett’s mind racing. Many questions. Searching for answers, she carefully cradled the ancient teapot in her hands. How had this delicate piece survived the ravages of time and made its way from a distant Chinese village to Tyler, Texas? What secrets did it hold? What stories had it witnessed over the centuries? The teapot seemed to pulse with a life of its own, urging those who hold it to uncover its mysteries and continue the legacy of the women who had cherished it before her.

“I wonder...”
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From the Mountain
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Scarlett Ava ran with purpose and unexpected endurance. The packed earth stung the soles of her feet through thin cloth shoes. Cool morning air burned her lungs, but she did not slow. Her arms pumped, hair loosening from its tie as she ran.

“Papa! Papa!” she called, her breathless cries echoing through the serene village of Yaoli nestled near Jingdezhen in the province of Jiangxi, China. 

“Papa!” she called out, her heart pounding with excitement. 

Finally, she spotted her father, Master Wang, toiling in the kaolin quarry just below the top of the ridge.

White dust clung to everything—his sleeves, his boots, even the creases of his face. Each strike of his tool rang sharp against stone, the sound echoing down the cut of the hill.

“Papa!” she yelled, racing down the narrow trail toward him. “Papa! It’s here! It’s here!”

Master Wang, breaking the final white kaolin chunks into smaller pieces, paused as his spirited daughter approached. Affectionately, he looked up at her and asked, “Little Bird, slow down. What’s so important that causes you to run up here from the village?”

Scarlett bent forward, hands braced on her knees. Her chest rose too fast—then too slow. 

Words came in pieces. “It’s... here, Papa. It’s here.”

Amused, Master Wang teased her affectionately, “What is here, my dear? I don’t see anything but you.”

“Oh Papa,” she laughed, catching her breath. “You know what it is. We’ve waited so long.”

Chuckling, Master Wang replied, “Lead the pack-horse, Little Bird. We’ll talk when you can breathe easier.”

Gingerly leading the horse up the narrow trail to the top of the ridge above the kaolin quarry, Scarlett pulled on the halter while her father followed along, prodding the horse up the tight incline. 

Once on the ridge trail to the village, the space widened, allowing them to walk side by side down to the village.

The leather halter pulled warm and rough through Scarlett’s palm as Ma leaned into the slope. She tightened her grip without thinking, her fingers tingling from the run, her breath still uneven even as her words tumbled out faster than it could settle.

“It is very colorful, Papa,” Scarlett said, her breathing easing as they walked. “Mostly red with bright yellow, blue, and green. There’s a dragon painted the whole length of each side. I know it’s for luck, Papa—I know it! And it’s big enough to hold five or six pack-horse loads of kaolin. We’ll be able to sell a lot more clay rock in Jingdezhen. 

And I hear the English, Dutch, and Portuguese traders want to buy kaolin for their kilns far away. We may have to buy more pack-horses to keep up, Papa. Oh Papa, it’s so exciting. So much is happening.”

Master Wang smiled. Just like the little bird, she never loses her wind.

As they rounded the final curve into the village center, they saw a gathering crowd. People craned their heads and pushed to get a better view, while the little ones crawled between the legs of the adults to catch a glimpse. But Scarlett and her Papa couldn’t stop to see the spectacle. They had to continue to the village storage lot and unload the valuable clay rock under the covered shelter.

After unloading the clay rock, they stopped to catch their breath. “Scarlett,” Papa instructed, “brush the horse down, feed and water him, then put him up for the cold night. Let him cool down slowly and make him comfortable.”

He’s serious about taking care of the horse. He uses my full birth name when he gives instructions.

“While you do that, I want to see how much rock we have to take to the city,” he continued.

Painted Dragons and Promises

Papa’s gaze drifted over the quarry road. Today, life got a little easier in the village.

While most of the men worked daily in the small quarries of the village, they used the pack-horse to bring the kaolin down from the ridge-top. The horse served double duty to then take loads of the clay rock to Jingdezhen. 

When the horse made the trip to the city, no clay rock could be brought down from the quarry. Although this was easier duty for the village men, and they took turns. It took all of the men in the village to sustain their tenuous life there. Still, the villagers were poor. The village people were barely supplied with adequate food and shelter. 

Make no mistake, their pack-horse was priceless to the village. Without it, the quarry silenced. Without the quarry, the village thinned—meal by meal, season by season.

The kaolin sales in Jingdezhen were the main source of income for this village of some twenty households. The kaolin was mixed with a harder rock to make clay, which was used in making ceramics. Jingdezhen was China’s center for ceramics. Once in the city, the horse was loaded up with meager essential goods bought to take back to the village.

“Little Bird,” Papa began. “Walk with me back to the village center so we can look at our new possession. But you must not get your hopes up too soon and know that things will not improve at once in our little village. It will take some time. We will need to sell a few loads of clay rock in the city. Then maybe we can buy more horses.”

Scarlett listened intently to her Papa. She had questions. Lots of questions, but she let them lie for now. There would be time to ask them later.

As they approached the village center, the crowd had thinned, and only a few of the village men stood around talking. Scarlett spotted the dragon and ran ahead. Excitedly, she called back to Papa, “Isn't it beautiful Papa? I love the cart’s colors... it’s so pretty, Papa!”

Papa smiled at his first daughter’s happiness. Let her smile and laugh—there’s been little enough of that this year. It’s been a hard year. Yes, the new horse cart would make things a little easier.

Arriving beside his daughter, Papa looked the cart over from front to back. The new paint will soon be scratched and worn.

One of the men stepped up, bowed politely, and said, “See Master, it came with really nice rigging and harnesses made of sturdy leather. It will last a long time.”

“When will we take the first load to the city?” another of the men asked.

“I’ll bring down two pack-horse loads tomorrow, and if another quarry worker will also, we will have enough for our first horse cart load to the city,” Papa told them. 

Continuing, he told the assembled men, “One day, maybe we can think about taking an extra pack-horse loaded with clay rock at the same time. That will give us about six or seven loads of clay rock to sell. That is only in one day. We usually only sell one pack load each trip.”

Of course, that’s if we ever get another pack-horse to make the trip,” he mused to himself, not wanting to state the obvious.

Scarlett patiently waited by the cart while the men talked. She had one question that she wanted to ask Papa that was important to her. While the men talked business, she started looking at the cart. Inside it
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