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Chapter 1

	 

	J


	EAN, I’M SO SORRY.” The tired and overused sentiment she’d heard so many times over the course of the past week meant nothing. It was a meaningless platitude, just something people said when they had no idea what to say. But no words, regardless of how well-meaning, were going to make things right.

	Nothing could take away the pain.

	Jean fought not to scream at the woman in front of her who dabbed at her cheeks with a well-used tissue. She still had her husband, was still blessed to fall asleep beside him at night, to wake up to him in the morning. She probably complained about his snoring, or about how he left the toilet seat up, or dropped his dirty socks on the floor.

	If only I’d known how blessed I was…

	Swallowing down the bitter resentment, Jean forced a smile. “Thank you, Cheryl,” she murmured, offering a wobbling smile to the woman she only knew from church who was handing out the worthless words as if they were the solution to all of Jean’s troubles. 

	With a sad smile, Cheryl moved on, and the next person stepped up to lay their sentiments at Jean’s feet.

	It was exhausting.

	On and on it went, the mostly faceless and nameless murmuring words meant to help, but which only served to make Jean grit her teeth. Her jaw ached from the effort it took not to scream at the people shaking her hand or patting her arm. Logically, she knew they didn’t mean harm; most were truly sympathetic, a few empathetic. But no one knew what she was feeling. What she was thinking.

	Or how much she wanted to follow after her husband.

	After what seemed like an eternity the last person finally left, and the atmosphere cleared a bit from the stench of sympathetic monotony. The last non-family member, anyway. Jean’s daughter was still in the kitchen, transferring the multitude of casseroles into plastic containers that could be frozen.

	Her church family had certainly come through in providing for the reception. Jean had no idea what she was going to do with so much food.

	It was almost humorous to think that she hadn’t had as much food at her wedding reception so many years before. She and Lars had been broke, their parents in even more dire straits. There hadn’t been money for a fancy wedding. Jean had worn her best dress, the one with the fewest mended spots and the one least faded. Lars had borrowed a suit from his older brother.

	Flowers were an unaffordable luxury. Instead, Jean had gone to the neighborhood funeral home and asked the director if she could borrow some of the flowers that had been delivered for an upcoming funeral. Thankfully, lilies were used for both uniting and for burying.

	They hadn’t even had enough money for a professionally made cake. Jean had made one herself, though she was certainly no baker. The three tiers had leaned precariously, and she had worried it was going to topple onto the floor before they’d made the first cut. At the first bite, she’d realized it was at least edible… though just barely.

	None of it had mattered. The wedding may not have been what dreams were made of, but their marriage certainly had been. Jean knew it wasn’t perfect; there was no such thing. But she had loved her husband fiercely, and she knew that he had loved her just as much in return.

	And now that love was gone, buried six feet below the earth in a plot of land Lars had bought without her knowledge.

	“Hey, mom,” Evelyn said as Jean walked into the kitchen. “How are you holding up?”

	Jean sighed. She really had no answer for that. How do you say, “I’m alive, but only because my heart still beats and my lungs still fill. It’s not by choice, though.”

	Her daughter probably wouldn’t want to hear her thoughts.

	“I’m alright,” she answered instead. “As good as can be expected, I guess.” She offered a small smile to her only child, thankful for her presence. It wasn’t enough comfort, but it was something at least.

	Evelyn must have sensed Jean’s thoughts, because she set aside the green bean casserole she’d been spooning into a plastic bowl that once contained butter, a testament to Jean’s “never throw anything away” generation. She walked around the kitchen island to wrap her arms around her mother and they cried together. It wasn’t the first time they’d done so since the emergency room doctor had come into the waiting room with the hard chairs, stained carpet and worried loved ones to tell them that there had been nothing they could do.

	“Fatal myocardial infarction,” was the term they’d used. Massive heart attack for the lay person. It didn’t matter what term was used; it still meant that her husband was gone.

	Lars had been chopping wood, something he did every fall so that there would be enough firewood for the cheery fires Jean loved in the winter months. She’d begged the stubborn man to skip doing so that year, telling him they could buy wood from a local farmer, but her husband had insisted that he “was certainly capable of chopping a few trees.”

	His pride and stubbornness caused his heart to stop… and Jean’s to shatter.

	Evelyn clung to her as they allowed grief to pour from their eyes, rivulets of pain streaking down their cheeks. Jean found herself trying to offer comfort, rather than accepting it, a lifetime habit as a mother.

	Though Evelyn wasn’t Lars’ daughter by genetics, she’d certainly been his daughter by choice. The result of a bad decision Jean had made—and, as a teenager who had been brought up in the church, she certainly knew better—Evelyn was never a regret.

	Jean’s strict parents had been horrified by the pregnancy and had turned their back on the pregnant teen. In order to survive, Jean had been forced to work long hours in a seedy diner, often returning to her tiny apartment in the slums to find a threat of eviction taped to her door. Not once had she ever considered giving up her child.

	Evelyn had been a joy from the first blink of her eyes as she entered the world and when Lars had come into her life four years later, the child had never considered the man anything else but “daddy.” To Lars, Evelyn was his “baby girl.”

	Needing a tissue, Jean gently pushed back, then retrieved paper towels for them both. As they blew their noses, a giggle escaped Evelyn. Jean looked at her in question.

	“We look like baboons,” Evelyn laughed. “All puffy.”

	Jean smiled at her daughter. “Yeah, but which end? The backside of a baboon is red, so…” She waved her hand between their faces and cocked her eyebrow.

	Evelyn’s lips twitched. “Guess that explains how ‘butt face’ became an insult.” They both burst out laughing. It wasn’t really that funny, but after the tension-filled past week, the silliness was a welcomed stress-reliever.

	Jean gave her daughter another quick hug, then moved to the sink. She sighed when she saw the piles of dishes.

	“Well, I guess no matter what happens in life,” she muttered, “there are always dishes needing washing.”

	+

	 

	IT HAD BEEN too many weeks to count since Jean had left the house. It was just so much easier to hole up inside and pretend the world wasn’t still outside, passing by the windows that were in need of a good cleaning.

	Thanks to restaurant and grocery delivery, there really wasn’t a reason to face life outside the sanctuary of her home. And without her husband, there wasn’t a desire to leave either.

	Jean had made good use of her self-imposed isolation though. She now knew how to make a creamy bechamel, the best way to pull up old tile, what to plant to keep critters from invading your garden, and if the crime scene investigation shows were accurate, she knew how to effectively dispose of a body.

	Television wasn’t her only companion, though. About two weeks into her self-imposed exile, a mangy-looking cat had shown up on her porch, meowing non-stop until she’d finally given in and yanked the door open to yell at him to go away. She was in no mood for any company, not even the four-legged kind, and Jean was not a big fan of cats on top of it. But once she opened the door, the Tom had strutted in like he was the king and she, the lowly servant.

	Jean had named him King Louie.

	The cat had been full of fleas and looked like he’d been in a dozen or more fights. Half of one ear was missing, he had a long scar from the top of his head to the top of his nose, and he had a skinned area on his tail where no hair grew. The thing had been half-starved and managed to devour Jean’s entire tuna stash in two days.

	Thankfully, the grocery store that delivered also carried cat food.

	After a bath—which led Jean to discover that cats do not like water and meant another order to the grocery store for more first-aid supplies—and a good brushing, Louie didn’t look half bad, though he apparently thought he looked awesome, because his cocky strut became a very haughty stroll.

	Jean made an attempt to find the cat’s owner and went so far as to pay the house call fee so she could have the local vet come out and scan the cat for a microchip. Doc Rodgers had taken pictures of the cat for a lost pet website, then gave him shots and a bottle of vitamins.

	Two months later, no one had claimed the cat, but Louie had certainly claimed Jean.

	“Well, Louie,” she said to the cat as he lounged on the pillow she’d set in the sunny windowsill just for him, “what are we going to do today? There’s a show on the cooking channel for gourmet Thanksgiving recipes, though I don’t know what in the Sam-hill is ‘gourmet’ about a turkey.” She scrolled through the guide on the screen.

	“Oh, look! That fella with the funny mustache that I like so much is building a pie safe today. Isn’t it fascinating how he can do all that without using electric tools?” Louie gave her a look, opening just one eye to stare at her.

	“No? Okay, well, that Maury guy is doing another reveal today. We can find out who Lorena’s baby daddy is. Yeah, no, I don’t wanna see that either.” Jean scrolled through the channels, then finally turned off the television and tossed the remote onto the coffee table in disgust, crossing her arms over her stomach as she turned to stare out the window over the cat’s head.

	Wincing as she felt the fat rolls under her hand, Jean wondered just how much weight she’d gained since Lars had… gone on. She refused to think of his passing in any other way. Since the day of the funeral, though, she’d sat on her duff and, other than basic house cleaning just to keep insects and rodents at bay, she had done very little.

	It wasn’t like her. She’d always been one for the outdoors, preferring to spend her days in the sun. Lars had never been much for exercise, but Jean had usually been able to talk him into short hikes through the woods surrounding their northern California property. Of course, Jean knew that he only went along because he had been worried she’d come across a mountain lion or other some such nefarious creature. Regardless of the reason, she’d encouraged her husband to get as much exercise as possible.

	I should have tried harder…

	She shook the self-condemnation away, knowing logically that she couldn’t be blamed for how out of shape Lars had been. The man had stopped for a donut nearly every day on his way to the office, drank a pot of coffee—with cream and sugar—each day and insisted on getting fast food for lunch instead of the healthier choices she offered to pack for him.

	But still… she wished she could have done more.

	“And now look at me,” she murmured as she pulled her shirt out. The sweatshirt was a lot tighter than it had been last season.

	Louie didn’t even bat an eye at her that time, though his whiskers twitched. “I doubt I could walk half the distance I used to.” A sigh escaped her as she stared at the cat.

	“How ‘bout you and me take a walk?” No response, other than a flick of the tip of his tail where the hair was missing. Doc had said it looked like it had been burned at one time. Jean couldn’t imagine what all the poor cat had been through. She smiled slightly, watching as the afternoon sun streaked through the window, making his dark fur look much lighter. At least he had the chance at a good life now.

	 “You sure aren’t like a dog,” she said. The cat opened his eye again and gave her a look that said, “No kidding.” She laughed.

	“Think I’m losing my mind,” Jean muttered as she pushed herself up off the sofa. “Talking to a cat, expecting an answer. Then thinking he’s giving me dirty looks.” She shook her head at herself and headed into the bedroom to change into something she could wear for a hike.

	Surprisingly, by the time she was changed and ready to head out, Louie was sitting by the back door, like he knew exactly what Jean had said to him, and what she had in mind.

	“Well, c’mon then,” she said to Louie as she held the back door open for him. She’d had a cat door put in once it became clear the cat wasn’t going anywhere, but the furry beast only used it when it was convenient to him—like when he decided he needed to bring her a gift in the middle of the night in the form of a dead mouse or lizard.

	Jean really hated stepping on such things in the dark.

	The woods were just past the backyard and Lars had built a gate just for those hikes Jean liked to take, so she wouldn’t have to walk around the front of the house and all the way around the back yard. Of course, she’d teased him at the time, pointing out that the idea was to get exercise, and walking around the house and length of the backyard counted toward that.

	Jean sighed, wondering if there would ever come a day when she didn’t think of her husband. Or even a minute within that day.

	Louie trotted off through the neglected garden toward the back gate. Jean thought it was strange that the cat seemed to know what she was doing, but she didn’t question it; she was just glad for his company.

	The air was crisp and there was the smell of snow in the air, though it was far too early in the year for that. The trees had barely started turning, the colorful leaves just beginning their tumbling dance to the ground. It’ll snow soon though, Jean thought with a grimace. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to go anywhere if it did; getting out of the driveway would be a problem, since she had no clue how to operate the snowblower. That had always been something Lars had insisted on doing.

	Once again, she sighed at his memory.

	Louie found something interesting to chase and headed off the path. Jean started to go after him, but then decided he would find his way back soon enough. It wasn’t like he couldn’t go wandering through the woods any time he wanted thanks to the cat door he rarely used.

	The song of birds who decided to hang around a little longer before heading south tittered through the trees. Jean hoped they were wise to the ways of cats, since Louie seemed intent on stalking them.

	She smiled as she tilted her head back to enjoy the warmth of the sun on her face. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed being out in God’s creation, amongst the flora and fauna. And there was no reason for it, she knew. She’d chosen to exile herself indoors for no good reason, other than just plain feeling sorry for herself.

	“No more,” she whispered to the trees. “I’m not going to hide away any longer. That doesn’t serve any purpose, other than giving me a numb rear end from sitting too long and a pale face. And a sad soul.”

	Jean paused in her walk then and closed her eyes. “Lord, forgive me for ignoring You these past few months,” she murmured. “But honestly? I was just so angry with You that I was afraid I might say something to tick You off.” She laughed at that.

	“Yeah, I know, that was stupid thinking on my part. You said David was a man after Your own heart, and that boy yelled at You time and again. I guess You’ve got thick enough skin to take it, huh?”

	She opened her eyes and started walking again, plucking a twig off a low-hanging branch as she went along, then absentmindedly stripped the bark. “I know I can’t blame You for taking Lars. That heart attack was just something that happened. Guess it was a result of his own willful nature. That knowledge doesn’t make it hurt any less though,” she whispered as her eyes filled with tears.

	Jean had truly thought she’d cried every tear she’d been allotted over the past few months, but apparently, she’d been wrong.

	“I just don’t seem to have any purpose,” she sobbed. “No direction. Lars was the center of my life. And I know, I know, You’re supposed to be the center, and I guess I was wrong for that too. Forgive me, Lord.”

	She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and wiped her eyes, then blew her nose. She caught sight of Louie then, shoving under piles of leaves, probably looking for yet another mouse. The cat was tenacious when he was going after what he wanted.

	“Just as I am, when seeking out the lost sheep…”

	Jean jolted. That was not her voice, certainly, and unless the trees or Louie suddenly started talking, then it was a safe bet that she’d just heard the Lord Himself. Which she knew would sound crazy to just about everybody, especially if she had to describe it. It hadn’t been an audible voice, not really; more like a murmur in her mind.

	That still, small voice.

	She waited to hear more, longed to, but no more words entered her head. She started walking once again.

	“Well, Lord, if there’s something You want me to do, then You have to tell me. Maybe I can have a Bible study or something, though I’m not sure how many people would want to come all the way up here on the mountain for that.”

	Jean strolled on, smiling at the cat who seemed intent on keeping up with her, while still maintaining his own rodent destroying agenda. “Or maybe I could, um, I don’t know—maybe start up some sort of ministry, like making baby blankets or something.”

	She got to the end of the little path that meandered through the woods and turned right, heading toward Russell’s property. Russell didn’t care if she trespassed; they’d been, if not friends, neighbors for decades. He hadn’t been at the funeral, or even the reception, and Jean wondered if the man even knew that Lars had passed.

	“C’mon, Louie,” Jean called to the cat who looked like he was chewing on something. She grimaced at that and looked away, not really wanting to see what it was. Surprisingly, the cat stopped what he was doing and followed, though he quickly took the lead once again.

	“I guess I could do something like make food for that shelter in town, though I’m not keen on being out and about just yet,” she continued. “I’m doing good right now just getting out of that danged house,” she laughed.

	The Lord wasn’t burning any bushes in her path, though Jean surreptitiously kept an eye out for any puffs of smoke. It would be nice, having Him speak so clearly like He did to Moses. But she didn’t hear any more heavenly whispers and didn’t see any signs of fire, so when her legs started tiring, she headed back to the house.

	And back to her loneliness.

	 


Chapter 2

	  

	S


	ERIOUSLY, YOU need to come down,” Paula pleaded. Jean’s sister had been bugging her for weeks to visit her. “You need to get out of that house, off that mountain, and be around others.”

	Jean sighed. Up until last week when she’d been sure she’d heard the Lord speak—and she was starting to doubt that she’d actually heard Him—she’d been dead-set on not leaving the house. Or, at least, not leaving the property. But Paula was right; she probably did need to be around others.

	At least for a little while.

	“Okay, okay,” Jean sighed, making sure her sister heard how put out she was, which only made Paula laugh. Jean could picture her rolling her eyes. “How ‘bout I come down next weekend?”

	“Great!” Paula enthused. “Come down Thursday evening and we’ll go to my ladies’ Bible study Friday morning. Then there’s the fish fry at the diner that night and Saturday we can go to the flea market and then we can go to church on Sunday.”

	“Huh,” Jean said, rather noncommittally. She had never been to Paula’s church before, but from things Paula had told her, the pastor sounded like he might just be the kind of man she could respect. “Well, yeah, it would be nice to go to church again.”

	Louie rubbed against her legs then and she reached down to absently scratch his head. He bumped against her hand as he moved back and forth. Jean glanced down and scrunched up her face.

	“Oh, there’s just one thing,” she said to her sister.

	“What?”

	Jean cleared her throat. Paula was ridiculously allergic to cats. “You’re gonna need a good supply of Benadryl.”

	+

	 

	JEAN WASN’T too sure how well Louie would do in a car, so she forced herself to go out in public to buy a carrier for him, along with a traveling food and water dish and a new bed to fit in the carrier. She also got a traveling litter box and a few new toys.

	She might have been spoiling the cat just a bit, she realized, when the bill came to over a hundred dollars.

	Lars’ Jeep was still in the garage, not having been moved from where he’d parked it the day before he’d had his heart attack. Jean thought about taking it for the trip, especially since the weather report was calling for a chance of snow come Monday, but she just couldn’t. There was something… defiling about driving it.

	Instead, she stuffed her overnight bag and Louie’s belongings into the trunk of her little blue Volkswagen Beetle that she’d named Bob, then put the cat carrier on the passenger seat and ran the seatbelt through the handle.

	“Can’t be too safe,” she told the cat who was looking at her through the slats in the carrier. He did not look happy. Jean laughed.

	“Sorry, big guy, but I don’t know how you’ll do in the car. Tell you what, though, if you behave in your carrier then we’ll try you with just your harness and leash, okay?”

	Her answer was in the form of Louie turning his back to her and sighing loud enough to part hair as he plopped down on his new bed.

	Jean walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat. “Don’t get your furry bits in a bunch,” she told the cat as she started the car. Despite sitting for so many months, it turned right over, which she was grateful for. She had no clue about cars; that, too, was a Lars thing. It occurred to Jean then that her husband had taken care of far too many things and left her in the dark. Of course, she’d been the one to take care of all the finances, and if she’d been the one who’d gone first, Lars would have been just as lost when it came to paying the bills.

	She shook the thoughts away; she was determined to have a good weekend and not think too hard on her life. Or her past, rather. This weekend was going to lead to good things; she could just feel it.

	Thankfully, traffic was light on the way down. Of course, once they neared the LA area, it got heavier, but most of the cars were heading north, probably going home after work. Paula lived in a nice community to the east of the city. She, too, had lost her husband a few years before. Jean snorted.

	“Guess we’re both old widows now,” she muttered to Louie, but knew the cat was sleeping, his favorite pastime. That, and eating. And catching critters.

	Widow… Jean hated the sound of that word. It just seemed so final, somehow. So defining. Before, she was Jean Olsen. Or Mrs. Olsen. Mrs. Lars Olsen. Now… she had no idea who she was. It seemed most of her life had been centered around her husband, and now that he was gone, well, she kind of felt like she didn’t have an identity any longer.

	Disgusted with her thoughts, Jean fumbled with the radio until she found a station playing music she didn’t mind. Up on the mountain, she could only get two stations—one was country music and the other some sort of horrid stuff for the younger crowd. “Dance music” they called it. Jean wasn’t sure how anyone could dance to such stuff.

	Obviously, there were more stations to be found in the city and she was glad to find a station claiming to be a “Christian music station.” She was surprised to hear “Amazing Grace,” though it was certainly more upbeat—and with a few added lyrics—than what she’d always heard in church.

	That thought made her cringe; she knew Paula wanted to take her to church Sunday, and while Jean had been missing the fellowship of other believers, she also knew that her sister’s church was a newer, more “modern” church. She suspected it was one of those that had “praise music” with guitars and drums, of all things. Jean was used to the organ that Mary Riley played in the little church back home.

	But she determined she would be open-minded and wouldn’t complain… though she might just see if she could get some earplugs before Sunday.

	It took another half hour to reach Paula’s house in the little suburb with the houses that all looked the same and the well-maintained lawns that Jean knew were the result of a very strict homeowner’s association. Paula had often complained about the HOA, calling them “the neighborhood Gestapo.”

	As she pulled in the driveway, the garage door opened and a grinning Paula stood just inside, waving her in so she could park next to her own Subaru. Once Jean turned the car off, Paula pushed the button to close the garage door and then ran over to jerk the driver’s door open, making Jean laugh.

	“Let me get my danged seatbelt off before you start mauling me!” Jean said as Paula hugged her. She was just as glad to see Paula, though, and once she was out of the car, they held each other for quite a while.

	“How long has it been?” Paula asked as they finally broke apart. Jean was glad she wasn’t the only one with tears in her eyes. They both apparently had felt the sting of their separation.

	“Not sure,” Jean said as she moved to the front of the car to open the trunk. She pulled her overnight bag out, along with Louie’s bag. She wondered if Paula would give her a hard time, since they matched.

	Great, I’m becoming the lonely old cat lady…

	She shut the trunk and let Paula take the bags from her as she opened the passenger door to retrieve the cat. “I think the last time we saw each other was when Lars and I came down…” Jean let her voice trail off, then swallowed hard against the emotion that suddenly swamped over her.
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