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Chapter 1

	 

	S


	NOWY LANDSCAPES are beautiful, Jean thought. Just not when I have to drive through them.

	She felt a bit foolish in the fact that she didn’t know Tennessee actually got snow. She thought it was a hard lesson to learn as she slowly made her way down the interstate toward South Carolina. She really felt dumb when she passed a turn off for a ski resort.

	“Glad we’re heading south,” she grumbled to Louie, who was sleeping soundly in his little bed on the passenger seat. The cat slept nearly twenty hours a day, usually only waking up at about the time Jean wanted to settle down for the night.

	She’d hoped to at least get to the South Carolina border before nightfall, but the winter storm that hit the area was certainly making it difficult. Her old Volkswagen was barely able to crawl along the snowy road.

	A heavy sigh left her when she realized she was going to have to pull over to put tire chains on. Her new friend, Tom, had insisted she take them when she left Colorado, though Jean had told him she’d had no intention of traveling anywhere snow fell.

	But… God.

	But God, Jean laughed to herself. But God… changes the plans. Laughs when you make them. And His plans are always better.

	She smiled at the thought of why she was currently driving through Tennessee; it was all thanks to one of those changed plans in which she was able to help a young girl who needed some help, and to witness to a crotchety old man who’d bawled like a baby when he accepted the Lord.

	Yep, God’s plans were infinitely better than any she could come up with.

	Now, however, she really didn’t have a plan, nor did she know what God’s plan was. She had no real direction. The whole trip had been like that, though. She’d point the car toward some destination and then wait for the Lord to move. And He always came through. Sometimes in very strange ways.

	When she spied an area that was safe, she pulled off the road and got out, leaving the engine running so Louie would stay warm. She slipped twice as she walked to the trunk to retrieve the snow chains, and decided she needed to change into her new boots first. Sneakers just didn’t work well for snow gear.

	As she sat on the bumper to change her shoes, she looked through the crack left under the raised hood. Louie had decided to use one of his rare waking moments to jump up on the dash to see what she was doing.

	“Nosy cat,” Jean laughed, then waved at him. Louie gave her a look that said he thought she was very strange indeed.

	Once her boots were on, she pulled the chains out, then moved to the passenger side first. After placing the chains over the tops of the tires, she got back in the car, leaving the door open so she could see how far to pull forward so the chains wrapped completely around. She then got out so she could affix them.

	“You stay here,” she told the cat when he jumped on her seat, closing the door in his face. He gave her another look that said how much he appreciated that. Jean chuckled.

	“Sucks to be you,” she teased, using the phrase she’d heard Avery use. The teen was full of funny sayings.

	After the chains were attached, Jean closed the trunk and hurried to get back in the car with the heat. She was already chilled to the bones and feeling stupid for not putting her coat on first.

	Only… the door was locked. And Louie had a rather smug look on his face.

	Jean stared at the cat, then turned her eyes to the keys that were still in the ignition. She then looked to the passenger door, noting that the door lock was pushed down on that one as well, since she didn’t like to drive with the doors unlocked.

	Of course, to make matters worse, her cellphone was in the car as well.

	A shiver coursed up her spine as the wind whistled through the trees lining the road. Snow was still falling, and the day was growing late. Soon, the temperature would drop even more, and without even a coat for protection… she was in a bad way.

	With the storm brewing, there were few cars out. Jean had passed one truck heading the opposite direction, but that had been a long while before. There wasn’t much chance of someone stopping to help, if even just to let her use their cell.

	She considered breaking a window, but that would mean a very cold drive to the nearest town and then there was the possibility of not being able to get a replacement. She’d already run into that problem on the trip, since Beetle parts were hard to come by.

	Another heavy sigh lifted her shoulders, accompanied by another shiver. Her breath hung in a thick cloud before her as she looked heavenward.

	“Lord, I really need Your help here,” she called out, her voice muffled in the snow. It reminded her of the acoustics in the hospital chapel where she’d prayed for a miracle. This is yet another chapel, she thought.

	“I’m g-gonna f-f-freeze to death soon,” she said, teeth chattering. “N-n-need You to unlock the d-d-door.”

	Jean thought she was probably being a bit overly dramatic when she closed her eyes and reached for the handle, still keeping her face toward the sky. But when the door opened, she shouted “Hallelujah!” and didn’t feel that it was over-the-top.

	Not at all.

	“F-father, You are certainly an awesome G-god,” Jean said as she hurried into the car, slamming the door against the cold. She turned to glare at Louie.

	“And y-you are a h-horrible c-c-cat,” she said. He just blinked at her from his cat bed, then turned so his back was to her and curled up.

	“Mangy f-feline,” Jean grumbled. She sat in the warm car for a few minutes until she stopped shivering, then put the car in gear and pulled back out on the interstate.

	“Next time I have to get out of the car, I’m not leaving it running so you can be warm,” she muttered. “You can just freeze your little tushy.”

	Jean had planned on getting all the way to the coast, to Charleston, but the snowstorm wasn’t having any of that. Despite the tire chains, it was still a very slow ride and a tense one, since she was so unfamiliar with winter weather driving.

	She was pretty sure her fingerprints were going to be forever etched into Bob’s steering wheel from her tight grip.

	The next town was Asheville, North Carolina and she figured she was going to have to stop there for the night. She laughed to herself; so far on the trip, she hadn’t ever driven longer than four hours in a day. The Lord was having her take it easy, that was for sure.

	“Okay, Lord,” Jean murmured as she saw the first exit for Asheville coming up, “You lead me where You want me to go.” She glanced at Louie then. “Just please make it a motel that allows pets.”

	Almost immediately, she saw a billboard for a bed and breakfast that had in large letters “We Love Your Pets!” across the bottom. Jean laughed at that and noted the directions on the sign.

	As she navigated the snowy streets toward the outskirts of the city, Jean thought about how exciting—and scary—it was to travel somewhere by herself, especially somewhere she’d never been before. She and her husband had done very little traveling when they’d been married. Lars had always been content to just sit in his recliner and watch television whenever he had time off from his job.

	Jean was glad she had the opportunity to see the country now, even if much of it had been buried under snow so far.

	The bed and breakfast was easy enough to find, though it was off a dirt road in the hills. Thankfully, it looked like someone had plowed the road, so she was able to get up it easily enough.

	The house was on a hill and Jean thought it was a beautiful place, reminding her of one of the plantation houses she’d seen on television. It was three stories and had a sprawling lawn and a wrap-around porch. She wished she was visiting the place in warmer weather, thinking it would be nice to sit on one of the numerous porch swings she could see swaying in the wind.

	She parked the car as close to the door as she could, then eyeballed the porch steps, trying to see if they looked icy or not. Even though she’d put on her winter boots, she still wasn’t fond of walking on ice. Or falling.

	Definitely not fond of falling.

	“Last thing I need is a broken hip,” she muttered to herself. Louie lifted his head to give her a look, then closed his eyes once again.

	“Sorry for disturbing your nineteenth hour of napping,” Jean drawled at him, then grabbed her purse and got out—making sure she had her keys in hand this time. “Try not to freeze that tush while I’m inside,” she told the cat as she slammed the car door. She was still angry at him, certain that he’d locked the door on purpose.

	She climbed the steps and thought about the fact that she was being a bit ridiculous; the cat had most likely just stepped on the door lock of the old Beetle. But, then again, maybe he had done it intentionally—and at the direction of the Lord, just so He could give her a miracle. That thought made her smile… and forgive Louie.

	“Hello!” a cheery voice greeted her when she walked inside. Jean turned toward the sound and saw a woman standing from a comfy-looking sofa in front of a warm fire. She set a book on the coffee table, then stepped forward, hand extended.

	“Welcome!” she said as she shook with Jean. “I’m Elvira and this is my bed and breakfast, although I offer three full meals a day. Are you here to stay with us?”

	Jean nodded, though she wondered at the question. Why else would she be there? “Yes. I have a cat and saw your sign on the interstate, so—”

	Elvira clapped. “Oh goody!” she squealed. Jean had to fight not to let her eyebrow rise. The woman was a bit… overenthusiastic.

	“I love cats! Come on,” she said as she turned and motioned for Jean to follow, “let me show you our cat room.”

	Jean laughed when Elvira led her to the basement stairs. It reminded her of Cretin, the biker she’d stayed with, and his cat basement set-up, only Elvira’s was even more elaborate. There were towers for the cats to climb, sofas for them to lounge around on, and even a box of greenery growing that Jean was sure was catnip.

	There were just a handful of cats that lazily blinked at her, and every one of them was overweight. Fat and happy, she laughed to herself. Louie will love it here.

	“What do you think?” Elvira asked and Jean just shook her head.

	“Quite the set-up,” she said with a slight smile. Some people were a bit over-the-top when it came to their pets. “How do you keep it so warm?” she asked. There wasn’t a fireplace or even a wood-burning stove that she could see, nor any vents.

	“Oh, we had radiant heating installed in the walls and then we put in a false floor and ran more pipes under there when we realized that it wasn’t warm enough.”

	Jean’s eyes widened at that, knowing that had to have cost a fortune. She and Lars had looked into radiant heating at one time, but it was crazy expensive.

	“Well, Louie is gonna love it here,” she said with a slight smile. Elvira squealed again and Jean had to bite her lips to keep from the sarcastic comment hovering, just begging to be let free.

	Elvira led her back up the stairs and to a small office. She filled out the necessary paperwork and tried to pay, but the woman insisted that she pay after her stay. Jean thought it was a bit insane not to get payment in advance since a guest could just leave without paying, but it wasn’t her business.

	The overly chipper middle-aged woman took her up the stairs to the second floor and showed her the room that would be hers, along with the shared bathroom.

	“But don’t worry—we don’t have anyone else staying with us at the moment, so you’ll have the bathroom all to yourself.”

	Jean went back out to the car to retrieve her suitcase and cringed at how cold it was when she left the warm house. Despite her earlier threat, a slight twinge of guilt struck her then when she thought of Louie in the car, but when she looked in the window, he was curled up in his bed and tucked under his blanket.

	Once she got her suitcase inside, she went back out to get the cat. He made a grouchy sound as she hooked his leash onto his halter and Jean laughed.

	“Don’t worry, I’m not going to walk you—or drag you, rather. You’re gonna go spend time with some other spoiled, rotten cats.”

	That earned her a kitty glare.

	Thankfully, Louie seemed to accept the other cats—or at least he tolerated the fact they were breathing his air— and he even chewed on the catnip for a bit, then crawled up onto a ledge on the cat tree and sprawled out. Jean could swear his tongue rolled out.

	“He’s stoned,” she laughed to Elvira. The woman nodded.

	“Yep, catnip does that to them. It keeps them calm though.”

	Jean made a mental note that she needed to get some of the green stuff for the next time she had to walk Louie on the leash. It was like trying to hold onto a crocodile’s tail while he performed a death roll.

	Elvira told Jean that dinner would be at five, so she decided to spend some time in the Word and prayer, then take a nap. Of course, her plans got changed almost immediately when her phone rang. She looked at the display.

	Paula, ugh. Jean sighed, then answered.

	“Hey.”

	That earned her a snort. ‘‘‘Hey’? Is that how you greet your favorite sister?”

	“My only sister, yeah,” Jean drawled. “What’s up?”

	Another snort. “Like there’s anything ‘up’ with me. You know I have no life. I just sit around this big ol’ house and feel sorry for myself.”

	Jean rubbed her eyes and asked the Lord not to let her say anything ugly. “You have a life,” she gritted out. “You’re really involved with your church, with all those ministries. Plus you have friends—”

	“Well, I’m down one friend now,” Paula announced. “I’m not talking to Carolyn ever again.”

	Jean waited, but her sister didn’t elaborate. She sighed after a long moment of silence.

	“Why not?” Not that she really cared, but she was trying to be nice.

	Paula huffed. “Would you believe she had the nerve to bring my cherry cobbler to the women’s potluck? I mean, she’d asked me for the recipe, and I didn’t think twice about giving it to her, because, you know, she was my friend and all. I never in a million years would have thought she’d do that to me!” Paula practically wailed.

	Jean fought to keep her voice level and to keep the disbelief that her sister would be so petty from being too obvious, but it was difficult. “Well, that doesn’t seem to be that bad. I mean—”

	“Not that bad?” Paula shrieked and Jean had to pull the phone away from her ear. “How can you say that? Carolyn knew that was my own recipe, and I took the cobbler to nearly every church function and have done so for the past ten years! I just can’t believe she’d stab me in the back like that,” she sniffed.

	“Yes, a tragedy,” Jean drawled. “They do say imitation is the sincerest—”

	“She didn’t even follow the recipe!” Paula continued, completely oblivious to Jean’s input. Jean figured she could have set the phone down and gone to take a long bath, then come back and Paula wouldn’t even know that she had been gone. Heck, she could probably take a bath, a nap, then eat dinner and Paula would still be jabbering away, oblivious to the fact it was a one-sided conversation.

	"She used cinnamon in the cobbler! Cinnamon! Can you imagine?" Paula went on, like her friend had committed treason against all things fruit.

	“No, I can’t,” Jean sighed. “Don’t you put nut—”

	“I always put nutmeg in my cherry cobbler! Cinnamon is for peach. Everyone knows that.”

	“Well, maybe she was just trying to make the recipe her—”

	“If you ask for someone’s recipe, you don’t alter it. That’s just rude.”

	“Hey, I should go check on Louie. We’re staying at a bed and—”

	“Are you in Georgia?”

	“What? Georgia? No, I was never planning—”

	“There’s a museum there that has an actual butt print from Big Foot. I think that would be pretty amazing to see.”

	“Uh, okayyy,” Jean drawled, not quite sure how to respond. “But I’m not planning on going to Georgia, not unless the Lord—”

	“But how do they know it’s a butt print from the Big Foot? What if some extra-curvy lady slipped and fell in the mud and left behind her booty hole? Well, not hole, but you know what I mean. They really should just call it ‘Big Butt Print’, just to be clear.”

	Jean sighed. “I’m in North Carolina right now, at a bed—”

	“Ooh, they have the White Squirrel Festival in North Carolina. You oughta check that out. Although, I think it might be in the spring.”

	“How in the world do you know these things? Seriously, I think you watch—”

	“But you should at least go see the Billy Graham Library while you’re there. Of course, I would go to the NASCAR Hall of Fame if it were me. But of course, I wasn’t invited to go on your trip, was I?” Paula sniffed.

	Jean rolled her eyes, then rubbed them again. “Even if you had come with me—” the good Lord forbid, “—I’m not on this trip for pleasure, remember? I’m on a mission—”

	“Oh yeah, there’s a new mission that Pastor Jack started, one for kids. Some sort of outreach. I was thinking I might join it, but I’m not sure. You know how I feel about kids these days.”

	Jean took a deep breath. “Yes, but there’s a reason that kids act the way they do. They need guidance and if your church is starting some kind of mission or outreach, you really ought to join—”

	“I mean, just the other day I was at the fabric store and this little boy who couldn’t have been more than five stuck his tongue out at me and called me a ‘boogie head’. Now, what in the world is a boogie head? And why in the world would such a young child say something like that?”

	Because he was probably trying to say something, but you wouldn’t let him… 

	“It’s just disrespectful,” Paula went on before Jean could respond. “Why, his mother should have swatted his little fanny for that, but instead, she just shrugged and looked at me funny. So rude,” she huffed.

	“Well, I agree his mother should have said something, but that’s what I was saying about that outreach your church is starting. Kids these days need—”

	“Did you know that ancient Romans used spider webs for bandages? That’s just crazy. I mean, who in the world would want a spider web on them? Last week, I had to go into the attic and got a web in my hair and I nearly fell off the ladder trying to get it out.”

	“Are you watching TV?” Jean asked incredulously. “Or is your brain really that random? Because I’m starting to worry—”

	“And they also used their own pee for teeth whitening! How crazy is that? I mean, can you just imagine what their breath was like?”

	Jean sighed again and rubbed her whole face then. “Look, I really have to go. I need to check on Louie and take a bath before dinner. Plus, I wanted to—”

	“Speaking of baths, did you know the Romans charged the women four times as much as men to use the public bath house? That’s crazy and totally unfair. Of course, it might have just been an incentive to get the men to bathe.”

	“Okay, well, gotta go!” Jean gritted out. “I’ll talk to you later!”

	She disconnected the call, then glanced out at the snow still falling. A heavy sigh lifted her shoulders, both from weariness due to talking to Paula, but also from the feeling of being “stuck.” If it continued to snow, then she wasn’t going anywhere.

	“Well, Lord,” she said as she got up and headed toward the bathroom, “I have to keep reminding myself it’s all in Your hands, so… I’m gonna take a bath and then a nap for now, unless You tell me otherwise. Think I’ll just keep things simple from now on. Short-term plans, since You keep changing the long-term ones,” she laughed.

	After a very nice nap, Jean made her way down the stairs, practically following her nose. Whatever Elvira—or whoever—was cooking, it smelled delicious.

	She felt a bit awkward sitting at the dining table by herself, so she knocked on the kitchen door.

	“Come in!” came Elvira’s cheerful voice. Jean pushed the swinging door open and stepped inside. Jean had to fight back a laugh; the woman was wearing an old-fashioned apron with ruffles on the pockets and was covered in a dusting of flour. The scene was right out of a Norman Rockwell painting.

	“Could you use some help?” Jean asked. Elvira immediately objected.

	“Oh, no, three meals a day is part of the cost of your stay!” she said, like Jean had offered to burn the house down for her.

	Jean chuckled. “I know, but it seems kinda silly to go to all this trouble just for me. I mean, you could have just thrown a sandwich at me and I would have been happy.”

	Elvira stopped rolling the dough and stared at Jean like she’d also told her she’d make sure the cats were still inside the house while it was burning.

	“Oh no, that would be… be just… well, my mama would roll over in her grave, then come back and haunt me if I ever did something like that!”

	Jean laughed outright that time. “Well, let me help you and it’ll just be our little secret.” Thankfully, Elvira relented.

	As they worked making dinner rolls, they chatted. Jean found out that Elvira always made extra food to take to a nearby women’s shelter.

	“Even if I only have one guest,” she said as she smiled and nodded at Jean, “I make enough as if I had a whole houseful. That way, the ladies and kids have plenty to eat. Missus Barnes has her hands full with the shelter as it is. She sure doesn’t need to be worrying about making food for them too.”

	Jean prodded Elvira some more about the shelter and the woman running it. As they talked, Jean started feeling a strange urge to go see the place, and so she practically begged Elvira to let her go along after they ate dinner.
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