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Chapter 1

	 

	Y


	OU ARE TOO!” Jean laughed as Chester stuck his bottom lip out like a three-year-old.

	“Am not,” he argued.

	Jean gave him a look. “Well, what else do you call it, besides spoiled?”

	Chester shrugged. “Well taken care of?” he offered, making Jean laugh again.

	She whacked him in the chest with the back of her hand. “We’ve been officially married a whole week,” she pointed out, realizing it was true. It had been seven days earlier that their marriage license—gotten after the wedding—had been certified by the county clerk, though Jean considered the day they’d said their vows to be the actual anniversary.

	“I can’t believe you’re already so demanding.” Jean liked to tease her husband. He was so easy-going, and they both loved to laugh.

	The look he gave her made her lips twitch. “Just because I like my wife to rub my shoulders after a long day’s work does not make me spoiled.”

	Jean made a dismissive noise, but she moved around behind him to do as he asked. He moaned when she pressed her thumbs into his muscles. “It’s not like you’ve been out digging ditches,” she pointed out. “I’m not exactly sure how you can need a massage after working at a hotel front desk for four hours.” Long day’s work, indeed, she thought with another smile.

	“It’s not easy clicking that mouse all day,” Chester argued. “Filing is tough work too. Those file drawers are heavy,” he said with a fake whine. “And don’t get me started about that stapler.”

	Jean’s own shoulders were shaking with laughter. “Uh huh,” she said. “I’m sure answering the phone is stressful as well.”

	“You got that right,” he agreed. “I have a kink in my neck from holding the phone against my shoulder while typing.”

	“Ever hear of that handy invention all phones have now called the speaker?” Jean asked as she squeezed his muscles, making him moan again.

	“Yeah, but some of our clients want confidentiality,” he said. “They wouldn’t want their voices recognized by people in the area.”

	“I see,” she said drolly. “So, do you get many celebrities here in DuBois?”

	Chester nodded. “All the time. Why, just last month, we had The Shadow stay for five whole nights. Demanding guest.”

	“The Shadow? What is he, like some superhero?”

	“Nope. Pro wrestler. Big dude, like six five and three hundred pounds.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. “He insisted that the maid put five lollipops tied together with a pink ribbon on his pillow every morning instead of mints. Bella said that the man slept with a little purple teddy bear too. And she was pretty sure the giant flowered panties she found on the floor with a little bow in the center belonged to The Shadow as well.”

	Jean was laughing too hard to continue rubbing Chester’s shoulders. She fell on the bed beside him and held her sides while he grinned down at her.

	“I think that’s my favorite sound in the world,” he said.

	She squinted at him. “What? My snorting?”

	He barked out a laugh. “No… well, yeah. Just your laughter in general. Snorts and all.”

	“Just be glad I didn’t have that bean burrito for lunch,” she grinned, “or else I might be snorting from both ends.”

	They were scheduled to join Paul and Esther, Chester’s long-time friends, for dinner. Jean pushed herself off the bed to get changed, while Chester took a quick shower. She brushed her hair quickly before the steam from the hot water started to fog the mirror.

	It made her smile, the little domestic rituals of marriage. She’d missed them but realized that she enjoyed the simple things so much more now. Maybe it was because she’d lost her long-time husband and knew now what was important, the things she’d no longer take for granted.

	But she also knew that things were so much more different with Chester. Happier. More content. Though she’d teased him about being spoiled, he was far from it. He never expected anything and was very appreciative of any little thing Jean did for him. In fact, she thought that he was far more attentive than she was.

	They hadn’t been married long, but she knew that their union would be a joyful one.

	Paul and Esther had a small but very nice home on the outskirts of the town. She’d met the couple briefly at church and thought they were nice. Chester said he and Esther had gone to school together, though Paul was older and he hadn’t known the man very well until Esther had married him right out of high school.

	Chester told Jean that he and Esther had dated for several years. She was surprised that they’d managed to maintain their friendship after the break-up. Chester had laughed.

	“Well, she dumped me because of my incessant desire to be the life of every party,” he told her, reminding her of Chester’s drinking days that he’d shared with her. Jean was very thankful the Lord had managed to get hold of the man and straighten him out. She doubted he would still be around if not.

	“I couldn’t exactly hold that against her. We kept in touch off and on over the years, but once I got sobered up and right with Jesus, our friendship solidified. Paul and Esther are great servants of Christ.”

	The sun was still fairly high in the sky by the time they pulled into the driveway and the air was certainly warm. Having lived in the mountains of California for most of her adult life, Jean wasn’t sure she’d ever acclimatize to the heat and humidity of the Midwest and East Coast areas. And forget the South, she thought. Though she missed her friend Beverly, she was thankful she wasn’t melting in Georgia at that moment.

	“Welcome!” Esther said as she opened the door. She leaned forward to give them hugs—first Jean, then Chester. She was a petite woman and even Jean had to bend over to hug her. Paul shook both their hands, then ushered them into the tiny living room. The men went into the kitchen to get iced tea.

	The space was jam-packed with furniture and knick-knacks. Every horizontal surface was covered with something, or many somethings. Never having been one that liked clutter, Jean tried not to gape as she gazed around the area, trying to take it all in. The only way she could sum it up was “chaotic.”

	But as she looked more closely, she realized that each covered surface represented a collection. There were ceramic Disney princesses with accompanying accessories such as little carriages, dwarfs and an arrogant-looking frog on one small round table; dozens of Precious Moments figurines on a shelf; a variety of ladybugs in all sizes and materials on another shelf; and another small table showcasing American eagles and flags. Most surprising, there was a very long buffet along the wall covered in nativity scenes.

	Esther laughed when she saw Jean’s perusal. “Pretty crazy, isn’t it? I call it my ‘love trove’.” She reached out and picked up one of the princesses. As she studied it, a wistful look came over her face.

	“Each one of these things was given to me by one of my children,” she said, setting the figurine back on the table. “Birthdays, Mother’s Day, Christmas… each child would give me something different. And each one of the collections represents just one child’s gifts.”

	Jean’s eyes widened at that admission. Considering there had to be over twenty collections scattered around the room, that was saying a lot. Esther nodded.

	“We fostered children over the years,” she said by way of explanation. “Most of them we adopted. They’re all grown now, most with their own children, but I still get a new treasure to add to my collections from each one of them.” She laughed. “I know it’s a bit much, but I just have to display each and every one of them.”

	She got a sad look as she walked to the table with the eagles. She picked one up and stared at it for a moment. Jean noticed that particular collection had fewer items than the others. “This was Matty’s trove,” she said, sadness coloring her words. She glanced at Jean, tears in her eyes.

	“He was a Marine. Died in the Middle East ten years ago.”

	“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Jean said, though she herself hated those words. They seemed so meaningless, an automatic response to someone’s broken heart. Esther smiled and nodded.

	“Thank you. I still miss that boy, but I hope we’ll see him again.” She sniffled. “I was never sure of his salvation. He never made a public profession that I know of and never was baptized. But Jesus gave me a dream where Matty was standing in Heaven, welcoming me home.” She looked up at Jean with a smile as a tear ran down her cheek. Jean swallowed hard against her own emotion.

	The mood was lightened when the men came into the room and handed their wives a glass of tea. They sat then and chatted for a little while. Esther went to check on dinner, declining Jean’s help. Paul’s eyes were on his wife as she left, then he turned to Jean.

	“She told you about Matty, didn’t she?” At Jean’s nod, he shook his head. “She can’t get over his death, even after all this time. I think she’ll mourn that boy until she passes herself.”

	“Oh, I’m sure,” Jean murmured. “I can’t imagine what it’s like to lose a child.” She shuddered at the thought of losing Evelyn. It would be unbearable.

	But then she thought about the fact that the Lord had comforted her so well after Lars’ death and knew He would be faithful to do the same if Evelyn were to go before her. Jean also had the assurance that Evelyn had gotten right with Jesus and would be in Heaven.

	That’s probably what the problem is with Esther, she thought. She remembered then the couple she’d met in Florida. Leo and Marta Evans had lost their son as well, and Marta had been so grieved that she’d completely turned from God. Jean had prayed with them, asking the Lord to give Marta peace in knowing that her son’s death hadn’t been in vain, and that he was with the Lord. It had been just moments later that the Lord answered that prayer by way of a phone call from a young man who had gotten saved, thanks to the Evans’ son’s witness.

	“Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old he will not depart from it.”

	Jean smiled at the reminder, knowing the Lord had given it to her.

	“Excuse me,” she told the men as she stood, “I’m gonna go insist that Esther lets me help her.”

	Paul laughed. “Good luck. That woman is more stubborn than a redheaded Scottish mule.” Jean smiled slightly, too distracted to laugh.

	Esther was slicing a roast when Jean walked in. The woman smiled at her, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Do you need more tea?”

	Jean shook her head. “No, but I was hoping that you had a few moments.”

	Esther tilted her head to the side as she stopped carving and looked at Jean with a slight frown. “What’s up?”

	Jean moved to the counter. “I want to pray with you.”

	Esther smiled. “Sure, I’d love to.” She set down the knife, then moved to the sink to wash her hands. Once she dried them, she walked back to where Jean stood and held out her hands. Jean clasped them.

	“I’ll start,” she said. Esther nodded and bowed her head. “Father, we thank You for the time of fellowship we’ll have tonight, and we thank You for all the blessings You’ve provided. You are an amazing, wonderful God.”

	“Amen,” Esther added.

	“Now we want to ask You for Your help in giving Esther some closure in the death of her son, Matty.”

	Esther sucked in a breath at that and her grip on Jean’s tightened. “Please relieve her mind and show her that Matty is with You now and that she will see him again.” Jean sure hoped—and prayed silently—that was the case. But after receiving that verse, she was certain Matty had been saved.

	“Give Esther that peace,” she continued, “to know that Your hand was with Matty when he died and that You now offer her and Paul the comfort of knowing that truth.”

	Esther was sniffling profusely, but managed a choked “amen,” then grabbed Jean and hugged her tightly while she sobbed. Jean rubbed her back, murmuring what she hoped were comforting words.

	“He’s with the Lord, hon, I just know it. You can let go of that fear. You’ll see your boy again. It’s okay. Accept the Lord’s comfort.”

	It was several long moments before Esther pulled back. She laughed while she wiped her tears with her hands. “I got your blouse all wet,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

	Jean glanced down at her periwinkle blouse and laughed as she pulled it away from her chest. “I look like I’ve been in a wet t-shirt contest.”

	“I’m so sorry,” Esther said again. Jean shook her head as she waved the blouse back and forth so it would dry a bit.

	“Don’t you dare apologize,” she said. “You can snot all over me anytime you need to.” That made Esther laugh, as she blew her nose on a paper towel, then washed her hands again before going back to carving the meat.

	They chatted while Esther worked, still refusing Jean’s help, although she did let her take the tossed salad out of the refrigerator. Jean prayed silently the whole time that the Lord would somehow provide the closure Esther needed. He certainly had in a miraculous way for the Evans.

	While Esther mashed the potatoes, Jean asked to use the restroom. Esther directed her down the hall and to the right.

	“It was the boys’ bathroom at one time,” she said, then shuddered dramatically. “I never would have let a guest use it back then, much less see it. I swear, I don’t know how the male species can’t hit a foot-wide hole. I always threatened to paint a bullseye at the bottom of the toilet bowl.”

	Jean was still chuckling when she got to the restroom. After doing her business, she washed her hands. When she reached for the towel, she knocked the soap dispenser into the trashcan.

	“Klutz,” she muttered as she bent to retrieve it. She lost her balance, though, and grabbed the toilet tank to steady herself. It wiggled just a bit and the vase of silk flowers sitting on the tank went crashing to the floor.

	“Well, that’s just great,” Jean said, rolling her eyes. “Way to make a great impression on Chester’s friends.”

	Sighing, she went back out to the kitchen. Esther glanced up from spooning the potatoes into a bowl and frowned when she saw Jean’s expression. “Something wrong?”

	Jean sighed. “I’ll say. I’m so sorry, but I just knocked that vase of flowers off the toilet. There’s glass all over. Where’s your broom?”

	“Oh, that’s no big deal. It was a cheap vase. I’ll clean it up,” Esther said, setting the bowl down.

	“Oh no,” Jean said, putting her hand up. “I made the mess, let me do the cleaning. Please,” she added. Esther smiled, then motioned to a door at the back of the kitchen.

	“In the mudroom,” she said. “The broom and dustpan are hanging on the wall.”

	Jean went into the room Esther indicated and looked around. It was a big room, much bigger than she would have thought for a mudroom, which was funny, considering how small the rest of the house was.

	She pulled the broom down but couldn’t reach the dustpan. She wondered how in the world Esther reached it, since she was even smaller than Jean. She grinned when she wondered if Esther had Paul do all the sweeping. Smart woman.

	Using the broom to knock the pan off, she tried to catch it when it fell, but missed. The metal pan made a loud clang when it hit the tile floor, then bounced up and smacked the wall, knocking a small hole.

	Jean put her hand on her face. The night was not going well. Not at all.

	“What was that?” Esther asked as she walked in. Jean motioned to the mess of plaster on the floor. Funnily enough, it had landed on the dustpan.

	“Apparently, I’m going to destroy your house tonight,” Jean sighed. “I better leave before I do more damage.”

	Esther laughed. “It’s no big deal,” she said graciously. “Plaster is easily repaired. After raising all those kids, that’s a skill I acquired. In fact, I made all of them learn how to do it.” She stepped forward to pick up the dustpan, then ran a finger over the hole.

	“It didn’t even—wait, what’s this?” she asked as she stuck her finger in the hole. Jean was surprised when the woman pulled even more plaster off, then dug around and pulled out a little notebook covered in white dust. She shook it off.

	A slight frown crossed her brow when she ran her hand over the cover, revealing some writing. “Prayers,” she read, then opened the book. Esther flipped through a few pages, then put her free hand over her mouth.

	“Oh, Father, thank You,” she breathed.

	“What is it?” Jean asked, stepping closer. Esther startled, as if she’d forgotten she was there. She looked up at Jean, her eyes again misty.

	“This room was Matty’s,” she said. “After he… well, we converted it.” She held up the book. “Apparently this was a prayer book he had.” She held the book out for Jean to see. “I guess he hid it inside the wall for some reason.” She pointed to a page.

	“Look what it says here,” Esther said as she indicated a paragraph. Jean was surprised at the neat print as she read aloud.

	“Tonight at youth group I asked Jesus to come into my heart. Guess that means I’m a Christian!” That was followed by a sweet prayer, thanking Jesus for forgiving him.

	Esther broke down again and Jean held her once more, not caring that her damp blouse was growing wetter by the moment.

	“Thank You, Father,” Esther said through her sobs. “You are so gracious, so faithful. Thank You for showing me this kindness. Thank You for bringing Jean into my life and for… for all this,” she said as she motioned helplessly.

	Jean couldn’t stop her own tears then as she added her thanks for what the Lord had done and when the men walked in to see what all the commotion was about, they were quick to join in the praise.

	That night went down in Jean’s book as one of the best ever.

	 

	+

	 

	PAUL AND ESTHER were in charge of an assisted living ministry that spent time each week with the elderly, delivering goodies and playing games, singing songs, et cetera. They urged Chester and Jean to join them, and with nothing else going on, they agreed.

	Jean was still itching to get on the road, but she still hadn’t gotten any word from the Lord in which direction to go. She and Chester had talked about just going somewhere, anywhere, and asking the Lord to put people in their path, but after watching how amazingly He moved, they were reluctant to take a step without His approval.

	The assisted living facility was pretty rundown and rather depressing, with faded butter-colored walls and cracked linoleum of an indeterminate shade. The residents, as well, were lackluster and listless as they lounged around the common area decorated with furniture that had definitely seen its better days, watching some soap opera on an old television. It was like the elderly were just biding their time.

	They brightened, though, when they saw Paul and Esther’s group. There were greetings and hugs and kisses among the friends, and when Paul introduced Chester and Jean, they were treated to the same.

	Jean and Chester stood to the side, watching while Esther spoke with a group of ladies. Several were in wheelchairs, and one seemed incoherent, while another chatted nonstop about nonsensical things. Esther just seemed to take it in stride.

	“Is it just me, or do you notice that a lot of these people aren’t much older than us?” Jean muttered out of the side of her mouth.

	Chester nodded. “You noticed that too, eh? Kinda scary.”

	Jean agreed. “Yeah, but who knows how these folks lived their lives. Could have had a hard time of it or did things to their bodies that sapped their health. I’m gonna trust that the Lord keeps us around for a long time so that we can do His work.”

	“Not too long,” Chester countered. “I don’t want to be a Moses, having to lead a bunch of whiners through the desert when I have one foot in the grave.”

	Jean chuckled at that. “Be careful what you say. You know when you say you don’t want to do something, that’s exactly what’s gonna happen.”

	Chester gave her a mock horrified look. “Oh no… ugh, well I guess we better prepare for moving to the Sahara with temperatures the equivalent of a pizza oven.”

	“At least it’s a dry heat,” Jean quipped. Chester nudged her with his elbow, making her laugh.

	After a few more moments, Paul called them over and asked them to set up the refreshment table. When he walked off, Jean laughed.

	“I swear, that’s all I’ve done

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



cover.jpeg
JJJ,E_) TRIP

E VWA L
..““D













