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THE WEATHER cooperated with Jean and her new friends as they headed north toward Illinois. She’d heard that early spring in the Midwest could be temperamental—Jean had heard several times “If you don’t like our weather, wait five minutes”—and was glad it had remained calm for the drive.

Thankfully, the trip from Cincinnati to Chicago was fairly quick and easy. Cara, the woman Jean and Beverly had basically rescued in Cincinnati, chatted non-stop in the backseat, mostly speaking to Louie. The cat was eating up the attention.

It had taken a bit of convincing to get Cara to agree to go with them to Chicago; not because the woman was scared of the two women she’d just met the day before, but because she didn’t want to rejoin her family. She kept insisting they “were mean” to her. But, after talking to one of the sons, both Jean and Beverly were convinced that it was her dementia speaking, and not a true reason for her fear.

Cara’s son, Allan, had explained that their mother’d had a brain tumor, and the operation to remove it had been far more extensive than the neurosurgeon had expected. Cara’d had a good portion of her brain removed, which had left her... diminished.

How the woman—who now had the mental capacity of a third-grader—managed to travel nearly two hundred miles was still anyone’s guess. Cara hadn’t been much help when Jean and Beverly had asked her, and Cara’s family had no clue either. She’d been in an assisted living facility that specialized in dementia patients and even they had no answers as to how the woman “escaped.”

Jean figured it was just the Lord’s doing, that He had a plan in all of it; they just hadn’t figured out what that was yet.

The plan was to meet Allan and Michael, Cara’s other son, for lunch. Allan gave them the name of a restaurant that their mother enjoyed, and they’d hoped that it would put her in a good mood, one in which she’d be receptive to being “handed off.”

Cara squealed in delight when she saw the restaurant as Jean pulled her ‘69 VW Beetle into the parking lot. Cara clapped her hands.

“I love this place!” she exclaimed, then started banging on Beverly’s seat to be let out of the car as soon as Jean pulled into a parking place. Beverly laughed.

“Hold on’, darlin’,” she drawled in her thick Georgia accent, “I need to get outta the car before you can.” She did so, then turned to release the seat back so Cara could climb out. Jean watched as Beverly helped the woman, who was around the same age as Jean and Beverly, struggle to exit the car. She started to wonder if she should think about trading Bob, her VW, in for a four-door model. If the Lord was going to continue to use her as a taxi service, it might be a good idea.

The hostess recognized Cara. “Mrs. Wong!” she exclaimed. “It’s so nice to see you again.” She glanced at Jean and Beverly with a slight frown. “Where are your sons?”

Cara waved both her hands. “They’re not here,” she said, shaking her head. “Don’t want them here.” Jean and Beverly glanced at each other. Hopefully, Cara would be put into a better mood once she was fed; otherwise, handing her over to her sons could turn out to be a problem.

The hostess gave Jean and Beverly another worried glance, but Jean shook her head slightly. The girl seemed to understand, and she led them to a table. Once Beverly and Cara were seated, Jean went back to the hostess.

“Mrs. Wong’s sons are coming to get her,” she told the girl, “but she doesn’t want to go with them. We were hoping she’d be put into a better frame of mind here, since this is her favorite place to eat, but maybe it would be better to seat Allan and Michael somewhere out of Mrs. Wong’s sight.”

The girl nodded. “I understand.” She shook her head. “It’s so sad to see her like this. She was such a wonderful woman... before. A good Christian woman.”

Jean smiled and patted the girl’s arm. “She still is. She’s just in need of understanding now.”

Cara already knew what she wanted, and she insisted on telling Jean and Beverly what to order. The women laughed but agreed to let Cara choose for them. The waitress must not have known Cara, because as she ordered, the waitress kept glancing back and forth between Jean and Beverly. Apparently, she wasn’t sure that they should have dessert, rather than lunch.

Jean laughed at the assortment of sweets Cara ordered, then she got the waitress’s attention. “And we’ll all have cheeseburgers to start,” she said with a wink. Cara pouted at that, but Jean patted her hand as the waitress walked off.

“Remember that you need to eat good food before sweet stuff,” she told her. “You have low blood sugar.”

“Then that means I should eat more sugar if it’s low!” Cara declared, making Jean and Beverly laugh.

Beverly pulled out her phone and started texting. Jean knew she was telling Allan that they had arrived and ordered. She also knew that the woman would make sure to tell him that Cara still wasn’t too receptive about going with them. Jean couldn’t help but feel a little guilty over the deception.

Once again, Cara chatted about mostly nonsensical things, but every once in awhile, a pearl of wisdom would slip from her lips, catching the women by surprise.

“God blesses the unrighteous for the sake of the righteous,” she chirped while sipping at her soda. Jean had tried to get her to order an unsweetened tea, but Cara wouldn’t hear of it.

Jean and Beverly both smiled. “That’s right, girl,” Beverly said. “He takes care of the whole world, doesn’t He?”

“When grasshoppers are on leaves, does that mean they’re leaf-hoppers?” Cara asked in sudden seriousness. Jean and Beverly shook their heads slightly.

“And if a fly isn’t flying, then is he a walk?”

Thankfully, their food came quickly and Cara’s silly—though funny—questions were put on hold while they prayed. Cara insisted she have a turn and her child-like prayer was so sweet, Jean had a lump in her throat afterward. She was sure Beverly did too, as the woman covertly dabbed at her eyes with the corner of her napkin.

After praying, Cara started devouring her hamburger. Despite her complaints that she only wanted to eat dessert, the woman quickly made short work of it. Jean wondered how long she’d gone without a decent meal. She was certainly too thin. Allan had said his mother had been missing for weeks... Jean shook her head. It didn’t bear thinking about. She was safe now.

Jean was halfway into her own burger when two men entered the restaurant. They glanced around, then caught Jean staring at them. She knew it had to be Allan and Michael; they looked a lot like their mother. She nodded slightly to them, and they returned it, then followed the hostess to their own table.

The plan was to get some of Cara’s favorite desserts in her and then the “boys” would come over to say hello to their mother. After that—well, they’d have to see how things went. Hopefully, Cara would be willing to go with her sons back to the assisted living facility.

Allan had assured Beverly in their numerous texts back and forth that his mother had been well-cared for in the facility. In fact, Cara had never complained about the home; just about her sons “being mean” to her. Allan had explained that was because they were responsible for taking her to doctor’s appointments, which usually involved blood work. Cara despised needles.

Jean, Beverly, and Cara shared the four different desserts they’d ordered until they were all too stuffed to eat another bite. Jean felt like moaning and as she rubbed her protruding belly, she watched Cara shove another two bites of chocolate lava cake in her mouth. She wondered where in the world the tiny woman found the room.

When Cara was finally satisfied, Jean and Beverly each took one of her hands. “Let’s say a prayer,” Beverly said.

Cara looked startled. “Are we gonna eat again?” The ladies chuckled and bowed their heads and Beverly began.

“Lord, we’re asking You to watch over Cara for us. She’s gonna go home now and we ask You to let her know she’s safe and loved and that everyone just wants what’s best for her. Help her to understand that.”

Jean picked up the prayer. “Give Cara peace and a soft heart to know that her children love her very much and aren’t mean to her, but that they are taking care of her in the best way possible. We thank You for our time with Cara and the blessing that she’s been to us. Now, we put her in Your capable hands. Amen.”

“Amen,” Beverly said as she gave Jean’s hand a little squeeze.

“Am I gonna die now?” Cara asked just before she took a sip from the straw in her soda. She was so casual in the asking of the question, she might as well have been asking if she had ketchup on her face.

“I sure hope not, Mom,” came a male voice that had them all looking up. “Not yet anyway.”

“Allan! Michael!” Cara squealed as she leaped out of her chair to hug her boys. Jean and Beverly both breathed a sigh of relief; they’d been dreading the moment. But, as usual, the Lord seemed to have taken care of things.

Cara was bubbling over with excitement and couldn’t seem to stop hugging her sons. Jean caught Michael’s eye and nodded toward the door. He glanced at all the plates on their table and started to reach for his wallet, but Beverly reached up and put her hand on his arm, shaking her head. Just go, she mouthed. He nodded and the two men escorted their chatty mother out of the restaurant.

Jean and Beverly breathed a sigh of relief, then laughed. “Well, praise the Lord, that was much easier than I thought it would be,” Beverly said.

Jean shook her head. “I had no doubt that He’d take care of things. No doubt at all,” she said with raised brows and a haughty look.

Beverly barked out a laugh and Jean couldn’t hold back her own when her friend threw her napkin at her. “Shame on you for lying to a fellow Christian!”

Jean grinned. “Yeah, you already know me better than that. Know that I sometimes... am concerned.”

Beverly rolled her eyes. “You keep tellin’ yourself that, woman. We both know you worry more than a mama hen in a thunderstorm.” Jean laughed as she nodded.

“Yeah, but I’m working on that. The Lord and I are trying hard to just make me concerned instead,” she added with another grin.

Beverly shook her head. “Girrrlll,” she drawled, though she laughed.

After paying the considerable bill, they left the restaurant, Beverly toting a little “kitty bag” full of shrimp she’d gotten for Louie.

“You’re gonna spoil that cat so much there isn’t going to be any living with him after you leave us,” Jean teased as she opened the car door. She tried to ignore the pang in her chest at the thought of Beverly heading back home to Georgia in a week.

They hadn’t really discussed it much, but Jean knew that was always the plan—Beverly would travel with her for a few weeks, witnessing to the lost and ministering to “the saints,” just as they had with Cara and her sons, but then she had to get back to her life in Atlanta.

Jean already missed her new friend.

“Well, where are we going now?” Beverly asked.

“I don’t know,” Jean admitted. “We both felt Chicago was the next stop, but now I’m wondering if that was just because of the need to return Cara to her family.” She shrugged.

“Might as well find a motel or a B&B, then we can figure out where to go from there.”

Beverly got busy on her phone searching for places that would take a cat. It didn’t take her long to find a very nice-looking B&B in a Chicago suburb. She showed the picture to Jean when they came to a stoplight.

“Looks like a mansion,” Jean said.

Beverly nodded. “Sure is pretty. I’m startin’ to think maybe I oughta open a B&B myself.”

Jean chuckled. The light turned green, and the traffic started moving again. “Don’t you have enough on your plate now with two restaurants in two different states?”

Beverly shook her head. “It’s all about management,” she said with authority. “When you’ve got the right people in charge, you don’t have to worry ‘bout nothin’.”

Jean rolled her eyes. “Your son runs one restaurant, and you just hired a reformed moonshiner to run the other.” She gave her friend a side-eye. “Who are you gonna get to run a B&B? An ex-gangster?”

Beverly gave her a look. “If the Lord tells me to, then yeah.” She shrugged. “It’s not like I’m gonna buy one now anyway. I was just sayin’ that it seems like a good idea.”

“Well, now that you threw it out there, the Lord is probably gonna send the opportunity your way,” Jean laughed. The conversation was stopped then when Beverly had to give her directions to the B&B.

It was just as pretty in real life as it had been in the picture, though Jean and Beverly both gazed around the neighborhood with some apprehension.

“Not exactly the best area, is it?” Jean said, knowing it was a huge understatement. She flinched when she heard what she swore was gunfire coming from somewhere to the north.

Beverly whistled quietly as she looked up and down the block. There were overturned trashcans, bare dirt front lawns—some with cars parked in the middle of them—screaming kids running up and down sidewalks who looked like they could use a long bath, vicious-looking dogs snarling and snapping at anything that came within ten feet of their territory, and a few houses with boarded-up windows.

The women looked at each other, then shrugged simultaneously. “Well,” Beverly drawled as she turned toward the B&B, “Jesus did say we’re supposed to minister to ‘the least of these’.”

“Yep,” Jean agreed as she glanced back over her shoulder while they climbed the front steps to the pretty mansion sitting in the middle of what looked a bit like a war zone, “and it looks like this neighborhood could use a whole lot of Jesus.”

JEAN REALIZED her words were truer than she’d thought. While the B&B’s neighborhood during the day had been rather ragged looking, at night it was downright scary. Sam, the owner of the beautiful mansion had warned them not to leave the house after dark.

“I don’t know what it is,” he’d sighed heavily, his well-worn face showing more weariness than years, “but once the sun goes down, the bad crawls out.”

“‘For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed’,” Beverly quoted.

“Amen,” Jean responded. Sam snorted.

“Better keep those Bible verses to yourself,” he warned. “Folks around here will lose their minds if they hear it. You won’t get far with them.”

Jean and Beverly glanced at each other, then grinned. “Oh, challenge accepted!” Beverly laughed.

Regardless of being excited for the challenge they were facing, the ladies decided that nighttime was probably not the best to go out witnessing. They were both tired, for one thing. For another, Sam reminded them that it was Friday night, and he said that the police would be out in full force to deal with shootings, drug deals, and all.

“If I could afford to have the house moved to a better location, I would do it in a heartbeat,” he’d told them. “I’ve had to take so many precautions already—wrought iron on all the doors and windows, that eight-foot spired fence surrounding the place, reinforced glass for the windows, plus I moved all the furniture away from doors and windows.” He heaved another sigh. “It sure isn’t good for business.”

Jean pursed her lips. “I’m thinking you need to change tactics—rely on God to protect you.” She could tell the man was fighting not to roll his eyes at her suggestion.

“If you can find God around here, let me know,” he’d said as he walked off, ending the conversation.

The women looked at each other. Beverly laughed. “Well, there’s our first victory,” she announced. “Sam is going to accept the Lord.”

+

THE NEXT DAY the two ladies ate a delicious breakfast that Sam himself made, then sat with the man, talking about the Lord. He wasn’t too receptive, but at least he wasn’t antagonistic. Jean and Beverly made it a point to just talk about all the ways the Lord had blessed their own lives, rather than trying to shove Scripture down the man’s throat. Like Beverly had mentioned when they walked down to breakfast, “No one can argue with your own story.”

After eating far too much, they decided to venture out for a walk. Of course, Sam had argued against it, but they shooed his comments away. “The Lord is with us,” Jean told him with a gentle smile and a pat on the arm. He still didn’t look too convinced.

Beverly decided it might be fun to take Louie, though Jean doubted the logic in the woman’s arguments.

“That cat will not walk on a leash, I’m telling you,” she argued. Beverly ignored her completely as she clipped the leash to the cat’s halter. “He flops and flails and does a death roll better than any crocodile.”

Beverly started toward the door and patted her leg, calling to the cat

“I’m serious!” Jean continued. “He won’t...” Her voice trailed off when Louie trotted after Beverly, who cooed to him.

“What a good kitty,” she praised in a sing-song voice. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a very good boy?”

“Not that mangy, good-for-nothing jerk,” Jean muttered as she glared at the cat. He returned the look with a haughty one that seemed to say, “I’m a very good boy... you’re just a lousy human.”

They only made it four houses away before they stopped at a yard surrounded by a low chain-link fence. Standing in the middle of the yard was a woman who looked like she had just awakened, and that was after a night of rolling around on cactus and rocks, Jean thought.

Bone-thin with bruises and angry-looking pockmarks marring her skin, she was almost painful to look at. Dark circles under her eyes made them appear sunken, while tight skin stretched across sharp cheekbones, giving the appearance of a living skeleton.

Drug addict... Jean’s heart pinched in sympathy.

“Good morning!” Beverly said cheerfully before Jean could say anything. They both smiled at the woman.

“It’s a beautiful day the Lord has made, isn’t it?” Jean asked. The woman’s light blue eyes narrowed at her as she took a drag from her cigarette.

“‘Spose it might be, if I had some money.” She took a few steps closer to the fence and looked at the two women expectantly.

They laughed, then Beverly shrugged. “Money we don’t have,” she said. Jean winced at that; it certainly wasn’t true—they both had plenty of money. Of course, they didn’t have it with them, so she guessed it wasn’t a lie.

“But we do have the love of Jesus to share,” Beverly said with a grin.

Jean was suddenly reminded of the passage in Acts that told the story of Peter and John, who told the lame beggar they had no money, but healed him instead.

The woman rolled her eyes and huffed out a disgusted breath. She started to turn, but Louie decided to make himself known in that moment.

“Meeowww,” he called to her as he started to climb the fence. Surprisingly, he managed to heft his rather rotund form up about a foot off the ground while Beverly and Jean both stared at the cat in shock. He never did anything that resembled exercise in any way, shape or form.

“Well, hello kitty,” the woman said with a smile. She tossed her cigarette into the dead grass behind her as she reached over the fence to pet the cat. Jean wondered if it would light the lawn on fire.

“What a handsome boy you are,” she said as she scratched his head. Jean bit her lip to keep from laughing; “handsome” was certainly not a term she’d ever use to describe the cat. He looked like he’d been in several fights—and had been the loser in several of them. In addition to the tip of his tail being completely bald, one of his ears looked like it had been chewed on and his left fang was a “snaggle tooth,” perpetually caught on his lip. He was the epitome of “alley cat.”

Louie ate up the attention though, purring loudly enough to vibrate the fence. Jean was just impressed that he was still managing to hang on to the thing. He most definitely hadn’t missed any meals since moving in with Jean.

“Meeowww,” Louie said again, making the woman laugh as she tickled him under the chin. Jean suddenly saw an opportunity present itself.

“He’s like Balaam’s donkey,” she said. The woman glanced at her in question.

“There’s a story in the Bible,” Jean explained, “of a man riding a donkey. The donkey suddenly stopped and wouldn’t go any further and when the man tried to force him on, the donkey pushed him into a rock wall.” She shrugged. “The donkey was seeing an angel that the man couldn’t see.”

The woman straightened and tilted her head to the side in confusion. “You saying I’m an angel?” She huffed out a laugh, then curled her lip up. “Hardly.”

Jean laughed as well, shaking her head. “No, none of us here are.” She shrugged again. “He could be seeing one of God’s kids though. One who just doesn’t know it yet.”

She certainly didn’t look convinced. Beverly spoke up then. “Look honey, I ain’t judgin’ you,” she said in her charming Southern drawl. “It ain’t my place, and the Lord knows when I’m pointin’ at you, I’ve got three fingers pointin’ back my way.” She demonstrated what she meant as she held out her hand, pointing at the woman before giving her a gentle smile. “But I gotta say from appearances your life ain’t goin’ exactly great.”

The woman sucked in a breath to argue, or deny it, but then her thin shoulders sagged, almost as if she’d deflated. Tears filled her eyes and Jean felt her own burning. Impulsively, she reached out and grabbed her hand.

“There’s a better way to live,” she said softly, then nodded to Beverly. “We know it to be true, because we both had hard lives too. But Jesus changes all that.”

“That he does,” Beverly added. “He makes all things new... includin’ people.”

The woman shook her head. “You don’t know what all I’ve done—”

“Doesn’t matter,” Jean interrupted, shaking her own head. “He forgives everything. Every. Thing. Murder, rape, prostitution, addictions, theft... whatever it is, He forgives you when you ask Him to.” She smiled sadly.

“The only thing He can’t forgive is when you deny Him, when you turn your back on Him, refusing to accept His forgiveness.”

“You don’t want to be doin’ that, now do you, honey?” Beverly asked, taking the woman’s other hand. She hesitated, but then she shook her head as her tears spilled over her eyelids and ran down her cheeks, leaving clean trails on her dirty skin.

“Hallelujah!” Jean and Beverly exclaimed together as they released the woman’s hands to clap, then laughed at themselves. The woman laughed too.

“What’s your name, honey?” Beverly asked.

“Denise,” she said, wiping at her cheeks. Jean fought not to wince, because now her face was smeared with dirt.

Beverly and Jean held out their hands in invitation instead of just grabbing her like they had before. Denise hesitated for a moment, but then she softly put her hands in each of theirs. Jean and Beverly held hands as well. Jean gave Beverly’s hand a gentle squeeze, letting her know that she should lead the prayer.

“Just pray after me, but y’all need to mean it,” she instructed sternly as she tugged on the girl’s hand. Denise laughed, but she nodded.

“Do I have to close my eyes? And do that cross thing?”

Jean laughed at that. “No, this isn’t about religion, just about coming into a relationship with the Lord. You just have to open your heart to receive Him. And be ready, cuz your life is about to change in a big way.”

Denise nodded. “Good. It needs to.”

“Okay,” Beverly said, “now, let’s pray. Father, thank You for bein’ willin’ to forgive me.” She waited for Denise to repeat the words. “I know that I’m a sinner and that I’ve done some bad stuff, but I don’t wanna do that no more. I wanna let You lead my life. I wanna put You in charge. Clean me, Jesus. Heal me and help me, Lord. Help me to love You with my whole heart for the rest of my life. Amen.”

Jean thought that was one of the best “sinner’s prayers” she’d ever heard.

And even though it was likely the first time Denise had ever heard such a thing, she must have thought so too, because she was crying and grinning and laughing when she finished. She hugged both Jean and Beverly, patted Louie’s head one more time, then turned toward the house.

“Joe!” she hollered. “Joe! You gotta hear this! I’m God’s kid now!” She burst through the front door with the last comment and Jean and Beverly looked at each other with matching grins.

“Well, that should start one of them tsunamis you were talkin’ ‘bout,” Beverly said as she tugged on Louie’s leash. Jean realized then that the cat had released his grip on the fence as soon as they’d started telling Denise about the Lord. It was almost as if he’d known that he’d done his part in getting the woman’s attention.

She looked at the cat with new interest. “Shoulda named you B.D.,” she told him as he nonchalantly groomed himself. “For ‘Balaam’s Donkey’.”

After that, they walked a little further down the block when they came across three kids in a yard, playing with what looked to be broken toys. A little wagon that was missing a wheel, a doll with sparse tufts of hair, a deflated basketball, and a tricycle that didn’t have any material on its seat, just bare metal. It was a rather heartbreaking sight.

The kids, too, were bedraggled, even dirtier than Denise had been. Their clothes were barely more than rags, and their hair—which Jean figured should be dark brown or black—was more of a grayish color.

But they stared at Louie with open mouths. The youngest—a little girl of maybe four or five—pointed at the cat.

“That’s a kitty on a rope,” she said with a giggle. Another girl, several years older, made a noise.

“That’s not a rope, you dummy,” she said as she poked the younger child, “that’s a leash.”

The little girl rubbed her arm where the older girl had poked her and looked like she was trying hard not to cry. Jean wondered if crying would cause something worse than a poke.

“His name is Louie,” Beverly said with a smile. She tugged on Louie’s leash to get the cat to move toward the yard. “Y’all can pet him if you want.”

“You talk funny,” the boy said as he looked at Beverly with far more suspicion than a boy of ten or so should have.

Beverly laughed. “That’s cuz I’m here vistin’ from Georgia,” she said. Jean noticed she laid the accent on even thicker then, so it became “Jaw-juh.” It made her grin.

“Do y’all know where that is?” she asked as the youngest girl slowly approached. Louie put on an act of demanding attention, rolling on his back and squirming for a belly rub. The little girl giggled again, her hurt arm forgotten as she reached out to pet him.

“No,” the older girl said, but the boy nodded.

“Yeah, it’s in the South,” he said, almost sneering.

“That’s right,” Beverly said with so much enthusiasm that Jean wondered if she’d been a teacher at some point. “What we call ‘the Deep South’, actually. We’re known for our peaches. Do y’all like peaches? I make the best peach cobbler y’all have ever tasted.”

The older kids stared at her like she’d grown an extra head. “You mean those little orange squares in the cans of fruit cocktail?” the older girl asked. The little one was still enthralled with Louie and his show and didn’t seem to be paying attention to the conversation.

Beverly laughed. “Oh lawdy, no! Haven’t y’all ever had a real peach? They’re round like an apple, kinda fuzzy. Soft. And if y’all get a ripe one, when you bite into it, the juice runs down your arm.” She grinned at that, but the kids were still staring at her like she was speaking Greek.

“Your turn,” Beverly muttered to Jean.

Jean gave her friend a look that said she didn’t appreciate being thrown under the bus. She had far less experience with kids than Beverly did, having only had one child herself. Plus, Beverly had a handful of grandkids. She pursed her lips at the woman, whose own lips twitched in amusement.

She looked back at the kids, then down at Louie. The cat was enjoying the little girl’s belly rubbing so much that it looked like he’d gone to sleep. The older girl noticed where she was looking, then frowned and reached down to jerk her little sister away.

“Leave him alone,” she hissed.

Jean frowned at the child, wondering what had happened in her short life to cause her to be so mean to her sister, assuming the little girl was her sister. The youngest girl’s eyes filled with tears as she straightened while still staring down at Louie. The cat lifted his head and gave the older girl the cat version of a frown.

And then Jean felt the Lord prodding her.

She nodded toward Louie. “That cat reminds me of the story of Jesus and the little children,” she said. All the kids looked at her then, the boy in confusion, the older girl with a frown, and the little one with curiosity as she stuck her dirty thumb in her mouth. Jean winced, hoping Louie had been fairly clean, since that was the hand she’d been petting him with.

“Some little kids had surrounded Jesus, wanting his attention,” she continued. “But His disciples—uh, Jesus’ friends who were with Him—tried to get the kids to leave. They thought the kids were bothering Him. But Jesus told them to leave the kids alone, that He wanted them with Him. And—”

“Why?” the boy asked.

“Why what?” Jean asked.

“Why did He want the kids with Him? Was He like that guy Mama sees sometimes?” He looked at the older girl then, and Jean could swear that she paled. “That one you hide from.”

Jean and Beverly glanced at each other, a look of Oh no on their faces. Jean turned back to the kids, making a mental note to keep the kids and their situation in prayer.

“Jesus is absolutely not like that,” Jean said firmly. “Once you meet Him, you would never want to hide from Him. He wanted the kids to be with Him because He loved them.” She smiled then. “He loves all children.”

The little one pulled her thumb out of her mouth. “But not the growed ups?”

Jean laughed. “Actually, He loves everyone the same.” She started to add “even the bad people,” but thought better of it. Even adults had a hard time accepting that truth, and if these kids had been exposed to “bad people,” it would be difficult for them to understand that the bad people, too, could be forgiven. Not until they were older anyway.

“Jesus wants y’all to come to Him too,” Beverly added. “He would love to have y’all in His family.”

All three kids seemed to perk up at that. “We can live with Him?” the boy asked.

Beverly made a distressed noise, like she’d realized her mistake.

“Well, sorta,” Jean said. “It’s more like He lives with you, but inside you. In your hearts.”

The little girl’s eyes widened and she put her little hand on her chest. Jean grimaced, realizing she wasn’t explaining any better than Beverly had. She sighed and tried to think of how to witness to these kids so they’d understand.

Help me here Father...

She sucked in a deep breath. “Having Jesus in your heart is like having a really nice person helping you all the time. He tells you what’s good for you and what’s bad. He will help you make sure you don’t do something that’s going to hurt you. He’ll make you feel better when you’re hurt or sad. He helps you calm down when you’re scared.”

She smiled then. “He’s the best friend you’ll ever have.”

All three of the kids stared at her for so long without saying anything, Jean felt like squirming, but she forced herself to stand still while looking back at them, silently praying for the Holy Spirit to do His work. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the little one spoke.

“I wanna get Jesus in me,” she said. The older girl’s head jerked toward her, and Jean was afraid she was going to hit the little one. Instead, the older girl looked back at Jean and Beverly.

“Me too,” she murmured. The boy nodded in agreement. Beverly’s hand shot out and gripped Jean’s. She knew her friend was grinning just as broadly as she was.

“Okay, now first you have to tell Jesus that you’re sorry for all the bad things you’ve done.” She waited for the argument that they’d “never done anything bad,” but was surprised when it didn’t come.

“Then y’all gotta believe that Jesus is God,” Beverly added as she waved her hand toward the sky. “He died a long time ago just so that y’all wouldn’t have to be punished for the bad things you’ve done,” she added.

Again, all three nodded. Jean was a bit floored; but then she realized that she’d asked the Holy Spirit to reveal Himself to the children.

“And then you just tell Jesus that you know He’s God and that He died for you and that you want Him to be your Lord—uh, your boss—and ask Him to come into your heart,” Jean finished with a smile.

“Y’all ready to do that?” Beverly asked. Again, more head nodding. She glanced at Jean and muttered under her breath. “Maybe we better not hold hands,” she said. “Don’t want anyone thinkin’ we’re doin’ somethin’ funny with the kids.”

Jean again grimaced at that, but knew in the age they lived in, it was a real possibility to be accused of something awful—and unthinkable—like that.

Jean led them in a simple prayer and when they were done, the women were treated to three smiling faces. So different than the angry, solemn, and wary ones they’d been greeted with.

“Now, y’all tell your friends and your mama ‘bout Jesus, you hear?” Beverly ordered as she pointed her finger at the kids, though she softened it with a smile. They all nodded, then turned toward the house, racing each other to see who could tell their mother about Jesus first.

They watched until the front door slammed shut, then Jean glanced at Beverly. “Well, four salvations in less than half an hour. That’s a pretty good record,” she grinned. Beverly smiled back, then looked down the street.

“Well, c’mon,” she said as she tugged Louie’s leash, “we have a whole block to work on. The angels are gonna be busy singin’ today!”
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Chapter 2
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THEY SPENT a week in Chicago, just witnessing to the neighborhood. By the end of that week, most of the residents had either accepted Jesus, or else someone in their house had. And it was miraculous the way the atmosphere of the place changed so drastically in such a short period of time.

So much so that Sam realized there really was a God... and he accepted Jesus himself.

After that, Jean and Beverly decided it was time to move on to the original reason they’d gone to Chicago—to find the family of a young girl they’d met, who was apparently involved in a cult. Bethany, who they’d met at a homeless shelter, had asked the women to find her family and tell them the truth about Jesus.

Sam didn’t want to see them go, saying that they’d brought so much good to his neighborhood that he didn’t want to lose them—he’d even offered to let them stay at his B&B for free—but Jean and Beverly had encouraged him to get out and meet his neighbors and to do his own witnessing to those who were still holding out.

“It’s not likely everyone will get saved,” Jean told him, “but that doesn’t mean we stop trying. Beverly and I planted the seeds, now you go out and water them.”

+

THE CULT that Bethany’s family belonged to was called “The Illuminated Servants of the New Order.” Bethany had told them that the group had about one hundred members the last she knew. She also told them where they were—apparently in a commune-type setting about twenty miles outside of Chicago.

“Be careful,” the girl had warned, “the Mistress can be very... persuasive.”

Jean and Beverly had scoffed at that. “We got the Holy Spirit in us, girl,” Beverly had laughed. “We don’t have to be worried.” Bethany hadn’t looked too convinced, so they’d promised they’d pray hard before confronting the group.

They found the place thanks to Bethany’s precise directions. She’d told them that the group was very secretive and tried to stay under any government or law enforcement radar.

“She wasn’t kiddin’,” Beverly said with a whistle, then noticed Jean’s raised eyebrow. “About them bein’ secretive, I mean,” she clarified.

Jean nodded. The commune was surrounded by a high cement block wall and looked to be several acres in size. There were even towers on the corners of the wall, like a medieval castle. Jean wondered if they had archers sitting in them, waiting to volley a barrage of arrows at anyone approaching.

“I don’t want to get too close,” she said, though she doubted there truly were archers or snipers on the wall. “Let’s park down the road and walk.”

Beverly glanced back at Louie, who’d decided he wanted to nap on the back dash, obviously enjoying the sun. Though there were some very dark clouds to the west and, despite being windy, the day was fairly warm, though Jean knew it wasn’t too warm to leave the cat in the car.

She cracked her window and asked Beverly to do the same. “Maybe we shoulda found a motel or somethin’,” her friend muttered. “At least then we wouldn’t have to worry about Louie.” She glanced up at the darkening sky. “It looks like it’s gonna rain cats and dogs.”

Jean laughed. “Well, he might not be too thrilled about the dogs coming down on the car, but he wouldn’t mind some cat friends.” Then she shook her head. “It’s too early to check into a motel anyway.”

Beverly sighed as she stared at the cat with a worried expression. Jean’s lips twitched; the woman sure loved Louie. She knew the feeling was mutual.

They got out of the car, making sure the doors were locked. “Shoulda stayed at Sam’s,” Beverly grumbled as she glanced back at Louie one more time.

“He’ll be fine,” Jean said with a laugh. “We’re parked under a tree, far off the road. No one will even notice the car unless they’re looking for it and if it starts to rain, the tree will catch most of it. He’ll probably sleep right through the storm.”

Beverly mumbled something under her breath that Jean didn’t catch, but she ignored it. They’d parked a good quarter mile away from the compound and since neither one of them was exactly in good shape, they’d need all the breath they had. Talking was a luxury they couldn’t afford.

It was just a few minutes before they reached the compound wall. They stood at the base, looking up.

“Where do you think the gate is?” Jean asked as she planted her hands on her hips. The wind was gaining strength, whipping wisps of hair into her face. She made a mental note to get a haircut soon.

“Darned if I know,” Beverly said, looking around. “Guess we oughta start walkin’ the perimeter ‘til we find it.”

Jean sighed, then they started walking toward the east. Thankfully, they saw the gate once they rounded the first corner. Surprisingly—or maybe not—there was a “sentry” stationed out front, in a little building, nonetheless.

Jean tried not to laugh; the cult really, really didn’t want visitors.

“Hi!” Beverly said as she approached. The guard gave her a wary look, but he nodded and seemed to relax once he realized he was dealing with two older women. “How y’all doin’?”

“Fine,” the man muttered as he looked between the two of them. Jean smiled, hoping she looked friendly.

“Uh, our car broke down,” Beverly said, surprising Jean. They hadn’t discussed what they were going to say, what excuse they were going to use for approaching the compound. But she figured it was as good an excuse as any.

“And neither one of us has a cell,” she continued. Jean tried not to show any expression, but hearing Beverly blatantly lie was kind of shocking. She hoped the Lord would forgive the transgression since it was for a good cause.

And we’re lying to the enemy, Jean prayed. Of course, she wasn’t sure the cult was exactly the “enemy,” but it was an assumption.

The man glanced between the two of them again. “Do y’all have a phone we can use?” Beverly continued. “There isn’t much around here, no houses or anythin’, and that storm is lookin’ mighty worrisome.”

Jean glanced up at the wall, then smiled at the man. “Is this some kind of a government facility?” she asked with wide-eyed curiosity. “Like Area 51 or something?” She could sense Beverly wanting to snicker and Jean had to resist the urge to elbow her.

The man huffed out a laugh. “No,” he said, his tone declaring he thought Jean was an idiot. She forced herself to keep a dim-witted smile on her face. “This is a home for wayward souls in need of restoration and regeneration,” he declared. Jean thought the response sounded rehearsed.

“Wow,” Beverly breathed as she looked up the wall, “that sounds wonderful.” Jean forced herself to nod when what she really wanted to do was whack the young man over the head to knock some sense into him.

The guy nodded. “It is,” he said with pride, though he was still eyeing them with suspicion.

“So, do you have a phone we could use?” Jean prompted since he never answered Beverly’s question.

He sneered with a disgusted look like she’d just asked him if he’d like a mud sundae topped with bird poop. “It is forbidden for the Illuminated to use the devices of man,” he said, once again sounding like a recording.

Beverly shot her a look that said well, now what? Jean scrambled to try to think of another reason to get inside, but the man spoke again before she could.

“The Mistress does have a telephone in her office,” he said as he glanced over his shoulder toward the gate. “For emergencies,” he hurried to add. He seemed to be hesitant to say anything further, but then he sighed and motioned for them to stay where they were while he went to the gate. Jean and Beverly watched as he opened the heavy metal door, then disappeared inside, closing it behind him.

“I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this,” Jean muttered. Beverly nodded in agreement.

“Me too, but there isn’t anythin’ the Lord can’t handle and if He wants us to go into some crazy cult and give them the Gospel, then He’ll make sure we’re safe while we do it.”

“Yeah, it’s just what happens after we give them the Gospel that worries me,” Jean said, but then she shrugged. “And I’m working on that... the trusting God to do all things part.”

Beverly laughed. “You’d think after all the things you’ve seen the Lord do, that you’d be just ‘bout ready to walk on water with Him.”

Jean grinned. “Just call me Thomas Peter... doubting Thomas and water-walking Peter, that is.”

They were about to the point of giving up when the gate finally groaned and creaked as it was being opened. They watched as the young man came back out, motioning to them. Beverly muttered “Here we go,” under her breath.

“Lord, keep us safe,” Jean replied, just as quietly.

The guard stepped aside and pointed to another man just inside the gate, who had a look on his face that said he thought they might be bringing the Black Plague to his home.

In return, Jean offered what she hoped was a friendly smile, though with the edginess she was feeling, she figured it looked more maniacal than anything.

“Follow Jim there,” the guard told them. Both women jumped at the sound of the metal gate closing behind them. It gave Jean a sense of being trapped that she had to shove aside.

Jim turned on his heel with military precision and started marching through the swirling dust toward a large building. Jean and Beverly followed, while covertly glancing around the place.

While it had seemed big on the outside by just looking at the wall surrounding the compound, Jean realized she really hadn’t had any idea just how large the place was. It had to be the size of a football field... maybe even larger. She wondered if the cult had major plans for expansion, which was a rather scary thought.

Despite the huge amount of land the compound occupied, there were relatively few buildings in comparison, though dozens of barracks were lined up in neat rows, each with small areas that looked like gardens on the side. Even though it was early Spring, Jean could see green sprouting from the well-tilled soil in many of the little plots of land.

The barracks themselves were unimpressive, though, each painted the exact same shade of light gray, with a small set of dark brown stairs. Small windows were to the left of the doors and surprisingly, none had curtains or any sort of window covering. They looked an awful lot like the barracks in boot camp that she’d seen in movies.

In fact, Jean thought as she looked around more, the entire compound had a definite military feel to it. Even the people, who were all dressed in the same gray color—the men in shirts and pants and the women in unflattering, shapeless dresses that hit them at the calves—looked like soldiers.

Or maybe prisoners.

She embraced that thought as they approached the large building centered in the middle of the compound while still covertly examining the area. The people did appear to be more like prisoners than soldiers, as they seemed to lack any kind of happiness while they moved about performing whatever duty they had. Even the few children she saw were joyless. No laughter, no talking, no playing.

Like the buildings and their clothing, they were drab. Jean could almost taste the oppression.

“Got a kind of communist camp feel to it, don’t it?” Beverly murmured. Jean had to strain to hear her over the howling wind, but she nodded in agreement.

Jim led them up the steep set of stairs to the main building. Jean thought it was a bit strange that the place was so much higher than the rest of the buildings. It was almost like the “Mistress” wanted to make sure everyone knew who was in charge, who was above them.

Jean and Beverly breathed a sigh of relief once they were inside the building and Jim shut out the angry weather. They looked around while they waited for him to continue escorting them.

Unlike the rest of the drab compound, the inside of the main building was decorated with splashes of color in the furnishings and paintings on the walls that looked like they might possibly be original oils. Jean and Beverly glanced at each other, the unspoken comment traveling between them: The Mistress has money. Most likely thanks to her prisoners/followers.

Their escort opened an ornately carved door and motioned for them to precede him in. The hair on the back of Jean’s neck stood on end when she thought about the fact that the man could be leading them into a room so he could lock them up.

Lord, getting kinda scared here... please stay with us.

“I will never leave you nor forsake you...”

Jean grinned at the immediate answer she heard. Beverly noticed and her eyebrow rose. Jean pointed upward and mouthed Answer to prayer. Her friend smiled and nodded.

The door quietly closed behind them and Jean glanced over her shoulder. Jim had indeed left them inside without so much as a word of instruction, but at least she hadn’t heard a lock engage. She then turned and looked around the room. It was apparently a sitting room, judging by the expensive-looking brocade chairs surrounding a low table. The furniture looked like it belonged in an English mansion and Jean wouldn’t have been surprised if a maid turned up to serve them tea.

Before Jean could ask Beverly if she thought they should sit, a noise made them both turn toward the source, watching as a woman in a long black robe stepped into the room. Jean frowned; there hadn’t been a visible door there, but apparently, the room had a hidden one.

Jean almost laughed; assuming the woman was the “Mistress,” she obviously had a very high opinion of herself. She carried herself like a haughty queen, even to the point of looking down her nose at them, like she’d discovered a dead mouse on her expensive Persian rug.

Why they had to meet with the woman in charge just to use a phone was beyond Jean, but then she remembered that Bethany had warned them that the Mistress was very persuasive in getting people to join her cult and she figured the woman was wanting more victims. She sure had a strange way of going about that persuasion, though. There was nothing about her that was welcoming in any way.

“Hi,” Beverly said, “our car broke down and—”

“You want to use my telephone,” the woman interrupted, then sniffed as she folded her hands over her ample stomach. “I heard. It’s in here,” she said as she turned to walk back through the hidden door.

Jean and Beverly glanced at each other with matching curled lips. The woman was a real... gem. Jean’s mouth twitched in amusement. She was about to burst into giggles over the ridiculousness of the situation.

They walked into the hidden room and Jean about tripped over her feet—where she thought that the rest of the building was expensively decorated, it was nothing compared to the Mistress’s office. A huge mahogany desk with an intricately carved front panel depicting what looked like angels and demons warring sat in the corner, covered with papers. She figured the desk alone had to be worth several thousand dollars, if not more. The chair behind the desk was huge and even though it was a desk chair, it somewhat resembled a throne with the high back and matching carved mahogany.

The chairs in front of the desk were heavy-looking, upholstered in burgundy velvet, studded with brass buttons. The rug beneath their feet actually looked like the Persian rug Jean had joked about to herself in the outer room. She had the ugly thought that she wished she’d walked in mud before coming in.

One entire wall was full of bookshelves, although there were very few books. Instead, the nooks were filled with knick-knacks, but not the ordinary dust collectors—there were vases that Jean was sure were ancient, shadowboxes displaying old coins, plates that looked like they’d been hand painted, and even a family of owls that she was pretty sure were solid gold.

Apparently, the cult business was lucrative.

“The phone is here,” the Mistress said as she motioned to her desk. Jean tried not to smirk at the fact that the “no devices of man” policy obviously didn’t apply to the woman in charge, since she had a bank of monitors to the side of her desk watching over the entire compound, and a very expensive-looking computer set-up.

Jean thanked the woman as she took the receiver from the phone cradle. She figured she’d just call her own cell that was sitting in the car. She just hoped Louie didn’t freak out at the sound of the ringer. Then again, he might just answer it.

She’d barely gotten the area code plugged into the phone when she noticed something flashing across the woman’s computer screen. It looked like an alert of some sort and Jean peered at it a little closer, paling when she realized what it said.

“Uh, excuse me,” she said as she pointed to the screen while replacing the phone in its cradle, “but aren’t we near Joliet?”

The woman glanced at her, frowning when she saw Jean pointing to her computer. She rounded the desk and pushed Jean aside. She would have been a little affronted by that bit of rudeness if it hadn’t been for the fact that she was more interested in what was on the screen than in manners.

The Mistress hissed as she grabbed the mouse and started clicking, then typing. “This came in ten minutes ago,” she grumbled.

“What is it?” Beverly asked.

Jean glanced at her, then back at the screen, watching as the woman accessed some website. “Tornado near here,” she replied.

“Not near here,” the Mistress said as she stared at the screen. She then straightened and looked between the two of them. Her haughty facade was gone, and Jean noticed her complexion was much paler than it had been.

“It’s coming right at us.”

Jean and Beverly both gasped while the Mistress turned and typed some more on the computer. Within seconds, an alarm sounded in the compound, so loud that the windows rattled.

“We need to get to the storm shelter!” the woman yelled over the alarm as she shed her robe, revealing a colorful blouse and jeans. Even through the chaos, Jean had the thought that it wasn’t fair the Mistress could wear whatever she wanted, while her subjects had to wear prison garb.

The woman motioned for Jean and Beverly to follow, and they chased her out of the office, through the sitting room. They were halfway down the hall when Beverly grabbed Jean’s arm. She looked at her friend, whose eyes were wide.

“Louie,” she cried. Jean winced as guilt stabbed at her—in the panic and pandemonium, she hadn’t even thought of him.

Jean called out to the Mistress, who was running pretty fast for such a large woman. “My cat is in my car, about a quarter-mile down the road!”

The woman glanced over her shoulder as she took the steps down the porch two at a time. “There’s no time!” She pointed to the west and Jean and Beverly looked to see a huge, black funnel cloud just beyond the compound wall. Her car was right in its path. Jean’s heart lurched, but she knew there wasn’t anything she could do; there was no way she could get to the car in time.

Oh, Father, please keep that cat safe! Even though Louie could be a pain, and seemed to love everyone but her, she didn’t want anything to happen to him.

People from all over the compound were running toward what looked like a small building constructed of cement blocks, but Jean could see it was just a structure for a set of heavy metal doors. Jim, the man who had escorted them, held the doors open and motioned for people to hurry inside.

Jean watched with wide eyes as the Mistress shoved a woman with two children aside so she could get down the steps ahead of them. The woman stumbled as the wind buffeted her thin frame and she lost her grip on one of the kids. The little boy’s feet left the ground as the wind caught him and he screamed. Beverly was closest, and she grabbed the kid right as he was about to blow away.

“I got him!” she yelled to the woman as Jean helped her to her feet while grabbing the little girl by the arm. She dragged both mother and daughter to the door and shoved them into the opening, then helped Beverly. She glanced at Jim, who surprisingly had what looked like a grateful smile as he nodded to them. Once they were heading down the steps, he closed the metal doors behind him and latched them in place.

Jean had to fight back a bit of panic then; she had always been a bit claustrophobic.

Thankfully, the shelter was surprisingly well-lit and spacious. Jean glanced around and saw that there were maybe seventy people huddled on sofas, chairs, and benches around the area. Children were understandably crying, and Jean frowned when she noticed that the parents were trying to hush them while darting nervous glances towards the Mistress, who had taken occupancy on what looked like another throne-type chair. Of course, it was placed on a small riser along one wall.

The queen playing court.

Jean gritted her teeth; after the display outside when the woman shoved the mother, she really wanted to knock that woman onto her royal fanny, give her a taste of her own medicine.

Beverly was still holding the little boy, who couldn’t have been more than three or four. She was rubbing circles on his back and singing softly to him. The boy sniffled as he clung to her neck while the boy’s mother watched, a grateful smile on her face. It was then that Jean noticed Jim sitting next to her, with the little girl on his knee and realized they were his family.

She wondered what he thought of his “fearless leader” fearfully shoving his wife and children aside so she could save her own sorry self.

Once the boy was calm, Beverly handed him over to his mother, then she and Jean found two chairs along the wall that hadn’t been taken. They sat and listened to the wind howling, clutching each other’s hands for support and comfort.

Even though they were a good ten feet underground and inside a cement bunker, the noise from the storm above them was deafening. The ground even seemed to shake—both beneath them and around them. Jean started worrying that the bunker might collapse around them.

A booming crash against the doors caused the group to startle, with many crying out in alarm. Several people shot to their feet as all eyes focused on the door while the lights flickered on and off.

It seemed like an eternity before the sound of the wind lessened, though Jean guessed it had only been a few minutes. Being from California, she knew very little about tornadoes, but from documentaries she’d seen, she knew they traveled very fast. The damage was the result of the incredibly high winds and how large the tornado was. If it was big enough, it could destroy an entire city.

Or a cult’s compound.

Jim and another man moved up the steps and listened at the door for a moment. “Sounds like it’s passed,” the other man announced and there was a collective sigh of relief from the group. He turned then and unlatched the doors and he and Jim pushed them open.

But they didn’t budge.

“Something’s blocking them,” Jim said. He and the man grunted as they both pushed their shoulders and backs at the door, but it didn’t move.

“Probably that crash we heard,” the other man said.

“You think?” the Mistress sneered. She hadn’t moved an inch from her “throne,” and hadn’t said one word to comfort the people, yet she could manage to be snide. Some leader she is, Jean thought.

There were some panicky sounds coming from the others and Jean started praying harder, begging the Lord to keep her own panic at bay. The last thing she needed was to have a claustrophobic freakout and try to claw her way out of the cinderblocks. She’d just painted her fingernails.

“Well, I’m sure someone will come looking for us... eventually,” Jim said as he walked back down the steps. He didn’t look too convinced himself. He planted his hands on his hips as he glanced around the room.

“We have enough food and water for about three days,” he added. “That should last us until help arrives.”

“And what help is that going to be?” a woman asked, but she darted a nervous glance at the Mistress, as if she was afraid to speak. “I mean, we—we’re out in the middle of nowhere,” she stammered, hanging her head.

“And no one knows we’re even here,” another man added.

“Yeah, and since there’s something on top of the bunker doors, who knows if anyone will even see it,” another said.

“Well, we’re buried under three feet of concrete and cinderblocks,” Jim added. “We sure can’t dig our way out.”

There was a lot of grumbling then, frightened voices adding to the chaos as children and some women started to cry. Through it all, the Mistress just sat on her wide fanny, not saying a thing. Jean glared at the woman before realizing that she looked a bit shell-shocked.

“Too bad y’all don’t allow cellphones here,” Beverly said. “Can’t exactly call for help now, can we?”

Jean elbowed her. “Behave,” she hissed, though it sounded more like a laugh.

Beverly’s comment was like dumping a can of gasoline onto a fire. The room just about exploded with “what ifs” and “what are we going to dos.” It seemed the “Illuminated” weren’t seeing any light at that moment.

Jean glanced around the room, wondering which people were Bethany’s parents. That had been their original mission, to witness to the couple, to give them the truth of the Gospel. But now Jean was seeing a much bigger picture.

Lord, I need Your help now. I see what You want me to do, but You’re gonna have to do all the work. I’ll just be Your mouthpiece...

She stood then and called out to get everyone’s attention. Apparently, she wasn’t heard—or else was being ignored—because the mayhem continued. A loud whistle made Jean jump and whirl around. Beverly winked at her.

The crowd quieted and turned to stare at Jean. “We all need to calm down,” she told them with a smile. She motioned to Beverly, who stood up, moving to her side.

“We’re Christians and we serve a God, the God, who can do all things. He is the Creator, after all! Now, we’re going to pray and ask Jesus to help us out of this situation and we’re gonna believe that He will do just that. Now, any of you who’d like to pray with us, just come—”

“Hold it,” the Mistress growled as she pushed herself off her chair. Jean cocked an eyebrow at the woman who’d obviously come out of her shock. Jean was having a very difficult time not outright sneering at her. The woman moved toward Jean and Beverly, staring at them with malice, obviously trying to intimidate them.

It didn’t work.

Jean crossed her arms over her chest and gave her a bored look. Beverly propped her fists on her hips and straightened her spine. The woman glanced between the two of them and Jean saw a flicker of hesitancy cross her face. She’d probably figured they were going to cower in her “holy” presence. Fat chance, sister.

“We don’t need some god to help us,” the Mistress sneered. “We are the Illuminated,” she said with a haughty nod, like that explained everything.

“So, what... you gonna shoot laser beams outta your eyes and cut us outta here?” Beverly asked and Jean snickered. The woman’s eyes narrowed on Beverly.

“We will all gather together and meditate for guidance.”

Jean snorted. “Guidance from who? If you don’t believe in God, then who do you think is gonna guide you?” She was a little surprised when she heard murmurs of agreement flitter around the crowd.

The Mistress heard them too, because her head whipped around, taking in the room. Jean watched as most of the people cowered under her gaze. She then slowly turned back to Jean and Beverly.

“We do not need to explain to you how we seek our guidance,” she huffed. “You are not one of us.”

“Hallelujah,” Beverly chimed in, drawing the woman’s ire again.

Jean motioned for the woman to go ahead and do whatever it was she thought she was going to do. “Have at it,” she told her as she and Beverly both turned back to their chairs. “We’ll just be waiting for you to not get any guidance and when you’re done, come back to us and we’ll pray to the one true God to take care of things.”

The Mistress glared at them again, then turned her back and motioned to her followers to sit on the floor in a circle around her. Jean looked at Beverly and they both rolled their eyes.

“Gettin’ the feelin’ this is gonna be another Elijah and the prophets of Baal story,” Beverly murmured. Jean grinned at her and nodded.

So, they sat back and waited. And waited. And waited some more. The Mistress was making quite the show of her “meditation,” walking around the circle, touching each of the followers on the top of the head. She’d pause before each one and murmur something they couldn’t hear, then the follower would bow, touching their head to the floor at her feet.

It was rather nauseating to watch.

“How is it they can bend over like that?” Jean asked. The people were sitting cross-legged on the floor, yet still managed to bend completely over to touch their heads to the floor. Her thighs ached just watching it.

“Look at them all,” Beverly whispered back. “They’re all skin and bones. If I didn’t have this Santa Claus belly on me, I’d be able to do that too.” Jean huffed out a laugh.

“Yeah, maybe,” she said, rubbing her own belly, “but I still think my thigh muscles would snap.”

The Mistress finally made it around the circle, the moved back to the center. “Well,” Jean called out, “got any information yet?”

“Are your laser beams all charged up now?” Beverly added.

Jean elbowed her again. “Be like Paul,” she whispered. “He was all things to all men, remember.” Beverly’s mouth scrunched to the side at the comment.

The Mistress’s back stiffened, but she didn’t reply, instead choosing to bow her head and clasp her hands together under her chin. If she hadn’t jutted her elbows out at right angles, it would have looked like she was praying.

No one moved or made a sound for a long time. Jean and Beverly started shifting in their chairs, trying to get comfortable. After maybe ten more minutes, Beverly stood and stretched, groaning as she pushed on her lower back. Jean noticed more than a few followers looking their
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