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Chapter 1
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JEAN, I’M SO SORRY.” The tired and overused sentiment she’d heard so many times over the course of the past week meant nothing. It was a meaningless platitude, just something people said when they had no idea what to say. But no words, regardless of how well-meaning, were going to make things right.

Nothing could take away the pain.

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

If only she knew how blessed she was...

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

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

It was exhausting.

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

Or how much she wanted to follow after her husband.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

+

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

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

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

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

Jean had named him King Louie.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I should have tried harder...

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

But still... she wished she could have done more.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jean really hated stepping on such things in the dark.

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

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

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

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

Once again, she sighed at his memory.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

That still, small voice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And back to her loneliness.
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Chapter 2
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SERIOUSLY, YOU need to come down,” Paula pleaded. Jean’s sister had been bugging her for weeks to visit her. “You need to get out of that house, off that mountain, and be around others.”

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

At least for a little while.

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

+

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Paula patted her on the back, not making mention of it. Jean was grateful for that. Her sister understood how raw her emotions were, and how a good cry was hovering just below the surface.

“C’mon, old lady,” Paula said as she turned toward the door leading into the kitchen. “Let’s go find some junk food that’s sure to make us fat and catch up.”

Louie was on his best behavior, thankfully. Paula even took to the cat, despite her allergies. Louie decided she was his very favorite person, of course, and Jean wondered if it was because he somehow sensed she was allergic to him. That would fit the feline’s personality—if it makes you uncomfortable or inconveniences you in any way, then that is what I’m gonna do.

Paula sneezed anytime the cat came near. But she didn’t let a runny nose stop her from scratching his head as he ran his body through her legs.

The sisters chatted until it started getting dark, then Paula called a local restaurant to order to-go plates. As they headed out to pick up the food, Paula talked non-stop about her friends at church and the various activities she was involved in. It made Jean feel... lonely. And more than a little envious. It would be nice to not be so isolated. To have more options.

“You know, you should sell that place and move down here with me,” Paula said, surprising Jean. It was like her sister was reading her mind. “You’re stuck up there in the middle of the woods all by yourself. That can’t be good for your mental health.”

“I’m not alone,” Jean protested, though she was entertaining the idea of moving anyway. “I’ve got Louie now.”

Paula glanced at her, rolling her eyes as she put the turn signal on and navigated into the parking lot of the restaurant. “That cat is sweet, I’ll give you that,” she said, and Jean almost choked. Sweet is not something she would have ever attributed to King Louie. But that furry flirt had sure managed to wrap Paula around his paw.

“But he isn’t company,” Paula continued. “Not really. You need to get out among the people. With friends. Do something with yourself. Holing up on that mountain is just gonna age you even more.”

Jean sputtered. “Even more? What in the heck is that supposed to mean?”

Paula shut the car off and turned to grin at her. “I’m just saying, if the orthopedic shoe fits...”

Jean gave her sister a mock glare. “Look, old lady—”

“Old lady?” Paula laughed. “You’re older than me!”

“Yeah, but you look older,” Jean grumbled. It wasn’t true, but she had to retaliate. Sibling fight code demanded it.

Paula didn’t fall for it. “Yeah, right,” she drawled as she opened her door. Jean followed suit and they walked toward the restaurant door. Paula opened it and held it for Jean.

“Age before beauty.”

“Pearls before swine,” Jean drawled as she sauntered by.

Paula rolled her eyes again. “I was hoping for a battle of wits, but it would be wrong to attack someone who’s totally unarmed.”

They walked to the area marked “Take Out” and Jean quipped, “If I ever said anything to offend you, it was purely intentional.”

Paula grinned at the girl behind the counter when she made a small noise of distress. “Don’t worry, sweetie, she only annoys me when she’s breathing.”

Jean grinned too, happy for the easy camaraderie she always had with her sister. She already felt a lot better about life in general, and it had only been a few hours since she’d arrived.

She was really looking forward to the rest of the weekend.

+

SUNDAY MORNING found Jean dragging her feet to get ready for church. It wasn’t like she didn’t want to go; normally, she really loved going to church. But that was her church, not her sister’s more contemporary service.

Paula prodded her to hurry, saying she wanted to make “second service,” which Jean couldn’t fathom. Her church back home had one service Sunday morning and a Wednesday night Bible study. Why in the world would you need more than that?

It was a good forty-five minute drive from Paula’s house to the church in Chino Hills. Why her sister didn’t find a church closer to home was beyond Jean. When she’d asked, Paula had just grinned.

“Other churches don’t have Pastor Jack.”

Jean’s mouth dropped when they pulled into the church parking lot. “This isn’t a church,” she told Paula, “it’s a stadium!”

Paula laughed. “Yeah, it’s big, but we’re definitely a family,” she said as she grabbed her purse and opened the door.

Jean made sure to keep her mouth shut as they made their way into the sanctuary. She’d expected to see something like a Roman cathedral inside, but it was decorated rather sedately. Tastefully.

Instead of pews—which Jean never could get comfortable in—the church was filled with rows of comfortably-looking padded chairs and Paula led the way to an area in the middle.

“Figured you’d be a back-row believer,” Jean teased. Paula gave her a look.

“And I thought you’d be a front row fanatic.” Jean pinched her sister’s arm, making her howl as she rubbed the spot.

“Children, don’t make me separate you,” came a female voice from behind. Jean turned to see a much younger woman behind them, grinning.

Paula laughed. “Sharon, this is my sister, Jean. Jean, this is Sharon Miller.” Jean waved at her and gave the girl a small smile.

They’d arrived at the church early, but it didn’t take long for it to start to fill. Jean couldn’t believe the number of people packing into the sanctuary. It really boggled the mind.

“We’ve always had good numbers,” Paula murmured when she noticed her sister looking around. “But lately we’ve had a really big increase. The Lord is really blessing us here.”

The “worship team” came out onto the stage then and Jean almost groaned when she saw two of the men picking up guitars. And, of course, there were drums set up on the side. She sighed and decided she’d just have to suffer through the music.

Within five minutes, though, she was grinning and even singing along.

After the worship time, a man walked out on the stage. He looked like he couldn’t be much older than her daughter.

“That’s your pastor?” she hissed at Paula. Her sister laughed quietly.

“No,” she whispered, “that’s the youth pastor. He’s just giving the announcements.”

The young man went through a litany of missions and ministries the church was either supporting or offering. Jean was amazed at how many pots the church had in the fire. They certainly were active in the community and abroad.

After he was done, another man came out on the stage and Jean figured it was another associate pastor of some sort. After all, the man was wearing jeans and a dress shirt, though it was untucked. He was dressed far too casually to be the head pastor.

But once he started talking, Jean’s mouth nearly dropped. Obviously, he was “Pastor Jack.” She pursed her lips, doubting his ability before he even really got started.

And, just as with the worship music, she quickly found out just how wrong she was. Very wrong.

The pastor was funny, engaging, and extremely knowledgeable. He didn’t say a single thing that Jean didn’t agree with, nor anything that she thought wasn’t biblically sound. She’d been in church all her life and thought she knew the Bible inside and out... but Pastor Jack opened her eyes to many new things in scripture.

Near the end of the service, the pastor said something that shocked her. Jean didn’t think she could be more surprised that day, but once again, she’d been wrong.

“I’m praying this crazy time we’re living will be what it takes to start a revival. Hey, maybe it can even start here in this church. Wouldn’t that be great?” he asked, grinning at the audience.

Jean thought he really had a nice smile, one of those crooked types that always charmed the ladies. The man really was a terrific pastor, and she knew why Paula was in love with the friendly church.

And Jean felt bad for prejudging everything and everyone. With sudden clarity, she realized it was wrong to think that the pastor had to wear a suit, that the music had to be eighteen hundreds hymns played on an organ, or that a big church was not capable of serving the saints and the community, or somehow fell short in glorifying God.

I’m sorry, Lord, she whispered in her soul. Help me to quit being so hard-hearted and help me to focus on You and what’s important.

At that, she returned her attention to the pastor. “A revival could start right here in Chino Hills and spread out across this nation. Even across the world. But we—you and me—can be that pebble in the pond that starts the ripple effect. Listen, it’s what we’re supposed to do anyway. We’re supposed to be making a difference, right?”

The crowd murmured in agreement, but Jean just sat there as her heart started pounding just a little harder for some strange reason.

“The disciples did that, made a difference. They didn’t let anything turn them from their path, they just stayed the course, going out evangelizing. And nothing has changed today; it’s what we—as the church, the body of individual believers making up the church—are supposed to do. We’re supposed to share the Good News, the Gospel, with the world.”

He went on to quote scripture and talk about how the church as a whole was to then make disciples of believers, training them. But Jean was stuck on the revival he mentioned. The words “pebble in the pond” kept reverberating in her brain, like a ping pong ball in a jar.

“You’re that pebble...”

She startled at hearing the voice, His voice again. She knew without a doubt she was hearing the Lord speaking this time. Knew it had been Him speaking to her before up on the mountain.

I’m listening, Lord. She didn’t hear any more in her head but knew that she needed to keep her ears and mind open to any messages He might be sending to her through other means.

The service was over far too soon for Jean’s liking. She almost asked Paula if they could stay for the third service, but her sister was complaining about being hungry as they walked out of the sanctuary and Jean knew Paula couldn’t go long without eating, not with her diabetes.

On their way back home after picking up Chinese food, Jean was lost in thought. She mulled over everything the pastor had said and the scripture reading for the day. She thought about the voice she’d heard and how her heart had acted crazy during the sermon, pondering what it all meant.

Lord, You’re gonna have to whack me up the side of the head to get me to understand what it is You’re trying to tell me, cuz this old woman is apparently stupid.

They reached the house and Paula rushed in before her, leaving Jean to grab the food from the backseat. She smirked; Paula had the tiniest bladder God ever created.

When she walked into the house, she didn’t see Louie anywhere and started worrying the cat had found some hidey hole, somewhere she’d never find him, which wouldn’t be good since she was planning on heading back home in a few hours.

For some reason, the thought of leaving, of going back home to her lonely house, hurt her chest.

“Louie!” she called as she set the food on the kitchen counter. “Where’d you get off to?”

“He’s in here!” Paula yelled from the bathroom down the hall. “He’s trying to make a hammock outta my underwear,” she laughed.

Jean grinned; that sounded like him. “Well, maybe if your drawers weren’t the size of a tent, they wouldn’t look so inviting to him,” she called down the hall.

Paula muttered something that she didn’t catch, then she heard the commode flush and the water running. Jean pulled plates out of the cabinet and set the table. She grabbed the sacks of food just as Paula came out of the bathroom.

“What was that you said?” Jean asked her with a smirk, knowing her sister had something snotty in retaliation. “I didn’t catch it.”

Paula gave her a droll look. “I said, ‘I might have a tent for drawers, but at least my chi-chis don’t get caught in my waistband.”

Jean choked on her water, then laughed as she wiped her chin. She really couldn’t argue with that.

They ate for a little while in companionable silence, then Paula spoke.

“So, what did you think of the service? You’ve been awfully quiet ever since we left church.”

Jean nodded as she chewed, then swallowed. “Well, the worship music was... different,” she said and Paula rolled her eyes as she stabbed a shrimp with her fork.

“And that pastor was something else,” she said, shaking her head.

Paula’s eyes narrowed as she pointed her fork at Jean. “Now, listen here, you stuffy old—”

“I thought it was pretty amazing,” Jean interrupted with a grin. Paula’s mouth dropped open, then she huffed out a laugh.

“Smart aleck,” she muttered as she went back to eating.

“Honestly, though,” Jean continued, “it really was amazing. Pastor Jack is sure personable. Likable young fella.”

Paula laughed again. “Young? He’s only about five years younger than me,” she said. Jean’s eyebrows rose at that.

“You’re kidding. Huh. He looks a lot younger.” If he were five years younger than Paula, that would make him seven years younger than Jean, meaning he was in his early sixties.

“Yeah,” Paula agreed. “Good, clean living, I guess. He’s got himself a good woman too. She’s pretty amazing herself. I’m sure she has a lot to do with him being in such good shape...” she let her voice trail off and shot a sheepish look at Jean, who’d stopped eating and was just staring at her plate.

Maybe if I’d taken better care of Lars, he wouldn’t have died so young... She knew, logically, that sixty-nine wasn’t “young,” but still—it was far too early for her husband to have passed as far as she was concerned.

“Sorry,” Paula muttered. Jean knew her sister had realized what she’d said, how it had sounded. She nodded.

“It’s alright,” she sighed. “I might’ve been able to do more to keep Lars from putting himself in an early grave, but there was only so much I could do. He was on his own when he left the house.”

Paula nodded. “Yeah, and his penchant for fat pills sure didn’t help him any.”

Jean cocked her head to the side. “Fat pills?”

Her sister grinned. “Donuts.”

Jean laughed. “That” she said as she stabbed her fork in the air, “is a very good description.”

They finished eating in companionable silence. When she was done, Jean cleared her throat and glanced at her sister.

“I, uh, I’m...” she wasn’t sure how to say “I heard God speaking to me.” That was usually a guaranteed sentence to a long stay at Club Loony.

“What?” Paula said, slight annoyance in her voice. The two of them had never minced words.

Jean sighed as she wiped her mouth with a napkin. She took a drink, then sighed again. Paula huffed.

“Spit it out, woman!”

“Well, I... heard God speaking to me,” she said in a rush, just wanting to get the words out. She inwardly cringed waiting for the reprisal.

“Oh yeah?” Paula asked as she chewed the last bite of her food. “What’d He say?”

Jean’s head whipped toward her sister. That certainly wasn’t the response she was expecting. You’re crazy, you need to be locked up, was more along the lines of what she was thinking she’d hear.

“Well, He, uh, He told me that I need to be a pebble in the pond.”

That got a frown. “Huh?”

Jean waved her hand. “You know, like the pastor was saying—a revival starts like a pebble in the pond. A ripple that turns into a big wave.”

Paula nodded, though she looked skeptical. “Uh huh,” she drawled, drawing it out. “And just how are you supposed to be a pebble?”

Jean sighed as she fiddled with her fork. “Don’t know. Kinda waiting on Him to tell me the rest.”

Paula laughed at that as she grabbed the take-out bag and dug through it. She pulled out the fortune cookies and handed one to Jean, who rolled her eyes.

“These things are stupid,” she muttered, but she opened the plastic wrapper and pulled the cookie out, then cracked it open to retrieve the fortune.

A bark of laughter escaped her as she read it, and quickly was laughing so hard she had tears running down her cheeks.

Paula gave her a crooked smile that looked a little worried. “What?”

Jean laughed some more, then took a drink of her water and fanned her face. “It says—” she started chuckling some more, then forced herself to read it, though she huffed a laugh with every two words.

“The destination you seek will not be found if you do not start the journey.”

Paula tilted her head at her sister, a worried look on her face. “And that’s funny why?”

Jean wiped her eyes and waved the fortune. “Because the Lord definitely answers prayers in mysterious ways sometimes.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3
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EVERYONE SAID she was insane. Evelyn wanted her mother to go to the doctor and “get checked out.” Her friends said that her grief over Lars must have skewed her judgment. Paula was sure that Jean had somehow gotten possessed, but then Jean reminded her sister that she’d felt the call while they’d been at church, listening to Pastor Jack.

Paula had shut up after that.

Her friends gave every excuse they could think of as to why it was a crazy idea. Jean’s standard reply to everyone became, “Look, I know it sounds crazy. Maybe it is. But I am absolutely sure the Lord has given me this calling and if you want to argue about it, take it up with Him.”

That shut most people up.

The plan was to take a road trip across the country. That was as far as she’d gotten. Though she knew the Lord was telling her to “go,” she just didn’t know where. The ‘how’ was easy enough—she had plenty of money, since she had gotten the insurance money after Lars’ death and she also had steady Social Security income.

Jean thought about taking the Jeep since it was a better all-weather vehicle and she had no idea how bad the roads might get on her travels, especially since she was leaving in December. But she still couldn’t fathom the idea of driving Lars’ vehicle. She knew it was dumb, but... it was what it was.

So, with weather in mind, Jean decided to take a southern route to get to the east coast, then she’d take a northern route on her way back, which she figured would be in the spring and summer.

Evelyn was more than a little upset that her mother was planning on being away for Christmas. But Jean reminded her daughter that she herself had planned on being in England for an extended holiday during that time, and since she’d planned on coming back to the States just to spend Christmas with her mother, now she didn’t have that worry.

“This way, you can just stay in Brighton and not come back early. I don’t care about Christmas now anyway. I only made a fuss about it over the years for you and your daddy.” Evelyn had finally relented.

Jean figured she’d travel nice and slow, visiting maybe four states a month or so. The idea of going across country was exciting, for sure, but it was scary too. She’d never traveled alone before, and she knew that it wasn’t exactly a safe thing to do. She had spent a lot of time in prayer over it.

“Lord, I know everyone things I’m crazy over this, but I’m sure this is what You want me to do. If I’m wrong, then You need to let me know, because the last thing I want to do is get ahead of You and Your plans.

“But if this is something You want me to do, then I’m asking You to pave the way, for safety, for finances, for... well, heck, for everything really. I’ll need You to keep me and that cat safe and keep Bob going with no problems. Oh yeah—and You need to tell me how I’m supposed to witness to people, cuz You and me both know that isn’t something I’ve ever done.”

And that was sadly the truth. Jean had never actually shared the Lord with anyone. She’d thrown hints out occasionally—the “Jesus is good” or “Thank You, Lord” comments to a salesclerk when she was able to buy something on sale or get a good deal—but she’d never sat someone down and told them how to get right with God.

She’d buried her talent in the ground.

The idea of witnessing—more than getting stuck on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere, or finding herself in the middle of a gang war—terrified Jean more than anything else.

“No more,” she’d promised the Lord. “I want to be on fire for You. But You’re gonna have to fill me with the Holy Spirit so I can do this, Father. I’m pretty lost here.”

November came quickly and Thanksgiving was spent with Evelyn at Paula’s house. Both had tried one more time to talk Jean out of her trip, but she hadn’t listened. They’d all gone to Paula’s church again the Sunday after Thanksgiving and it was during the sermon on “fearless faith” that both Paula and Evelyn had gotten convicted about letting Jean go on her mission, relieving Jean of any guilt she’d had over their worrying about her.

Jean had closed up her mountain home in order to stay at Paula’s for the weeks after Thanksgiving until she left on her trip. The Farmer’s Almanac was calling for winter storms in her area with heavy snow possible and she didn’t want to get stuck, not able to leave when the time came.

Paula spent those two weeks alternating between getting her to fly from place to place, to trying to get Jean to let her go with her. Jean was adamant that she needed to “go alone,” and that she needed to drive. Those were two things she was sure of. She was glad that Paula had given up trying to talk her out of going at least.

Evelyn left for England the week before Jean was scheduled to leave and they’d shared a tearful goodbye at LAX.

“You be careful, mama,” Evelyn had admonished her mother through her tears. “I’ll be too far away to help you.”

Jean had made a rude noise, though the effect had been ruined thanks to her own tears. “The Lord’s got this,” she told her daughter. “He isn’t going to let me get into any trouble.”

They’d reluctantly parted ways with the promise of texts and emails to keep in touch. That was one thing that Evelyn had been most concerned about—Jean not having phone signal as she traveled, and not being able to call someone if she needed to.

“I’m pretty sure the Lord is the best Triple A there is,” she’d told her daughter. “And if I need a signal, I’m sure He’ll make sure I have one.”

She and Paula had spent the past two weeks eating too much, staying up way too late and laughing over their childhood memories. It had been a great time, and one that Jean knew she’d remember for the rest of her time on earth, however long that might be.

The day came when it was time to leave. Jean knew she could have left at any time, but she was an organized person and so she’d picked the first Monday of December in order to start out. She had the route planned too—first stop would be San Diego, then Yuma, Tucson and various small cities in New Mexico. If the Lord was willing, she’d be in Texas by the New Year.

“Well, at least you’ll be where it’s warm,” Paula had said that morning as she’d eyed the map Jean had laid out on the kitchen table with the planned route highlighted. Though Jean’d studied the map to be sure she wouldn’t have too many overly long stretches between towns, the thought had occurred to her then that she really hadn’t planned the trip as well as she could have. But she also decided that, no matter what, she was going to trust God to handle things.

She’d backed Bob out of Paula’s garage and the two of them stood outside of the car, hugging through a tearful goodbye.

“If you die, I’m gonna kill you,” Paula had sobbed. Jean laughed through her own tears.

“Yeah, you just try that. If I do die, I’m gonna ask the Lord to let me come back as a ghost so I can haunt you. I’m gonna flip all your toilet paper rolls so they unroll backwards and then I’m gonna grease all your doorknobs and pour dish soap in your washing machine.”

Paula laughed at that as she swatted playfully at Jean. “Whatever, jerk face. Just be careful, okay?” The sincerity in her sister’s voice and on her face had made Jean’s chest ache.

“I will. The Lord and I are gonna be just fine,” she grinned, then got in the car, and, waving, started out on her new, slightly terrifying, adventure.

+

JEAN WASN’T really sure what she was supposed to be doing, so she just prayed the whole time she wound her way through LA County. The plan was to drive down the coast toward San Diego, then head east. Once she’d made it to Highway 5, she turned on the Christian station she’d fallen in love with and talked to Louie.

“Just you and me now, kiddo,” she told the cat, who just blinked at her from his cat bed. She’d managed to get him into a halter—which had been about as much fun and as easy as trying to shave a badger with a dull razor—and had clipped it onto the seatbelt. The cat had tried a few times to get off the seat, flipping and carrying on when he discovered he was restrained. She’d admonished him for being such a drama king and then he finally resigned himself with a huff and curled up on the bed.

He was still shooting fiery daggers at her from his narrowed eyes. Jean pursed her lips as she glanced at him.

“Get over yourself, Louie. It’s for your own protection. You don’t want to end up as a dash ornament, do you?” The words were no sooner out of her mouth when the line of cars in front of her suddenly slammed their brakes on. Jean was forced to swerve to the shoulder to avoid the person behind them, who almost rear-ended them.

She turned wide eyes to the cat and put her hand out to indicate the road ahead. “Now do you see why you need to be strapped in?” she asked. Louie just blinked at her, not impressed. Jean huffed out a laugh and then ran a shaking hand through her hair and almost startled.

She’d forgotten that she’d had it cut so short; she’d always kept her hair longer, but with the trip in mind, she’d decided to go with a shorter bob that wouldn’t need much upkeep. The stylist had tried to talk her into coloring her hair, stating that “A dark brown would make you look much younger.” Jean had laughed loud at that. “Honey, a bottle of hair color isn’t going to change these wrinkles any. I’ll just look like I’m trying too hard.”

The traffic was completely stopped, and Jean wondered what had happened to cause it. “Probably an accident,” she muttered to Louie, though she couldn’t see flashing lights and didn’t hear any sirens.

She looked back and saw that all the cars behind were stopped and the woman who had almost hit her gave her a sheepish wave. Jean smiled and waved back, as if to say, “No harm done.”

She glanced back down at the cat. “I’m going to see if I can tell what happened,” she told him. “You stay here.” Louie blinked at her and Jean could swear the cat had a look that said, “And where am I going to go with this stupid harness attached to the car seat?”

Jean stepped out, noticing that a few others had done the same. She supposed it wasn’t the thing to do, that people were probably supposed to stay in their vehicles and wait for the authorities to come clear the mess away, but she figured it wouldn’t hurt anything since all the traffic was stopped. It wasn’t like they were going to get hit by a passing car. From the looks of things, no one was going anywhere for a long time.

The line of stopped cars ahead of her was quite long, but she could see where the accident had occurred. One car was off on the shoulder, the hood folded into a vee shape and another was in the middle of the road on its side. Two other cars were sideways and backwards next to it, completely blocking the lanes.

Jean grimaced; it didn’t look good. And, to top it off, they were a good twenty miles from the nearest town; rescue services weren’t going to be there anytime soon.

Something inside her—and by now, Jean figured it was someone, not something—told her to go to the site of the accident. She didn’t know why; it wasn’t like she had any medical training. But it was such a strong feeling that she didn’t ignore it.

“Okay Lord,” she muttered as she started moving through the stopped cars, “show me what You want me to do.”

Other drivers had run up to the scene and Jean could see that the overturned car—a minivan—was leaking fuel on the road. A thrill of fear ran through her then, wondering if there was a danger of an explosion.

“Need You to keep me safe too,” she said.

The red car on the shoulder was drawing her attention. The people who were trying to help had focused their attention on the cars still on the highway. Jean wondered if they were Good Samaritans, or if they just wanted to get the wreck moved so they could be on their way.

Through the back window, she could see that the driver in the red car was slumped over the steering wheel. Jean frowned; the car didn’t look like it had really been involved in the accident. The others were steaming, hissing, or crushed in some way, but the red car looked like the driver had just driven onto the shoulder to take a nap or something.

She pushed aside all her trepidation as she approached the driver’s door. The driver was a woman with long blond hair that had fallen over her face, obscuring it from view. She knocked on the window, but the woman didn’t move. Jean then tried the door handle, but it was locked.

Moving around the car, she tried all four doors, but all were locked, which was understandable. She stopped back at the driver’s window and tapped on it again.

“Hey!” she called. “Hey! Wake up!” She rapped some more. “Hey, wake up! C’mon, you can do it.”

Something told her to try the door again. “Already tried it, Lord,” she murmured. “It’s locked.” But she tried again anyway and huffed out a laugh when it opened.

“And You’re a locksmith too, I see,” she said as she reached out to touch the woman on the shoulder. She hesitated for a moment, but couldn’t see any obvious injuries, so she gave her a gentle shake.

“Wake up, hon,” she told the woman. She reached out and pushed her hair aside, then sucked in a breath when she saw how young she was. The girl couldn’t have been older than fifteen, maybe sixteen. Barely old enough to drive.

The girl had a line of drool streaming from her mouth, hitting her arm that was bent on her lap, before pooling on the seat between her legs. Jean frowned; that was certainly not normal. It looked like the girl had just fallen asleep.

She gave her another gentle shake. “Sweetie, can you wake up? C’mon, I know you can. Wake up.”

The girl made a small sound, which was a relief. Jean was starting to worry she was dead. A moan followed, then the girl’s eyes slowly blinked as she turned her head.

“Whaddya want?” she asked, her words slurred. Jean frowned then.

“Are you alright?” Jean asked. “You were in an accident. Are you hurt?”

The girl mumbled something else unintelligible, then she tipped over toward the center console. The seatbelt—and Jean thanked God that she’d been wearing it—was the only thing keeping her from tumbling to the floorboard.

“Hey,” Jean said as she gave the girl another little shake. She pulled on her arm to tug her to a more upright position. The girl’s head lolled against the headrest.

Drunk, Jean thought. Or on drugs. Her mouth pursed; if the girl was high on something and caused the accident—which, from what she could tell, had resulted in a lot of injuries and maybe even a death—then she was going to be a whole lot less sympathetic.

And then she chided herself for that attitude.

Sirens in the background drew her attention then. She contemplated just going back to her car and forgetting about the girl, leaving her to whatever fate she might be facing. But that “something” told her to stay.

“Hey,” Jean said again, more forceful this time. “You need to wake up. Are you on something? Did you take some drugs?”

The girl moaned and jerked her head once from side to side. Jean took that as a “no.”

“Have you been drinking?” she asked. The same head motion followed that question.

Jean huffed out an exasperated breath. “Well, then, what’s wrong with you?” She didn’t expect an answer, since the girl still hadn’t managed to keep her eyes open. She was still really out of it, and her hand fell out of her lap then and bumped Jean in the leg.

It was then she noticed the medical bracelet.

She snatched the girl’s arm up and read it. “Diabetes, Type 1,” she read out loud with wide eyes. She looked up then and saw that the ambulance and firemen were with the other cars, basically ignoring the little red car that didn’t seem to be damaged.

“Hey!” she yelled to one of the paramedics. “I think this girl is in diabetic shock! She has a medical alert bracelet for diabetes!”

The woman looked at her colleague, who was performing CPR on one of the victims, said something to him, then grabbed her bag and trotted over to where Jean stood. She moved out of the way and watched as the woman checked the bracelet, then started taking vitals.

The paramedic called in to someone Jean presumed was the hospital, then she ran back to the ambulance. When she came back, she gave the girl a shot and she started to come around almost immediately.

“Where... where am I?” she asked as she blinked in confusion. As she seemed to come to herself more, her eyes widened. She had the look of a rabbit about to get snatched by an owl.

“It’s okay,” Jean told the girl, since the woman paramedic was talking on her radio once again. “You were in an accident.”

The girl’s big blue eyes widened even further at that news. Jean glanced around. “Well, I think you were in an accident anyway. Your car doesn’t look like it has any damage—”

“Oh no,” the girl whispered as she turned to look at the crash site. She turned her eyes back to Jean.

“I... I think I caused that,” she said as she pointed to the cars. She opened and closed her mouth a few times, then shook her head and pushed her hair off her face, pulling it over one shoulder.

She looked back up at Jean. “I was thinking that I needed to get something to eat,” she murmured, a frown creasing her brow. “I was late to school and skipped breakfast. It was early release day, though, so I figured I’d just eat an early lunch. But then I got called to stay after school by one of my teachers and—”

A sob escaped her as she looked back over her shoulder. Tears formed in her eyes and started rolling down her cheeks. “I was lightheaded, I remember. Dizzy. I keep candy in my purse—” she twisted in her seat and looked into the backseat.

“But for some stupid reason, I had put it in the backseat and couldn’t reach it.” She looked back up at Jean, then to the paramedic, who had moved back to the driver’s door.

“If you’re feeling okay now, I’ve got others who need help,” the woman told the girl. Jean didn’t like the tone of the paramedic, thinking she sounded a bit harsh. The girl’s eyes filled again, and she nodded. With a curt nod, the paramedic ran back to the crash site.

The girl sobbed in earnest then. Jean’s heart broke for her. “Hey, hey,” she said as she squatted down next to the girl. “It’s not your fault,” she said, though she knew logically, it really was. But it wasn’t like the girl had caused the crash through utter negligence. It had just been a mistake, a miscalculation.

Shaking her head, the girl turned such sad brown eyes toward Jean that it made her chest hurt. “It is my fault,” she said. “I know better than to skip meals. But I’d been doing good and haven’t had any problems with my blood sugar.” She looked out at the line of cars that were still at a standstill. Jean knew she was going to have to get back to her own car soon, even though she was pulled off on the shoulder.

“It’s all my fault,” she repeated, then turned her attention back to Jean. “Was anyone... hurt?”

Jean knew what the girl was asking; it was obvious there were injuries since the ambulance and paramedics were on the scene. She wanted to know if anyone had died. Jean cringed when she remembered seeing the other paramedic performing CPR.

Forcing her face into a neutral look, Jean smiled slightly. “I don’t think so,” she said, then started praying she was right.

That gave her an idea. “If you’re
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