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Chapter 1

	 

	Q


	UIT YOUR GRIPING!” Jean was getting very tired of listening to Louie’s meowing. They’d only been on the road for a few minutes and the cat hadn’t stopped squawking.

	“You have food and water, your litterbox is clean, your blanket has been fluffed to your exacting standards… I have no idea what else you could want!”

	“Meeeyowww,” Louie responded, his voice getting louder.

	Jean sighed. If she hadn’t been driving, she would have pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re giving me a headache,” she told the cat.

	“Meeeyowww,” Louise said, even more loudly.

	The last time the cat had acted like that, Jean was led to a young family needing help. She wondered if the Lord was using Louie to lead her somewhere else once again.

	“Father, if You’re behind this cat making all this noise, then please, please tell me what I’m supposed to do before my head explodes.”

	No answer.

	“Meeeyowww.”

	“Argh!” Jean gripped the steering wheel just a bit tighter. She glanced at the cat sitting in the passenger seat. “I was hoping to make it to DuBois tonight, but it looks like I’m gonna have to stop for you. We have to meet Rebecca on Thursday, you know.”

	She passed a highway sign telling her that Newark was just ahead, so Jean told the cat she’d stop there.

	“And you need to show me what the problem is as soon as we get there,” she told Louie. “I don’t have a lot of time.”

	A niggling thought in the back of her mind reminded her that she was on the Lord’s schedule, not her own. If He wanted her to stop in New Jersey and was using the cat to cause that to happen, then she didn’t need to be worried about the plans she’d made.

	“Sorry, Lord,” Jean mumbled. “I’ll try to relax and just let You guide me.”

	“Meeeyowww,” Louie said. At least he was quieter that time.

	Once they exited the highway, the cat curled up on his blanket and went to sleep. Jean gave him a look that said she might be looking for recipes involving felines, but of course he didn’t see it since his eyes were closed.

	She drove through the pretty city, enjoying the sights while trying to listen for the Lord’s leading on just why she was there. No answers were forthcoming, however, so she turned on the car stereo and tuned in to a local station, hoping some holy answers would come through.

	“We just received word that a rollover is affecting all lanes of traffic on I-280,” the announcer said. “Multiple fatalities are reported. This is a bad one, folks.”

	Jean blew out a breath, along with a shuddering sob. She signaled to turn into a parking lot, then sat and cried for a few moments.

	“Thank You, Father, for watching out for me,” she sobbed. “I know I would have been in that accident, but You spared me. You are such an amazing, awesome, wonderful God. Thank You. Thank You. And please be with those involved in that wreck and with the families who lost loved ones.”

	It was a long time before she was fit to drive again.

	 

	+

	 

	DESPITE THE DELAY, Jean and Louie arrived in DuBois late in the afternoon. She stopped in a parking lot so she could do an internet search for a pet-friendly hotel, while Louie continued snoozing on his blanket.

	“Cat sleeps more than an infant,” Jean muttered to herself as she typed on her phone. “Great, there’re only three places here that allow pets.” She sighed as she chose the largest motel chain and copied the address into the GPS app.

	Jean laughed as she put the car in gear while the woman’s voice on the app directed her where to go. “I can’t say I miss the days of maps, though it was nicer having Beverly with me reading the directions.”

	Whenever Jean thought of her friend, she got a lump in her throat. She understood Beverly’s need to get back to Atlanta and her church’s homeless ministry, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to miss the woman.

	But I have an exciting new direction to go, she thought with a smile. Even though the new godly assignment might terrify some people, Jean was really looking forward to getting into the ghetto of Detroit and telling people that there was hope to be found in Jesus.

	“Lord, You’re gonna have to go before us and start softening hearts,” she prayed. “Pave way, Father. Give us the right words to say.”

	While it was certainly an exciting ministry, Jean was a little concerned about Rebecca going along on the mission trip. The girl was fresh out of the Amish community and Jean figured she was going to be in for a rather big shock. But Rebecca was so happy to “finally be doing something for Jesus,” as she put it, that Jean didn’t want to put a damper on her enthusiasm.

	She also said a prayer for Rebecca to remain strong in her faith.

	Of course, Rebecca had already suffered at the hands of the “world” when she’d been shot in a drive-by. The girl hadn’t let the injury put a damper on her desire to reach the lost, though, and she’d even managed to witness to a good portion of the hospital staff. As she thought about it, Jean realized that the girl had more staying power and conviction than just about any other Christians she’d met in her lifetime.

	She’d just pulled into the hotel parking lot when her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and moaned before pushing the “answer” icon as she maneuvered into a parking spot. The lot was surprisingly full.

	“Hey.”

	“Hey? That’s the kind of greeting you give your favorite sister?”

	“You’re my only sister,” Jean drawled.

	“Still, I’d be your favorite if there was competition.”

	Not likely, Jean thought, though she kept it to herself. “What’s up?”

	“Oh, I just wanted to check in with you since you never bother to call me.”

	Jean huffed out a breath. “I text you every single day.”

	“It’s not the same as a phone call,” Paula said, sounding put out.

	“Well, it’s the best I can do sometimes,” Jean pointed out. “I’m on a mission, remember? Not a vacation.”

	“You don’t have to be so snippy,” Paula said, sounding snippy herself. “I just… well, I miss you, dang it!”

	A small smile graced Jean’s lips at the admission. It wasn’t like Paula to ever admit to any kind of emotional vulnerability. Physical, yeah… she thrived on attention for all her aches and pains, real or imagined. But she was a closed vault when it came to her emotions.

	“Then you should have stayed with me,” Jean pointed out. “You didn’t even make it a week before you wanted to rush back home.”

	“Well, I had doctors’ appointments,” Paula said, a slight whine in her voice that made Jean wince. “And there was the ministry—”

	“How is that going?” Jean said, interrupting. Her sister had been on fire to hightail it back to California so she could join the teen ministry her church was starting.

	“Oh fine, I suppose,” Paula hedged. Jean wondered what was wrong now. With her sister, there was no telling. But she certainly wasn’t going to ask.

	She waited for Paula to continue. When several silent moments passed, she spoke up. “Hey, I’m getting ready to check in—”

	“If you must know,” Paula interrupted, “Michelle, the team leader, decided that I shouldn’t work with the youth.”

	Jean frowned. “What? Why?”

	A huff of air sounded through Jean’s car speakers. “I don’t know,” Paula said. “I think she’s just jealous that the kids like me.”

	“That doesn’t sound right,” Jean said with suspicion. “I can’t imagine a Christian woman—”

	“Oh, but it’s true,” Paula argued. “All the kids liked me. They always ran up to me whenever I walked into the fellowship hall,” she continued, sounding rather arrogant. “And it didn’t matter if they were in the middle of something, either. They’d just leave Michelle and run over to me.”

	Jean frowned again, trying to piece together what her sister was—and, more importantly, wasn’t—telling her. “So… what I’m getting here is that you were showing up late, if Michelle was already working with the kids.”

	Another moment of silence followed that. “Well, maybe a few times I was a little late,” Paula admitted. “But that was only because I had appointments.”

	“Okay,” Jean said, drawing out the word. “You were so excited to get back to California to join this youth outreach program that only meets twice a week. I would think that you would have rescheduled your appointments so that you would be there on time for the program,” she pointed out reasonably.

	“Well, not everything can be rescheduled,” Paula said, whining again. “It’s really difficult to get in with Vanessa—”

	“Hold the phone,” Jean snapped. “You’re telling me that you were late to the youth program because of a hair appointment?” Her sister was seriously starting to irk her, but that was nothing new.

	“You know how fast my hair grows,” Paula argued. “I have to get it cut every three weeks, or else I start looking like a shabby sheepdog. And Vanessa has me scheduled for three months out.”

	Jean sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You do know there are other hairdressers in California,” she pointed out. “If the youth outreach was important to—”

	“But no other hairdressers know my hair like Vanessa does. She’s really a genius when it comes to styling.”

	“Your hair is basically a man’s cut!” Jean said, snapping again. “A barber could cut it for you!”

	Of course, that statement was followed by a dramatic gasp. “Look, I really need to go,” Jean said before Paula could go on about all the intricacies of her inch-long hairstyle. She watched as two more cars pulled into the parking lot. “I need to check into this hotel before they book—”

	“It’s still not right that Michelle turned me away just because I was late a few times,” Paula went on, thankfully changing the subject from her hair.

	Jean couldn’t stop the moan that escaped. “Are you sure that’s the only reason?” Knowing Paula, there was a lot more to the story that wasn’t being told.

	“Yes, I’m sure,” she said curtly. “What else could it be?”

	“You mean to tell me that she didn’t tell you why she didn’t want you working with the program?”

	Another bout of silence followed. Jean tapped her fingers on her thigh as she waited for Paula to answer.

	“Well, yeah, she did” Paula said, hedging once again.

	“And?” Jean drew the word out, trying not to sound as frustrated as she felt.

	“There was an accusation of bribery,” Paula said. “But I don’t think giving out gifts to underprivileged kids is bribery,” she said with a mocking tone.

	“What exactly were you giving the kids?” Jean was almost afraid to ask.

	Paula mumbled something. “What was that? I didn’t quite hear you.” Jean’s teeth were starting to hurt from the jaw clenching.

	“Five dollars each time I saw them,” Paula admitted.

	“Five dollars!” Jean exclaimed. “And there are fifteen kids in the program? That’s in—”

	“They need money,” Paula argued. “They’re poor kids, you know.”

	Jean made a face. “Yeah, but that is sort of like bribery. It’s no wonder Michelle—”

	“It’s not bribery,” her sister huffed. “The kids need the money, I have it, and I just don’t see why it’s a problem to give it to them.”

	“No wonder the kids all like you,” Jean said. “I’d like you too, if you were giving me money every time I saw you.”

	Paula ignored that comment. “It’s a stupid rule, if you ask me.”

	“Rule? You mean, you weren’t supposed to give them money?”

	Her sister mumbled something else. “Let me guess,” Jean said with a laugh, “you were told not to give them anything, but you did it anyway and that’s why Michelle won’t let you work with the youth.”

	Another moment of silence followed that. “I need to go,” Paula finally said. “My favorite show is about to start.” Without another word, she hung up.

	Jean laughed as she looked at Louie. “Your Aunt Paula is a nutcase. I bet that woman would have tried to bribe her way into Heaven, if she didn’t already have her way bought and paid for.” Louie gave her an unimpressed look.

	Her phone rang again, and Jean sighed. She really needed to get checked in before the hotel booked up, and another car had just pulled into the parking lot. But she grinned when she saw who it was.

	“Hey, girl! Are you rested up from your trip?”

	Beverly laughed. “Hardly. I’m whupped. Between the long flight and danged layover, I feel like I could use a week’s vacation, but that would mean travelin’ again, so no thank you.”

	Jean chuckled. “We did nothing but travel,” she pointed out.

	“Yeah, but that was easy. We never drove longer than four hours at a time.”

	“True, true. So, how’s the ministry going?”

	Beverly sighed. “It’s a mess, let me tell you. Poor Janice wasn’t feelin’ up to keepin’ things in order and I have a mess of supplies to get, plus I need to clean the kitchen from top to bottom.”

	Jean laughed. “You’ve been back, what? A day and a half? Maybe you oughta take it slower. Don’t burn out, cuz that’s no way to serve the Lord.”

	“I know, I know,” Beverly said. “It’s just a lot needin’ to get done. I was hopin’ to talk you into comin’ back down here and helpin’ out.”

	Jean grinned, knowing her friend was teasing her. “Maybe after we get Detroit on the right track. Not sure how long that’s gonna take.”

	“Wooo, that’s a mission I sure woulda liked to have been a part of,” Beverly said with another sigh. “But we gotta go where the Lord tells us and apparently it’s my mission to scrub floors and do grocery shoppin’.”

	“And take care of the homeless, making sure they know the Lord loves them too.”

	“With all the work I’ve got on my hands, I’m thinkin’ I won’t have much opportunity to do that,” Beverly grumbled. “I’ll be stuck in the kitchen.”

	“Can’t you get your kids to help?”

	“Nope,” Beverly said. “The restaurant has picked up somethin’ fierce and both boys and my daughter are spendin’ every wakin’ minute there.”

	“Well, I guess that’s not such a bad thing,” Jean said. She was starting to wish she could head south and help her out. It sounded like Beverly needed a whole crew. A thought occurred to her then.

	“Hey, I’ve got an idea, and I think it might be a God thought, cuz I doubt I woulda thought it on my own. Let me call you back.”

	“All right, darlin’. Bye for now.”

	After hanging up, Jean called her friend, Bear. “Hey, pretty lady!” he said by way of greeting.

	Jean laughed. “I think we shoulda gotten your eyes checked too, young man.” While in Florida, Jean had helped the homeless man get cleaned up, insisting on taking him to a dentist and a health clinic for a checkup.

	Bear laughed. “Nope, nothing wrong with the eyes. How are things going? You still in New York?”

	“On my way to Detroit,” Jean said.

	Bear whistled. “Man, that’s a tough city,” he said. “Make sure you’re prayed up before you go.”

	“Always,” Jean said with a smile. After Bear accepted the Lord, the kid had been on fire to learn all he could and he prayed constantly. “Hey, I have a question for you… I told you about Beverly.”

	“Yep.”

	“She’s back in Atlanta now, taking over a homeless ministry at her church. But she’s a bit overwhelmed and could use some help. Do you think you and some of your residents could head over there for a few days?” Bear was in charge of a large homeless shelter in Gainesville and was having great success in reaching people for Christ.

	“Huh,” Bear said. “That’s funny… I was just asking the Lord if there was anything else I could be doing for the homeless community, and then you called. Guess that’s my answer! Text me the info and I’ll round up some help.”

	Jean grinned. “Thanks, honey. Beverly will be thrilled.”

	After checking into the hotel—and praising the Lord at the front desk when she was told it was their last room—Jean called Beverly to give her the good news. As Jean had told Bear, her friend was thrilled, and they had a lovely time of prayer and praise.

	Next, she called Rebecca to check in. She and Charl were already in Detroit. “Hello, Mama Jean.” Jean laughed; the girl had taken to calling her that after Jean had made it a point to call Rebecca once a day after they’d left her with Charl in Pennsylvania.

	“Hi, sweetie. How are things going?”

	“Oh, Charl and I only just arrived in Detroit a few hours ago,” she responded with her slight German accent. “Charl is very tired, since she had to drive the entire trip. I do wish I could learn to operate a vehicle.”

	Jean laughed to herself at Rebecca’s formal way of speaking. “There isn’t any reason why you can’t,” she told the girl. “It’s just like anything else, you just have to learn and practice.”

	“Yes, but in order to drive, I must have a driver’s license. I cannot get a license without first taking a driver’s test. It is an impossibility.”

	Jean considered that. She knew that teen drivers were given permits while they learned, but someone Rebecca’s age was at a disadvantage. “I suppose you’ll just have to learn to drive without a license,” Jean said.

	“That is against the law,” Rebecca said, aghast, like Jean just suggested she break into a bank vault.

	“Yeah, but there isn’t much else you can do. We’ll figure it out—maybe find some deserted roads somewhere.”

	After that, they talked about where they would meet the next day. Rebecca made her laugh when she told her she’d text the address of the church where they’d meet with the mission group to get their assignments.

	“You can use a smartphone, but can’t drive,” she teased the girl. “We definitely need to fix that.”

	“My mama and papa would be very angry with me if they knew I was wanting to learn the ways of the English,” she admitted.

	Jean cringed at that; she’d promised Rachel, Rebecca’s mother, that she’d watch out for the girl. So far, she hadn’t been doing a very good job of it. But Rebecca was doing the very thing she’d wanted to do—witnessing to people about Jesus.

	“Have you talked to them?” she asked.

	“I have written to them,” Rebecca said, “but I did not receive a response before we left yesterday morning for Detroit. I told them about the salvation of Charl’s neighbors, and of course the salvation of Kevann, Jamison, Reggie and Con. I even wrote of the salvation of Con’s friend, CJ, just before he died. I did not tell them of my gunshot wound, though. I would not want them to worry.”

	Jean chuckled. “Good thinking. Hearing that your child was shot in a drive-by isn’t the way to soothe a parent’s fears.”

	They made plans for the next day and then Jean went to the lobby, looking for a recommendation for a restaurant. The gentleman behind the desk was much older than the girl who had checked her in earlier. In fact, he looked like he was around Jean’s age.

	He smiled kindly when she approached. “How may I help you?”

	“Just looking for a good restaurant to have dinner,” Jean said, returning the smile. The man’s own smile broadened.

	“Well, I have several places I can recommend, but I would really prefer taking you to dinner myself.”

	Jean laughed at that, thinking he was kidding. But when he got a puzzled look, she stopped. “Are you asking me out?” she said with some embarrassment.

	The man nodded. “Well, I wouldn’t call it a date, since that would be against hotel policy. But we’ll just consider it a value-added service if you allow me to escort you to dinner.”

	Jean grinned. “Okay, but only if you let me buy.” The man gave her a narrow-eyed look that was more teasing than anything else, making her chuckle. He then went to a door behind him and spoke to someone. Jean watched as the girl who’d checked her in earlier walked back out to the counter, glancing her way with a slight smile. The man then lifted the hinged end of the counter and stepped out.

	“Off we go,” he said with a grin and held out his arm for Jean to lead the way. Once outside, Jean started to walk to where she’d parked Bob, but the man stopped her.

	“I’ll drive,” he said, motioning in a different direction.

	Jean hesitated briefly, wondering if she was making a poor decision in getting into a car with a stranger. She didn’t even know the man’s name. And then she thought about the fact that the very next day she was going to be in the ghetto of Detroit—arguably the most dangerous city in the USA—witnessing. Just the week before, she’d been in New York City, sharing God’s love with gang members and drug dealers.

	She rolled her eyes at herself.

	“Name’s Chester,” the man said as he opened the passenger door to an older Buick. Jean had always called those types of cars “land yachts.” She had no idea how he could even park the thing, it was so large. “Chester Woods,” he added.

	“I’m Jean Olsen,” she said as she slid into the seat. Chester closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side and got in.

	“Well, Jean,” he said with a charming, crooked grin as he started the car. His teeth were straight and white, and she wondered if they were dentures. “I’ll leave the choice of food up to you. Italian or steak? Both are great restaurants, though.”
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