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Chapter 1

	 

	M


	EEYOWW.” Jean arched an eyebrow at the cat, wondering what he was griping about this time. They’d been on the road a whole forty-seven minutes and so far, she’d stopped three times—once because Louie was offering his “I’m hungry” meow, then again because he was thirsty… and of course, the last time was because he needed to relieve himself.

	It didn’t escape Jean’s notice that she recognized his different sounds… she worried she was really becoming a “cat lady.”

	“You know, we could just stop and let you off at the next mile marker,” she drawled. “I’m sure someone would pick you up. Eventually.”

	Louie gave her a look that said, “Yeah, right, human. You can’t live without me and you know it.”

	Jean laughed. Arrogant cat.

	“Well, we’re not stopping again. You’ve eaten and had a drink and used the litter box. You’re sitting in a comfy bed with a warm blanket and your favorite canary catnip toy. So, just take a nap and be a good boy, okay? I wanna make at least Fort Stockton today, Lord willing.”

	“Meeyoww.”

	Jean glanced at him and sighed. “I shoulda got a turtle.”

	She knew she really couldn’t complain; the cat had been a pretty good traveler so far. She had no idea what was wrong with him today. Instead of trying to figure it out, she turned the music up on her brand-new satellite radio. Louie gave her a look that made her laugh.

	They passed a sign that read “Las Cruces 26 miles” and Louie meowed yet again, this time loud enough to be heard over the praise music. Jean rolled her eyes as she turned the music down.

	“I swear, you can read, can’t you?” she laughed. For some reason, she knew the cat wanted her to stop yet again. So far, they’d barely driven one hundred miles on this leg of their cross-country trip. At this rate, they were never going to make it around the U.S.

	“Meeyoww.” Louie stood in his bed and stared at her, though he couldn’t go far, not with his harness attached to the seatbelt.

	“I heard ya,” Jean grumbled. “So, I guess we’ll stop yet again because King Louie just has to have his way. Anything you say, your majesty.”

	Muttering under her breath, Jean realized her attitude was all wrong. There wasn’t a destination in mind—she wasn’t trying to make it to this or that place by a certain date. The trip itself was the mission. That was the reason she hadn’t made definitive plans for taking a certain route. She was just sort of winging it as she went along, letting the Lord lead. The only thing she was planning to do was keeping to a southern route during the cold months.

	Louie seemed to be placated by her agreement. He promptly sat down and curled into himself and closed his eyes. Jean laughed.

	“So, you just wanted me to say I’d stop, is that it? Just because you want to make sure I know who’s in charge, right? Or are you like Balaam’s donkey… are you trying to tell me there’s an angel blocking the road?”

	Just as she figured, she was ignored.

	“Okay, Lord, I guess You and Louie want me to stop already. I could use a plan here, though… like what exactly am I supposed to do?”

	The Lord wasn’t much more vocal than the cat at that moment.

	Jean took the first exit and started driving through the town. She was pretty amazed by it—she’d always thought Las Cruces was a fairly small town, but it was much larger than she thought. Fast food restaurants and gas stations lined the street, along with car dealerships and furniture sellers.

	A sign towering above all the others caught her eye and Jean laughed as she switched her turn signal on. “Okay, well, I guess there’s always a witnessing opportunity at Walmart.”

	Even though it was after Christmas, the parking lot was busy. Jean drove up and down the rows, looking for a spot to park that wasn’t out in the north forty. After her third time circling, she sighed and realized that the store was likely not where she was supposed to stop.

	“I could use a little direction here, Lord,” she mumbled as she headed toward a parking lot exit on a side street.

	When she stopped behind the line of cars waiting to exit, Louie suddenly stood up and started meowing again. Jean frowned at him and told him to “hush,” but he kept at it.

	“Something wrong with you, buddy?” she asked, suddenly concerned with his odd behavior. “Do you need to see a vet? Got a hairball lodged or something?” He wasn’t acting sick, though, just… agitated.

	The cars in front of her moved up as one car exited and that was when Jean noticed a couple huddled by the stop sign. They were wrapped up in a blanket with a cardboard sign. Jean normally didn’t give to street beggars, not after having seen an exposé on how many con artists dress like they’re poor and actually make a really good “living” scamming people.

	But something about these people called to her. She frowned as she stared at them, and Louie’s howls got louder. As she moved up another car length, she could see that it was a man and a woman, maybe in their late twenties. They weren’t dirty, or even shabby-looking, like most of those she was suspicious of. She wondered what their sign said.

	It took two more cars to leave before she was close enough to read the sign. Stranded—Need to get to Colorado. If you can help, it will be a blessing!

	Jean made a non-committal sound. “Well, Lord, if You want me to help these folks out, then that’s what I’ll do.” She glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw that there was a long line of cars behind her, so she waited until it was her turn to exit, then made a left and found a parking lot to turn around in, then headed back.

	She wasn’t surprised in the least when she found a parking spot near the couple, though she did laugh. The Lord certainly did have a sense of humor.

	After telling Louie to stay put—and she also wasn’t surprised to see that the cat had curled up in his bed again, now that he’d fulfilled his own mission—Jean grabbed her purse and walked toward the couple. She shivered when the icy wind bit through her sweatshirt, once again wondering why it was so cold this far south.

	She didn’t have a whole lot of money on her, since carrying cash wasn’t the smart thing to do nowadays, but she figured she could give the couple at least a couple hundred dollars. Hopefully, that would get them a motel room and a few meals.

	The line of cars had grown even longer at the exit, and Jean couldn’t help but notice that not a single person offered any money to the pair on the corner. It made her frown, but then she remembered her own uncharitable and judgmental thoughts just moments ago. She certainly hadn’t been inclined to help them either, not until the Lord and Louie intervened.

	“Gonna need to ask for forgiveness, Lord,” she muttered as she stepped through the small prickly-looking hedges on the landscaping berm that separated the parking lot from the sidewalk where the couple were huddled. “My heart needs to be more charitable. Lead me in my giving.”

	She navigated the bushes and finally stepped out onto the sidewalk. The couple had the blanket pulled up over their heads and didn’t even see her.

	“Hi there!” Jean called out. The blanket pulled back to reveal not two people, but three. Jean was startled—and disheartened—to see a little girl sitting between the two adults.

	“Hello, ma’am,” the man said, a southern accent obvious in just those two little words.

	“How are you folks doing today?” Jean asked, then internally cringed; they were huddled under a blanket, sitting on a cold, hard sidewalk and forced to beg… obviously, they weren’t doing so good.

	“We’re just fine,” the woman said, smiling. The little girl—who Jean estimated to be around four—just stared up at her with big brown eyes that didn’t hold a speck of trust in them. Jean smiled at her, hoping to alleviate her fears a bit.

	No one said anything else and though it was just a few heartbeats, the silence was uncomfortable. The young woman coughed into her elbow, bringing an end to the silence. Jean cleared her throat and pulled her purse around to her front, opening it.

	“Um, I saw your sign and thought maybe I could help,” she said as reached into her purse to pull her wallet out. She glanced at the couple and noticed the look of relief on the woman’s face, coupled with a look of embarrassment on the man’s.

	He pulled the blanket off his shoulders and stood, then turned to wrap it back around the little girl. He stuck his hand out and Jean let her purse slide back to her side so she could shake.

	“I’m Ronnie Hart,” he said with a smile.

	“Jean Olsen,” she said, returning the smile. Jean took note again that the man looked clean and was dressed in decent clothing. Nothing expensive-looking, but he certainly didn’t look like he was trying to “look poor,” like he was pulling a con or something.

	She had to shake her uncharitable thoughts away again.

	Ronnie motioned to the woman and little girl. “This here is my wife, DeeDee and our little girl, Sammie.” The woman coughed once more, and Jean wondered if she’d caught cold. Sitting outside breathing all the car fumes couldn’t be helping matters either.

	Ronnie turned back to Jean and scratched the back of his neck as he stared at a spot on the ground.

	“We appreciate anything you can do to help,” he said as his cheeks colored. Jean felt instant sympathy for the man… it was clear he hated the situation he was in.

	He seemed to force his eyes back to hers. “We were taking the bus from Alabama to Colorado when our suitcase with most of our money was stolen when we stopped in El Paso.”

	Jean cleared her throat and nodded. “Well, like I said, I can help a little bit with that,” she said as she pulled her purse back around. Before she could pull out her wallet though, loud howling came from the direction of Bob, her Volkswagen Beetle. She and Ronnie both turned toward the direction of the car.

	Sure enough, Louie was standing with his feet on the dash—and Jean wasn’t even sure how he managed that with his harness still attached to the seatbelt—and was giving her a look that said he didn’t much appreciate what she was trying to do. She cocked her head to the side as she watched him throw his own head back and howl loud enough to make a coyote jealous.

	“That your cat?” Ronnie asked with a strange look on his face. Jean felt her own cheeks color.

	“Uh, sorta,” she admitted, still watching the cat with wary eyes. “Though I’m not sure I really want to claim him right now.”

	Ronnie laughed, as did DeeDee, though it made her start coughing again. “Mama, can I see the kitty?” Sammie asked.

	“No, sweetie,” DeeDee told her with a raspy voice. Jean watched as the mother wrapped both arms around the little girl, probably wanting to protect her from the cat that was starting to freak everyone out.

	Jean shook her head a bit and pulled her wallet out. “This isn’t going to go too far,” she said, raising her voice to speak over the cat that had somehow managed to increase his volume even further. Jean had no idea how he was managing such a feat inside a closed car.

	She pulled out the two hundred dollar bills she had and held them out to Ronnie. He paused for a moment, then reluctantly accepted her offering.

	“Thank you, ma’am,” he practically yelled, trying to be heard over the cat, “we really appreciate it.”

	“MEEEEEEYOWWWWW,” Louie screeched then, making Jean flinch. She looked back at him. The darned cat was on the dashboard, pacing back and forth and shooting daggers at her with his eyes. Again, she wondered how he got out of his harness.

	The cat was acting so out of character that it made her pause. Ronnie went back to his family and pulled Sammie up into his arms, then turned her to point out Louie.

	“Hi, kitty!” Sammie called and waved.

	“MEEEEEEYOWWWWW,” Louie responded with a near desperation as he spun back and forth on the narrow dash. Jean laughed, though it was more in embarrassment than anything else.

	The cat kept up his howling and Jean looked back at Ronnie, then at DeeDee. Curiosity had apparently gotten the better of the woman, as she was pushing herself to a stand so she could look over at the cat too.

	An idea popped in Jean’s head then, one that was so outrageous and insane that it just had to be from the Lord.

	“Knock it off, Louie!” she yelled. “I got it, I got it.” She huffed out another laugh when the cat stopped his griping and hopped off the dash.

	Both Ronnie and DeeDee turned to stare at her with wide eyes. Jean knew it was insane that that cat might have understood her, but she just shrugged.

	“If the Lord could use a talking donkey to get Balaam’s attention, then I guess he can use an obnoxious cat to get mine.” She grinned at the couple, who just stared back at her. Jean wondered if they knew the story of Balaam and the donkey. Judging by the looks on their faces, probably not.

	“How about I give you a ride to wherever it is you need to be?”

	Matching pairs of round eyes stared back at her. Jean could tell the Harts were shocked, to say the least. She shrugged.

	“I’m on a mission trip,” she explained. “I have no real destination in mind, just traveling across the country and trying to let the Lord lead. Seems He’s telling me—through that obnoxious cat,” she added while jerking a thumb in Louie’s direction, “that I’m heading to Colorado.” Jean smiled, hoping she didn’t look like a crazy person.

	Ronnie’s mouth flopped open and closed a few times. He turned to look at DeeDee, and she had the same shocked expression, before turning to look back at the Beetle… and Louie.

	“Oh, I know what you’re thinking, that the cat is nutty and you don’t want to be in an enclosed vehicle with him,” Jean laughed. “But honestly, this is the first time he’s acted like that. Normally, he just sleeps and occasionally gives me a look that says, ‘Quit singing, human’.” She shrugged.

	“Like I said, I think the Lord is using that cat to tell me what I needed to do.”

	She wondered what the couple thought about all her talk of God and mission trips and all. She supposed some of the shock rolling off them like waves could be due to that, but she knew that was the whole purpose for the trip… to witness to the lost.

	“Uh…” Ronnie started. He kept looking between his wife and Jean. DeeDee wasn’t helping the man any, because she was still gaping.

	“Um… well, now… uh…”

	Jean laughed. “Oh, just say you’ll take me up on the offer. It’s not like I’m some crazy serial killer you have to be terrified of. Either one of you could take me out, you know?” She grinned. “Heck, even Sammie could, I bet.” She smiled at the little girl, who promptly stuck her thumb in her mouth and leaned her head against her mama’s shoulder.

	Ronnie still hadn’t made a decision. Jean sighed. “Tell you what, let me buy you lunch, and we can talk it over then, okay?”

	That, at least, was an easy enough decision. And thankfully, Louie behaved himself like a proper feline gentleman while they drove to a nearby diner.

	Once they ordered, Ronnie cleared his throat to gain Jean’s attention. He fiddled with his coffee mug while he seemed to be trying to gather his thoughts. DeeDee had ordered hot tea with lemon and Jean hoped it would help her cough. It looked painful.

	“I gotta say that your offer is mighty temptin’, Miss Olsen.”

	“Jean.”

	He nodded with a slight smile. “Jean. We’re in a world of hurt right now and havin’ someone—you—take us all the way to Colorado would be…” Ronnie paused, as if trying to think of the right word.

	“A blessing,” DeeDee supplied on a wheeze. He nodded, though it seemed to be reluctant.

	“Yeah. When we get to Colorado, I can borrow some money to help a little with gas and food and all—”

	“Nope,” Jean interrupted him. “I’m paying all the expenses.” The couple both started to argue, but Jean held her hand up.

	“I’m not gonna let you take my blessing away from me by letting you pay for anything,” she told them. “I have plenty of money and, like I said, I had no real destination in mind when I left California, so this isn’t an inconvenience or out of my way at all.”

	She could tell that Ronnie and DeeDee were dumbfounded and a bit speechless. The waitress brought their food then and they waited while she set everything down. Ronnie picked up his fork to start eating, but Jean reached across the table and grabbed his hand.

	“We need to pray for a blessing on this food,” Jean announced as she gently took Sammie’s hand. Even though the little girl seemed to be very shy, she’d insisted that she sit next to Jean in the booth.

	Sammie pulled her thumb out of her mouth and put her hand on the table for mother to take. Jean laughed as DeeDee curled her lip at the wetness.

	Once they were all holding hands, Jean bowed her head. “Lord, thank You for this food and thank You for the fine company. We ask You to bless this upcoming trip that Ronnie is going to quit arguing about and ask that You keep us safe. Amen.”

	Ronnie chuckled as they released hands. “Okay, okay, we’ll accept your amazing offer Miss… Jean.”

	“Darned right, you will,” Jean said as she cut her sandwich in half, then she turned and cut Sammie’s hamburger in half as well. The little girl smiled up at her.

	They ate for a little while in companionable silence, then Jean spoke. “What’s in Colorado?” she asked. “New job or something?”

	Ronnie’s face seemed to fall at the question and Jean was instantly sorry she’d asked. “I’m sorry, didn’t mean to pry,” she told him with a smile.

	He shook his head. “No, no, it ain’t that… it’s just…” He sighed, then ran a hand over his face.

	“‘Bout a year ago, I lost my job. DeeDee’s employer had to close his business not long after, so that meant both of us out of work. The town we lived in was hit hard and there just wasn’t enough work to go around.” His voice choked and DeeDee reached out and put her hand on top of her husband’s. He offered her a small smile in return.

	“DeeDee’s daddy is a pastor in Colorado Springs,” he went on. “He told us we could come up there and live with them while we got back on our feet.” Jean could tell that this was not something Ronnie wanted to do, and she wondered if he got along with his in-laws.

	He smiled a little ruefully. “Her daddy wants me to help him in the church, as an associate pastor.” He shrugged. “I got a degree in Theology ‘bout ten years ago, but I never used it. Never worked as a pastor.”

	That admission surprised Jean, but she tried not to let it show. Ronnie didn’t seem to notice, as he continued with his story.

	“So, it’s not like I don’t have the trainin’ to pastor a church.” He wrapped a hand around his coffee mug and took a sip, staring at the table as he set the mug back down. “Problem is, I don’t have the desire to.”

	Huh, now I see why You might have wanted me to take this side trip, Lord.

	“Well, there’s nothing wrong with that,” Jean said and smiled when Ronnie’s startled eyes met hers. She figured he was probably expecting some condemnation, or a lecture.

	“Not everyone is cut out to lead a flock of wayward sheep,” she laughed. “And just because you went to ‘cemetery’, as my old pastor used to call seminary school, doesn’t mean you’re well-equipped to be a pastor.”

	Jean shrugged. “We all have a calling, but we don’t all listen close enough.” She laughed. “Look at me—took me sixty-something years to figure out that I should be sharing the Lord’s word and testifying about His saving grace. And, honestly, if my husband hadn’t died this past year, I never would have heard that calling. I’d still be in my nice little mountain home, baking cookies that my husband had no business eating, perfectly happy to while away my days watching stupid television shows and doing crossword puzzles.

	“But when Lars died, I was a bit… lost, to say the least,” she shrugged, hating the painful memory of those days. “And when I visited my sister and we went to her church, I heard a pastor say that this country needed a revival. That all it would take was one little pebble in a great big pond to start a ripple effect that would soon create a tsunami to take over the whole world.”

	She smiled at the couple. “I want to be that pebble.”

	Ronnie barked out a laugh as he shook his head. “That’s a tall order ya got to fill. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

	“I’d be terrified to travel alone like that,” DeeDee added.

	Jean nodded. “Yeah, I figure I should be too, but I’m not alone. I have the Lord traveling with me. And that crazy cat,” she added as she turned to stare out the window at the Beetle. Louie was nowhere to be seen, probably sound asleep in his cat bed. He’d been all over Sammie the second the little girl had gotten in the car. Jean hoped she wasn’t allergic.
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