
  
  
What Others Are Saying




About The Road Unveiled



“I had eagerly awaited the follow up to The Persistent Road, and Tim Bishop did not disappoint me. The Road Unveiled captured my heart with its timeless story of love, friendship, loyalty, and a journey on roads I now want to travel. I hope he quickly writes the next book in this series!”

—Patricia Bradley
USA Today bestselling author



“In The Road Unveiled, Tim Bishop takes the reader on a remarkable journey with characters in search of God’s will. His use of imagery and suspense makes this cycling adventure come alive.”

—Barbara Tucker Ketchum
Author of the award-winning Driving Timmy’s Car




About The Persistent Road




“The Persistent Road is a beautifully written story of tragedy and triumph. It’s a simple, straightforward narrative of the complicated nature of love, loss, and faith. This is a journey well worth taking.”

—Ace Collins
Christy Award-winning author



“A convincing story of how even the hardest of hearts isn’t hopeless. Expect a wonderful but intense journey on two wheels, one that is both difficult and freeing. Great book!”

—Beth Patch
Senior editor/producer for CBN.com



“The Persistent Road is an enjoyable and unexpected story that tackles tough spiritual questions. If you enjoy engaging, faith-based stories that take you on a journey, this book is a good choice.”

—Katie Powner
Christy Award-winning author 



“Tim Bishop’s The Persistent Road will draw you in and keep you turning the pages and telling yourself, ‘just one more chapter’ until the very end. It’s a book I’ll read again and again.”

—Patricia Bradley
USA Today bestselling author



“Written with immersive descriptions and deep reflection, The Persistent Road takes readers on a journey through the marvels and wiles of both nature and the human condition. More than a novel, it’s hope on paper.”

—Katie Shands
Author of the award-winning Finding Franklin



“The Persistent Road is not only an engaging celebration of the human spirit but an insightful reminder that God can create miraculous outcomes even when all seems lost.”

—Chris Carpenter
Managing editor, Crossmap.com, a division of The Christian Post



“Original, eloquent, memorable, replete with deftly crafted characters and many an entertaining plot twist, The Persistent Road showcases author Tim Bishop’s genuine flair for the kind of narrative-driven storytelling that keeps the readers fully involved from start to finish. Highly recommended.”

—Midwest Book Review
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And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose.


—Romans 8:28










  
  

Chapter 1
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The Eiffel Tower in Paris would have been more appropriate. Or floating a boat through a canal in Venice. But Lauren Baumgartner would make the most of this. After all, the setting was her doing, not his. Three weeks since bicycling out of Portland, Oregon, she was just glad her fiancé had flown in to surprise her. 

Jeffrey Maddox laced his fingers through hers as they strolled beneath a banner in the center of Missoula, Montana. It read Big Sky Hikers Extravaganza. On the other side of a crowd-control barrier, the July sun beat down on vendor tents of recreational outfitters, outdoor clubs, travel companies, and local merchants lining either side of Main Street.

Live music blared from the stage at block’s end. Goosebumps prickled Lauren’s arms.

“Katrina and the Waves,” Jeffrey said.

Lauren beamed. “‘Walking on Sunshine.’ I love the lyrics.”

“What are they again?”

“They’re about reuniting for more than just a short visit. Which means true love.” She squeezed his hand.

Jeffrey nodded. A closed-lip grin widened his cheeks.

Though clean-shaven, the trace of his dark beard matched the shade of his wavy black hair. His chocolate eyes looked ahead, aligned with his square chin and prominent Adam’s apple.

“Even if I could stay, I don’t have a bicycle.”

Right. But as they walked past a vendor tent for a local bicycle shop, Lauren pointed to it. And snickered.

Jeffrey smirked and shook his head.

“Young man, would you like to try the challenge?” An older man stood in front of the next booth with an axe in his hand.

Jeffrey looked over. “I haven’t been called that in a while. What challenge?”

The man flicked his head toward the log beside him. “Chop through this in ten seconds and win a free T-shirt for the missus.”

A rush of blood warmed Lauren’s cheeks.

“A few others who haven’t come close gave you a head start.” Behind the man’s orange hunting cap hung shirts with screen-printed images and cute captions.

“Okay.”

“Be careful,” Lauren said.

Jeffrey handed the man a five. “I got this.”

When Jeffrey took the axe and straddled the log, his biceps bulged from underneath his skin-tight shirt. With two mighty swings the piece broke in half merely from the force of the blows.

“Whoa!” The man stood back and eyed Jeffrey. “I’ve never seen that before.”

Jeffrey returned the axe, dusted off his hands, then side-hugged Lauren. “Which do you like?”

They were heavy cotton and would increase her hefty load once on the road, but she couldn’t turn him down. She pointed to a pink shirt with a grove of pines embossed on it in black. The caption read Stand Tall. “Do you have this in women’s medium?”

The vendor pulled a shirt from under the counter. “Here you go.”

“Thank you.” Lauren slid her hand into the crook in Jeffrey’s arm and squeezed it.


      [image: ]A half hour later inside a restaurant, Jeffrey handed their menus to the waiter, who departed for the kitchen.

Lauren looked at Jeffrey from the corner of her eye. “So, ‘Counselor for the Great I Am,’ how’s work going? Any new cases?”

“Defending another church that had to let a staff member go.”

“Why’d they let him go?”

Jeffrey leaned forward. “It was a her. She came out as gay.”

“Was she in leadership?”

“She was counseling people.”

Lauren grimaced and shook her head. “Don’t churches have a right to employ people who agree with their doctrine?”

“You would think so. This one’s going to be a biggie.” Jeffrey placed his elbow on the table and cupped his chin. “So it’s been a few weeks. What’s traveling on a bicycle been like?”

“It’s incredible. You wouldn’t believe how beautiful it is out there. You not only see everything at a much slower pace, you hear the rushing waters of a mountain stream, the cry of birds overhead. You smell the evergreen forest . . . or lavender fields and feel the wind against your face. I wish you could join me.”

“It must be spectacular.” Jeffrey scratched his arm. “But duty calls . . .”

Of course it did. His job mattered. Lauren ran her hand through her long strawberry-blond hair. His sacrifices would soon be hers too. The adjustment had begun to take root.

“That guy you introduced me to . . . what was his name again?” Jeffrey said.

“Doug . . . Doug Zimmer.”

“Is he a good travel partner?” With his lawyer eyes Jeffrey examined hers.

“Yes. He knows a lot more than I do about bicycle maintenance . . . He’s been through a lot lately.”

“Are you ever afraid?”

“Oh no. He’s safe.”

Jeffrey twisted in his seat. “No, I meant traffic, wild animals, crazy people.”

“No, not really.”

He cleared his throat. “Are you still planning to go all the way across the country?”

Lauren widened her eyes and nodded rapidly. “It’s now or never. Atlantic Ocean, here I come.”

A wrinkle formed on Jeffrey’s brow.

They finished eating and wrapped up their conversation. Among other things, they’d discussed Jeffrey’s work, the places Lauren had been to, and the people she’d met.

Jeffrey pulled a business card out of his wallet and handed it to her.

The forward motion of his hand tweaked her heartbeat.

“Tell your friend Doug that I’d like to talk with him. He sounds like a good guy.”

“Yes, he is.” She had no idea why Jeffrey wanted to talk to Doug, but she took the card and tucked it away. Then she placed her hand on top of his. “It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you.”

Jeffrey squirmed. “I missed you too. And, yes, so good to see you.” Then he broke eye contact with her. And pulled his hand away.

“Jeffrey, what’s wrong?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been fidgeting since we sat down.”

He sighed. “There . . . there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Okay.”

“You’ve been off on this fantastic journey, and, well, I’m not. I’m living life, doing good work, and engaging with people.”

“It’ll only be a few months before I’m home. You were the one who didn’t want to set a date.”

“Yeah, I know. But . . . it’s just that . . . I mean . . .”

“Jeffrey, what’s wrong?”

“I—I wonder about us.”

Lauren leaned forward. “What do you wonder about us?”

“To be honest, I get lonely.”

She glanced to the side. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jeffrey leaned back. “It just makes me wonder. I haven’t seen you in . . . how many weeks?”

“Is there someone else?”

Jeffrey looked away.

“Jeffrey, tell me.”

“Look, don’t make this out to be something it isn’t, okay?”

“It’s another woman, isn’t it.”

“No, not really. It’s just that . . . you go on this big adventure and expect me to answer your every phone call and check in with you every day. I have things going on. And we’re three time zones apart.”

“Two now . . . You haven’t answered my question.”

“What question?”

Lauren drew in a deep breath. “Is it another woman?”

“I told you, not really.” He glanced sideways.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“There is a woman I’ve met who, well, it’s just made me wonder about us. It’s hard to know. Lauren, you can’t have a relationship without relating. I’m just not sure about things. You’re never around . . . Do you wonder? . . . About us, I mean.”

“I hadn’t until now.” Lauren looked around the restaurant for the restroom. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Jeffrey grimaced and tossed his head, looking away.

Lauren got up and walked to the restroom.

Upon exiting the stall, she approached a sink.

A woman with long, flowing black hair, who was washing her hands beside Lauren, caught her eye in the mirror. “I couldn’t help but notice. You and your boyfriend make such a stunning couple.”

Lauren summoned a smile. “Thank you for saying that.” But did Jeffrey’s character measure up to his appearance? Her blood simmered as it pulsed through her neck.

Jeffrey’s problem was other women couldn’t keep their eyes off him. And he was too polite to ignore them. Sooner or later some bimbo would come along and snatch him up. What was he doing coming out here to dump this on her? How could she continue her adventure with this hanging over her head?

But then, trekking through life alone again . . .

The woman pulled a napkin from the basket between their sinks, wiped her hands, and left.

Lauren and Jeffrey had been so close before her trip. And so close to becoming one. But was he just another man who wouldn’t be there when she needed him?

When Lauren exited the restroom, Jeffrey was staring out the window.

As she sat, he started, then looked at her, his face drawn. “Look, you mean the world to me. I hope you know that. You always will.”

Lauren studied his eyes. “But you’re not sure. Jeffrey, I hardly ever hear from you.”

“That’s not true.”

“I called you after the accident, and it took over a day to hear back from you.” Her heart hammered. “It could’ve been me who was hurt . . . It was traumatic, Jeffrey. And where were you?”

“I’m sorry, but . . .” He dropped his head and shook it. “I’m just wondering. Can’t you understand that?”

“Well then, you don’t have to wonder anymore.” Lauren worked the ring off her finger and set it in front of Jeffrey.

He raised his hands to chest height, palms out. “Lauren, don’t. That’s not what this is about.” He picked up the ring and set it in front of her.

“Oh, isn’t it? Forty-five years old, never married, with more past girlfriends than you can count on fingers and toes.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I haven’t been seeing anyone, Lauren. I’ve remained true to you. I’m just trying to figure out where we’re at right now. Would you rather I have said nothing?”

“I’ll tell you where we’re at. If you can’t figure this out, I’ll do it for you.” She picked up the ring and slapped it down in front of him. “Now take it.”

A couple at the table beside them looked over, then resumed their conversation.

Reluctantly, Jeffrey placed the ring into his pocket. He shook his head, his brow furrowed.

Lauren’s eyes moistened. She lowered her voice. “This can’t be God’s will, Jeffrey. He doesn’t play hide-and-go-seek with our desire for someone to love us. You knew I was taking this trip, and you agreed to it. Now you’re changing your mind.” Lauren sniffled.

“Well, you’re right about one thing.”

She looked up at him, wiping the tears from her eyes.

“God doesn’t play hide-and-seek with us.”

“Then why do I feel like my heart is on a yo-yo string?”

“I’m trying to be honest with you. I only want the best for you.”

“Then why don’t you ever call me back?”

Jeffrey fiddled with his napkin. “I do, but . . . well . . . sometimes, I’m in the middle of something.”

“For a day and a half?”

“You know I have a busy job. I can’t just drop everything every time the phone rings. People are depending on me. That’s why they pay me.”

“You and your job.”

“You’ve known about my job for years. You know how important these cases are for the Kingdom. Do you want to see the rights of the unborn continue to be trampled on? What about those who are being persecuted for their faith? Most lawyers wouldn’t touch those cases, or if they did, they wouldn’t understand what to do with them. Is there something about my job you can’t embrace?”

“Yes, there is.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’re married to it.”

“Lauren.”

“Don’t Lauren me.” She got up, reached into her zip pouch, and threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table.

“No, Lauren. Come on.”

“No, you come on.” She raised her chin and turned to leave.

“Don’t you want a ride?”

“No.” She snatched the pink T-shirt from the booth seat, shoved it into his chest, and stormed out of the restaurant.








  
  

Chapter 2
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The first ten minutes of Lauren’s walk through town were a blur. Perhaps Jeffrey was right. Maybe it was unfair of her to expect him to return her calls the first possible minute. And he was doing important work. After returning from the mission field and before surrendering much of her heart to him, she’d celebrated what good work he was doing. His biggest fan.

Christians were getting trampled in the court of public opinion, let alone the court of law, and Jeffrey was doing something about it. Should she stand in the way of that? Why couldn’t she be more supportive?

But she’d always been leery of Jeffrey and the many women who’d had an interest in him—and he in them. How come he’d never married? Was he merely a playboy in a lawyer’s suit?

Maybe this was all her fault. Fifteen years in Uganda had kept romance at a distance. It seemed whenever she got close to someone, things would blow up. And then there was her secret. If Jeffrey ever found out about that, there’s no way he would marry her.

Lauren wandered the downtown streets of Missoula until her adrenaline burned off. The festive surroundings did little to alleviate the tightness in her chest.


      [image: ]While checking on Freddie, a fellow traveler who’d been admitted to the hospital, Lauren reconnected with Doug. Eventually they departed for their hosts’ home. Brother Jim Covington, a pastor at a local Missoula church, and his wife, Maggie, had welcomed Lauren and Doug with open arms.

Doug remained downstairs with Brother Jim while Lauren and Maggie went up to the room where Lauren had slept the night before and sat on the bed. Her stomach hadn’t stopped churning.

“What’s on your mind?”

The sound of an older woman’s voice triggered more emotion. Maggie’s tone sounded like Lauren’s mother’s voice the day Tommy Delano had pushed her off the jungle gym. Her mother couldn’t console her now—not even by phone—but she was grateful Maggie could.

With her short, curly hair dusting the back of her red knit top, the petite but round woman got up to close the door and returned to the bed, wrapping her arm around Lauren. “That’s okay. Let it out.”

After composing herself Lauren took a deep breath. “I just broke up with my fiancé.”

“Oh dear. How long had you two been engaged?”

“Going on a year. We were due to be married after I finished my ride across the US. But we’ve known each other much longer.”

“How long?”

“Twelve years.”

Maggie grimaced. She’d been so jovial when they first met. But now her brown eyes reflected the sorrow pouring from Lauren’s aching heart.

“We met at a church in Virginia, where I’m from, and corresponded while I was still serving at the orphanage in Uganda. Then things seemed to click when I furloughed.”

“What happened?”

That was a good question.

“I don’t know. We’re drifting apart. He’s become lax at returning my calls. And me, I don’t know. I just don’t know. To tell you the truth, I feel a little relieved . . . though I do love him.”

“You’ve been through a lot . . . With all the cycling, the accident, and now this.”

“I feel so . . . so lost. Like I’ve lost my best friend.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Lauren.” Maggie cradled Lauren in her arms.

“And my—maybe my last chance to have a family . . . I guess I’ll always be single.” Another wave of emotion spilled out.

Maggie waited until Lauren gathered herself. “How old are you?”

“Forty-two . . . I had more kids than I knew what to do with in Uganda. But none of my own. And now this.”

“There, there.” Maggie patted Lauren’s leg.

Lauren hadn’t experienced this type of comfort in over two decades. She’d just begun her sophomore year in college when the tragedy that changed everything happened. And had her parents not been delivering her to school, they might still be alive.

“Is it him or me, Maggie? I just don’t know. Why are these things so complicated? Why doesn’t God just spell it out?”

“He’s always teaching us. And loving us. No matter what. He lets us choose so we can learn His ways, but He won’t allow us to go over the cliff without His safety strap around us.”

“Jeffrey is such a good man. But I always wondered if he would ever really commit to a woman. He’s so handsome . . . women find him irresistible. He’s had so many girlfriends but never married.”

“Lauren, are you afraid of commitment?”

“I—I don’t think so.”

“Marriage is a big deal. You likely won’t find yourself cycling for weeks on end once you marry.”

Lauren laughed. “That’s why I’m out here now, before I get married.” She burst into tears. “And now I’m not. I’ll never get married.”

“You must be exhausted. You’ve not had a good night’s sleep in how long?”

“Yes, you’re right.” Lauren caught her breath. “I must admit, it’s been a while. It’s hard to sleep when there’s so much excitement around you.”

“Why don’t you take a nap, Lauren. Sometimes when we push ourselves beyond our limits, we crash. See if some rest helps.”

“Thank you, Maggie. I’m so grateful for how you and Brother Jim have helped us.”

Maggie smiled. “You’re blessing us in the process. We’re so glad you’re here . . . Does Doug know you broke up?”

Lauren chuckled. “Poor Doug. I about collapsed in his arms and drenched his shoulder with my tears. I’m so glad he was there.”

Maggie smiled. “Sleep as long as you need to.” She closed the door behind her as she left the room.


      [image: ]Four days later, with her phone pressed to her ear, Lauren looked out the window of her room at the Covingtons’, mountains zigzagging the horizon.

“Why haven’t you returned my calls?” Jeffrey said.

Really? He doesn’t get it. She’d been busy trying to support Freddie, who’d gone out of his way to help her. Furthermore, Doug was struggling over his recent losses and trying to find himself. But Jeffrey was more concerned about his world in the Washington Beltway.

Lauren cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, but I had lots of things to tend to . . .”

“Yeah.”

Does he really expect me to console him?

“What could be more important than us?”

“A date in court to defend Ruggles versus Newark, New Jersey?”

“You know that was an important case.”

“Yes, you’re right . . . Aren’t you at least going to ask what’s going on here?”

“Sure, what’s going on?”

Five minutes into their conversation, an urgent matter on Jeffrey’s end interrupted them. Lauren embraced his cause of defending Christians in court but . . . “You can feel free to call when you have more time to talk, but I can’t guarantee I’ll have a signal. I’m leaving here tomorrow. Goodbye.”


      [image: ]Doug walked into Lauren’s room at the Covingtons’ and stared out the window. Roads he would soon pedal swirled around those beautiful mountains. Traveling alone had its benefits, but the empty pit in his stomach suggested he wasn’t ready to part ways with Lauren.

Jeffrey certainly didn’t want him to. Doug had already talked to the “Counselor for the Great I Am.” He seemed a principled man, though not as lofty as the moniker on his business card characterized him.

“Are you planning to leave tomorrow?”

Lauren nodded. “Yes. What about you?”

“Uh-huh.”

She jammed her laundered bike shorts into a stuff sack.

“It might be safer to stick together,” Doug said.

Lauren looked up and tilted her head. “Are you going through Yellowstone?”

“Oh, I’ve heard stories about Yellowstone.”

“Do tell.”

“Well, you know, bears—grizzly, that is—and lots of cars. Maybe not easy to find places to stay. Then there’s RVs with less-than-professional drivers.”

“God will protect me.” She reached for another piece of clothing on the bed.

“Are you really thinking of going there?”

She nodded, then squeezed one of her tops into the stuff sack and worked it down. “It was one of my reasons for coming on this trip.”

Doug would never go through that park on a bicycle unless they’d closed the road to motorized vehicles and exterminated the bears and wolves. Brother Jim and a few of his parishioners had warned him not to travel there. As had the guy at the bicycle shop.

He compared the route through Yellowstone on his Bicycle America map to the instructions on a sheet of paper in his hand. “We can still travel a few days together.”

“I must admit, it’s fun to have someone to talk to and enjoy the scenery with.” She looked up, raised her eyebrows, and pointed a folded pair of bike shorts at him. “And you do know a lot more than I do about bicycle maintenance.”

“On my visit to Bicycle America, they gave me an alternate route east. It ends up in the Black Hills of South Dakota, but I can get you to Yellowstone that way too.”

Some of the alternate routes would put them on the interstate where frontage roads were unavailable. He’d take his chances there, with plenty of services not far from the highway.

A woman like Lauren . . . well . . . any woman shouldn’t be traveling alone. He remembered when he’d first met her on the road, her flowing ginger locks, her trim physique. Maybe she didn’t understand what a target she was for unscrupulous men.

The bike shop attendant had explained a quicker route out of the Rockies—and presumably bear country—from Missoula to Great Falls. “Once you’re east of Lincoln, it may bore you to tears. You might see a pronghorn or two, but, other than deer, that’s about it. And traffic on Route 200 moves at land-speed records.” If it were up to just Doug, that’s where he’d go.

But, no, he couldn’t leave Lauren alone.

“Spectacular scenery, yes, but I’m told those bison will decide for themselves where to roam. They cause traffic jams and slow travel for hours. Then after the park, if you stay on this route”—he jiggled the Bicycle America map—“you end up having to go over Hoosier Pass. That’s eleven thousand feet.” He couldn’t imagine pushing his recumbent to that altitude.

Lauren kept packing.

It wasn’t just the wildlife in Yellowstone that bothered Doug. Accommodations in peak season could be scarce on such short notice, with throngs of tourists enjoying the geysers and seeking out grizzly bear sightings. More power to them when they could do so from the safety of their vehicles.

“Brother Jim said you’re required to camp at approved campsites only. Not sure how far apart those are.”

Lauren took a deep breath. “I’ll think about it.”

Booking ahead might work if they knew where they were going and when they would get there. However, such rigid planning didn’t take into account bad weather, unplanned repair jobs, special side trips, or connections with interesting people, should their free spirits lead there.

Of course, skirting Yellowstone came with no guarantees either. Park boundaries only appeared on maps and didn’t limit bears, wolves, bison, and big cats from roving wherever their wild, unbridled hearts pleased.
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She’d met Doug three weeks ago. At sixty years of age he was old enough to be her father, but he was still young enough to enjoy the adventure and provide companionship and support. She could help him continue to recover from losing his wife, Ruth. If traveling together didn’t work out, plenty of alternate routes crisscrossed the countryside. And it was a free country.

Goodbyes weren’t easy for someone who, at a young age, hadn’t been able to say goodbye to her own parents. That was twenty-two years ago but seemed like yesterday.

“Did you get all your things from your room?” Maggie, shoulder height next to Lauren, wore baggie jeans and a red sweatshirt with a grizzly bear embroidered on the front.

“I think I have everything. We travel lightly.” Her comment, of course, didn’t take into account her violin, which Doug had reminded her didn’t lighten her load.

He walked into the kitchen and addressed their hosts. “I can’t thank you enough. I’ll never forget you.”

“That goes for me too,” Lauren said.

Brother Jim, a giant of a man, stroked his beard, then nestled Maggie to his side. “It was all our pleasure.”

“Did you get water for the road?” Maggie broke Brother Jim’s grasp long enough to grab the bunch of bananas from a bowl on the table. “And, here, take these with you.”

Lauren held out both hands to receive them. “Thank you. I think we have all the water we need for now.” Then she gave Maggie a long hug. “I’m going to miss you.”

Doug embraced Brother Jim and then Maggie.

The foursome exited to the backyard, where Doug’s recumbent and Lauren’s upright touring bicycle rested against the house.

Lauren placed the bananas into a front pannier.

With his forefinger Brother Jim pushed the frame of his glasses to the bridge of his nose. “Could I say a prayer for you before you leave?”

“Absolutely.” Doug leaned his recumbent bicycle against his thigh, his hand gripping the top of the seat rest.

Lauren nodded.

“Dear Heavenly Father, as Doug and Lauren hit the road, may Your peace follow them, may You protect them, and may You bless them as they commune with Your beautiful creation. Thank You that Maggie and I had the privilege of participating in their adventure, even from the comfort of our home. May You help them understand better the depth of Your love. We praise You for the work You’ve been doing in their lives. And for Lauren, bind up the hurt that comes with breaking up with her fiancé. Lord, grant her the desires of her heart as she delights in You and waits on You. Thank You that she loves You so much and wants to do Your will. In Jesus’s name, amen.”

Brother Jim looked at Doug. “Don’t forget that fundraising job I told you about.”

“I won’t, Brother Jim. Thank you so much for your vote of confidence.”

After another exchange of hugs Doug led Lauren out of the Covingtons’ driveway and, in minutes, to the outskirts of town, where the majestic Montana landscape pulled them into a world of beauty, mystery, and undiscovered treasures.
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Lauren had ridden the interstate a short distance in Oregon, and it wasn’t her idea of enjoyment. Travel on Interstate 90 in Montana started much sooner than she expected. 

Tractor trailers whizzed by topping eighty miles an hour. The deafening rumble shot tremors up her arms. To avoid the powerful draft and the potentially severe consequences of driver inattention, she followed Doug to the far right over a collection of big-rig shrapnel.

Within fifteen minutes Doug slowed to a stop. “My tire’s flat.”

He leaned his bicycle against the guardrail. No sooner had he unloaded his panniers and removed the rear wheel than a Montana state trooper pulled to the shoulder and turned on his flashers.

“Howdy. Need some help?”

“Hello, Officer,” Doug said. “We appreciate the cover. I’m about halfway through. Should be only another ten minutes tops.”

“Are you two sure you want to ride the interstate?”

Lauren sent a wry smile Doug’s way.

Wheel in hand, Doug worked the tire back onto its rim. “Not as sure as I was before we left.”

“Once you make it to Drummond, you may want to consider a ride through Flint Creek Pass on Montana Route 1. It’s not a wide road, but the traffic won’t bother you there. Plus you’ll have some great views.”

“Ooooo!” Lauren said.

“Thanks. We’ll check into that.”

The trooper chatted with Lauren as Doug completed the repair. “Just so you know, we’ve had two cycling fatalities in the past month on I-90.” His finger wagged toward the travel lane beside them. “This here is a drag strip. The motorists want to get from point A to point B as fast as they can, and they’re not concerned about your safety. Be careful.”

Her stomach sank further. She didn’t need convincing.

“Thank you, sir,” Doug said.

Two and a half hours later they exited onto a frontage road. The constant whir of high-speed traffic diminished as they cycled into a pastoral setting.

Lauren’s pace had slowed for the past few miles. Nature’s bell was ringing louder with each pedal stroke, but no services were in sight. “I need to stop.”

“Stop? Okay, if you say so. Right here?”

“Yeah. I need to go to the bathroom.” Yesterday she’d tucked away the thought of how this might work while traveling with Doug, but the time had now arrived. “Would you mind going up the road?”

“Sure, but don’t you want me to hold your bike?”

“I’ll manage.”

Doug continued riding while Lauren stopped. She grabbed a roll of toilet paper, a clear, ziplock bag, and an ultralight trowel from her handlebar bag. Then she laid her bicycle on the roadside grass. With all the gear hanging from the bike, maybe he had a point about holding it.

“Watch out for snakes!”

Lauren ventured toward a small stand of trees, scanning the tall grass to avoid a step she might regret.

When she reached the leafy partition and turned around, she waved off Doug in the distance so he would look the other way.

He obliged.

With no cars in sight she relieved herself and bounded like a deer back to her bicycle, eager to depart before anyone stopped.

An hour later they rolled into Drummond at dusk and stopped at the Flint Creek Motel. A lit Vacancy sign slowed her heartbeat.

They parked their bicycles and walked into the office.

“Got any rooms?” Doug said.

“You’re in luck. One left.”

Lauren’s stomach sank. “Is there a campground nearby?”

“Depends how you define nearby . . . and campground.” The gray-haired man chuckled. “Judging from your attire, I don’t suppose you want to go ten miles in the dark. You could check out the town campground, but I wouldn’t recommend it. It’s right across from a bar. If you came from the interstate, it was right on the corner.” He looked at Doug. “I wouldn’t want my wife anywhere near that campground.”

Doug smirked.

A fresh dose of sweat dampened Lauren’s brow. “You don’t have another room, do you?”

“No, ma’am. And the other places in town are full.”

“How many beds do you have in that vacant room?” Doug said.

Lauren jumped in. “No, that’s alright. Let’s go check the campground. I’m sure it will be fine. I feel like sleeping under the stars tonight.”

“Okay, if you insist. Thanks, mister.”

“Do you want me to at least hold the room for you in case you change your mind?”

“No thanks,” Lauren said.

Doug followed her outside. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Do what?”

“Set up camp in the dark across from a bar?”

“Oh that. Of course he’s going to say that. He wanted to sell his last room.”

“Why don’t you take the room, and I’ll go tent across from the bar.”

“Really? That’s thoughtful of you, but I can’t let you do that.”

Wrinkles formed in Doug’s forehead.

“Come on. Let’s go check it out.” Lauren mounted her bicycle. “You ready?”

Doug climbed on his recumbent and the two pedaled back toward the interstate.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, the outline of a sign on an open parcel of land across from a few businesses masked a small portion of the burnt-orange sky, a final scene of a magnificent sunset in the Wild West.

The sign grew in size as they cycled toward it. Squinting, Lauren read Town of Drummond Campground. Camp at your own risk. No facilities.

It appeared they would be the only two campers this night.

“Are you still sure?”

Lauren looked across the street. “Good thing a bar’s there. I may need the bathroom before bed.”

“Want to go over now before setting up?”

“No, let’s set up first.”

Doug grimaced. “And leave all our stuff over here unattended?”

But what else could they do? She’d take her chances. If she ran into trouble, Doug would abandon camp after ten or fifteen minutes and check on her. “We can go in shifts.”

Doug sighed. “That’s not gonna happen.”

With no time for more debate, they scurried to unload gear and set up their tents. They placed them ten feet apart toward the back of the campground, well off the road, but not hidden from view. And well within earshot of the clamor inside the bar.

A half hour later the tents were set up with inflated mattresses and sleeping bags inside, all done with headlamps.

Among other gear, Lauren’s violin case sat on the ground. She couldn’t leave it there. Maybe take it into the bar with her? No, that might be awkward or invite trouble. She could put it in her tent with her other valuables, but what vagrant wouldn’t first look inside a tent at a vacant campground? Twenty feet behind her tent, near the edge of the clearing, the dark, tall grass beckoned. Of course!

When she returned to tend to her remaining gear, Doug said, “You aren’t going to leave that over there, are you?”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“I wouldn’t want you to forget it.”

Lauren grinned. “Not a chance. It’s coming to bed with me when we get back.”

A gibbous moon cast a sheen on their tents, competing only with the light from a solitary streetlamp and the security lighting from off-hours businesses nearby. The campground’s floodlight was apparently out of order. They tossed their valuables into their tents, locked the two bikes together, and headed to the bar to eat and use the facilities.
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A sign hanging from the ceiling pointed to the restrooms. Amid the smell of alcohol arose that of charbroiled burgers. A dozen customers were inside, a few of them talking back and forth across the room.

Lauren hastened to the ladies’ room. The eyes of a cowboy seated at the bar escorted her as he swiveled on his seat, a handgun stowed in the holster on his hip. She ignored him.

Instead she focused on the sign—a cowgirl with legs crossed—above the knotty-pine door with a crescent cutout. Reflective glass plugged the hole in the rickety door.

When she pulled the handle to open the door, she froze. Pinups of nude male models stared at her, as many of them as it took to cover the interior walls, overlapping one another to maximize the skin exposure. Only a small mirror and an oversized soap dispenser above the tiny sink, grimy from neglect, interrupted them. To avoid looking back at the beady-eyed men, she glanced down at the cracked linoleum floor and closed the door, securing the latch and dropping the hook lock into place. She could touch the opposite walls at the same time but would keep her hands to herself. Two-inch gaps above and below the door guaranteed lack of privacy.

On the other side of the door she could hear Doug getting sucked into some banter. “Mister, I’ll ride your bike for ya tomorrow if you want a day off . . . as long as your friend comes along.” Apparently Doug ignored the comment. However, she wondered about the look on his face. She continued staring at the floor and listening.

Another voice piped up. “Where ya headed?”

“East,” Doug said.

“Need a place to stay tonight?”

“No, we’re all set. But thanks.”

A moment later she heard Doug’s voice again. “Are you still serving food?”

Another man, presumably the bartender, said, “We have a few burgers left. That’s about it.”

“Okay. Let me check when she gets out.”

Supper sounded good, but would they have to eat in the bar?

She finished up, unlatched the door, and pushed it open.

Four sets of male eyes met hers as she strode toward the entrance.

Doug, however, had sat at the bar. “Want a burger?”

“Can we get it to go?”

Doug looked at the bartender, who looked at Lauren. “Sure. How would you like it?”

“Medium rare, please.”

“Same for me,” Doug said. “Have a seat.”

Lauren walked over and sat on the stool beside Doug.

Before they could begin their conversation, the man whose eyes had walked Lauren to the restroom got up and meandered over, stopping right beside her, his body swaying.

Nausea threatened to supplant her hunger pangs, so she avoided eye contact with him.

But Doug did not. “Can I help you?”

“Yeah. I wanna talk to your friend here.”

“She’s busy.”

“She don’t look busy to me.”

“Jason, settle down,” the bartender said. “The woman came in to freshen up and have a burger, not to carry on a conversation with you. And by the way, I’m shuttin’ you off.”

The bartender was a few drinks too late. The man’s breath might just curl Lauren’s locks—if it didn’t set them ablaze first.

The man placed his hand on her shoulder.

The hair on the back of Lauren’s neck bristled.

“Get your hands off her,” Doug said.

“It’s alright. I can handle this.” Lauren clutched the man’s wrist and removed it from her shoulder. Then she rose to her feet and faced him. “Jason, you’ve had a little too much to drink tonight. My friend and I are going to eat a burger, then leave. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, ma’am. I ain’t got no problem with that. I’s just tryin’ to be friendly.”

She palmed her hip. “Well, if you don’t mind, we’d appreciate a little privacy for our dinner.”

Doug’s eyes had popped wide open.

The din quieted. Everyone was watching her.

From the other side of the room, another man spoke. “You tell him, lady. It’s about time someone put Ole Jason in his place. Ain’t that right, Jason?”

Jason wobbled and looked at the man. “Whaddaya talkin’ ’bout, P—Petey-Poo? If I had a dime every time you shot your big mouth off, I’d be rich.”

The man—Pete—got up and walked over to the threesome. “You stay away from her, you understand?”

“I ain’t a-scared o’ you. Let’s you and me settle this once and for all.”

The bartender stopped his busy work behind the counter. “Simmer down, gents. If you have a problem with one another, I suggest you take it outside.”

“Jason,” Pete said, “why don’t you go back there and sit down and let these two travelers have some peace and quiet.”

Jason mumbled something, then staggered to the door and outside.

Lauren’s back stiffened, her eyes darting left then right, her hearing shifting into a higher gear. Oh no. Our belongings.

The sound of a vehicle door slamming and an engine firing slowed her pulse.

Tires screeched as the vehicle drove away.

“There,” Pete said. “He won’t bother you guys anymore. Too bad. He’s such a nice guy, but when he drinks too much, he’s trouble.”

“Thanks for helping out.” Doug looked at the bartender while jerking a thumb toward Pete. “I’ll pick up this kind gentleman’s tab.”

The bartender set burger plates in front of Doug and Lauren. Doug ordered a beer and Lauren a Coke. They ate quickly, visited the bathrooms, then left the bar. Doug paid for all three meals and dropped a generous tip.










  
  

Chapter 4
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With headlamps on bright they crossed the empty street. The hubbub from the bar diminished the farther from it they walked. 

Lauren scanned the grounds and peeked inside her tent. Everything seemed to be as they’d left it. “Did you have unusual wallpaper in your bathroom?”

Doug laughed. “How’d ya know?”

“Just a wild guess. I owe you for dinner.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not worried about it. I just want to pay for my own meals. That was part of the deal, remember?”

“Yeah, you’re right. Let’s square up tomorrow.” As Doug pivoted to duck into his tent, he stopped. “You sure put that troublemaker in his place. Where’d ya learn that technique?”

“When you’re the only white woman living among African villagers, some of them pretty rough, you learn all sorts of interesting techniques or you don’t get by.”

Doug pooched his lips and nodded.

Lauren retrieved her violin case and dropped it inside her tent.

The two travelers said good night to one another and crawled into their tents for the evening.

Before turning off her headlamp Lauren grabbed her cell phone and opened her Bible app. However, the noise from the bar caused her mind to wander. Jeffrey probably had another bimbo draped over his arm while I was practicing my survival skills across the street. He couldn’t even return a phone call when the going got tough. At least my travel partner’s willing to fight for me.

Still, her heart yearned for more of Jeffrey. The more miles she cycled into remote areas, the deeper the longing. It seemed strange to her how that worked, like she had more of an addiction to him than a healthy attraction.

She navigated on her phone to a passage she had grown to know and love since childhood.

Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.

She and Jeffrey had shared meaningful love as friends, but when they crossed the line to romance, something went wrong. She couldn’t pinpoint the problem, but it was a constant source of internal strife, like the chafing on a cyclist’s inner thighs with every pedal stroke. The rider knows it’s there. It’s not going to stop her routine, but without treatment, it will do her damage. She wanted balm for her heart.

The sound of snoring from the neighboring tent broke her train of thought. She’d felt strong on her first day back on the road, but it’d been a long day.

The ruckus across the street dwindled as doors slammed and vehicles rumbled away, so she turned off her headlamp and offered up a silent prayer.

Dear Heavenly Father, I love You. Thank You for another day surrounded by the beauty of Your creation and safe travel. Thank You for a travel partner who wants to protect me. Continue healing the hurt in his heart from his losses. And bring physical healing to Freddie. Lord, I would love to hear from You about Jeffrey. My heart longs for him, but I’m not sure he’s right for me. Help me to find my contentment only in You. Thank You for Your Word, which helps me know what true love looks like. And, oh, I almost forgot . . . help Jason with his drinking problem. Bring people into his life who can share Your love with him. May he find peace in You. And thank You for Pete coming to my defense. I pray for peaceful sleep tonight for Doug and me, and another exciting day tomorrow. Go before us, Lord. In the precious name of Jesus, amen.
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He was used to paying for meals in his former life in sales. And for almost anyone he liked. Lauren ranked high on that scale. Reluctantly, after she squared up with him on the prior evening’s meal, he allowed her to pay for her own breakfast—at her insistence.

The cook offered advice on the route ahead, consistent with that of the state trooper the day before, but he also recommended a side trip to Philipsburg.

Twenty miles into a headwind neutralized the advantages of flat terrain and low traffic on Montana Route 1. Along the way, a few quirky exhibits presented irresistible photo opportunities, among them a museum of area creatures fabricated from unusual materials and many cattle skulls blanketing two trees beside the road.

In the distance, snowcapped mountains marked the Continental Divide. Lauren shouted from behind him, “Looks like climbing ahead. I can’t wait.”

Doug could. His heavy recumbent lagged on inclines. But he would get revenge on the other side of the mountain.

Cattle grazed in a fenced pasture against a splendid backdrop. Rugged, snow-covered mountains framed a stream in the foreground and empty roadways twisted around natural barriers, inviting adventurers to discover the wonders around the next bend. Quintessential Montana. A parallel rail line with grass sprouting in the middle pointed to trailblazers from yesteryear.

Finally the road to Philipsburg appeared. Doug turned left, Lauren close behind.

Within a mile they discovered a quaint town brimming with activity. The downtown looked like it had been plucked from the set of a Western movie. Two-story brick buildings trimmed with vibrant colors lined the street, with restaurants, bars, barbecue joints, a soda fountain shop, and even a motel or two.

Lauren spotted a candy store and bolted toward it. She leaned her bicycle against the side of the building, then darted inside. Doug caught up to her.

It was the “World’s Greatest Candy Store,” or so the owners thought. Nothing he saw contradicted their claim.

Smiling, Lauren flitted from counter to counter, her eyes apparently drawn to what her taste buds might remember from childhood.

The interior sparkled, cleaner than a water bottle scoured with soap and neater than an organized tool chest. Large, wood-trimmed glass counters sat atop an old-fashioned hardwood floor, both in mint condition, showcasing mounds of chocolate. On the wall, shelves held fishbowl-shaped glass jars with metallic covers seated at an angle. Inside the jars were every variety of hard candy customers could imagine, giving new meaning to the term “eye candy.”

Excited children ran about gleefully before pleading with their parents for a delectable taste.

Lauren tipped her head at the sight of them, watching their every move.

Doug remembered those sounds well, like when he took Douglas Jr. and a few of his friends to the carnival. Those years were behind him, but the memories warmed his heart. Would he ever entertain another season of life like that? Maybe, if it involved a woman who knew how to love them well. He was looking at one.

Lauren crouched alongside a preschool girl and pointed to a display of colorful hard candy with animal faces inside the glass counter. “See the bear? . . . And the doggie?”

The toddler nodded.

Lauren got up and turned to a woman nearby. “She’s absolutely adorable.”

“Oh, thank you. She’s a sweetie.”

“I’ll say.”

Yes, Lauren would make a fantastic mother. So loving and with strong moral character.

But should he be entertaining these thoughts at sixty years of age? He wandered outside to check on their belongings.
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She bent down again. “Look! A giraffe.”

The little girl reached her arms toward Lauren, who looked up at the girl’s mother.

She nodded. “It’s okay.”

Lauren hugged the little girl. “What’s your name?”

“Jamie.”

“That’s a nice name, Jamie.”

Jamie. Her brother’s name. In a wheelchair for the rest of his life while she bicycled America and traveled the world.

Missing her brothers from afar eased the pain of facing the injustice head-on. A drunk driver had crippled them. But at least Jamie and Nick made it out alive. That’s more than she could say for her parents.

She’d come to terms with that but preferred not to be reminded of it. Even forgave the man who did it—just a boy really. And now, amazingly, he was training to become a youth pastor.

Nick and Jamie knew something about her most people didn’t. How could they not?

Would she ever have a family of her own? Maybe, if she found someone who understood her secret and could be trusted with it.

Would Jeffrey have understood? Sometimes she was convinced he would. Other times, no way. But she’d never tested him, despite being engaged to him. It’d been easier to indulge him in his interests rather than exposing her biggest vulnerabilities.

But she needn’t dwell on that now. A new world was unfolding. And if God chose to answer her prayers in the affirmative, someone special could be around the next turn in the road.

Lauren could browse this store much longer, picking up gifts for people she held dear. However, such gifts would only weigh down her bicycle. And Doug was waiting outside.

Instead, and knowing chocolate would make a mess, she bought a pack of Necco wafers and a pound of jelly beans, then left. With climbing ahead those calories would soon vanish.

“Want a jelly bean?”

“Maybe later. I’m ready for lunch. You?”

“Yes.”

“We have a big climb ahead of us. We best not linger here too long.”

“This place is amazing. I could spend the entire afternoon here, let alone in that candy store.”

They located a barbecue restaurant and feasted on pulled pork sandwiches.

After lunch Lauren browsed more shops for an hour while Doug studied a map. Jeffrey would be climbing the walls if he were here with me now.

They departed around one thirty.
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Butterflies fluttered in Lauren’s stomach. Perhaps her last trip through a pass gave her pause—when Freddie’s life had changed forever. It could have been her. No wonder she’d treated herself at the candy store and been so reluctant to leave the adorable little town of Philipsburg. 

Flint Creek Pass stood between the travelers and parts east.

Doug invited Lauren to lead the way, and she charged ahead of him on her Trek 520.

The climb, still west of the Continental Divide, was long and slow. The higher they ascended, the narrower the roadway became.

The road far ahead appeared chiseled out of the side of a mountain. Left of the road, the landscape transitioned from conifers to barren terrain to a buffed cliff where a sheen from the sun’s rays glowed like molten copper. On the other side, a vast canyon splashed with evergreen trees offered spectacular views of rugged country as well as the road they’d just traveled, switchbacks snaking around the green hills.

A concrete barrier, about two feet thick at the base and three feet high, separated her from a treacherous fall into the splendid landscape. She was grateful for the barrier, but atop her bicycle, her torso rose above it.

Her heart fluttered. One moment of inattention, one bobble and . . .

This barrier would be much easier to fly over than the one when Lauren tried roller derby as a teen. And the landing would be . . . unthinkable. This was no time for weak knees as her muscles burned above and below them.

A lull in traffic allowed the two of them to ride in the travel lane and enjoy the views against the deep blue sky as they inched higher.

Another glance to her left and Lauren jerked her head toward the heavens. She squinted. A white head and tail. Warmth radiated through her chest. With only wind propelling its outstretched wings, the bird soared with majestic grace.

Suddenly another appeared, higher than the first.

They symbolized not only the country she loved but also promises from above. Lauren’s eyes moistened before water trickled out the corners of them. She’d never seen bald eagles in their natural habitat, certainly not in Uganda where she enjoyed exotic sights on every safari. But no bald eagles. She’d never even seen them in captivity, only in videos.

She peeked in her rearview mirror. Doug had fallen back on his heavier recumbent. Regardless, creeping up the incline with no place to stop wasn’t the time to point out her discovery.

As cars approached in either direction, she gathered herself and eased her bicycle to the narrow space between the white line and the immovable guardrail. It was as if she were skirting the banks atop Murchison Falls in Uganda, minus the thundering cataract. At least there, her feet were planted on solid ground.

Her heart thumped and her palms grew sweatier.

The climb steepened, slowing her pace and threatening her balance. As she crawled higher, the adjacent canyon encroached on her pathway inch by precious inch until it swallowed the road’s shoulder, forcing her into the travel lane.

Why hadn’t she checked her bungee cords? What if they let loose when she stood to pedal and jostled her load? Her violin would go flying and, if it tipped in the wrong direction, be devoured in the canyon below. Her parents had presented that to her on her thirteenth birthday.

Good thing motorists recognized the hazards. They provided plenty of clearance when passing. Finally the last of them drove by.

After riding low gear for over an hour around several switchbacks, a turnoff offered a reprieve. Lauren pulled to the right to catch her breath, and Doug eventually followed.

“Wow!” She stretched out her arms at chest height as if to encompass the 180-degree vista of the amazing canyon below.

Doug pointed across a ravine to their left at the face of a mountain. “Look!”

Lauren glanced over, then did a double take. “Awwww.” A moment later a lump formed in her throat.

Apparently a chainsaw artist had hewn a large section out of a dense stand of conifers to leave a bare swath in the perfect shape of a heart. No jagged edges, but a masterpiece. Its diameter must have measured many yards across.

Doug’s mouth hung open. “How did they do that?”

Lauren remained speechless. The striking image led her to one place and only one. Jeffrey would join them on the ride up the remainder of the pass. Doug wouldn’t see him, but he’d be with Lauren nonetheless. Her heart raced.

“Is something wrong?”

Lauren shook her head. In slow motion. She’d come here not to remember and celebrate him but rather to start anew while worshipping her Creator. Jeffrey had no business becoming a phantom stowaway. If she’d been less prone to reason, it would have been easy to assume he’d commissioned the fabulous work. Why couldn’t she get him out of her mind?

“Hello?” Doug said.

“I’m sorry. I just can’t get over it.”

“I know. It is pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.” Lauren gathered her thoughts. “When you look across at that, what do you see? What’s it make you think of?”

“Well, if you’re wondering whether it makes me think of Ruth, of course it does. But I can also admire it for what it is. It’s big. And look at that incline. They needed heavy equipment. And safety gear. Impressive. What’s it make you think of?”

Lauren gazed off into the canyon with queasiness clutching her stomach.

She hesitated, then responded. “Several things.” She looked back at the heart and then at Doug. “Mostly, God’s goodness. His blessings come to us in so many unpredictable ways.” There. Lauren had avoided an awkward moment. “Tell me about Ruth.”

“She was one of a kind. Sacrificial, loving, easy to get along with. Ruth was faithful to God. I couldn’t believe how faithful, even when she suffered so much in the end.”

“I’m sure you made things easier for her. You sacrificed too.”

Doug looked away. When he didn’t respond, Lauren added, “It takes a real man to take care of someone and let them die at home.”

Doug remained silent, then lowered his head.

Finally he looked up. “I have a confession to make. When we met on the road in Oregon, I wasn’t totally truthful with you. I—I wanted to care for Ruth at home, and intended to, but . . . I didn’t.”

“Oh?”

“There was so much going on, and she was getting such good care at the hospital. I’m sorry for misleading you.”

Lauren cocked her head. “Thank you for telling me the truth. Any other confessions?”

“Not that come to mind.”

“Have you told your sister yet what you’re up to?”

Doug’s head dropped again. Then he chuckled. “Carmen knows. Finally.”

“Why all the secrecy?”

Doug looked away as he tugged on his earlobe. “When I was younger, before Ruth came into my life, I struggled with depression. One thing led to another, and I started having suicidal thoughts. When she came along, she rescued me from all that. But when she got sick, well . . . you know . . .”

“Got it.”

“Yeah. Then I met you and Brother Jim.”

“The Bible says, ‘If any man be in Christ, he is a new creation. The old is gone. Behold all things are become new.’”
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A lake at altitude changed the scenery. Nothing like the size of Lake Victoria but offering the same calming effect. Then several phenomenal views of the rugged mountains lining the Divide shot goosebumps down her arms and legs.

Thanks to the artwork atop Flint Creek Pass, thoughts of Jeffrey filled Lauren’s ride. The gleam in his eye and the mellow tone of his voice chased her. Yet the faster she rode, the more distant they became. Though she hadn’t been running from her problems like Doug had, the advantages of discovering new places in wide-open spaces soothed her heart.

Rather than wallowing in disappointment, she would choose to discover more of what life had to offer. Why look for sympathy or expect God to play Santa Claus and drop a dream man into her life? Jeffrey had his own set of issues better left to him. If she became saddled with them, she would never realize God’s best for her life. She could make room if the right person came along, but single life had its rewards too.

They rolled into Anaconda. Rooms were sold out. She felt grimy, and Doug had a gamy odor from several feet away. Or maybe that was her. Regardless, they grabbed a quick supper at a local sandwich shop and cycled to the city park on the edge of town, where they set up camp in twilight.

After they pitched their tents, Doug yanked a pannier off his bicycle and began rearranging items, setting some of them on the picnic table. “I know we’re close to town, but we still ought to hang a bear bag.”

“You worry too much.”

Doug’s head snapped around, and he glared at Lauren, his brow furrowed. “Listen, you can either put your scented items in here and enjoy sleeping without critters sniffing around your tent or . . . you can go find another campground. I don’t suppose our neighbors would appreciate our disregard for their safety.”

“Maybe I will find somewhere else.” Lauren jutted her chin out and avoided eye contact.

“Oh come on.” He sighed. “I didn’t mean to tell you what to do. I’m just looking out for you . . . and . . . trying to prepare for bed.”

“Well, I can do just fine by myself. You would’ve never survived in Africa, that’s for sure.”

“I’m glad I never had to try.”

She’d never heard Doug so blunt. Maybe her own curt responses were unwarranted, but it’d been a long day and she wanted to settle in for the night. Doug was always thinking about survival in the wild. Why didn’t he simply let God take care of things? But he was looking out for her. “I’m sorry. I’m tired, and I just want to go to sleep.”

Doug held out the open pannier. “Trick or treat!”

She tossed in some food and toiletries. Then she reached into the compartment of another pannier, pulled out a small jar of perfume, and placed it on top of the other items.

Doug looked in, then back at Lauren, shaking his head. After cinching the pannier shut, he looked toward a grove on the edge of the campground for a suitable tree. But another camper offered to store their bag in his car instead.

After they bedded down in their respective tents, Lauren pulled out her phone again to read her Bible app. A new text message appeared. It was from Jeffrey. She couldn’t help but smile.

After seeing you in Missoula, miss you all the more. Stay safe, Pumpkin Spice.



Connecting her favorite latte to the color of her hair, Jeffrey had coined “Pumpkin Spice” as an endearing term for her. The moniker had stuck and reappeared when he did—emotionally. But that was Jeffrey, dropping in and out of her life—and likely the lives of other women—when loneliness cropped up. Perhaps his latest female interest hadn’t panned out.

Despite the pitter-patter of her heart, she thought better of responding. Why drag out the agony when God had something—or someone—better on the road ahead? She wasn’t going to play the fool again, not with this splendid opportunity to heal from old wounds and embark on a new adventure. What better way to move on than to cycle through new places and be around people who didn’t know her?

Lauren’s pulse quickened. Her initial trip to the mission field fifteen years earlier couldn’t match this.

She typed “new thing” into the search bar. Up came Isaiah 43:19.


Behold, I will do a new thing,
Now it shall spring forth;
Shall you not know it?
I will even make a road in the wilderness
And rivers in the desert.
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