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Dedication
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THIS THIRD NOVEL IN the PRISONERS OF HOPE SERIES is dedicated to the sweet ladies in my Bible study group who graciously prayed me through the two-year writing process. I am grateful for their faithful friendship and support and for our faithful Savior who hears and answers prayer. Many thanks to Amy, Barb, Becky, Bonnie, Fariba, Jan, Jane, Janis, Jill, Kaci, Kathy, Mai, Melinda, Nancy and Pam!

Hidden Path is also dedicated to Cole Community Church, a wonderful group of believers who seek and teach truth from God’s Word, who worship and pray together, and who serve one another as well as the community. Unlike the church members described in this series, Cole Community congregants are equals with their leaders. They’re honored rather than humiliated, nurtured rather than castigated, appreciated rather than abused, and loved rather than exploited. Personal integrity is expected for leaders and adherents alike, and management of the church’s finances is transparent and open for review. I am truly blessed to be a part of a church body that strives to follow biblical guidelines.

The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear? The Lord is the stronghold of my life—of whom shall I be afraid? When the wicked advance against me to devour me, it is my enemies and my foes who will stumble and fall. (Psalm 27:1-3a NIV)

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness can never extinguish it. (John 1:5 NLT)

Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. Your Word is truth. You will know the truth, and the truth will set free you.

John 1:17b; 17:17b; 8:32 (BLB)
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Chapter One
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MY EXCITEMENT GROWS with each step I take along the busy terminal. I can’t wait to see my parents and my brother again. But, oh, how I wish Grandma Hunt’s impending death wasn’t the reason for our gathering—and that I’d been able to visit her earlier.

I’m not sure how many years have passed since I last saw my nanna. Life blurred after my husband died. Thanks to grief and alcoholism, I lost track of everything important.

Pain stabs my heart. Eric, my sweet Eric. If he were here, we’d have so much fun with Mom and Dad and Kip—and Grandma Hunt, even in her semiconscious condition. She and Eric loved to tease each other. His goodbye surely would have brought a smile to her lips. However, he died young, and she had to say goodbye to him first. I had to say goodbye to him first.

A courtesy cart approaches, and I step aside to let it pass. The driver lifts his hand. I smile and nod, but my thoughts remain with Eric. Saying a final farewell to my husband was the worst moment of my life. I begged him to hang on, but he couldn’t do it. Sometimes, I resent that he didn’t try harder. Other times, I focus my anger on the doctors who failed us. More often than not, I regret I didn’t do more to keep Eric alive.

But anger and regret can’t bring him back. I take a long breath, blow it out, and for the millionth time, pull myself from the self-pity brink.

The woman walking next to me gives me a funny look.

I turn my head so the floppy borrowed hat I’m wearing hides my face. She doesn’t know I don’t dare stop at the bar up ahead, that I can’t risk being sucked into alcoholism again, which is what self-pity does to me. I want to enjoy my family during the short time I have with them and celebrate the wonderful woman I call “Nanna.”

Though I’m anxious to see my family, my excitement is tinged with apprehension. Not only do I dread saying goodbye to my sweet grandmother, I dread running into Noreen Nystrom, the woman who conned me into joining Faithful Followers of the Way. She knew I was desperate to leave jail and willing to do whatever she asked to get into the church’s rehab program.

Noreen and Bruce Nystrom’s unwelcome presence on the airplane and in the airport has tarnished my homecoming, to say the least. They were seated in first class during the flight from Bozeman, Montana, to Portland, Oregon. I was at the very back of the plane and much slower to disembark. But still, they can’t be too far ahead of me.

Spotting the women’s restroom, I adjust my sunglasses and check for Bruce, who could be waiting for Noreen, but I don’t see him outside the entrance. I pull my hat over my eyes and step inside, where hand soap and hairspray aromas compete with the underlying urine odor common to public bathrooms. Head down, I hurry into a stall, determined to maintain my disguise until I’m safely out of the airport and on my way to my parents’ home in Salem.

In theory, Noreen can’t stop me from seeing my family. A Bozeman judge gave me permission for this trip. But I wouldn’t put it past her to make a scene in the middle of the airport and have me arrested on a trumped-up charge the way Ruby Jade, the church’s lead pastor, did.

No doubt, Noreen would stomp her stilettos and scream the name Ruby Jade forced on me, the name I’m known by at church. “Cassandra Turner! What are you doing here? Ruby Jade didn’t say you could leave Montana!”

I don’t want to risk a clash with the nasty woman, if for no other reason than the fact she’d steal precious minutes, maybe hours, from my court-allocated time with loved ones. Too many years have passed since we were all together. I’m hoping and praying this bathroom stop is the only delay before I see my family again.

Mom and Kip are waiting for me at an airport coffee shop. They’ll hug me and welcome me home. And call me by my real name, Cassie True.

I hang my pink purse, the black hat and the flower-covered tote I borrowed from my friend Myrtle Mae on the stall hooks and take a brush from the bag. Running it through my hair, I think about the last time I saw Mom and Dad. They’d traveled all the way from Salem to Bozeman to visit me in the Gallatin County Detention Center where I was a skinny, stringy-haired resident dressed in orange. The sight of me must have broken their hearts.

Just like in the jail bathroom, restroom noises resound. Toilets flush. Stall doors open and close. Water splashes. Hand dryers roar. I’m grateful I’m no longer confined behind bars, yet some days I wonder if I stepped from the frying pan into the fire when I entered the Transformation Way rehab program.

Finished, I drop the brush in the bag and twist my hair on top of my head. I’d rather wear it down, but for now, I add the hat and angle it over my eyes. My purse on one shoulder and the tote on the other, I cautiously open the door to survey my surroundings via the mirror across from the stall. Women and girls come and go, their suitcase wheels clattering against the tile floor.

Not seeing Noreen, I hurry to the mirror to check my disguise. I’ll be shocked if my family recognizes me, and it’s not just because of the hat. Though I hate to admit the church has made even one positive contribution to my life, my appearance is less scary, more human than when my parents last saw me. My hair is styled and highlighted, and my teeth are fixed. I’ve even put on a little weight since I joined FFOW. Mom and Dad should be pleased.

“Love your hat.” The woman at the next sink is smiling at me in the mirror.

I return her smile. “Thank you.”

“It’s very cute on you. You must be one of those women born to wear a hat.”

“You think so?”

She winks and turns to go.

Before I follow her out of the restroom, I remove my FFOW-issued watch. One less identifier to catch Noreen’s attention. I think about my true self, the personality I was born with, not just how I look in a hat. Does my individuality shine through the cookie-cutter façade the church forces on us? Corban Dahlstrom seems to see and appreciate the real me.

But do I know the real Corban? He’s a longtime Follower, yet I believe his core personality shines through now and then. When we work together away from the church, he’s relaxed and fun. He seems genuine. At the church, he’s polite but guarded—and distant. The easy-going side of him is definitely my favorite.

I look both ways before I step from the restroom into the ever-moving throng that traverses the terminal. Hat pulled low, I weave between travelers to access the moving walkway. Once I’m on it, I hurry ahead at a pace slightly under a jog. Noreen and Bruce are probably down at baggage claim by now. Thank God I didn’t check any luggage.

I’m meeting my family at Mom’s favorite pre-security coffee shop, Portland Roasting Company. But like Corban, I can’t let my guard down, at least not yet. The Nystroms might decide they need coffee before they go wherever they’re headed or—

I stop. Or they may not have bags to claim. I could run into them anywhere along the way. My heart begins to pound, and I start walking again. Please, God... If they see me, please don’t let them recognize me.

Gentle words penetrate my agitation, and I hear a man named Harmon’s voice. He prayed for me on the airplane and assured me God “had” the flight just like he “has” what happens in Oregon. Thanks to Harmon, and thanks to God, I slept all the way here. I eye the terminal ceiling. You gave me a kindhearted seatmate, Lord, and wonderful rest. Now, I give you my worries.

As promised, Mom and Kip are standing near the Portland Roasting Company counter. My beautiful Jamaican mom’s chocolate skin glows beneath the overhead lights. The wonderful aroma of roasted coffee beans greets me, but not my mother or my brother. Neither of them shows any sign of recognition. I pull off the hat, shake out my highlighted hair and walk over to them.

I’m two steps away when Mom exclaims, “Cassie, it’s you! I didn’t recognize you under that hat.”

“Sis!” Kip says. “What’s with the movie-star disguise?”

I take off my sunglasses and we share a long three-way embrace. The warm tang of my mother’s favorite Jamaican body oil, which I happen to know is a mango, papaya, lemon-lime blend, mingles with Kip’s soapy cedar scent. Being enveloped by my loved ones and hearing their laughter feels even better than I anticipated. “Is Dad at work?”

“He’s with your grandmother,” Mom says. “Doesn’t want her to live her last days on earth without at least one of us by her side.”

“That’s so sweet.” Tears mist my eyes. “But sad.”

“I’m pretty sure she knew me,” Kip says. “Gave my hand a squeeze.” He takes my bag from me. “I know she’ll be glad you came.”

Back at the Bozeman airport, Corban jokingly said real men carry women’s luggage, no matter how humiliating. I tell my brother, “Kip, it’s kinda girly. Might ruin your masculine reputation.”

“Real men don’t let a few flowers stop them from helping a little ole lady across the street.”

“Hey, I’m not—”

“I love your hair, Cassie,” Mom says. “Cute cut and great highlights, but...” My fashion-writer mother eyes my long-sleeved blouse and polyester pants. “You don’t look like the daughter I remember in that outfit. And where in the world did you find a pink purse?”

“Don’t go there, Mom.” I put the hat and the sunglasses back on, in case the Nystroms are nearby. But I leave my hair down. “As long as I’m in the program, I have to do as the Romans do.”

“Or dress as my grandmother dressed.” She shudders. “What happened to the clothes I sent you?”

“Long story. I’ll tell you later. Right now, I’m anxious to see Grandma and catch up with you guys.”

“We would have talked more,” she says, “if your phone calls hadn’t been so—”

“Something else to discuss another time.” My family’s focus should be on my grandmother, a dear, dear woman who deeply loves us all. I need to honor her, not disrupt a sacred gathering or muddy everyone’s minds with Ruby Jade horror stories.

“You seem tired, Mom.” I hug her waist. “Have you been putting in long days with Grandma?”

“Yes.” She wraps her arm around my shoulders. “If I didn’t sit with her a few hours every day, your dad would be there twenty-four-seven. He needs to get away, sleep, catch up at work, take a walk or whatever. Your Uncle Gabe has come a couple times, but he can’t stay long.”

She sighs. “When I’m not with your grandmother, I try to keep your dad fed, help him with final arrangements, make phone calls, send out texts and emails to the family. Those sorts of things.”

A barista calls Kip’s name and we walk over to claim our coffees. “Don’t know how you’re drinking your coffee these days,” Kip says. “I ordered you a regular. You can doctor it however you want.”

I stir in a tablespoon of the shop’s superfood creamer. I’ve never had it before, but it sounds interesting. And then, with Mom on one side and Kip on the other, I savor the simple act of walking to the parking garage with two of my favorite people. This is the safest and happiest I’ve felt in a long, long time.

“I can’t wait to see Dad and Grandma,” I tell them. “Seems like an eternity since I’ve been with you. Except you, big brother.” I nudge Kip. “Your Bozeman visit was way too short, but seeing you was a huge bright spot in my crazy life.”

He waggles his eyebrows. “That’s what all the girls say.”

“Yeah, sure. As if you take time out for girls between climbs.”

“What’s the point?”

“One of these days, Kip.” Mom shakes a forefinger at him. “You’ll be smitten so hard the mountains will melt into prairies for you.”

“I hope not.” He looks alarmed.

I give him a sideways glance. “I take it no sister-in-law is in my immediate future.”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Bummer. I always wanted a sister.”

We haven’t traveled far on the road to Salem, when Mom rests her head against the passenger window and goes to sleep. Kip, who’s driving, glances over at her and then at me in the mirror. “About meeting you for lunch, have you had any more trouble with that guy?” He peeks at Mom again. Her breath comes in soft whispers.

I bend as close as the seatbelt allows and keep my voice low. “No, other than the fact he told the church leaders he saw me there. He also said you and I are having an affair.”

Kip’s eyes blaze. “Ludicrous.”

“There’s more, so keep your eyes on the road.” I don’t want us to have an accident because of a weird church controlled by weird people.

“If I ever get my hands on the numbskull, I’ll—” He clutches the steering wheel like he’s about to rip it off.

I smirk. “Numbskull” is one of our dad’s favorite words for bad drivers.

Three motorcyclists pass us, their long hair flapping behind their helmets. I wait until their noisy machines are in front of our car before continuing. “I was lambasted before the entire congregation for patronizing a bar that plays...” I finger quote. “‘Carnal country music’ and serves alcoholic beverages. I supposedly not only drank alcohol there, I drank it with a Gentile, which I think means anyone who isn’t in their church. And not any Gentile, mind you, but a despicable male Gentile, the one with whom I’m having an affair.”

“Argh.” Kip shakes his fists in the air. “That’s, that’s so—”

“Tell me about it.” I’m glad he finished his coffee, or it would be splashed it all over the car by now.

Scowling, he grabs the wheel. “You told them the truth, right?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t what they wanted to hear. They wanted me to confess my horrific sin right then and there.”

He grimaces. “What did you do?”

“Vance’s mother is the leader—I think I told you that already. She interrupted the inquisition because she wanted time to speak. But she said she’d deal with me later. Knowing her, it’s a promise she’ll keep.”

“Any idea what she might do to you?”

“No, but it won’t be pleasant.”

“You have to get out of there.”

“I wish.” I drink the last of my coffee and place the empty cup in a cup holder. “Thanks for the coffee, Kip. It was really good.”

My brother drives us straight to the memory center where Grandma Hunt has lived for several years. As we cross the parking lot, Mom tells me she and Dad considered taking Grandma to their home for her final days. But because of her dementia, they decided not to remove her from familiar surroundings.

Mom greets the receptionist and signs us in. We’re barely in the hallway when she whispers, “If this place used real floral arrangements rather than silk, they might be able to mask the unpleasant aroma.”

I forgot I always need a few minutes to adjust to the stuffy smell in nursing homes. A nurse friend once told me the source is aging bodies, not poor hygiene. Random bouquets of fresh flowers couldn’t compete.

Dad stands when we walk in and greets me with one of his wonderful bear hugs. “Good to see you, Girl.”

“I’m so happy to be here with you.” I sink into his loving embrace. “And Mom and Kip and...” I turn to Grandma. Tears spring to my eyes. Always an active, fun-loving woman, now her eyes are closed, and her face is pale, with only a hint of color. Her beautiful white hair is crumpled against the pillow.

“Take my seat,” Dad says, rolling his shoulders. “I need to move a bit and stretch my back.”

I slip into the chair he was sitting in. It’s still warm. Clasping Grandma’s soft hand, I murmur, “Hey, Nanna. It’s me, Cassie.”

She presses my fingers, ever so slightly.

The tears I’ve been trying to contain spill over my eyelids. “I’ve been praying I’d get to say goodbye to you in person.” I sniff and swipe at my wet cheeks. “But I’d rather be strolling through your garden with you, like we used to do. You were always so patient with my questions about plants and bugs and life.”

Her eyelids flutter. I swear she’s trying to say something.
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Chapter Two



[image: ]


I LEAN CLOSER TO MY grandma. Despite the antiseptic environment, she smells the same as always—grassy and musty with a hint of Dove soap.

The softest of whispers escapes her lips. “Kit-ten.”

My heart hiccups. “Oh, Nanna, you remember.” I stroke her hand. “I’ll always be your Kitten.”

Right after Eric christened me “Cat,” she started calling me “Kitten.” And I’d tell her, “You’re the one with the fur coat.”

She had a fake fur cape she loved to wear, mostly to annoy the PETA crowd, who’d invariably shout insults at her. Their creativity amused her, especially the slurs comparing her to a snake. That’s when she’d throw open her cape to show off her snakeskin belt.

“Be...a...tiger.” Her words are so faint, I wonder if I heard right.

“Mom.” Dad drops into the chair on the other side of the bed. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

Her only response is a tiny smile.

Kip brings over two more chairs, and the four of us sit around Grandma’s bed, telling our favorite family stories. We remember the twinkle in her eye, the funny things she said and did, how she taught me to ice skate and make a perfect pie crust. But she taught Kip the fine arts of mashed-potato sculpting and knife-throwing.

“You know, Nanna...” I rub her arm. “I have to admit I was jealous of Kip because I needed knife-throwing lessons, too. Every time I threw his knife at the hay-bale target out by the barn, it landed in the dirt.”

Kip snorts. “She didn’t give you lessons because you were so hopeless at it.”

“Not true.”

Mom rolls her eyes. “Hush, you two.”

We sing Grandma’s favorite worship songs, including one I wrote about heaven and seeing Jesus face to face. Again, I’m convinced a smile touches her lips. I caress her velvety skin. She’s soft as a kitten, inside and out.

After a while—I have no idea how much time has passed—her breathing slows and the color seeps from her face.

I rest my cheek on her pillow and whisper in her ear, “I love you, Nanna. I don’t want you to leave, but Jesus is calling you home. He’s ready to give you a new body. You can be your ornery self again.” I giggle. “Well, maybe ornery in a good way. And you’ll be with Grandpa. What a wonderful reunion you two will have.”

My tears drip onto her pillow. “Be sure to watch for us. We won’t be far behind. One of these days, we’ll all be together in heaven.”

Dad lifts her hand and kisses it. “Gabe said to tell you he couldn’t have asked for a better mom. I agree.” He swallows. “Bye, Mom. I look forward to joining you and Dad in heaven one of these days.”

Kip lays his hand on her shoulder. “You are the best grandma ever. I will never forget you.”

“I can say the same about having you for a mother-in-law.” Mom swipes at the tears coursing down her brown cheeks. “Even when I was a clueless bumbling bride from a different culture, you were kind and patient with me.” She chokes out the words. “I grew to love you as much as I loved my own mother.”

Dad gently lowers Grandma’s hand to the bed.

She whispers, “Oh...” and lifts both hands like she’s reaching for something—or Someone. A golden glow lights her face.

As quickly as it came, the ethereal radiance fades. Lowering her arms, she exhales a long, quiet sigh. The only trace of her joyful yet peaceful departure is the smile that lingers on her lips.

“Goodbye, Nanna,” I whisper. “Say hello to Jesus for us.”

Dad calls Uncle Gabe and they talk softly for several minutes. A half hour later, we’re still sitting beside the bed, sharing memories. For some silly reason, we’re whispering.

At the sound of a rap on the door, Dad says, “Come in,” and Rev. Tucker, my parents’ pastor, steps into the room. He’s portlier than I remember—too many potluck dinners, perhaps—and his gray hair curls on his collar. First time I’ve seen him in a polo shirt.

“Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to—” His eyes brighten. “Cassie. Good to see you. What a pleasant surprise.”

I stand and hug him. “I was able to get away from the rehab program for a short while.”

“Wonderful.” He turns to my brother, who’s also now standing, and embraces him. “Good to see you, too, Kip.”

Motioning to my parents, he says, “I don’t want to disturb your family gathering, so I won’t stay.” He looks at Grandma. “How is she—?” He shifts a questioning gaze Dad’s direction.

“She left us.” Dad smiles. “Hasn’t been long.”

“I’m so sorry. She was a dear woman.” Pastor Tucker moves to the end of the bed and regards her still form with obvious fondness. “A true saint. I will miss her.” He extends his hand to my parents. “You have my condolences, and when you’re ready, we can finalize the arrangements we discussed earlier. Until then...” He turns to go. “You’ll be in my prayers.”

“Wait.” I grab his arm. “Don’t go.”

He stops, eyebrows raised.

“Could we have a private service right here, right now?” I plead with him through a veil of tears. “I missed Grandpa’s service and I really want to be here for Grandma’s...if you don’t mind.”

I face my parents. “And if it’s okay with you. I know you said you’ll have the service soon, but the rest of the family isn’t here yet, and I can only stay a couple days.”

“Yes.” Dad looks thoughtful. “I believe a private service would be good for all of us, if you have the time, Pastor.”

Mom wipes tears from her cheeks, tears I know are for me and my grief. “We could use a little TLC, but this is spur of the moment.”

“I’d be happy to. Some farewell services are difficult because I didn’t know the person.” Pastor Tucker smiles. “Or I did, and they were such cantankerous so-and-sos, I couldn’t come up with anything good to say about them.

“But Dory Hunt?” He chuckles. “We might be here for hours, recalling what a spunky, gracious woman she was.” After a pause, he says, “Before we begin, I have a request. As you know, Dory and my wife team-taught Sunday school for many years. They were the best of friends.” He glances at each of us. “With your permission, I’d like to ask Isabelle to join us and bring my Bible with her.”

Mom smiles. “Of course.”

“We’d love to have her come,” Dad says, “providing Cassie and Kip are comfortable with the idea.”

Kip shrugs and I nod. Isabelle is a super-nice lady. When I was in high school, she asked about school and told me how much she enjoyed my music almost every Sunday.

Saying an official goodbye to Grandma Hunt is somehow more painful than watching her pass from this life into the next. Yet, Pastor Tucker’s words and the Scriptures he reads are comforting. And the memories he and Isabelle share have us vacillating between amazement and laughter at my nanna’s crazy sense of humor.

She could do anything she set her mind to—and she always added a measure of fun. More often than not, she’d forget the motions to Sunday school songs. According to Isabelle, her improvised actions tended to be more energetic than the original ones.

“She’d have the kids jumping off chairs, pounding the walls and conga-dancing around the room.” Isabelle’s eyes sparkle. “I sometimes wondered if she purposely forgot, so she’d have an excuse to enliven things a bit.”

“I’ll never forget the time she treated us to a roast beef dinner,” Pastor Tucker says, “then fixed bananas flambé for dessert. She was adding the rum and—”

“Caught the potholder on fire!” Isabelle giggles. “It wasn’t funny, but it was. She bounced all over the kitchen, flapping the potholder in the air.”

“And,” Pastor Tucker adds, “shouting the most creative swear words you ever heard.”

“Like what?” Kip asks. Of course, my brother would want to know. He has his own list of unique words he probably learned from Grandma.

“Offhand, the only two I remember are ‘great Caesar’s ghost’ and ‘son of a skunk.’” The pastor’s face is alive with humor.

We all laugh, but Dad and Kip eye each other. I get the impression they’ve heard those words before.

“Finally,” Isabelle says, “Harold waved his hands to get her attention and shouted, ‘Goodnight in the morning, Dory! Toss the blasted thing in the sink before you burn down the house!’ Which she did, or we might not be here today.”

Tears stream down our faces, and I laugh so hard my stomach hurts.

“Too bad you don’t have a video of Grandma dancing around the kitchen,” Kip says. “It’d go viral.”

“Funny how Mom and Dad never told us that story.” My father shakes his head. “But I don’t need a video to picture those two in action.”

And neither do I. I smile, delighted to have another Grandma story to add to my memory bank and grateful I can laugh with my family again.

That evening, Mom and Dad crash early. They haven’t gotten much sleep in the last couple weeks. Kip and I sit on the front porch, drinking lemonade, listening to crickets sing and talking about whatever comes to mind. The blossoms on the big apple tree in the front yard infuse the night air with their sweetness. The only light comes from a streetlamp two houses away.

During high school, the two of us often stayed up late to share the happenings in our lives, especially on weekends. Our conversations were shorter after Eric and I married, but we still talked often. While I was in jail, I missed my long chats with my brother more than anything else.

“When you finish the rehab program,” Kip says, “you can move in with me, if you want. Spokane would be a good place to resume your music career. The city has a growing music scene.”

“Thanks, Kip. What a generous offer.” I trace the wicker weave on my chair arm. “I hadn’t thought of leaving Bozeman, but it might be good for me to go where people don’t know my history. I’ll definitely think about it.”

I don’t tell him Corban and I are hoping to spend more time together when I’m done with Transformation Way. We’ve got nearly a year to sort out our relationship, and I need to take one day at a time. The way life happens at FFOW, I see no sense in planning too far ahead.

Kip leans back in the wooden rocking chair. The porch’s floorboards creak a protest. “I get why you stay in the so-called church. A judge sent you there. But what about the others? Why don’t they fire the Ruby Jade twit? At the very least, why don’t people leave?”

“I’ve asked several people that question.” I set my glass on the top rail beside Myrtle Mae’s phone and push my rocker into motion. “As you might imagine, I’m cautious with my, uh, research. Questioning anything about the church has to be done discreetly.”

“No surprise, from what you’ve told me.”

“The first response is always, ‘If I leave, I’ll either die from cancer or in a car accident and go to hell.’”

He flips forward, elbows landing on his knees. “You’re joking.”

“Nope. That’s what keeps them there, the belief they’re the only ones going to heaven. Anyone outside Faith Followers of the Way is supposedly destined for hell.”

“That’s...it’s not in the Bible. How can they—?”

“All I know is their leader has them convinced.” I rest my head on the chairback, breathing in the cool night air. “When I dig a little deeper, the answers tend to revolve around two things. Family and money.

“According to Ruby Jade, someone who leaves the church’s hallowed halls is a...” I make air quotes. “‘Reprehensible person’ to be avoided at all times. I’m told much planning and preparation is needed because the person knows they’ll no longer be able to communicate openly with church members, whether relatives or friends.”

“Even if they live in the same town?”

“Even if they live in the same town.”

“I can’t imagine that kinda life.”

“Have you noticed how little contact I’ve had with you and Mom and Dad since I joined? Family members who aren’t in the group are considered evil hell-bound Gentiles. Those who question FFOW’s legitimacy, like you’re doing right now, are called liars.”

Kip sits upright. “Makes me want to knock a few heads together.”

“Want to know why a permanent separation is imposed?”

“I hate to think.”

“Ruby Jade says it’s because Jesus came to divide the righteous from the unrighteous and to divide families.”

“Argh!” He pounds his chair arm. “She twists Scripture.” His scowl is replaced by a questioning gaze. “So, what’s the deal with money? Are people forced to give most of their income to the church?”

A bicycle passes on the street, its red taillight winking on and off and its tires whirring against the pavement.

“Wouldn’t put it past them,” I respond. “But I don’t have an income, so they haven’t bugged me about contributing to the church coffers.”

He squints at me. “You have a job, but you don’t get paid?”

“I work for the leader, which evidently means I’m on volunteer status.”

Seeing he’s about to erupt, I lift my palm. “In addition to passing the offering plate several times in a service, Ruby Jade has a way of indebting people to herself. When she puts a couple together, I’m told she buys the rings—expensive rings—and hosts the kiss-less engagement in her office. She also organizes and officiates the wedding.”

He snorts. “I suppose she goes with them on their honeymoon.”

“Honeymoons aren’t allowed because the couple would be alone and away from the group’s oversight. They might do something evil, like have sex.”

“That’s insane!” Kip runs his fingers through his hair. Backlit by the streetlight, his spiked strands remind me of a porcupine.

“Nice hairdo, Kip.” I smirk. “The couples and/or their families are charged for the wedding expenses. But she rarely lets them pay in full. Instead, she gives them a multi-year loan with a high interest rate. Could be for a wedding, a car, a house—any big-ticket item. From what I’ve heard, her contracts forbid people to prepay the balance. Actually, I guess they can repay loans before they come due, but then huge fees are added.”

“Can’t be legal.” He begins rocking again, faster.

“I know some people who borrowed from Ruby Jade to remodel their home. Their loan agreement is similar to what I mentioned, but a Bozeman lawyer recently told them he can get them out of the contract.”

“I’m amazed they even dared talk to a local attorney. Sounds as though the woman runs the town.”

“These members have been around a while, so they know the ropes. They’re gradually working themselves out of the group, but it’s hard because all their friends are there, friends they’ve known for years and years. The good news is the whole family is on board with the exit plan, so they won’t be leaving any relatives behind.”

As if on cue, Myrtle Mae’s phone buzzes against the porch rail. Since the first time he saw the phone, Kip has teased me about it. “My, my, Grandma, what big buttons you have. Can you see to dial, or do I need to help you?” I respond with, “My, my, big brother, what a big mouth you have. Do I need to help you close it?” He takes my threats as seriously as he did my attempts to wrestle him to the living room floor when we were younger. All he does is laugh at me.

I reach for the phone, tap the screen and smile. Corban is responding to a text I sent earlier to tell him Grandma Hunt died shortly after I arrived in Salem.

I’m sorry. Even if you expected her to go, losing your grandma is hard. Did you get to say goodbye?

Yes, I type. She whispered my nickname.

A moment later, he responds. Sweet. I’d like to know that nickname. Can you talk now?

Maybe later. Will you still be awake in an hour?

Only if it doesn’t take away from your family time.

Let’s do it.

I set the phone on the railing and grab my lemonade.

Kip is watching me, his eyebrows scrunched and a strange expression on his face.

“What?” I take a sip.

“I thought you couldn’t text, at least not often.”

“True. But remember, this isn’t my phone. Church leaders don’t have any idea it exists or that I’m using it. Actually, other than the woman who owns it, only two people know I have a cell phone with me—Sebastian, my supervisor you met, and the guy who’s picking me up when I return.”

“A guy, huh?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Did he send all those texts just now?”

“What is this, Kip, an interrogation?”

My brother’s countenance doesn’t change. “Is he in the church?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“I saw the way you smiled.” He points a forefinger at me. “You get seriously involved with him, Cassie, we’ll never see you again.”

“I understand your concern.” I stop rocking. “The family I mentioned with the remodel loan? He’s part of that family. Not only do they plan to leave, they’ve already been helping people escape and get their kids back and—”

“What?”

“Leadership takes kids away from their parents and has other couples raise them.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” He grips the chair arms.

“Wish I was.” I rock forward. “Between you and me, Kip...” I beckon him closer and whisper, “I helped reunite a little guy with his mom.”

“Why, you rebel, you.” He high-fives me. “Way to go, Sis.”

“Shh.” I put my finger on my lips. “I haven’t told another soul. Please, please, don’t mention it, not even to Mom and Dad. It’s a huge secret I share with a certain deputy. If Leadership learned I was responsible, they’d find a way to discharge me from the program. I’m certain of it.”
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Chapter Three
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HAVING A PHONE CONVERSATION with Corban feels as natural as sitting beside him in his car. I’m not sure where our relationship is headed, but I’m enjoying the ride.

Guilt stabs my heart. How can I think such a thought when Corban is not Eric? I force my brain to switch from my emotions to my intellect. I see my husband lying on the couch in our little apartment and hear the awful words he whispered shortly before he died. I’m happy for your future, Cassie. I release you to live and to love.

Oh, how I rebelled at those words. But he was right. I need to move on. I’m free to move on. It’s time to move on.

“Must have been good to be with your family,” Corban is saying, “yet a sad time for everyone.”

“Today’s been bittersweet, for sure.” A pillow behind my back, I lean against the headboard of my bed, the one Mom and Dad bought for me the summer before I entered high school. It still smells like the citrus scent I wore back then.

I tell him how Grandma Hunt seemed to see heaven or maybe Jesus before she died, how she left with a smile. I also tell him about the private service Pastor Tucker officiated for us and some of the memories we shared, humorous as well as inspiring.

He’s quiet when I finish, and I realize I’ve talked nonstop. “Sorry, Corban. You haven’t been able to get a word in edgewise, as my grandma would say.”

“I’ve loved every word, Cassie, not just because I enjoy hearing your voice, but because having grandparent memories is a foreign concept for me.”

“You and Logan don’t have grandparents?”

“We do, but I barely remember them.” He releases a long sigh into the phone. “Both sets lived in other states. We saw them occasionally when Logan and I were small and the church was a regular church. But eventually, our parents were forced to cut off communication with their families, something both Mom and Dad deeply regret. Once they started talking with their siblings again, they learned one of my uncles and all of our grandparents are deceased.”

“How sad.”

“I’m ashamed to say that for most of my life, I had negative feelings about our relatives because they refused to move to Bozeman to join the church. If I had run into them on the street, I wouldn’t have acknowledged them—not that I had any idea what they looked like.”

“You were just believing what you were taught.” My heart hurts for him.

“Yeah, but I’m over it and I can get a feel for what we might have had through your stories.” He pauses. “Your grandmother sounds like a wonderful woman, but you haven’t said much about your grandfather.”

“Grandpa was an amazing guy. I’ll tell you all about him one of these days. How about you? How’d your day go?”

He chuckles.

“That good, huh?”

“Even better.”

“Okay, you hooked me.” I twist a strand of hair around my finger. “I’m dying of curiosity.”

“Two words. Wait for it...” He taps a drumroll on his phone. “Twin. Trunks.”

Biting my lip, I try to grasp why he’s implying. Twin trunks? And then it hits me—he’s talking about my missing boxes. That was the name Myrtle Mae gave their box-retrieval “operation.”

“You didn’t.”

“We did. Ground Zero.”

Oh, so my guitar was in the Pritchards’ basement, like I suspected. “And?”

“Mission. Accomplished.”

He sounds so proud, I wish I could shake his hand and pin a medal on his chest. And kiss him—on the cheek, of course. “Congratulations. First chance I get, I’m going to give you both a big hug. But I wish I had something more to offer. You took a huge risk for me.”

“Truth is, we enjoy the adrenalin rush. You’ve probably noticed a dearth of fun-and-games in the FFOW world.”

“How did—?”

“The less you know, the better.”

“When did—?”

“Two more words. Work. Project.”

“Oh.” Was everyone in the household gone on a work project?

“As I said, the less you know, the better off you’ll be when the dragons swoop in. Trust me.”

“I do trust you, Corban.” Thank God he’s a musician who knows how to care for instruments. Someday, he’ll be able to tell me the full “Operation Twin Trunks” story, and I’ll be able to tell him my part in Zachary’s rescue from the same basement.

“Make that six words,” Corban says. “Twin trunks. Work project. Two boots.”

“Two boots?”

“Right on top.”

I grin. He’s talking about the hiking boots Eric gave me. I may not be able to wear them for a year, but now I know they’re safe. “You remembered. Thank you. Thank you so much, Corban. Knowing they’re out of harm’s way gives me great comfort. Did you happen to see a bag of cookies on top?”

“So that’s what was in the empty plastic bag stuffed between the boots. It sure smelled good.”

Olivia. I bet she’s the one who ate Mom’s chocolate oatmeal nut cookies.

The next morning, Kip and I fix breakfast for Mom and Dad while they sit at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and talking with us. I love being surrounded by all the aromas and foods and contentment of an unhurried breakfast with my family. Because I’m tempted to regret our eventual separation before it happens, I relish the moment and thank God for this lull in the storm I call life.

Actually, it’s more than a lull. It’s a breath of fresh air, a shot in the arm, a reestablishment of who I am, where I’ve been and where I hope to go. And a whole lot of love. From my growing bond with Corban to my family reconnection and my sweet nanna waiting for me to say goodbye—what more could a girl want? Despite all I’ve put my family through, they still love me. Their patience and forgiveness are amazing.

Now that I think about it, my detention center “time out” not only got me off the streets and away from alcohol, it enabled me to think rationally. Long conversations with my parents when they visited also helped. Talking with them enabled me to see how much I’d hurt them and gave me an opportunity to apologize.

I’m lifting bacon from the pan when the house phone rings in the living room. Dad gets up from the table. “Probably your aunt or uncle, or one of your cousins.” I notice he’s not moving fast this morning and his phone greeting is more subdued than usual. Poor Dad. He’s been through a lot lately.

After his “hello,” he pauses and then says, “Sorry, there’s no Cassandra Turner here. You must have a—”

I drop the bacon slice onto a plate and dart past Kip and Mom into the living room, tongs in hand.

“Yes.” He gives me a funny look. “My daughter is Cassie True. Who’s calling?”

Standing in front of him, I watch his face.

“Very thoughtful of you to check on her, Evelyn.” He sounds pleasant enough, but he’s frowning, and his voice is firm. “But she’s not available. Please tell your pastor we’re grieving the loss of a loved one and cannot be disturbed.”

I wince. That’ll go over like a lead balloon.

“Goodbye.” He drops the phone on the receiver then studies me for a moment. His mussed gray hair pokes from his scalp. “I got the impression the caller was demanding to speak with you rather than asking. If you want to talk with your pastor, you can call back—after breakfast, if you don’t mind. This is family time for us, something we’ve not had for several years.”

“I don’t care to speak with her, Dad, and even if I did, being with you guys is far more important to me than the church.”

The phone rings again.

We eye each other.

Finally, he picks up the handset. “Hello.” His eyes are hard, and his voice is flat.

The caller’s voice is so loud I can hear it. Ruby Jade. Leave it to her to ruin a perfect morning.

“Your daughter,” she says, “who is under my jurisdiction, left the Transformation Way program without my permission. I demand to speak with her immediately.”

Dad covers the microphone hole, lowers the phone to his side and whispers, “Is that true?”

“No.” I shake my head and talk over her ranting. “I have a judge’s permission, the program director’s permission, and my boss’s permission to be here. I don’t need hers.”

He raises the phone to his ear.

Ruby Jade is still talking. “...authorities at your door before you can snap your fingers. She’ll be arrested. Is this what you want for your daughter, Mr. Hunt?”

“As I told the previous caller...” His eyes flash. “We are not to be disturbed. If you call again, I’ll file a harassment claim.” This time, he slams the phone onto the base and shakes his head like he’s trying to clear it of her angry voice. “She’s a pastor?”

“Yeah.” I sigh. “But I would never call her my pastor. She—” Before my mouth gets ahead of my brain and I say something I’ll later regret, I turn toward the kitchen. “We’d better eat. The food’s getting cold.”

After we’re all seated, Kip thanks God for the food and prays for the relatives traveling to the funeral. He’s barely said “Amen,” when Mom asks about the phone calls.

We need to discuss those calls,” Dad says. “But first, I’d like to go over funeral plans and which relatives are coming in at what time.”

“Okay.” Mom doesn’t look happy. “But this may be our only time to find out what in the world is going on at that rehab program.”

I pass the eggs to her. “I’ll update you before I go, I promise.” I don’t want to talk about the program or the church, but my family has a right to know the sordid details of my life.

Our breakfast is like old times, except for the added sorrow and tension I wish we didn’t have. I’m pouring another round of coffee, when Dad says, “Let’s relocate to the patio. Should be warm enough out there by now.” The patio is heavily shaded and extra cool in the mornings.

He pushes his chair away and stands. “I want to take advantage of this short time we have when it’s just the four of us.”

“I’m all for family time, Dad,” Kip says. “No mountains to climb today.”

Dad arches an eyebrow.

“Kidding,” Kip says. “Just kidding.”

“You can take your cousins out for a hike tomorrow,” Mom says. “I’m sure they’d enjoy getting away from the old folks.”

“I’d like it, too.” I glance at my parents. “The hike, that is, and spending time with my cousins. I haven’t hiked since Eric got sick, and I need to get in shape. When I graduate from the program, I want to celebrate by climbing a certain trail. You’re all welcome to join me and my friends.”

“Count me in.” Kip gives me a thumbs-up. “My kind of party.”

We settle on the patio, and I inhale the backyard’s earthy yet flowery fragrance. Though some foliage and flowers are still in the bud stage, the tulips, daffodils and fruit trees are in bloom. “I love your pansies, Mom. They’re everywhere.”

“Thank you. I got a bit carried away when I saw all those colors in the garden center and decided I needed ten of each.”

Dad laughs. “You get carried away every spring, Veronica. I have the charge card bills to prove it.”

“Oh, stop your grousing. You helped me buy all those pansies.” Turning to me, Mom says, “Speaking of Eric, I hope watching another loved one pass from this life to the next hasn’t been too painful for you, Cassie.”

“I hadn’t connected the two deaths, which is good, I guess.” I lift my chin. “But now that you mention it...”

She puts her hand on my forearm. “Cassie, I’m so sorry—”

I laugh. “I’m teasing, Mom. I’m okay, really.”

“Are you really okay?” Dad asks. “I’m not talking about family members we’ve lost. I’m talking about your general wellbeing. Our contact with you since you got into the new program has been infrequent and, for lack of a better word, odd. To be honest, we haven’t known what to think.”

Staring into my coffee, I contemplate what to say, what not to say. If I tell them everything, they’ll be worried sick. However, picking and choosing from the craziness is hard. Nothing about FFOW is normal. The longer I’m on the outside, the more obvious it is.

“How about you begin with your birthday?” he suggests.

“Okay.” I appreciate a starting point.

“Your supervisor indicated our presence—”

“Wait.” Mom jumps to her feet. “I’ll be right back.”

Dad blinks. “I was—”

“Hang onto your thought, Edward.” She hurries into the house. A moment later, she calls from the kitchen window, “Kip, could you come help me, please?”

He gets up, and I turn to Dad. “I’m sorry my calls have been so erratic. When I finally got my own phone, I assumed I’d be able to talk more often, but the leaders discourage family contact, especially for those in the rehab program, and we’re always working.”

“Working at what?”

“In addition to their regular jobs, members are expected to do volunteer work. They mow, trim and landscape yards, rake leaves in the fall and shovel snow in the winter. They paint and clean houses, offices and warehouses—and, of course, clean the church. Sometimes they organize warehouse shelves. The church charges the homeowners and businesses but never pays the workers, as far as I know.

“I do yardwork every afternoon, but I’ve also prepped a house for painting and handed out flyers at a flea market. I don’t know everything the others do, but I imagine it’s whatever the leaders can dream up that will promote the church or provide a profit.”

Kip slides the patio door open and begins singing, “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday...” He’s carrying a small chocolate torte. A candle flickers in the middle.

Dad joins in, singing bass, and Mom follows Kip, adding her lovely alto. She has a beautifully wrapped gift in her hands.

When they finish, I clap. “What a wonderful trio you are. Thank you. The church people don’t harmonize, so you are a treat to my ears.”

Kip bows. “Keep us in mind to sing backup when you go on tour.”

“I’d love to tour with you guys.”

“I know we just ate,” Mom says, “but the torte is small, and we can’t let you return without celebrating your birthday. We didn’t even get to talk with you on your special day.”

“Mom, you’re the best.” I stand and hug her. “I knew you and Dad were thinking of me.”

“Sit down.” Kip places the torte on the table. “And blow out the candle before it ruins the frosting.”

I do as he asked, extinguishing the candle with one puff. My silly family claps as if I’m a one-year-old who’s conquered my first candle. Mom gets plates and silverware, and I cut four slender chocolate slices and pass them around.

They wait for me to take the first bite. I let the morsel melt on my taste buds. “Amazing.” I smile and take a sip of coffee. “Nothing better than chocolate and coffee.”

“You can say that again,” Kip says. “Give me a minute and I’ll be ready for a second piece.”

“You planning to eat most of this,” I tease, “like you ate most of my birthday cake at the restaurant?”

“Let her open her present first,” Mom says. “It’s been to Montana and back, and I don’t want to miss this opportunity to give it to her.”

“Sorry about the mix-up, Mom.” Instead of delivering the package to me, like a kind, thoughtful person would do, Olivia refused it and had it returned to my parents. I pull off the silver ribbon and teal paper and lift the lid. Beneath the tissue paper is a blue dress and matching sandals. I stand and hold the knee-length sleeveless dress in front of me. “This is so cute. Thank you, Mom and Dad.”

Dad nods. “You’re welcome.”

“Model it for us,” Mom says.

“Okay.” I drop the dress into the box and carry it to my bedroom to try on. It’s a perfect fit. I check the mirror on the back of the door. The dress looks great, but my legs are as white as winter. Oh, well.

The sandals have a cute blue flower on the toe strap. I slip them on and remember the kiwi necklace is still in my purse. I forgot to find a hiding place for it, but I’m glad I didn’t because now I can wear it for Kip and show it to my parents.

I won’t tell them I have to leave everything here. If I return to Montana with their gifts, they’ll be taken from me. I’ll hide everything in the closet corner, where I stashed my stuffed toys, dolls and yearbooks from long ago.

Twirling before my family, I describe my new outfit. First, I dangle the kiwi bird. “A dainty silver keepsake from a land down under.” Next, I swish my hand up and down the dress. “And a delightful summer dress in periwinkle blue with a slightly flared skirt.”

Lifting the sides of the skirt, I do a little curtsy before I indicate my shoes with a flourish of my fingers. “Charming coordinated sandals complete the altogether look.” I extend first one foot, then the other, pleased with my audacious use of Noreen’s pet phrase.

“That’s my girl.” Dad has a proud grin on his face.

“Yes, it’s not only the altogether look.” Mom smiles. “It’s the Cassie look. The necklace is perfect, Kip. Adorable.”

He smiles but doesn’t say anything.

“Thank you, all of you.” I give them each a hug. “Your thoughtfulness means a lot to me.” Clasping my hands behind my back, I take a breath, determined to be honest with my family.

“Being with you reminds me who I am and where I came from. I slipped into a dark hole after Eric died, and I was just climbing out when I got into the rehab program. I hoped it would be a good thing, better than the other programs I tried. However, the church leaders seem determined to steal members’ individuality and shame them into becoming spineless zombies who do their every bidding.”

My father frowns. “Then leave.”

“I wish it were so simple, Dad, but the judge ordered me to attend the church as well as the program.”

“What about separation of church and state?” Mom asks.

“Yeah,” Kip says. “A good lawyer could get the ruling overturned in a heartbeat.”

“That’s the problem.” I slip into my chair. “A good lawyer costs money, which I don’t have. You’ve already paid a fortune in attorney fees, Mom and Dad. Enough is enough.” I cut another torte slice for Kip. “Anyone else for a second piece?”

My parents shake their heads.

I set the knife on the plate. “To finish what I was saying, these reminders of how much you love and care for me bring me back to reality and restore my sense of identity.”

I glance from my parents to my brother. “Spending time with you has done something for my soul. I’m surrounded by people every day, some of them friends, yet I often feel all alone in the world. Now, I’m filled with your love, and the lonely feeling is gone.” I pause. “I don’t know if I’m making sense, but thank you for being you.”

Mom places her hand over mine. “All of us together in this house again has been healing for me too.”

“Yes,” Dad says, “a gift from our Creator and Sustainer.” He leans his forearms on the table. “I’d like to talk about this church of yours, Cassie. Sounds like something is way off kilter.”
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Chapter Four
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“WE CAN TALK ABOUT FAITHFUL Followers of the Way, or F-F-O-W, which the members pronounce as fow,” I tell Dad. “But just so you know, I don’t claim it as my church.”

“Gotcha.” He nods. “I understand.”

I gaze at the patio ceiling, wondering where to begin. “A while back, I was super upset about an incident at the church and I saw my life as a choice between two mountains. One involved begging the judge to send me to a different program and the other was to grit my teeth and stick it out.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. The church—”

“Call it what it is, Cassie,” Kip says. “Like I told you, it’s a cult.”

Mom frowns. “Where did you get such an idea, Kip?”

“What I saw and heard in Bozeman, in addition to what I read on the internet, all add up to cult with a capital C. Three women—one of them ruling from the top of the triangle—control every aspect of the members’ lives. An unholy trinity, for sure.”

“Cassie?” She peers at me. “Is it true?”

“Yes, unfortunately.” I fold my arms. “Ruby Jade, the woman who called earlier, is the top dog. She labels herself the group’s pastor, prophetess and psalmist and expects everyone to grovel at her feet. She’s a hefty woman who knows how to throw her weight around the church—or cult, that is—and around the town. She’s formidable, to put it mildly, and feared by many.”

“Why?” Dad asks.

“I’m not sure, but people seem to adore her as well as fear her. Hard to explain. Her sidekicks, Noreen and Inez, are feared but not adored, as far as I can tell.”

“From the research I did online,” Kip says, “I’m convinced the leader is a narcissist.”

“Oh, yeah?” I find it hard to believe Ruby Jade could be so easily classified.

“The Mayo Clinic says it’s a personality disorder.”

“Interesting...”

“Here, I’ll look it up.” He pulls his phone from his back pocket and after a bit begins to read. “Narcissism is a mental condition in which people have an inflated sense of their own importance, a deep need for excessive attention and admiration, troubled relationships, and a lack of empathy for others. But behind this mask of extreme confidence lies a fragile self-esteem that's vulnerable to the slightest criticism.”

“Wow.” Everything he read fits Ruby Jade, except fragile self-esteem. I find it hard to believe such an iron-fisted leader has fragile, vulnerable self-esteem.

“People with those personalities need admiration and control,” Kip says. “They crave attention and power. Life is all about them—and no one else. They want all the attention, and to obtain it, they become experts at manipulating people.”

“How?” Mom’s brow furrows.

“Get this.” He leans toward us, warming to his topic. “You might be as surprised as I was to learn narcissistic leaders are charming, maybe even charismatic individuals. They love-bomb people and make them feel special and welcome, that they’re an integral part of a caring, loving community, one like none they’ve ever experienced. But once they suck people into their supposedly elite group, they use guilt, shame and peer pressure to dominate their followers. Right, Cassie?”

I run my fingers through my hair, considering what he just told us. “I hadn’t thought about the process before, yet it’s like you said, Kip. My experience started out positive and quickly went downhill. Ruby Jade is all about control. She uses all the tactics you mentioned and more to maintain control. Guilt, shame, fear, peer pressure, ostracism, punishment, threats. I’ve seen it all, including unpredictability. She can switch from nice to nasty in a nanosecond.”

Dad grunts. “I got a taste of nasty earlier.”

“Sorry about that, Dad.”

“Don’t be sorry. You’re not responsible for her actions.”

“I figured out something,” Kip says. “Cults take...” He finger quotes. “‘You are enough’ out of culture. Get it?”

Mom and I shake our heads. Dad says, “Run it by us again.”

“As you all know, culture is spelled c-u-l-t-u-r-e.”

“Okay.” Dad nods.

“Delete the ending.” Kip slows his speech, like he’s talking to children. “The U and the R and the E. Then add ‘nough’ and you get what cults are all about, telling people ‘you–are–not–enough.’”

Mom groans. “Bit of a stretch, Kip.”

I sit taller, grateful for a label for Ruby Jade as well as an explanation for her behavior. “You described the leader to a T, Kip. I don’t know if her sidekicks are also narcissists or merely evil women out for the money she filters their way.”

“The pastor controls the money?” Dad frowns. “It’s not ethical.”

“Nothing is ethical about that place.”

“How so?” Mom asks.

A wasp lands on Kip’s plate, and he flicks it away.

“It’s, it’s overwhelming.” I clasp my hands in my lap. “I don’t know where to begin, except to apologize for lying to you.”

My parents pull back, foreheads creased.

“One lie led to another.” I look down. “I didn’t want to admit I hadn’t started the program, didn’t want to admit the program had folded, didn’t want to tell you I only lasted a week at my first job.” Raising my gaze to meet theirs, I add, “I was too ashamed.”

“The program folded?” Mom looks confused. “Why did a judge—?”

“Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he did.” I cross my legs and fold my arms. “But from what I hear, he does whatever Ruby Jade asks of him.”

I start by telling them I was given a new name. But I don’t mention that, according to Ruby Jade, my parents were ignorant when naming me and my name was “ill-chosen.” From there, I give them an overview of life at FFOW, omitting the personal attacks, like being told my skin color is corrupted by Mom’s Jamaican blood. And Inez saying Kip is too good-looking to be my brother, so he and I must be having an affair. I also don’t mention my injured feet, the Vance incidents or Zachary’s rescue. I want to give them an idea of my current world, but we don’t have time for all the craziness.

What I do tell them is that after only working a week as a teacher’s aide, I was moved to Ruby Jade’s yard crew because I interrupted a child’s cleanse, which was actually a false accusation followed by a beating. Before my family can ask the questions I see in their eyes, I summarize the cleanses I’ve experienced, Zachary’s and mine. Mom, Dad and Kip are, of course, appalled, not only by the abusive practice, but by the notion anyone can accuse another person of an alleged sin or sins. And that confession is expected, even when evidence is absent.

Before we can dive too deeply into a humiliating subject I don’t want to think about right now, I offer my most confident smile. “What was supposed to be a demotion has been a wonderful opportunity to work outdoors with a great boss and kind, supportive coworkers. Another huge plus happened when the rehab program reopened, and I was moved from the Pritchards’ house to the dorm.”

I thank Mom for sending my guitar and the box of
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