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The alarm never woke Maddie up anymore. It could be due to her internal alarm clock registering or it could be that she liked to listen to "Worthy is the Lamb" play through instead of sleeping through half of it. It was impossible to tell. She woke an hour before her alarm would go off at five. She still let it play all the way through.

February in Tignish was unbearably cold. Though Maddie's parents had done a good job renovating the house that was once theirs, cold still seeped through seams and under the doors. It could be the cold that was waking her.

Nevertheless, she pulled on her robe and wool socks and walked into the kitchen. She filled the kettle as she prayed that God would help her just with the day. One day at a time. It was her usual morning prayer, so automatic she began wondering if God had it on recording somewhere. A loop labeled "Maddie's Morning Petition".

The kids, hardly kids anymore, were presumably still sleeping. Hailey's door was closed. She was twenty now and worked part time at Shell on Main Street. She lived in her mother's home in relative silence. Looking into her eyes reminded Maddie of Rick's -cold. Rick had left six years prior and given Maddie a civil divorce after decades spent together.

Jericho's door was open, probably because he had come home at two in the morning and been too groggy to close it. At twenty-five years old he should have had his own place, and he almost had, until the landlord found out that he had a dog, and Maddie wasn't about to prevent her only son from coming home. That was eight months ago. Anya's room was beside her sisters. Hailey managed to sleep with Anya's music playing. It used to be worship music, which, in the right record, could keep or put anyone to sleep. Now it was with lyrics Maddie caught in fragments and wished she hadn't.

Anya was the youngest, still in her teens. She retracted into herself -or at least in church. She sat in the back row with her arms folded and her face blank. Her answer to almost everything was, "I'm fine, mom."

Maddie closed Jericho's door over before she went back to the kitchen, her coffee already cooling. She opened the spiral notebook she toted almost everywhere with her for nearly a year to today's date, February 11, 2026. "Jericho," she began to pen. It was the same list she'd written for a week. Maybe more. "Provision and purpose. Sobriety. Hailey. Draw her close. Anya. Bring her back. Protect her." Maddie sighed. If it were just three, the burden would be lighter. She continued with her siblings, "Jen: let her know she's loved. Anna: Open her eyes. Jordan: Humility. Derrick: Courage."

Maddie closed the notebook, whispering the final bits of her prayer, "...let him come fully through the door." There was no more time to spare. She started the engine and sat in the freezing car until she deemed it warm enough to drive. The steering wheel bit cold into her hands through her gloves.

Tignish Manor Retirement Home had sixteen rooms, a cafeteria, nurses' station and a recreation room that held a TV that primarily played The Price is Right for people who couldn't remember what year it was. Maddie had worked here for seven years and her mother before her. She clocked in at six and started her rounds starting with Mr. Bertrand. He'd been a fisherman for forty years and was notorious for pulling out his IV during the night.

"He kept saying someone was stealing his boots," Charlene shrugged.

Maddie looked past her coworker at Bertrand. His thin legs dangled from his hospital gown. If it weren't sad to work in the Alzheimer's unit, one might have laughed. He looked vacantly around, not particularly knowing where he was, but he hadn't forgotten he was angry. "Go home, I've got him."

Bertrand let Maddie rebandage his hand, muttering under his breath about storms and the boats and ils ont pris mes bottes.

"Your boots are right here," Maddie patted his good hand and smiled. "See? They're right there in the closet." She breathed a sigh when he nodded, lying back down with his eyes closed. They were red-rimmed. He had likely had less sleep than she. She watched him for a moment, her stomach turning the way it sometimes did here. How long did he have left?

In Room 12 was Mrs. Etta. She was looking out onto the Gulf when Maddie entered with a cheerful, "Good morning." Etta hadn't eaten. "Can I get something else for you to eat, Mrs. Etta?"

"He's not coming back."

"Who, Dear?"

"My husband, and I keep waiting."

Etta's eyes drifted shut as Maddie began to restock the cupboards.

"You hidin', Maddie?" Brenda's voice was raspy but filled with mirth.

"No."

"Liar." Brenda stepped in the closet and let the door close behind her. "You look like hell."

"Thanks."

"When's the last time you slept a full night?"

"It's been a while."

"Well." Brenda squeezed her shoulder. "Go home after this and don't you dare open that notebook."

She left her alone as they finished their shifts: bathing, changing, feeding, listening to the same stories and not letting it show that it was repeated like her morning prayer -just a loop.

Maddie got a text from Jordan, "You coming to prayer meeting?"

"I'll be there." She would. She had already skipped out, not on purpose of course, from writing declarative Scripture references beside her prayer list that morning.

Jericho's truck was in the driveway with Hailey's Corolla behind it. Jericho greeted her the moment she climbed the five stairs that led to the kitchen, smelling like greasy Greco's pizza with too much tabasco sauce.

"Hey Jer."

"Pizza in the fridge."

"Oh, thanks!" Maddie noted Hailey was at the table scrolling her phone. She touched her gently on the shoulder and chuckled when her daughter flinched before pulling out one earbud. "I'm sorry. How was work?"

"Fine." Hailey wasted no time putting her earbud back in. She didn't notice her mother moving towards Anya's room.

The door was still shut. Maddie knocked twice before she got an answer.

"What?"

"Can I come in?"

"I'm doing homework."

"Just for a minute?"

"I'm busy."

"Okay, I love you." Maddie moved to her room and sat on the bed for a moment. Lord, what am I doing wrong? I pray. I show up and try but they're going somewhere I just can't follow. I don't know how to hold on without grabbing...

She told herself it was just the winter blues. She washed her face and changed into church clothes.

"Heading out?" Jericho called over, half watching his pizza spin in the microwave.

"Yeah, kiddo, it's prayer meeting."

"Cool."

"Can you tell Anya to eat something? There's soup in the cupboard."

"She won't listen to me."

"Try anyway. Please." Maddie shut the door behind her and began to make her way to the Tignish Gospel Church on Palmer Road. 
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THERE WERE SEVEN OF them tonight sitting in a loose circle comprising of old Mrs. Arsenault and her son in law Dale, Tessa, Carl and Ruth. Jordan hadn't come. He messaged just as she was hanging up her coat that something had come up at work. She sat beside Ruth and Pastor immediately began with the scripture from Isaiah about the watchmen on the walls that gave God no rest.

"We're going to pray for the community, for the hurting, for the young people who are leaving. We're going to intercede for those in darkness."

There was no particular order, though Mrs. Arsenault's voice came out louder than anyone else's. They prayed in unison, no one taking over each other. Maddie prayed, too. She lifted her hands in the air and prayed as she always did. She prayed for each name she wrote down. She bound, broke, declared, claimed all in the Name of Jesus. Then, she thanked God for the breakthrough that was sure to come. Inside? She felt empty.

The small group left one or two at a time.

"Pastor," Maddie spoke up when it was just the two of them left. "Can I just stay here and sit for a few minutes?" It wasn't new for her to do that.

"Of course. You know, Maddie. You don't have to carry everything yourself."

"I know."

"God hears you."

"I know."

He waited a moment to see if she wanted to say more. She didn't. He already knew her family situation. He left her in the sanctuary alone.

Maddie listened to his tires crunch on the gravel and fade into the distance. She looked at the pulpit. She looked at the ugly carpet. The thing she had been pushing down all day, all week, all month, the thought she had been disciplining herself against because it felt like betrayal, rose in her chest and this time she didn't push it back. She let it come. She knelt on the carpet, her forehead touching the floor as the weight of life pushed her down.

She spoke the words that had surfaced in the car, "I don't know if any of this is doing anything." Silence answered her. "I say the same prayers and nothing changes. Hailey is getting further away. Jericho is drinking and I can see it but I can't stop it. Anya is pulling away from everything I ever tried to give her and I don't even know who she's becoming. I have been praying for years. Years. And I don't know if You're listening. I don't know if this is reaching anything. I don't know if I believe that the breakthrough is already done in the spirit. I don't know what I believe but I know Who I believe. I know I'm tired. I know I can't stop. I know I don't know how to do anything except show up and say the names."
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