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Chapter 1

	 

	W


	HEN THE LORD decides to move, sometimes you just have to get out of His way or get run over,” Jean said. Bear nodded, but he still looked a bit stupefied.

	She supposed she should be a bit more tactful; after all, the kid had spent six years living on the streets of Gainesville and he was somewhat awkward in social situations. But she didn’t want him to pass up the opportunity he’d been given due to fear. As a new Christian, Bear needed to know that he could trust the Lord to guide his steps.

	“Maybe you heard the story of Moses, from the Bible.”

	Bear nodded again and Jean smiled. “So, you probably know that Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt after unleashing the plagues and then he led them through the desert. Most everyone knows that story.

	“But you may not know that Moses didn’t want to be the leader of the Israelites. He argued with God about it, actually—said he couldn’t talk, that he was ‘slow of speech’, which probably means he had a stutter. So, because God is merciful and He provides, He let Moses take his brother Aaron with him to talk to the pharaoh.”

	Jean smiled at the big man who, just the week before, had been so emaciated he was painful to look at. But in just the handful of days since the Lord had made Bear Jean’s newest mission, he’d filled out considerably. He looked like a new man.

	A terrified new man.

	“So, are you saying you’ll go with me to help me talk?” Bear asked hopefully as he sipped his coffee. Jean laughed.

	“It’s just a job interview,” she consoled him. “It’s not like you’re up against the ruler of a nation, demanding he give you a million of his citizens.”

	“I know,” Bear sighed as he stared into his coffee with a forlorn expression. “But I—I’m just worried, you know? Worried that I’m gonna mess this up and that they’ll throw me out after laughing in my face.”

	Jean couldn’t help but laugh herself. Bear looked up at her with a slight frown. “You’re just applying for a job,” she said with a grin. “And if you go in there and they laugh at you and tell you to leave, so what? You go on to the next interview, and the next, until you get a job.” She reached over the table and put her hand on his.

	“Son, you can’t exactly mess anything up. You don’t have the job, so it’s not like you’re gonna say something that’s gonna make you not have the job any more than you already don’t.”

	Bear had a pained look, like trying to figure out what she just said hurt. Jean laughed again. “You’ll be fine,” she assured him. “If this is the job the Lord wants you to have, then there is nothing and nobody who can stop that from happening.” Thankfully, that seemed to help, as Bear gave her one of his dazzling smiles.

	Jean was still amazed that the young man had such nice teeth. After being homeless for six years, she figured they’d be half-rotted and he’d be missing a few, especially since he’d been addicted to crystal meth, which she had heard wreaked havoc on teeth. But Bear had been blessed to not have suffered too much from his addiction, although she had insisted on getting him into a dental clinic a few days before for cleaning and a checkup. He’d only had three small cavities. Pretty amazing.

	They left the restaurant and Jean drove to the office building where Bear had his interview. She knew it really was a God-appointment, because she’d come across the job opening purely by “accident.” She thought a security guard was perfect for a big man like Bear, and since he shockingly didn’t have a criminal record and his former drug of choice didn’t stay in the body over a week, she knew he’d pass any tests they threw his way.

	It was the perfect job for the young man trying to get on his feet.

	Jean wasn’t surprised when she found a parking space right in front of the building, even though the street was packed. And she just smiled when she saw there was nearly an hour left on the meter.

	God provides.

	The smile didn’t leave her face when she and Bear walked into the building and he checked in at the desk, drawing grins and eyelash batting from the receptionist. Bear seemed embarrassed, but he managed to have a decent conversation with the girl, even asking for her phone number.

	He walked back to where Jean had taken a seat near the building’s front windows, a grin splitting his face as he tucked the sticky note into his pocket. Jean laughed at him and patted his knee when he sat next to her.

	“One step at a time, son,” she told him. “You don’t want to start dating before you get yourself situated first.”

	Bear nodded. “Yeah, but it’s nice to be noticed for a change. To have a pretty girl like that actually want someone like me…”

	Jean elbowed him in the ribs. “Someone like you,” she scoffed. “You mean, tall, broad-shouldered, handsome enough to cause even old ladies like me to take a second look, and a sweet, kind-hearted new Christian to boot? You’re quite a catch, hon. Time you start realizing you have a lot to offer.”

	“Just wanna offer myself to God,” Bear murmured, though he kept glancing back at the pretty blond at the front desk.

	Jean sighed happily. “That makes this old woman’s heart feel good to hear. You’ve been a Christian—and clean—for barely a week, yet you’re more committed than a lot of pastors I’ve met.”

	Bear started to answer, but a man came out of a door then. “Robert McClure?” he asked, holding papers in his hand. Jean assumed it was the résumé that she’d helped Bear fill out online. He stood and walked toward the man, with his hand outstretched.

	“Most folks call me Bear,” he told the man, making the receptionist giggle. The man shot her a look that had her turning back to her desk, then he led Bear into the office.

	Jean played a game on her phone for a bit while she waited, but then decided there was no reason to sit in the uncomfortable waiting chair when she could be parked in a coffee shop somewhere. Besides, if she left it would give the receptionist another excuse to talk to Bear.

	“Excuse me,” she said as she approached the front desk, “can you tell me where I—” she paused when the office door opened, and Bear stepped out. She looked back at the girl and smiled. “Never mind.”

	Bear nodded to the receptionist as he led Jean to the front door. He held it open for her and she chuckled.

	“What’s so funny?” he asked as they stepped up to Bob, her old Volkswagen Beetle.

	Jean unlocked her door and stared at the young man over the top of the car. “That girl probably thinks I’m your grandmother and you live in my basement and play video games all day.”

	Bear got a puzzled look on his face and Jean realized that he probably had no idea what she was talking about, having been out of touch with the world for so many years.

	“I’ll explain later,” she said, then got in the car and unlocked the passenger door.

	“So,” she said as she started the engine, “you got the job.”

	Bear surprised her when he shook his head. Jean had to fight back a wave of disappointment. She’d thought for sure the Lord had been leading him to the security job.

	“No,” Bear admitted, “he asked me for my address, and I had to admit that I’m homeless.”

	Jean winced; when they’d filled out the application online, they’d both pondered what to do about the address. Jean had wanted to go ahead and rent an apartment for Bear so he’d have an address, and pay a few months’ rent to help him out, but he’d balked so much at the idea that she’d given up on it. They couldn’t exactly put the address of the motel where he’d been staying, so they’d just left it blank.

	“That’s okay,” Jean told him, patting his knee after shifting Bob into third gear. “There are other jobs. Maybe we can just get you a post office box or something.”

	Bear shook his head. “No, I’m not going to apply for another job.”

	Jean shot him a quick worried glance. “Hon, there’s no need to get down on yourself.” She was afraid that the kid was going to go right back on the streets and get on drugs again. They came to a stoplight and Jean looked over at him.

	“You’ll find something. Don’t give up. Keep looking.”

	He just shook his head again. “No, I’m done looking.” Bear’s lips twitched, then he broke out in a laugh. Jean thought it was odd, but then he explained. “I got a job. A different one than the security guard.” He grinned at Jean’s shocked expression.

	“When I was honest with Mr. Scanlon about my situation, even told him how I’d gotten saved just a week ago and was healed from my drug addiction, he nearly jumped over his desk to hug me. First, he welcomed me to the family of God,” Bear said with a laugh. “And then he told me that I was an answer to his prayers. He started a homeless shelter a few months back but didn’t have anyone to run it. He’d been asking God for someone who was a Christian, who had gone through the ringer, who would understand what it was like to live on the streets. He said he’d even prayed for someone who had kicked a drug addiction.”

	Bear laughed again, though it sounded watery. “He even asked for a big guy, one who wouldn’t be intimidated when someone got their panties in a wad,” he said with a grin.

	Jean started praising the Lord, but Bear interrupted her. “There’s more—the job comes with a small apartment at the shelter, along with three meals a day, plus a decent salary.”

	Jean grinned while Bear shook his head in disbelief. “God provided everything I needed all in one shot. He’s really amazing.”

	The light changed and Jean laughed as she put Bob in gear and started off. “That He is, son. That He is.”

	 

	+

	 

	BEAR WAS supposed to start his new job the very next day and Jean knew it was time for her to move on. She had been spending a lot of time in prayer and was feeling led to head north finally. Where, she wasn’t sure, but she knew that God would show her.

	Since she knew she’d be leaving soon, she wanted to spend as much time with Bear as she could, making sure he was ready to take on his new life. She had no doubt that the Lord would take care of His new kid, but Jean wanted to do her part too.

	After they left the job interview, Jean drove to the mall where they’d gone clothes shopping. Bear laughed. “More shopping? Typical woman.”

	Jean gave him a droll look. “If you remember, smarty, the last time we went shopping, it was for you.” She grinned then. “This time is too.”

	Bear immediately started to protest as Jean got out of the car, but he followed. “I don’t need anything else!” he exclaimed. “You bought me more clothes than any one person needs already!”

	They had reached the doors to the mall and Jean pulled it open, making Bear growl in a pretty good imitation of his namesake. He got so aggravated whenever Jean didn’t let him open the door for her that she made it a game to see who could get there first.

	“I’m not buying you more clothes,” she told him over her shoulder as he hurried to catch up. “We’re going to stock up on Bibles for your new mission.”

	Bear couldn’t find it in himself to argue about that, thankfully, and Jean led him to the bookstore she’d seen when they’d shopped at the mall the week before.

	She took a big whiff of the store when they walked in. She’d always loved bookstores and libraries—the unique smell of books that permeated the air, the kaleidoscope of colors lining sturdy shelves, the soft rustling sound as visitors rifled through pages and the hushed atmosphere, where no one seemed to want to disturb others. It saddened her to know bookstores were going the way of video stores.

	They walked around the store for a bit but were unable to find the religious section. Bear trotted off to find a clerk, making Jean smile. He was coming out of his shell by leaps and bounds.

	The young man Bear returned with led them to the far corner of the store, where a small sign affixed to the top of a shelf read “Religious Studies.” It was a very small section that made Jean frown.

	“Why is the selection so scarce?” she asked the clerk, whose nametag read “Bernie.” The kid shrugged.

	“Don’t get a lot of people in here wanting this stuff,” he said as he moved off to help another customer.

	Jean glanced at Bear. “And this is why I’m on a mission trip,” she said, shaking her head. “This country has gotten so far away from God that He’s been relegated to the back of stores in dusty corners.”

	Bear grunted. “Yeah,” he agreed. “Good thing there’re still people like you who are willing to tell them about Him.”

	Jean whacked his chest with the back of her hand. “And you, too. Remember, this homeless shelter is a huge mission field.” Bear nodded, and then laughed when Jean started piling Bibles into his arms. She also added some books by well-respected Christian authors about addiction recovery and overcoming fears, knowing that a lot of the homeless were sufferers of PTSD and the like.

	After she paid—and she thought Bear was going to faint over the total cost—they grabbed the half dozen heavy bags and headed back out to Bob.

	“Don’t you think you should have left at least a few Bibles on the shelves for others?” Bear asked as Jean opened the trunk of the car.

	“Nope,” she said. “Those Bibles had dust on them. It’s obvious that no one has been browsing through that section in ages. These Bibles will do a lot more good in the hands of those who can use them, and not sitting on a shelf being ignored.”

	Bear placed the bags in the trunk. “Did you see the size of the fiction section?” he asked. “It took up most of the store.”

	Jean nodded as she unlocked her door and got in. She reached over to unlock the passenger door and once Bear was seated—no small feat for a man his size in a small Beetle—she answered.

	“And did you happen to see the comic books? The covers alone were… risqué.”

	“What’s that?”

	Jean glanced at him as she backed out of the parking space. “Risqué? It means, um, well, it means… sexy. Sort of.”

	He nodded. “Yeah. They were kinda bad, I guess.” He huffed out a breath. “I never even thought about stuff like that before, but now… it kinda bothers me.”

	Jean grinned at him as she pulled out of the mall parking lot. “That’s called conviction. The Holy Spirit is gonna give you a lot of that as He grows you into the man He wants you to be.”

	Bear laughed. “I have a feeling I’m gonna be convicted a lot.”

	“Better to be convicted by the Holy Spirit than by an earthly judge,” Jean said. “And it’s most definitely better to be convicted by the Spirit now, rather than by the Son on Judgment Day.”

	They had a nice lunch at a sandwich place that specialized in potato soup, Jean’s favorite next to clam chowder. Bear laughed when she got a second bowl.

	“You’re gonna get fat,” he teased her. “And then you’ll be as round as that little tuna can you drive.”

	“Don’t be making fun of Bob,” Jean warned. “He’s been a faithful servant so far.”

	“Except for when he left you stranded,” he said, his voice sarcastic. Jean was almost sorry she’d told Bear about the two times Bob had done just that.

	“Yeah, but it was for a reason, both times. A very good reason.” She smiled when she thought of the Marines who’d stopped to help her the first time she’d broken down, and how all but one had gotten right with the Lord thanks to that. And then later Bob had broken down and a biker gang had helped her out—and now they had a very thriving ministry in Texas.

	Bear laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right about that.”

	“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” Jean said as she patted the car’s dash. “Even using ol’ Bob here to get the job done.”

	“Or using an old lady who has no concept of fear or danger.”

	The stern look Jean tried to give the kid was ruined by the laugh that escaped her. “Jerk,” she muttered, making Bear laugh again.

	“I don’t need to fear anything or anybody,” Jean told him. “The Lord travels with me and as long as I don’t get ahead of Him, I’m safe.”

	Bear sipped his soda as he seemed to contemplate what she’d said while Jean ate her soup. It was several minutes before he broke the silence.

	“I guess that’s something I’m gonna have to learn,” he admitted. Jean cocked an eyebrow at him. “The learning to trust God to take care of things and not fear or worry.”

	Jean laughed as she wiped her mouth with her napkin. “I still worry… though I’m choosing to call it ‘being concerned’,” she said, twisting her mouth to the side in a wry look. “But I don’t fear—not really. I still have moments, though. Like the night we met… I was trying to hurry to get back to the motel before dark, because the desk clerk warned me about that. But the Lord reminded me that I didn’t need to be afraid, that He’s walking with me.”

	Bear grinned. “And then a big ol’ grizzly walked out of the shadows and gave you a fright.” His shoulders lifted and his face colored. “Honestly, I think I was more afraid of you than you were of me.”

	“Me?” Jean asked incredulously. “Why in the world would you have been afraid of me?”

	Her young friend gave her a look. "For an old woman, you’re darned scary,” he said. Jean whacked him with her napkin as she huffed out a disgruntled sound that made Bear laugh again.

	“No, seriously,” he continued. “I was thinking that you were a little crazy. I mean, who in their right mind would not only give a panhandler a hundred bucks, but then insist on going with them to a drug deal after offering to feed them?” He shook his head.

	“Well, since you put it that way, it does sound a little… off,” Jean admitted as she chuckled.

	Bear nodded with a crooked grin. “Yeah. Definitely. But it was weird how as we walked and you were talking—and at that point, all I cared about was getting my next fix—your words started sinking in. I was in really bad shape at that point and couldn’t really focus on anything, but all of a sudden, I was hearing you, really hearing you, and what you were saying was making a lot of sense.” He shrugged.

	“You didn’t care that you were walking down the street with a half-starved homeless addict who hadn’t had a shower in forever, you just… loved on me,” he finished with a wobbly smile.

	Jean returned the smile, then leaned over and put her hand on Bear’s. “And that’s how you have to treat the new friends you’re going to meet at the shelter,” she told him. “With love. With patience. And without judgment. That’s how you introduce people to Jesus.”

	Bear smiled again. “That’s how you showed me Jesus.” He took another sip of his soda. “And you gave me the perfect example to follow.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	  

	A


	FTER ANOTHER tearful goodbye—and promises to keep in touch, since Jean had insisted on buying Bear a cell phone—Jean and Louie checked out of the motel and headed to parts unknown.

	“Okay, Lord,” she said as she pulled onto the interstate heading toward Georgia, “I’m gonna plan on hitting Atlanta before nightfall, unless you tell me something different.”

	While the Lord had spoken to her, rather literally, He also used billboards, bumper stickers, and other people to lead her, so Jean made it a point to pay attention to her surroundings. But the trip north was uneventful and eventually she relaxed and just enjoyed the drive.

	When she didn’t see any obvious billboard messages and didn’t come upon “GO HERE!” messages affixed to the bumpers of cars, Jean decided she’d stop in Macon for lunch.

	A sign for a pizza joint looked interesting, so she followed the directions to the place. She was surprised at how large it was, but thankfully not too crowded since it was still a little early for the lunch crowd.

	“Welcome to the heart of Georgia,” the waitress said as she put a menu in front of Jean, who grinned.

	“Is it that obvious I’m not from around here?”

	“Not until you spoke,” the girl—Penny, her nametag read—laughed. “But I saw you pull in the parking lot with Cali plates. Cute car!”

	“Thanks,” Jean said. “He’s been pretty reliable so far.” She placed a drink order with the girl and perused the menu.
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