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The flight from Tunis had been fourteen hours of Georgia Mathers rehashing her divorces. Three, before she'd even turned forty. It was after her second divorce that her family stopped speaking to her, but became permanent when she married her final husband, Karim. They couldn’t be blamed entirely- she was well aware of the Scripture about being unequally yoked. It wasn’t wrong. The last family member speaking to her after she married Karim disappeared without warning- that was when she needed them most. Karim’s kindness had curled into condescension- his promises failed. She had been expected to minimize herself until she, too, almost disappeared. And now, there was no one left to call. 

Georgia gave the taxi driver the address of a cheap hotel she’d googled at the airport immediately after landing. There was no option to go back home as the prodigal daughter- Georgia had chosen love over doctrine, and with that came no forgiveness. No one knew she was back in Canada. No one was there waiting for her. 

She felt numb. Almost forty, sitting in a budget hotel with two bags and a purse to her name. No grief, no anger, no desperation. Just numbness, and in this numbness she fell asleep, waking when it was dark. Her phone lit up at 7:47 PM. She grabbed her coat and left the hotel with no particular destination in mind until she saw the sign. “Highway 2 East, Bowmanville.”

Georgia hadn’t been to Bowmanville where her aunt lived in at least twenty years- somewhere in those twenty years her aunt had died. She remembered the backyard with the lilac bushes and goldfish pond where she and her sisters had once-upon-a-time searched for Narnia. That was when they still believed in magic, before everything got complicated. She was grateful the Uber driver didn’t talk much, she didn’t know how she’d explain why she wanted to go to her aunt’s house. She watched the darkness scroll past and tried not to think about what she was doing or why. She truly didn’t know. The trip was probably pointless, but pointless seemed like her life. 

***
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THE HOUSE LOOKED DIFFERENT. Smaller. The blue paint had been changed to gray. The garden where Aunt Christine had grown something, tomatoes or roses, was now just ornamental grasses and river rock. There was a Tesla in the driveway with a car seat visible in the back.

Georgia got out and stood on the sidewalk. The house glowed with warm light from inside, and through the front window she could see a family sitting around a table eating dinner and laughing about something. A woman, a man, two kids. The ordinary architecture of a life. A whole complete life, right there. The kind of life Georgia kept trying to build and kept failing at. She couldn't knock on that door. Couldn't interrupt their dinner to ask if she could stand in their backyard and search for a portal to Narnia that had never existed. What had she been thinking?

Georgia turned away from the house through the half-familiar streets of Bowmanville. She didn’t know where she was going, but it seemed a good way to clear her head. 

It was then that she saw the church. The Church of God of Prophecy. A dull white in the dark. She paused, squinting at it as something tugged in her memory. Had she been there as a baby? Perhaps her parents had brought her and her sisters during a visit to Aunt Christine. 

The sign out front read “All welcome.” Georgia ran her hand through her hair. Was she welcome? The woman who’d married a Muslim man and now paid for it with years of her family’s silence?

She climbed the steps and tried the door. Locked. Of course. It was almost nine PM on a Tuesday.

Georgia sat down on the steps, her coat pulled tight against the November cold, and stared at the street. She should call someone. She should let someone know she was back in Canada, should figure out what came next, find an apartment and a job and some way to build a life from scratch for the third time. But she couldn't make herself move.

All those years of church growing up. Sunday services, prayer meetings, youth groups and Bible studies.  All those promises that if you followed the rules and lived right and had faith, everything would work out. Where was God now?

Georgia pulled her knees up to her chest on the church steps. It wasn’t God’s fault. The thing was, she'd loved all of them, in their different ways. And maybe that was the problem. Maybe she was fundamentally broken, choosing wrong every time, seeing love where there was only need and control and slow suffocation. She’d brought this upon herself, marrying outside the faith, following her wicked heart instead of Scripture. 

The church sat dark and silent behind her, its door locked, whatever grace it offered unavailable after hours. Her breath clouded in the November air and her hands were freezing, but instead of calling an Uber she kept walking. One foot in front of the other. One breath at a time.

The church disappeared behind her, and Georgia walked on into the November dark.

***
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THE ROOM GEORGIA FOUND was in a house on the east side of Bowmanville, listed on Kijiji for $800 a month, utilities included, but first and last had to be paid. The room was painfully small, but furnished- a requisite for her who had three months worth of rent money- if she were careful. It wasn’t ideal, but it was home now. 

Three days passed before she left the room, living on raman noodles and granola bars. Georgia suffered through the jet leg while scrolling for job listings. The fourth day was Sunday. She woke mid-afternoon, disorientated. 

Georgia hadn’t been to church since before Tunisia. Karim rejected her faith in Christ to the point her prayers were only permitted (without his knowledge) in whispers while using the washroom. Her faith went more quiet and private until it nearly went silent and out.

She refused to talk herself out of going to The Church of God of Prophecy. She showered in the apartment's shared bathroom and put on a dress. Her hair was still wet when she coaxed it into a pony tail. In spite of the long sleeves, the tattoos were still visible on her wrists and collar bone, floral mostly- and one elephant. Looking at them only made her remember her father’s disappointment. “Your body is a temple, Georgia.” She hadn’t cared then. God was on the backburner of her life. 

The Church of God of Prophecy sat on a corner lot with its Welcome sign and service time. She had two minutes to spare. She had been adamant that she attend now that she was in the land of freedom of worship, but at that moment all she wanted to do was go back to Lucy’s. She pressed forward. The door was unlocked.  She heard voices and someone playing the keyboard. 

A woman appeared from a side hallway, "Hello! Are you visiting?"

"Yes. I used to come here a long time ago. When I was little. I think.”

The woman's face lit up. "Oh, wonderful! Well, welcome home! I'm Sister Patricia. Come on in, we're just about to start. Sit anywhere you like."

The sanctuary was simple. Maybe twenty rows of pews, half of them occupied, a small stage with a keyboard and drum kit, the walls cream with wooden crosses and banners that said Holiness Unto The Lord and Jesus Saves.

Georgia slipped into a pew near the back, trying to make herself small instinctively. Worship started almost immediately, the keyboard player launching into a song Georgia remembered from childhood, something about being washed in the blood. People stood and raised their hands, singing with the kind of unselfconscious joy she'd forgotten existed.

Georgia stood too, her lips moving quietly. It felt strange being in a space like this again where faith was permitted, loud and absolutely unapologetic. She blinked back tears, so lost in the feeling of rapture that she didn’t notice the man who’d entered late. 

He scanned the room until his eyes landed on her. He was older, in his late sixties, with streaks of silver in his black hair. 

She was so lost in the feeling that she didn't notice the man who'd entered the sanctuary late, scanning the room until his eyes landed on her. He wore a suit with the collar undone, a gold chain around his neck and several gold rings on his fingers. The way he moved around showed he belonged here in a deep way. He made his way down the aisle and stopped at Georgia’s pew. 

He sat down beside her, and then, without asking, without preamble, like it was the most natural thing in the world, he reached over and took her hand. Georgia looked up at him then down at his hand. It was warm in hers, and definitely not a handshake. He held her song as the worship songs continued. 

Georgia stared straight ahead, her heart hammering. She should pull away. She didn't know this man. This was weird, right? Except it didn't feel weird. It felt like someone had reached into the ocean where she'd been drowning and said, I've got you.

When the song ended, he leaned over slightly, his voice low. "You're Robert and Linda's daughter. Georgia."

Georgia turned to look at him again. His face was familiar in a way she couldn't quite place, like a photograph from childhood she'd seen but couldn't remember finding. "How..." she started.

"You have your mother's eyes," he said simply.  “I'm Eli. I was pastor here for thirty years. Your parents and I were friends, back when your family lived in Oshawa. You came to church here when you were very small. My nephew is pastor now. "

Georgia's throat tightened. "I barely remember."

"You wouldn't. You were maybe three when they moved to Milton." His eyes were kind. Sad, maybe. "I heard about the divorces. Your mother told me."

Georgia wanted to pull her hand away, wanted to run, wanted to be anywhere but here with someone who knew, who'd been told about her failures. How like her mother. Probably said with the guise of “my daughter needs prayers” which in turn would lead into a tell-all of her sins. 

But Eli squeezed her hand gently. "I'm glad you're here. I'm so glad you came back."

And the way he said it, not like he was glad she'd returned to church, but glad she'd returned to life, to breath, to existing...

The nephew-pastor, young and energetic, started his sermon about restoration, about God who makes all things new. 

Georgia barely heard it. She sat with her hand in Eli's, this stranger who knew her, this man who'd recognized her after thirty some odd years and sat down beside her like she mattered. Like she was welcome. Like she wasn't the tattooed failure her family whispered about.

When the service ended, Eli spoke again. “Are you staying in town?”

"I'm renting a room. On the east side."

He nodded. "Are you working?"

"Not yet. I just got back from Tunisia a few days ago."

"Tunisia." He said it like he was tasting the word. "Your mother mentioned you'd married someone there. That must have been hard. Coming back alone. Do you have dinner plans?"

"No."

"Good. There's a diner down the street. Terrible coffee, excellent pie. Come on."
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The diner had that timeless diner quality, vinyl booths, laminate tables, a dessert case by the register with pies under glass domes.

Eli held the door open for Georgia, leading her to what she could only assume was his usual spot. 

"Coffee?" the waitress asked, already pulling out her order pad.

"Please," Eli said. "And she'll have..." He looked at Georgia. "Do you still drink hot chocolate?"

Georgia blinked. "I... yes. How did you..."

"You always wanted hot chocolate after church. Your mama would try to give you juice, but you'd ask me for hot chocolate instead." His smile was warm, touched with sadness. "You were maybe two, three years old. Very determined,  baby girl."

Marie wrote it down and disappeared.

When she left, Georgia stared at Eli. Really looked at him. The silver in his hair, the lines around his eyes, his hands resting on the table, large and weathered, the hands of someone who'd worked with them.

Baby girl.

The memories hit her like a physical thing, sudden and sharp and familiar in a way that made no sense, because she couldn't remember him, but her body remembered. Something deep in her chest recognized the sound of those words in his voice.

"You called me baby girl.”

"I did. My wife and I lost our daughter. Kayla. She would have been your age, just about. And when you came toddling into church with your parents, so full of life and opinions..." His laugh was soft. "You became our baby girl. We loved you like you were ours."

Georgia's throat closed up. Marie returned with coffee and hot chocolate, gave them another minute for the menu, and disappeared again.

Eli wrapped his hands around his mug but didn't drink. "Your parents moved to Milton when you were three. We stayed in touch for a while, but you know how it goes. Life gets busy, different churches, different cities." He looked at her over the rim. "I saw you a few times over the years. Once when you were maybe fifteen, at a regional church event. You probably don't remember."
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