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Dedication to Survivors of Religious Cults 
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BEFORE WRITING THE Prisoners of Hope Series, I was privileged to talk with former members of a variety of religious cults. No matter the ages of the individuals, how long they stayed in such groups, whether the cults originated in America or elsewhere, the stories I heard shared many similarities. Shattered Dream is dedicated to those brave people who dared to break free from abusive, exploitive, tyrannical institutions. Their courage was evident as they recounted painful aspects of their controlled cult lives for me, oftentimes in tears.

Whether they were born into or drawn into a religious cult, escape was never easy and the long-term effects of trauma impossible to avoid. For their protection, I will not name the individuals, but I will say you are heroes and heroines who inspire others to walk the difficult healing journey that grows a person from victim to victor. May God richly bless you as you banish the ghosts of your pasts, spread your wings and fly into freedom. Thank you for gifting me with your stories and allowing your experiences to encourage others to flee bondage and regain their true selves.
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Prisoners & Prophets
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“RETURN TO YOUR FORTRESS, you prisoners of hope...” Zechariah 9:12a (NIV)

“Those prophets lie by claiming they speak for me, but I have not even chosen them to be my prophets. And they still think their words will come true.” Ezekiel 13: 6 (CEV)
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CHAPTER ONE
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EIGHT ORANGE-CLAD WOMEN—NINE, including myself—are waiting to use one of two phones. I’m the last inmate in the slow-moving line. Like the others, I’ve been standing on the linoleum-covered cement floor for almost an hour.

I shift my weight to the other foot. My feet ache. My back spasms. The jail-issue boots don’t help. I’d love to sit, but the only chairs in the room are the stools attached to the phone kiosks. We’re not allowed to plop on the floor.

The women grumble and gossip or fidget with their hair and stare at the wall. Two of them argue in hushed tones about who got there first. We’re all anxious to connect with the outside world. And we’re all frustrated with the newcomer who’s exceeded the ten-minute call limit by two minutes and shows no sign of hanging up.

The inmate ahead of me, a gaunt gray-haired woman, turns. Her dull eyes, pinpointed by tangled wrinkles, are unreadable. Contempt curls her creased lips. She aims a thumb at the newcomer, and through broken yellowed teeth, rasps, “She’ll learn.”

Her smoker’s breath assaults my sinuses. We’ve just come from the yard, where twice a day she chain-smokes and I walk the track. Stifling a cough, I glance at the guard standing inside the doorway, but he doesn’t care how long we talk or what we say. He’s only there to keep the peace.

The residents of Gallatin County Detention Center are the ones who enforce a ten-minute maximum and “discourage” those who monopolize the phones from repeating the infraction. They’ll deliver a crystal-clear message to the new woman tonight, a message she’ll remember for a long time. If nothing else, she’ll learn not all rules are written.

For the umpteenth time, I check the big black-rimmed clock that hangs above the phones. An hour and five minutes of afternoon phone time left. The new girl has now talked thirteen minutes. Snuggled into the booth, the phone pressed against her cheek, she’s probably whispering sweet nothings to her boyfriend.

The other caller, a big muscular woman who works out every day in the weight room, sits ramrod straight on the stool. Elbow out, she grips the phone like a weapon and nods her head in short bursts, as if answering questions. She’s either taking care of business or speaking with a lawyer. I’d bet my last chocolate bar her call will be short.

The small room is warm, as always. I close my eyes and fan my face with my hand. But at the sound of footsteps behind me, I pivot, having learned long ago to watch my back. Several clones of myself—women wearing orange t-shirts tucked into elastic-waist pants of the same lovely hue—drift into the room on their sturdy brown boots. My cellmate, Serena, is one of them.

She lifts her chin in greeting and resumes talking to Nelda, her latest best friend. I don’t care who Serena has for friends. However, she and Nelda are both heroin addicts who talk nonstop about how much they itch for another fix, an obsession that’s not aiding their recovery.

One inmate has a bounce to her step. She stops two feet from me, grinning like I’m her latest best friend.

I backstep to regain my personal space.

“Hi, my name is Roxie,” she says. “I’m from right here in good ol’ Bozeman, Montana.” She giggles like she told a joke. “Born and raised here.”

I give her the onceover. Must be new. She’s entirely too happy. Newbie inmates either keep to themselves, cry all the time, or try too hard to fit in.

Roxie, whom I immediately dub Rookie Roxie, is perky and cute, despite the sores on her face and the shadows beneath her red eyes. She doesn’t look old enough to be incarcerated with adults. But then, I’ve seen plenty of eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds in the women’s facility. At twenty-eight, I’m not that much older, yet some days I feel I belong in the nursing home with my grandma. Alcohol can do that to a person.

Roxie extends her hand, expecting a handshake, I assume.

I ignore it. Touching is against the rules at GCDC.

“I’m new here,” she says.

Yep, and still high or in shock from your arrest. I catch a whiff of stale perfume, another clue she recently came from the outside.

She grabs the ID card hanging from my neck. “Cassie Anita True. That’s a nice name.”

Roxie is lucky I’m not the volatile type. Some inmates would knock her hand away, breaking a finger or two in the process. “Remember the rules,” I say. “Hands to yourself.”

“Sorry.” She drops the ID. “I forgot.”

“Happens to all of us.” I peek at the guard to see if he noticed—he didn’t—and tell her, “You can call me Cat.”

She glances from my ID to my face. “That’s, uh, different.”

“My initials.”

“Oh.” She giggles again. “I get it.” Without pause, she adds, “You’re so exotic. What’s your nationality?”

“You jump in with both feet, don’t you?”

She gives me a funny look.

I don’t bother to explain. The girl apparently has no filters. “My mother is Jamaican,” I tell her, “and my father is French-Canadian.” Before she can ask if I grew up in Jamaica, France or Canada, I add, “They live in Oregon.”

One of the bickering women shouts the “B” word. I twist in time to see her shove the other woman, who swears and pushes her against the wall. The rest of us step away. Jailhouse squabbles can escalate to the hair-pulling, eye-clawing stage in a nanosecond.

Fists clenched, the enraged duo stand nose to nose, screaming expletives at each other. The room reverberates with their screeches. I cover my ears.

The guard does an about-face, his jaw hard as stone, and strides toward the red-faced pair. I silently plead for him not to kick us all out.

“She started it,” yells one of the women, waving her arms.

“No, I didn’t,” shrieks the other. “She did.”

He raises a palm, and they hush, arms stiff, fists tight.

I clasp my hands. The room is so quiet I can hear my heartbeat.

The guard calls in their names and booking numbers on his radio, tells them they can’t use the phones for a week, and orders them to return to their cells. Another guard is waiting for them at the door.

I rub my sweaty hands on my pants. Maybe I’ll get to talk with my parents after all. This could be my last chance. The line shuffles forward. If the smell that now permeates the room is any clue, I’m not the only one traumatized by the outburst.

The weightlifter slams the phone and stomps away. Another inmate quickly takes her place. We have to act fast. Sometimes people jump ahead and grab a phone the instant it touches the cradle.

The inmate who was monopolizing the telephone stumbles past. Tears drip from her cheeks, forming dark splotches on her orange t-shirt. Along with heartbreak, she’s sure to suffer physical consequences for that long call. I’m tempted to pat her shoulder, but I don’t.

Now, only three residents stand in front of me.

Behind me, Roxie is chatting with another inmate. I’m glad she found somebody else to talk to. I’m about to leave GCDC, and I don’t need anyone bent on self-destruction in my life. Like others I’ve met in this jail, she’s too much like the old me.

To be honest, I can’t say the classes and therapy sessions here have transformed me, but they help. I try to believe I’m in transition—eager to move on and anxious to meet the new Cat. Despite my best intentions, however, the “transitioning me” struggles with random alcohol cravings. This is one of those occasions.

I’ve learned to search for the source of my need, or my alleged need, as the jail counselor regularly reminds me. My guess is the current trigger is either boredom or anxiety, probably anxiety. That’s partially due to the fight but mostly because I’m excited to tell my parents my good news. For too long, I’ve been their “bad news” daughter.

I’m now close enough to the phones to catch snatches of one-sided conversations.

“I’m, uh, wondering if I still have my job. I get out on...oh...” The girl’s stringy brown hair hides her face.

The other caller tucks a strand of her chin-length blond hair behind her ear. “Mama loves you, darling. I’ll be home soon, and we’ll bake peanut butter cookies together.”

I hate it when people lie to their kids. That woman is not going home. She’s going to prison. She told me she’s waiting for the judge to decided which one.

The next person punches in a number, waits, and then replaces the handset. Her disappointment is evident in her lowered head and drooping shoulders. I feel her letdown, remembering the times I couldn’t talk because no one was home to accept my call. But my empathy is short-lived.

In fact, I’m inwardly cheering. Thanks to her departure, I’m one person closer to calling home. Two people now stand between me and a telephone.

I can’t wait to tell Mom and Dad I’m done with denial and ready for rehab. Really ready, this time. I want to put the past behind me, to stop clinging to my addiction like a life raft. For years, I convinced myself alcohol was my salvation, when in truth, it sucked me to the depths and nearly drowned me.

The airless room is suffocating. I gather my hair in a ponytail and fan my neck. Thinking about my dependency makes me think of Eric and where it all started. And thinking about Eric makes me sad. Painfully sad. I drop my hair and step nearer the phones.

For me, heartache is not a metaphor. My entire being aches for my deceased husband, but I’ve gotten to where I no longer cry myself to sleep. Instead, I stuff the hurt and dwell on the magical night we met at the downtown Bozeman coffee shop where I sang and played my guitar on weekends.

Unlike Rookie Roxie, I moved here ten years ago to attend Montana State University on a music scholarship. Music was everything to me, until my sophomore year. That’s when a friend introduced me to Eric True. Then my life became music and Eric. He was an amazingly talented art major, also a sophomore. I still remember how our artistic souls connected that night, like two ends of a seatbelt clicking firmly into place.

We were married as soon as we finished finals the following spring. At least, that’s how my dad tells the story. I was twenty and Eric was twenty-one. Both of us were beyond-the-stars thrilled to say I do and take off on our honeymoon.

Remembering our first few months together makes me smile. Our marriage was far from perfect—no surprise when two passionate, sensitive, immature individuals come together. Yet, we were happy. And making up after a fight was always so much fun.

I eye the clock. I should have enough time for a quick call home.

I taught Eric music basics and how to play the ukulele. He taught me how to shape clay into plates, bowls and cups. The dishes weren’t fancy. Still, we loved them, and they worked fine for us.

We spent a lot of time outside our cozy little apartment, biking around town, hiking the mountains, kayaking the river, or gliding over our favorite lake in Eric’s old canoe. Always competitive, we raced the three flights of stairs to our place almost daily, plus we played frisbee golf and had watermelon-seed spitting contests.

In the winter, we threw snowballs at each other. In the spring, we splashed through rain puddles. And in the summer, we skipped rocks across the lake to see whose rock bounced the farthest.

One of our favorite pastimes was to sing our way through the grocery store, using words from the signs and the package labels. I’d point to a sign, Eric would pluck a string on his ukulele, and I’d start singing. He’d strum along, sometimes singing with me on the repeat or adding a verse of his own.

Prime rib...ooh, baby... You are my prime rib, my prime rib. Buh-bum-pah... Ooh, baby... At twenty-five dollars a pound, I’m leavin’ you for a cel-er-y rib, a cel-er-y rib. Buh-bum-pah... Prime rib...ooh, baby...

We prided ourselves in accomplishing two goals at once—weekly grocery shopping and entertainment that fit our college-student budget. We laughed and laughed at our crazy lyrics, but to our great disappointment, people rarely stopped to stare or clap. In fact, they tended to avoid us. We were never asked to leave the store. But then, this is a college town.

Our fun and games ended when Eric began having night sweats. His back, arms and legs ached constantly, and he tired easily. He no longer challenged me to stair races or shopped with me. When he continued to lose weight, no matter how many protein shakes I made him drink, I convinced him to see a doctor.

Staring at the phone room ceiling, I blink away tears, which is what I do every time I recall that dreadful day. The doctor sat on one side of a big desk, hands folded. The two of us sat on the other side, clutching each other’s hands. My mouth was dry, and I had a big lump in my throat that wouldn’t go away, no matter how many times I swallowed.

I can still hear the doctor clear his throat, twice, before calmly telling us Eric had stage-four bone cancer and months, not years, to live. My first instinct was to cover my ears and scream, “That’s a lie!” But I didn’t want to make the horrible, life-altering moment any worse for my husband. I jumped out of the chair and pulled Eric to his feet. “We’re going home.”

We didn’t ask the doctor any more questions. We didn’t say goodbye. We didn’t stop at the front desk.

I drove us straight to our apartment complex, where we climbed the three flights of stairs one at a time, arms around each other’s waists, grasping the railings with our free hands. Eric’s pale face and labored breathing broke my heart. Once we were inside our apartment, we closed the door, locked it and didn’t come out for three days. Day three was our ten-month anniversary. We “celebrated” by making an appointment for his first chemo treatment.

My mind fast-forwards through Eric’s treatments, which consumed the last eight months of our marriage. In retrospect, I regret we decided to try the chemo, hoping it would trigger a miracle. Instead, it made him horribly, miserably sick. I’m grateful for every minute I had with my husband, but I wish with all my heart he hadn’t suffered so much pain and nausea.

Watching the pallbearers lower Eric’s casket into the ground was worse than watching him die. Only my parents’ unyielding grip on my arms and my brother’s strong hands on my shoulders kept me from throwing myself onto the plain pine box that held my love. I would have gladly been buried with him.

I swipe at my damp cheeks. Good thing I don’t have access to alcohol in jail, or I’d be tempted to drown my sorrow, again. I remind myself I have happy news to share with my parents. Talking with them should keep me from diving any deeper into the pain.

Only the smoker precedes me in line. And soon enough, she’s sliding onto a kiosk stool. We have thirty-five minutes until supper. I should have plenty of time to explain my plans to my parents.

Weeks or maybe months following the funeral—I have no idea how much later—my neighbor Anna rang my doorbell. I rarely answered the door after Eric died, but for some reason, I did that day. She had a pan of brownies in one hand and two big narrow-necked bottles in the other. I asked how she managed to ring the doorbell. She said she thought of using her nose, but her elbow did the trick.

Over the course of a long melancholy afternoon, we ate all the brownies, and Anna introduced me to huckleberry vodka lemonade. Things went south from there. Yet, truth be told, I still harbor a certain degree of gratitude for her misguided kindness. Booze may have stolen my life, but it helped me forget the agony, for a while.

Behind me, Roxie says, “Good, the line’s moving fast. I need to talk to my boyfriend.”

I turn.

She scratches at a sore on her neck and then rubs her hands together, all the while blinking and bouncing on her toes. Withdrawal jitters. She’s coming down and will land in the detox tank before the night is over. I don’t envy her.

Edging toward the phones, I say, “Does he know where you are?”

“Yeah, but I need to warn him...” She jerks her chin toward the guard. “You know...stuff.”

“Does he shoot up, too?”

Her forehead crumples. “How did—?”

I shift my gaze from her face to her arms.

“Oh.” She stares at the ugly red scars that trail from the orange t-shirt’s short sleeves down her forearms. “Normally, I wear—”

“Yeah, and you are so strung out you believe that’s all it takes to fool people.” One of the phones becomes available, and I drop onto the stool. “Lay off, Roxie, before your teeth look like hers.” I nod at the smoker, who’s facing our direction.

The woman obligingly opens her mouth.

Roxie retreats, bumping into the inmate behind her, who curses and tells her to stomp on her own feet.

I dial my parents’ home number. One ring, two rings, three... Voicemail will activate on the fifth ring. If Mom doesn’t answer the house phone, I’ll call her cell number, but she should be home from volunteering at the food pantry by now. On the fourth ring, she answers. “Hello.”

Thank you, Jesus. I wait through the detention facility message. My mother accepts the call, like I knew she would. She always does.

“Hi, it’s me.” I smile.

“Cassie, sweetheart. I’m so glad you called.” I love that my mother still has a hint of her rich Jamaican accent.

“Glad I caught you home, Mom.”

“Perfect timing,” she says. “I just walked in. Made a quick grocery stop. How are you?”

“I’m great. How about you and Dad?”

“We’re both fine, though a bit concerned about your brother. He’s mountain climbing in New Zealand this week, says he’s ‘doing the Southern Alps.’” She laughs, and I picture her wide smile and the crinkles around her eyes.

“He and his friends can’t climb one or two mountains and call it a day,” she says. “No, they have to climb them all.”

Kip’s exploits distract our parents from the heartbreak I cause them, and that’s okay with me. He told me a while ago the Southern Alps have seventeen peaks, so I’m fairly certain they’re not climbing all of them in a week. But, maybe they are. They’re a crazy bunch. I wrap the phone cord around my finger. I’d give anything to be with my brother, breathing fresh mountain air and feeling a sun-warmed breeze on my face.

“Of course,” Mom adds, “we fret about you, too. Can’t be easy—”

A loud buzzer sounds, and a woman’s voice blares from the loudspeaker above the doorway. “Lockdown. Deputies, do a headcount and report.”

The guard bellows, “Off the phones. Everyone, queue up.”

I groan. “Gotta go, Mom. I’ll try again after supper.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWO
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THE MOMENT WE’RE ALLOWED out of the mess hall, I make a beeline for the phone room, burping spicy spaghetti sauce as I go. Two women ahead of me swing their arms and walk so fast they’re almost trotting. The female guard who’s about to unlock the door barks, “Slow down.” They comply.

Three others catch up with me, including Rookie Roxie. We trail the speed-walkers into the phone room. They rush to the phones and slide onto the stools. Both of them know to keep their calls short.

Out of habit, I check the clock. The phone room is only open for two hours after dinner, but that gives me plenty of time to speak with my parents. I hope they don’t have meetings or are visiting Grandma Hunt. I really, really need to talk with them tonight.

A phone becomes available. I settle onto the stool and make my call, smelling the last caller’s breath on the mouthpiece. She must have eaten more than her allotted one slice of garlic bread with her spaghetti and meatballs. Some women have no qualms about asking their tablemates for food they don’t want.

Dad answers on the second ring. “Hello.”

His deep resonant voice tugs me home. I see him in his recliner, the phone at his ear, a big grin on his face. Together, we wait through the detention center message, and he accepts my call. “Hey, how’s my girl?”

No matter how low I’ve sunk or how often I’ve disappointed my dad, I’ve always been “his girl.” And I know I always will be. Jail has made me more grateful for his love than ever before. Many of the girls here have no idea who their fathers are. And those who do know don’t usually have healthy relationships with them.

“Hi, Dad.” I grin. “I’m doing great. How about you?”

“I’m good, except I wish I wasn’t on my way out the door. The library board meets in a half hour. I came into the office to gather my notes and only answered the phone because your mom said you might call.”

My heart sinks. “Bummer.” He’s the board chairman. I know how important those meetings are to him. “I have good news, and I wanted to tell you and Mom together.”

“Tell me quick, or I’ll squirm all through the meeting.”

“No way, Dad. You’re too professional for that.” I laugh at the thought of him wiggling in his chair. “The short version is that I’m getting out of jail early.”

“Good for you, Cassie! That’s great news, unexpected news.” He chuckles. “Your mom is here, hanging on my shoulder. I’d better give her the phone before she rips it from my hand.”

Dad tells me he’s proud of me, we say our goodbyes, and Mom comes on the line. “I’m so glad you were able to get through, Cassie. Your first call was way too short.”

“I have good news, Mom.”

“I got that idea from your father giving me a thumbs-up, grabbing his notes and kissing me goodbye, all at the same time.”

We share a long laugh. I can picture her adjusting Dad’s collar, which was probably half in, half out of his sports jacket, and smoothing his gray hair that tends to spring several directions at once.

“So, what’s your good new?” she asks.

“I’m going to be released in two days.” I nearly bounce on the stool. “I’m super excited.”

“Two days?” She gasps. “That’s amazing. I thought you had a year to go.”

“I connected with this rehab place called Transformation Way, and the judge—”

“What’s the name?”

The lack of enthusiasm in her voice slows me down. “Transformation Way. Don’t you love how it’s descriptive yet poetic?”

“Huh.” She pauses. “Never heard of it.” I’m not surprised her interest downgraded to caution at the mention of rehab. I don’t have a stellar track record with rehabilitation programs.

“Me, neither,” I tell her, “but it’s church-based.” That should impress her. “And they help people with all kinds of addictions—drugs, alcohol, even overeating and pornography.”

“Sounds wonderful, dear. How did you learn about this organization?” I have to give her credit for at least trying to sound excited for me.

“Women from the church come to the jail chapel twice a month, and—”

“You attend chapel services?”

“Yes, Mom. Sundays, Tuesdays and Thursdays.” I pause to let the revelation sink in. Chapel attendance has been a part of my routine for months. I haven’t told her because I didn’t want her to ask me about it every time we talked. My reemerging faith is a personal matter between me and God.

Eric’s sickness and death created a huge chasm that separated me from my Creator—or at least I thought it did. Not only did God end my brief marriage, he took the love of my life, a sweet man he’d gifted with incredible talent. A man who loved his Savior dearly and who wanted to use his art to make the world a better place. What was the point of his death?

The cellmate I had before Selena begged me to attend chapel with her. She said the music and the speakers’ talks helped lift her depression. Maybe chapel would encourage me, too.

Finally, I conceded. “I’ll go with you once,” I told her, “but if I don’t feel better, that’s it. No more.”

I’d been raised in church and didn’t see how a religious service could magically make me happy again. But when the guitar-playing pastor from a local church had us sing my grandpa’s favorite hymn, “Amazing Grace,” I lost it at “how sweet the sound.”

Grandpa Hunt died the week after I became incarcerated this last time. I was unable to attend his funeral service. To not be there to support Grandma and Dad and the rest of the family felt as if I’d descended to the level of pond scum. I truly was a “wretch,” like the song says.

Yet, as the song also says, the amazing grace that saved my soul when I was a young child could also save the wretch I’d become. I’d lost my way, but God hadn’t lost me. At that instant, I knew I’d found my way back into his arms, thanks to his tenacious love. Grief and anger had blinded me to the truth of his presence, but now I could see. Amazing grace, how sweet the sound.

I was in an Alcoholic Anonymous group at the time, working through the twelve-step program. The second step states “we came to believe a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.” That day was the beginning of my restoration to sanity and my return to faith, the third step in the program. “We made a decision to turn our lives and our wills over to the care of God.”

Later, I switched to Celebrate Recovery, a Christ-based version of AA, and based my recovery on the scripture provided for the second step, Philippians 2:13. “For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” Every day, I need him to give me the desire and power to do what pleases him, to turn my back on the mind-numbing pleasure of addiction.

“What’s the name of the church?” Mom asks. “I might recognize it.”

My parents live two states away, but I tell her anyway. “Faithful Followers of the Way.”

“Haven’t heard of it.” She pauses. “Odd name for a church.”

“Churches aren’t called First Presbyterian and Second Baptist anymore. They have names like River, Rock, Journey, Life—more down-to-earth names than the traditional ones. At least, that’s how I see it.”

“If you say so...”

Before she can ask more questions, I continue. “The women sing some songs and then one of them tells how Transformation Way changed her life. They have a lot of success stories. And they dress really nice. Not quite your style, Mom, but you’d probably approve.”

Being a fashion writer for a Jamaican magazine puts Mom in a colorful class all her own. She loves primary colors and vibrant stripes and plaids layered in wild combinations.

“Business suits?” she asks. “Rather than office casual?”

I can tell she’s trying to form a mental picture.

“Not exactly. I’d say a step above business suits—and expensive. Some are black with fancy trim, but most are in primary or pastel colors, and the fabric has a sheen to it. Satin, I suppose. The tops and jackets are usually accented with sequins and beads that catch the light. Kind of like modest formals with jackets. You’d enjoy the bright colors.”

I’m not all that interested in clothes. However, thanks to Mom, I have a fairly good sense of style and can make a t-shirt and a pair of jeans look classy, with appropriate accessories. The church women’s ankle-length straight skirts and dresses are, in my opinion, a bit odd and confining. Definitely not my taste. I prefer loose natural-fiber skirts. But that’s me, not them. A different lid for every pot, as my father would say.

The women all wear red lipstick, have perfectly straight white teeth, and grin the whole time they’re on stage, whether they’re speaking or singing. I doubt I see that many smiles in a month at GCDC. I’d love to have teeth like theirs. Mine are stained by alcohol and tobacco, and a couple of my front teeth were chipped when I tripped over a curb in a drunken stupor.

“Interesting,” Mom says. “The visitor information the jail gave us instructed us to dress down, wear very little makeup and leave jewelry and watches at home.”

I chew at my lip, not sure what to make of her comment. The Faithful Followers wear blinged-out jewelry and big flashy watches. Maybe volunteers have different rules than regular visitors.

“Who knows what’s up with that.” I rest my head on the side of the kiosk. “What I like about these people, Mom, is that they can actually sing, unlike some groups that come here.”

“You and your perfect pitch.” She laughs. “You used to get so annoyed when Opal Moody sang at church. You once told the pastor not to let the lady with the funny voice sing any more. You were three at the time.”

The mental picture of a little girl setting her pastor straight makes me laugh. “I remember a woman with a voice that hurt my ears,” I tell her, “but I don’t remember talking with the pastor.” I’ve always been quick to speak my mind, a trait authorities don’t seem to appreciate.

“If I understood you,” Mom says, “you’re leaving jail in two days and going straight to the rehab center. Right?”

Leave it to my mother to cut to the chase. I have a feeling she doesn’t want me on the streets for even an hour.

“Here’s the amazing part, Mom. The Transformation Way women were in chapel a couple weeks ago, and one of them talked with me afterward.” I’d been watching them pack their things and thinking, These people have their stuff together. I want what they have.

“She said she’d noticed how much I enjoyed the music. And when she learned I was only halfway through my two-year sentence, she offered to have the Transformation Way director speak with the judge and suggest I finish my time at their facility.”

“She made that offer based on your love for music?”

“Well, actually, she also said I appeared to be someone seeking to better myself and the fact I attended chapel services indicated I understood where to go for guidance.”

“I see. So, she talked with the director, and the director talked with the judge, and...”

“To my amazement, Judge Snow signed off on the idea. I’ll finish my sentence in the one-year Transformation Way program, and then I’ll be free to get on with my life. Noreen—that’s the woman’s name, Noreen Nystrom. She promised to pick me up the morning of my release to drive me there.”

“Amazing. The wait time at some of the other places we checked was months, sometimes years.”

“I remember.”

When I told Noreen early release wasn’t possible for me, she’d winked and whispered, “Let’s just say we have friends in high places.” I didn’t know what she meant, and I didn’t want to know. Early release was all I cared about. I’m anxious to overcome alcoholism. I’m also anxious to reestablish my reputation as a viable musician in the region.

After I dropped out of college, I tried to support myself by performing at restaurants and clubs, concert halls, weddings and parties. Anywhere I could find a paying gig. Thanks to my less-than-professional behavior at times, I’ve been banned from most venues in Montana, Wyoming and Idaho, including the sleaziest of joints. They want nothing to do with me, possibly due to the fact I pilfered cash when I was sober enough to search for it.

I’m hoping the Faithful Followers will help me get on my feet musically, as well as spiritually and financially. Noreen mentioned the possibility of finishing my degree. One way or another, I’ll learn what I need to learn and move on. I can’t see myself having a long-term relationship with the group, nice as they are.

“Wish I could be there when they release you,” Mom says. “I’d take you to lunch and on a shopping spree, maybe even to a spa for shared pampering. Been too long since we had a girls’ day out.”

I smile. “I’d love it so much, Mom. Let’s plan on a year from now.”

“Is this place in Bozeman?”

I smell perfume, feel a hand on my shoulder and turn my head. Roxie is hovering beside the kiosk. She taps the top of her wrist with a trembling finger. “I really need—”

All the girl really needs is another hit. I wave her away and resume the conversation with my mother. “According to Noreen, the Faithful Followers’ campus, as they call it, is several miles outside Bozeman. In addition to a sanctuary, they have a school, a gymnasium, the treatment center, dormitories, a dining hall and other buildings.”

“You’ve tried treatment before...” She’s stating the obvious, yet my mother lets the fact hang like a bridge for me to cross.

“Twice, Mom. I haven’t forgotten those programs didn’t work for me.” I take a steadying breath. “But this place is different. It’s affiliated with a large church. They’ll not only help me spiritually, they’ll help me find a part-time job and get a car. They’ll also provide housing and food. Noreen said they’ll even give me a cell phone. I’ll be able to stay in touch with you and Dad.”

“It all sounds wonderful...” She pauses. “But treatment is expensive. How are you going to pay for it?” Ah, a subtle reminder she and Dad don’t plan to cover the cost, which they did for the other two programs. I don’t blame them. They’ve seen a lot of money disappear down the wayward-daughter drain.

“That’s the beauty of Transformation Way,” I say. “It’s funded by the church. All they ask is for me to commit to the program for one year.” Actually, the judge committed me, so to speak. I don’t have a choice.

“I’m ready, Mom, ready to go forward with my life, which means not only overcoming alcoholism, but...” I twist side to side on the stool. “Returning to my music.”

“Cassie...” Her voice rings with delight. “That’s fantastic. You’re such a gifted musician and songwriter.”

“I’ve been writing.” Hearing myself say I’ve been writing sends a zing along my spine. “I have sixteen new songs stored in my head. Most them are worship songs, but I don’t know if they’re any good. I can’t wait to pick out the chords on my guitar.”

I stopped singing and playing my guitar after Eric died. He loved, loved, loved my music. When he left my life, the joy of music seeped from my soul, and I got the crazy idea singing would somehow dishonor his memory. I guess you could say alcohol replaced the music.

“I’m sure your songs are as beautiful as ever,” Mom says. “You have a marvelous ability to integrate poignant words with stirring melodies.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Do you have an address for the rehab center? I’ll ship your guitar to you right away.”

“No, I don’t have an address, but I’ll let you know as soon as I learn what it is.”

“This is so exciting, Cassie. You’re about to be released and you’re making music again.”

I look behind me. The line is growing. I could chat longer, if I wanted. After all, I’m leaving soon, and I’ve befriended those who rule the roost—every community has its pecking order. But I’ve said what I needed to say, and I’ll soon be able to talk as long as I want.

“I’d better get off the phone, Mom, before someone has a panic attack. You know how it is around here. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have a cell phone in my hands.” Sharing a phone is only one of a thousand things about GCDC I won’t miss.
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE DAY OF MY RELEASE, Noreen meets me at the detention center’s front desk shortly before noon. She’s beautifully groomed and impeccably dressed, as always. I’m wearing the same stained t-shirt, torn jeans and grubby hiking boots I had on the day I was arrested. To the officer at the desk, we must be quite a contrast, a filthy street urchin in the perfumed shadow of a princess. I showered this morning, but my clothes reek like the inside of a laundry basket.

Apparently, Noreen anticipated my need for clean clothing. She hands me a Macy’s bag and sends me to the lobby restroom to change. Inside a stall, I pull out black polyester pants, a ruffled rose-colored top with cap sleeves, a flowered jacket and a pair of black flats.

I examine the clothing that’s so new the tags are still attached. Not my style, for sure. But... I snap the tag off the jacket. Beggars can’t be choosers.

I dress as quickly as I can, anxious to walk out GCDC’s front door. When that happy moment finally arrives, I step from under the curved blue portico that shades the entrance and onto the asphalt parking lot. My bag of old clothes in one hand and my boots in the other, I stretch my arms wide and raise my face to the sun. Sucking in the crisp spring air, I savor the miraculous confluence of early release and springtime in Montana. Only Eric could make this morning better.

Noreen doesn’t let me bask in my freedom for long. She grabs my arm and whisks me to a shiny pearl-white Lexus parked at a distance from the other cars. It practically glows in the sunshine, so clean you’d think she drove it off the showroom floor this morning.

She holds her hand over the Lexus symbol on the trunk lid. It slowly rises. I carefully lay my meager possessions in the spotless interior. After closing the lid, she walks to the driver’s side. I go around to the passenger side and open the door.

A new-car aroma greets me. I touch the seatback. It’s upholstered in soft, unblemished, ivory leather. The floormat looks like it’s never been touched by a shoe.

“Hop in.” Noreen is already in the driver’s seat. “And be sure to buckle up, buttercup.”

I lean inside, smiling at her silly rhyme. “I know I’m wearing the new clothes you brought me. Still, I’m afraid I’ll dirty your immaculate car.”

“Nonsense, Miss True.” She pushes a button near the steering wheel, and the engine purrs to life. “The Lord gave me this car for his service.”

I sink into a seat as comfortable as an easy chair. The phrase cradled in opulence comes to mind, and a song begins to form in my head. “You can call me Cat.” I fasten my seatbelt. “That’s what my friends call me.”

“We’ll see about your name later. But for now—”

“What’s wrong with my name?”

Ignoring my interruption, she continues. “We’ve got a big day ahead, beginning with...” She glances at the clock on the woodgrain console. “Lunch at Restaurant des Delìces in ten minutes. We have just enough time to get there.”

I’ve never heard of the place, but it sounds expensive. “I can’t pay—”

“No worries. It’s all part of the program.” She flutters her hand, and her perfume mingles with the new-car scent. “You’ll love the food there. The chef and most of his staff are fow members.”

“What members?” I thought she might have said “fowl” or “foul,” but neither word makes sense.

“F-F-O-W is an acronym for Faithful Followers of the Way. Instead of saying the full name or the initials each time we mention the church, we say ‘fow.’ You can do the same.”

“Okay...” My breath catches in my throat, and I realize I’m having a hard time breathing. Maybe it’s the airless car with all its odors. I put my finger on the window button. “Do you mind if I open the window?”

Noreen’s headshake is nearly imperceptible. For the first time, I notice the Bluetooth headset protruding from beneath her perfectly coiffed blond hair. She touches the console, and air whooshes from the vents. It’s cold air, but I can breathe easier.

I get the hint and drop my hand. She wouldn’t understand how I’ve longed to inhale outside air. In fact, she might question my sanity. Bozeman’s atmosphere includes the jail’s atmosphere. I understand that reality. Yet, knowing I’m no longer on the inside makes the air fresher, cleaner, more invigorating. To me, it has the wonderful smell of freedom.

On the other hand, the tight seatbelt and the new clothes bind my body. After months of baggy inmate apparel, I feel like I’m wrapped in elastic. Fighting the urge to release the seatbelt, I focus my gaze beyond the car windows at a view of Bozeman and the Gallatin Valley I haven’t seen in months.

Bozeman is surrounded by beautiful mountains, some close and some distant. Several of the peaks are still capped with snow, yet their rocky slopes calm my spirit and help me reorient to the real world. I’d love to keep driving, maybe all the way to the top of one of those mountains.

What I’d really like is to climb aboard Eric’s motorcycle. It was repossessed long ago, but if I had it, I’d ride and ride, up and over our favorite mountain passes. I want to feel the wind in my hair, my cheek against my husband’s shoulder, my arms around his waist. I want to hear the engine’s purr and the tires’ hum.

I swallow my rising sorrow. Riding Eric’s motorcycle without him would reduce me to a blubbering lump blinded by tears. I’d have to pull over at the first turnoff, wait until I could see, and return to my lonely, aching, solo existence.

All too soon we arrive at the restaurant. My stomach has been in knots since I first learned I’d been granted early release. I’m not hungry, but who am I to refuse a free lunch? I’m penniless as well as homeless.

Crossing the Restaurant des Delìces threshold is surreal, like I stepped from Bozeman into Paris. I had no idea such a fancy restaurant existed in the Montana cow town I’ve called home all these years. Due to our tight budget, Eric and I rarely ate out. When we did, our options were limited—Taco Tuesday at the Mexican place near campus or Twofer Thursday at the burger joint on the corner.

I’m glad Noreen had me change out of my stained t-shirt and dirty jeans. The female diners in the room are dressed to the nines. And the men mostly wear button-down shirts and dress pants, not exactly normal attire in a western college town that majors in outdoor activities.

The short dark-haired maître dˊ leads us to a table near the rear of the restaurant, giving me an opportunity to survey the premises. The place looks as delicious as it smells. After months of plain beige walls, my culture-starved psyche struggles to take it all in.

Black chandeliers hang from wooden beams, and heavy sea-green drapes border the multi-paned arched windows. Huge flower baskets grace the alcoves, while wheat bundles stand at attention in the corners. All around the room, hand-stenciled vines ramble over textured walls.

And the paintings...oh, the paintings, including two prints by Eric’s favorite French artist, Camille Pissarro.

Once more, grief nearly overwhelms me. Eric and I promised each other we’d celebrate our MSU graduation with a trip to Paris. He planned to immerse himself in the Louvre Museum, and I hoped to check out the music scene, including the street performers.

The maître dˊ seats us, hands us menus, and with a twitch of his black handlebar mustache, describes the lunch special. I try to act interested in pecan-crusted trout with the chef’s award-winning orange-rosemary butter sauce drizzled over it. But I’m thinking Eric would have loved the artwork in this restaurant.

The gorgeous landscape behind the maître dˊ features a frozen lake surrounded by a dark forest. Moon shadows and Milky Way glimmers intermingle on the ice. On the far side of the lake sits a small cabin. Smoke rises from its chimney and light shines through its solitary window.

I pull myself from imagining the cabin’s cozy interior and focus on the flickering candle in the center of the table. The squat pale-green orb sits on an off-white pottery base. Wonderful aromas waft around us—fresh-baked bread, seafood, coffee, and other tantalizing smells I can’t quite identify. Soft classical music emanates from speakers high above. Restaurant des Delìces would have been a wonderful place to celebrate anniversaries with my husband, something we never had a chance to do.  

On our one and only anniversary, he wanted to buy me a card and flowers. But he was too sick from the chemo to leave the apartment, which made him sad. I told him to get well, so we could celebrate our two-year anniversary and many more.

A lot of good that did.

I sigh and turn my attention to the maître dˊ, who gives me a questioning glance before saying, “Your waiter will be with you shortly.” He twists one side of his mustache into a tighter curl, pivots on his heels and marches away.

I open the leather-bound menu.

“You okay?” Noreen asks. Her perfect eyebrows pucker, no longer following her brow line.

“I’m not very hungry.” I offer an apologetic shrug. “Do they have something small, other than salad?”

“Oh.” She seems shocked. Maybe she expected me to be ravenous after a year in jail. “How about a crepe?” She smiles. “Giles—he’s the head chef—makes very good crepes. I think that’s what I’ll have.”

Our waiter, a dark-haired man with an olive complexion a little lighter than mine, arrives with a water carafe. He greets Noreen and tells me his name is Robert. His accent sounds more Hispanic than French.

“This is Miss True,” Noreen says. “She’s interested in becoming a church member, like you.”

I smile and nod. “Nice to meet you, Robert.”

“The pleasure is mine.” He fills our water goblets without spilling a drop on the linen tablecloth, all the while asking what we’d like to eat. I order a spinach crepe with Mornay sauce, and Noreen orders a chicken-and-mushroom crepe. I watch him go. He seems rather serious.

Despite the ceiling fans that circle lazily above us, I feel extra warm, probably due to layers of synthetic fabrics I’m not accustomed to. Slipping the jacket from my shoulders, I’m about to take it off when Noreen says, “Leave it on.”

“What?”

“Leave it on.”

I lift my chin. “I’m hot.”

“Our members, whether male or female, never bare their arms. And we never show flesh above the ankle, if we can help it, and certainly never above the knee.”

“Why is that?” I don’t try to hide my skepticism.

Her gaze hardens. “Put on the jacket.”

Although I’m not a member of her church, or any other church, I shrug the jacket onto my shoulders. “I don’t understand what’s so bad about arms and legs.”

“You will.” She smiles mysteriously. “In time.”

Why she can’t tell me now is the mystery, but I say no more.

Our lunch arrives on white earthenware plates. Fresh mesclun salads accompany the crepes. I chew slowly and carefully, relishing each tasty bite. Jail “cuisine” can’t begin to compare.

I dab the corners of my mouth as I eat and manage not to dribble sauce on the new jacket. Noreen hasn’t said it’s mine to keep. Not that I want it. My mom might appreciate the bright flowers, but my taste is subtler.

Between bites, Noreen asks about my family, my education and my marriage. The fact she knows I was once married tells me she’s done her homework. I’m not sure how I feel about that.

Before she can ask how I landed in jail, something she’s probably already researched, I inquire about her family. She’s wearing a wedding set on her left hand. The large diamond in the center is surrounded by several smaller ones.

She laughs. “The head count is ever-changing. Bruce and I have three children of our own, but others come and go.”

“Are you foster parents?”

“Not exactly. We take in church children from time to time, depending on the need. At their parents’ request, of course.”

I tilt my head. “Seems to me acquiring parental permission would be a given.”

“Why, yes...certainly.” She lays her fork at the top of her plate. “I only wanted to make that aspect of our ministry to families clear.” Daintily patting her lips with her napkin, she glances at her watch.

I savor one last bite of the spinach crepe and make a mental note to treat my parents to dinner here when they visit. According to the menu, a string quartet performs each evening from seven until ten. Mom and Dad would enjoy everything about this place—the food, the ambience, the music. I place my fork on the top edge of the dish.

Noreen reaches for the brown portfolio she carried into the restaurant along with her white leather purse. “Before we get on with our afternoon, we should go over some paperwork.”

So that’s what she has in the portfolio. I should have guessed and primed myself for this moment of spilling my guts. The rehab place will want to know all the details of my tawdry past.

“We have a busy afternoon ahead.” She opens the case and pulls out a folder and a pen. “This is a good time to get your signature on the documents.”

I set my plate aside, wondering what she means by busy afternoon.

She lays two legal-size forms on the table and slides one over to me. “This one is for Transformation Way.”

I stifle a groan. Here we go again. I hate listing my arrests, my incarcerations, my hospitalizations, the treatment programs I’ve failed. “The judge’s order isn’t enough?”

Robert appears beside me. He gathers our plates and silverware. I notice a gold band on his left ring finger. Maybe I’ll run into him and his wife at the church.

I hand him my napkin, whispering my thanks.

He nods and leaves.

“We want your commitment to the program,” she says. “We want to know you’re joining us because of your desire to become a better person, not solely because a judge sent you to Transformation Way.”

She pushes the second sheet across the tablecloth until it’s even with the first. “This one is for Faithful Followers of the Way. If you’ll recall, you’re required to join the church as well as participate in the program.”

I’ve signed for student loans, college admission and treatment centers, but why does a church have something for me to sign? Maybe it’s an application for membership. Then I see that both documents are titled Liability Release. I scan the Transformation Way form and then the one for the church. They’re each one page in length and, for the most part, identical.

“This doesn’t ask for background information.” I raise my eyebrows. “Other programs require—”

“The sheriff already provided us with that information.” She smirks. “We probably know more about you than you know about yourself.”

I ignore her patronizing smile and read the rehab-program form line by line.


Transformation Way directors, counselors and therapists provide mental and emotional counseling and therapy. The Transformation Way staff and students, along with Faithful Followers of the Way pastors, leaders, employees, members, associates and students pray for deliverance and healing, cast out devils, speak in tongues, and receive and extend words of wisdom and exhortation. No guarantee is made by either entity that mental or emotional illness will be relieved, addiction of any
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