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The incessant pounding rattled the living room window and shook the walls in the small Parisian flat where Marie Michel was trying to sleep. She folded the pillow over her head and squeezed her eyes shut. She was a terrible mother. How could she have raised a daughter who ran with drug dealers? An addict who had stolen from Marie… from her own mother.

“Change the locks,” the police officer had told her last time it happened. “You’re not helping by giving her a way to keep using.”

More pounding.

Marie’s heartbeat skipped and jumped and raced inside her chest. It was after midnight. What was her daughter thinking? Why wouldn’t she get help? Marie threw the pillow on the floor and swung herself out of bed.

As she did, the pounding stopped. Marie held her breath. Ten seconds.… Fifteen. Still nothing. Silence. Marie exhaled. Alice must’ve moved on, scurried off through the dark of night to find the place where she slept—under some bridge or in a shelter in the most dank and undesirable part of Paris. Wherever the drugs were easy.

Marie lay back down and stared at the ceiling. Baby girl, I’m sorry… I never wanted it to come to this. A chill ran down her arms and she pulled the blanket over her thin body. She hadn’t paid her gas bill again and this was the coldest night in May.

Life was eroding like the beach at high tide.

If her own mother were still alive, Marie knew what the woman would say. Pray, Marie. Pray. God has all the wisdom in the world. Talk to Him… ask Him. He loves you, Marie.

But what would it matter, praying to God now? Alice had been gone long before tonight. Marie’s precious baby girl was eighteen and a child of the streets, running with derelicts and drug dealers. Marie wasn’t even sure when she’d lost Alice. Three years ago, maybe. Sometime between shifts, when Marie was out working two jobs to keep food on the table. They would’ve been better off starving.

Then she might still have Alice.

Marie leaned over and clicked on the lamp by her bedside. A yellow haze filled the cramped room. Marie let her eyes adjust. She stood and pushed herself to the dresser by the window. Every step stirred the ache in her bones, the ache that always came with twelve hours of cleaning hospital floors.

Don’t look at it, she told herself. You need to sleep. Morning comes quickly.

But her hands had a mind of their own.

They pulled open the second drawer and there, sitting atop a heap of worn T-shirts, was the photo album. The one Marie had put together for Alice’s sixteenth birthday. An attempt to win her back and pull her from the seedy world she’d fallen into.

The effort failed, but the photo book remained. Proof that their time together hadn’t been all bad. Marie picked it up and ran her thumb over the cheap cloth cover. At the center was a photo of Marie and Alice, cheek to cheek. In the picture, her precious girl was maybe ten or eleven. Before the streets had gotten her.

Marie stared at the image. “What happened to you, baby girl? Why aren’t you here? Down the hall?” Her voice fell. “Your mama still loves you, Alice.” A rush of tears came and Marie shut her eyes again. “I’ll always love you, Alice.”

Sleep wasn’t going to come anyway. Marie took the album to the edge of her bed and settled in.

The first few pages were full of baby Alice, as if she’d come into the world like any other child. Alice on her blanket and in her crib, crying in her first bath and laughing at her favorite toy bunny. And Marie, a much younger version of herself holding baby Alice and walking her along the streets of Paris in the pram Alice’s grandmother had given her.

But there were other moments the pages didn’t show. Her mother’s warning in the beginning, when Marie came home pregnant after her first year of college.

“You’ll keep the baby, of course.” M’man had pulled her into a hug. “I will help you.” Then she had stepped back and looked deep into Marie’s eyes. “But mark my words, Marie. Being a single mother will be the hardest job you’ve ever had. I should know.”

Marie’s father had left when she was six. That was the year her mother refused to go along with her father’s affairs. “It’s a Parisian thing,” Marie could still hear him saying. “French men need more than one woman.”

Finally, her mother had sent him on his way. “You can have all the women you want,” she had told him. “Just not this one.”

Whenever Marie had asked about her father, her mama would stand a little straighter and her eyes would cool. “We don’t need him, Marie. We have each other… that’s enough.”

And it was. For Marie’s mother.

But no one ever asked Marie if having only a mother was enough for her. She remembered her first day of third grade and her classmates talking about their fathers. My papa works in sanitation. Mine works at the hospital.… My papa is taking me to Normandy.… My papa is taking me to the Seine.

She could hear their voices, feel herself shrinking toward the back of the classroom. “What about you, Marie?” her best friend had asked. “What does your daddy do?”

“He’s a soldier.” The answer was out before Marie could stop herself. And that’s what she told herself every day after that. Right up until high school, when her mother told her it wasn’t nice to lie.

“Your father wasn’t a good man.” Her mama had put her hand on Marie’s shoulder. “Stop calling him a soldier.”

And so, Marie was left with the truth. Her daddy had done just one thing in his role as a father—he had gotten her mother pregnant. After that he had disappeared.

Even now Marie missed the imaginary soldier father she had created. But as she worked her way through high school, and as she met friends like her with single mothers, Marie promised herself one thing—she wouldn’t repeat her mother’s mistakes. Not ever. When she fell in love it would be for life and the children she bore would know what it meant to have a father.

In her last year of lycée, Marie attended a dance at the community center and met a real-life soldier. Philippe promised to marry her and show her the world. Three months later Marie was pregnant, and Philippe had shipped out. Never to be seen again.

Marie stared at a photo of her younger self holding baby Alice. That was the main thing missing from the photographs: Alice’s father.

Tears stung her eyes. Years had passed since she’d cried about her own story, the way she’d repeated her mother’s mistakes and become a single mom to Alice.

The next page of the book showed her and Alice at a Paris playground, side by side grinning from the swings. Despite her watery eyes, a slight smile tugged at Marie’s lips. Before Alice started using heroin, Marie had felt proud of the work she’d done as a single mom. She didn’t believe in God back then, not really. But often she felt like she had some sort of invisible help. Maybe because of the things her own mother would constantly tell her.

“You’re never alone, Marie. Alice isn’t alone, either. Your Heavenly Father is only a whisper away,” she would say. “Who could ask for more than that?”

Her mother had felt that way right up until her death last year from cancer. Peace had filled her face even as she took her last breath, off to meet the One who had carried her all her life. But Marie had none of that assurance.

She turned the next page and the next. More pictures of her and Alice, making a life for themselves. I didn’t see it coming, baby girl. How could I have seen it coming?

The change in Alice happened midway through her first year of secondary school. That’s when students were allowed to have cell phones in school. Overnight it seemed Alice was different. She ran with a wilder crowd and lied about where she’d been. Months later Marie was rummaging through Alice’s room, looking for signs of trouble, when she found tiny bits of balloons and other plastic pieces, along with miniature fragments of tinfoil and short sections of string.

Her heart in her throat, Marie moved to her bedroom telephone. A quick call to a drug counseling office and she had the truth. Alice was doing heroin. The man who spoke with her said addiction could happen the first time a person tried the drug. Before long, heroin was all a person knew, and buying and using became a full-time obsession.

Cold chills had run down Marie’s arms. She confronted Alice that day and after a spate of lies, her daughter left in the dark of night and didn’t come home for a week. When she did, her clothes hung on her shrinking body and her eyes were sullen, framed by dark circles. Alice tried to run past Marie toward her bedroom down the hall. But Marie grabbed her daughter’s arm. “Where are you going?” Stay calm, she had told herself. Alice won’t talk to you if you’re hysterical.

“To my room.” Alice glared at her. “Leave me alone.”

“No.” Marie’s grip tightened. “We need to talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” Alice jerked her arm free and that’s when Marie saw the marks. Needle tracks up and down the inside of her daughter’s left arm. Alice must’ve realized what her mother had seen because she ran to her room and slammed the door.

Marie didn’t give up. She followed Alice and tried to open the door, but Alice must’ve been sitting against it because it barely budged. “Move, Alice! Let me in!”

“No. I said leave me alone!” Alice’s voice was muffled.

“I know about the heroin.” Marie’s voice had grown louder. “I want to help you.”

“It’s my life.” Alice started crying. “I don’t want help.”

And so it went for five minutes until Marie had no choice but to wait it out. She returned to the kitchen and an hour passed. When it was long after dark, Marie tried again. This time when she pushed her way into her daughter’s room there was no resistance. Alice was passed out on her bed, still in her dirty clothes, her stringy hair strewn across her beautiful face.

Marie wasn’t sure if she should wake her daughter up and finish the discussion. For several minutes she stood there and watched her sleep. Just staring at her precious Alice. Baby girl, how did this happen? Why would you do heroin? She barely noticed the tears falling onto her face. Didn’t I give you what you needed? Wasn’t this life enough for you? In that moment a thought had occurred to Marie. Something else her mother had always told her. Without God, life would only be a series of meaningless efforts and irredeemable failures. You need Him, Marie. Alice needs Him. This life is empty otherwise.

Marie had always figured—then and now—that if God were real, she would’ve had a father. Alice would have one, too. She and Alice wouldn’t struggle to pay the bills and keep food on the table, the way her mother had also struggled. Every day of their lives.

If He loved them, where was He when Alice took her first hit of heroin?

Marie ran her finger over the next photo. Alice grinning from the second row at her middle school graduation. She was so beautiful, so full of light and love. Friends surrounded her in the photograph, the way they always had back then. Marie held the book a little higher so she could look deep into her daughter’s eyes. The eyes of a child with all of life ahead of her. I have no answers, Alice. Marie sighed and lowered the book again. None. Why would you throw your life away?

That night in her daughter’s room, despite Marie’s best efforts to stay quiet and motionless, Alice opened her eyes. Not like when she was a little girl. Sleepy and slow with a smile that gradually lit up the room. Back then she would hold out both arms and call for her. “Maman… hold me.”

No, that child was gone forever. Instead, that terrible night Alice’s eyes had flown open. Unnaturally wide and panicked. She breathed fast and hard. “Go away!” Her words were a shrill scream. “Go! Now!”

Marie had felt her anger rise. Forget being calm. If this were a fight for Alice’s life, Marie was going to start swinging. “You will not talk to me like that, young lady. Do you hear me?”

And Alice was on her feet. Her breaths came in jagged gasps and she raked her trembling fingers through her hair. Then she faced Marie and screamed again. “Get away from me!”

“Alice, you’re not yourself.” Marie was no longer crying. She was too terrified for tears. “You don’t want this… this life.”

“You don’t know what I want.” She tried to push past, but Marie stood her ground, blocking the doorway. Alice’s face grew red. “Move! You don’t own me!”

“If I have to get locks for your bedroom door, I’ll do it,” Marie had shouted. “I will not let you leave this house for a life on the streets. That isn’t who you are, Alice. Get back in bed.”

A switch had seemed to flip in Alice’s heart at that, and suddenly the fight left her. Slowly, like the sick child she was, she returned to her mattress and slipped beneath her blanket. She buried her head in her pillow and turned her back to Marie. Just one word came from her before she fell asleep again.

“Go.”

That was the last word Marie heard from Alice for a month. In the morning when Marie went back to her daughter’s room, the girl was gone. So were her bedsheets and pillow and most of her clothes.

And life had been like that ever since. For two years. Marie had no idea who Alice had been living with or what she was doing to survive. She didn’t want to think about it.

Then a few months ago, Alice began stopping by the flat, acting like she was interested in changing, like she wanted a relationship with Marie again. But each time she left, Marie found money and valuables missing.

Whatever little Marie had, Alice found a way to take it.

The local authorities knew about the situation, but the least of their troubles was a teenager strung out on heroin and stealing money from home. They had promised to bring her back to Marie if they found her, but Alice didn’t have a driver’s license or ID. So how would police know if it was her or not? Alice was an adult, yes, but she was also Marie’s daughter. Stealing from a parent was more domestic disturbance than theft.

Which was why Marie had changed the locks. So that Alice couldn’t come through the front door looking for money and items to steal. So she couldn’t use Marie to stay in her wretched addiction. But now that Alice’s key didn’t work, Marie wondered if maybe this was worse. Hearing Alice pound on the door, listening to her cry out for Marie to let her in, let her have what she wanted.

Marie shuddered. She felt sick. The echoes of her daughter’s desperate voice still played in her heart and mind. Would Alice come back tomorrow, pounding on the door and wanting only to find something to steal?

It was late, hours from sunrise. Marie dried her cheeks. Time to put the photo book back where it belonged. Once more she stood and pushed through the ache in her muscles. When the pictures were back in the drawer, out of sight, she returned to her bed. But before she dropped to the sheets, she stopped.

Through it all, through every heartbreaking day knowing Alice was a drug addict living on the streets, Marie had never done the one thing her mother had asked her to do. She had never prayed to Jesus about Alice. Marie didn’t believe like her mother believed. Alice didn’t, either. What had God ever done for them? And why should she believe He was even real?

But here, now… Marie was out of options.

The gravity of the situation pulled her to her knees in a way she was helpless to stop. And there, she buried her face in her hands and did the one thing she swore she’d never do.

“God… if You’re there… help Alice.” Her voice was tired, desperate. “Please, I beg You. Help Alice.”

Then she struggled to her feet and crawled back into bed. There. She had followed her mother’s wishes. Not so much because she believed. Not because she really thought some Almighty Heavenly Father would hear her prayers.

But because she had nowhere else to turn.
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Death was calling for Alice Michel.

In a hissing sort of whisper, it called her name, threatening her, taunting her, clawing at her. And it never stopped. Not ever. Like a living, breathing being of darkness, death wrapped its tentacles around her, dragging her into ever deeper levels of hell.

Until she hardly knew if she were dead or alive. Even her mother had rejected her. Alice didn’t blame her.

How could you change the locks, Maman? Alice trudged down the cold, indifferent allée—four blocks from what used to be her home. She clenched her jaw. I’m not your daughter. I never will be again. The thought weighed on her and worked its way into the vast cavern where her heart used to be. She wouldn’t go home ever. There was no turning back.

Alice shivered and ran her fingers over her right arm, then her left. They felt heavy and cold. Like the arms of a corpse.

There was only one place to go now, back to the underpass alongside the Seine. Cops hated that homeless people shuffled along the river. But the shelters were full and in the homeless camps around Paris, drugs ran the day. Indeed, Alice wasn’t sure how long the prison of heroin had held her. Two years, three? Time stopped under the haze of heroin.

She shook harder now. The dull ache in her arms worked its way up through her bony shoulders and along her collarbones. Her legs hurt, too. Streaky pain from her hips to her knees and her knees to her ankles. A few more steps and the headache set in. Alice knew what this was. The feeling was as familiar as her name. Drug sick. She was drug sick.

Faster, she told herself. Move your feet.

And she did, as fast as she could until the group of tents came into view. Dirty, dilapidated, rain-beaten and sun-bleached. Yes. She was almost home. The only home she knew these days.

Already she could imagine the relief, sense the way her body was about to come to life again. Because someone would have the drug for her. The people of the underpass shared. Last week she’d bought the junk, so today her tent friends would step up. They all swapped needles, so Alice didn’t need one of those, either.

She’d take the hit anyway she could get it.

Anything to feel alive again—normal… even for a few hours.

Alice carried a bag with her, a crocheted bag with a long strap that once was the colors of the rainbow. Now it was the color of dirt, like everything about her existence.

Push, she told herself. Get to the tent. Just… a few… more… steps. Alice pushed herself until she dropped to the mouth of a crowded tent. Three girls were passed out near the back. Another two—a married couple—were nodding, succumbing to the rescue of their latest dose of heroin.

“I need it.” Alice’s entire body convulsed now. She pulled her knees to her chin and rocked. “Please, someone. Hit me up.”

Needles lay scattered on the torn tent floor. Tonight, sweet, handsome Benji was the most alert of the group. “I got you.” He grabbed a needle from a filthy bowl and grabbed Alice’s hand. “Hold out your arm, Alice.”

It was all she could do to obey. Her muscles were tense, cramping. Benji looked a little high, and he wobbled as he crawled to her with the needle. But the sharp silver point found its mark, somewhere along the tracks of heroin memories that made up her arm.

“There, Alice, baby.” The minute the needle was out of Alice’s skin, Benji used the syringe to fill the vial again. “My turn.”

With every heartbeat, heroin flooded Alice’s veins and pumped through her body. And as it did, the aching stopped. Her arms fell to her sides, no longer shaking, and her legs stretched out in front of her. “More, Benji.” She closed her eyes. “Give me more.”

“No.” He leaned back against the tent pole. The drug was working for him, too.

“I need it.” Alice leaned closer and put her hand on Benji’s arm. “The sick… it’s worse today.”

Benji shook his head. “This is strong stuff, baby. That’s enough.” Benji used to be a med student with a dream of being a surgeon. The druggies in the camp trusted him.

“It’s not that strong.” Alice stared at the man. He was twenty-five, maybe thirty. No telling with heroin. Addicts aged a decade overnight. Alice had asked him once, but Benji said he didn’t know. “Too many years.” That’s what he had told her. Too many since he’d checked out of life and given himself to the drug. Everything about his old self was gone. All he had these days was the needle.

By now Alice’s headache should’ve let up. But instead her temples pounded. She stood on her knees and looped her arms around Benji’s neck. The two of them had found solace in each other’s arms more than once. When they were sober. When they weren’t sick or high. She kissed his dry lips and stared into his droopy eyes. “I need it, Benji. Give it to me.”

If he were sober, Benji never would’ve agreed. He knew when a batch of heroin was strong, and he knew when it was maybe laced with fentanyl. Peppered, he called it. But tonight, in this moment, Benji was too high to care. He returned the kiss and worked his hands into her hair. “You’re beautiful, baby.” His words were slurred. “You know that?”

“Give me more.” She pressed herself against him. “Please, Benji.”

And then, as if he was as intoxicated by her presence as he was by the drug, Benji did as she asked. He leaned back and felt around for the still half-full syringe. She helped him stay steady long enough to find her arm, to find a vein strong enough to take the jab.

“I’ll do more, too. We can find the high together.” Benji kissed her cheek and aimed the needle. And just like that he was feeling the same euphoria she was feeling. She knew because she could see it on his face.

In a rush the second hit overtook her, warming her and offering a peace she only knew after a hit. Her headache faded and she fell against Benji’s chest.

“You okay, baby?” He ran his hand over her matted hair. “You okay?”

Suddenly a sense of panic came over her. Because she couldn’t make her mouth work, couldn’t find the words. And something else. She couldn’t draw a breath. “Ben… Ben…”

He was up on his knees now, taking her by the shoulders. “I told you… not to, Alice!” His voice was loud, frightened. “This stuff is peppered. It’s too strong.”

Alice could feel herself losing consciousness, her breathing deep and labored. Why couldn’t she fill her lungs? What was happening? Then she remembered. This had occurred before when one of the heroin batches was laced. When it was peppered. That time one of the tent people had shot her up with Narcan and she’d lived.

It was her last hope. “Narc… Narcan.”

“I don’t have it, baby. It’s all gone.” Benji shook her again. “Stay with me, Alice. Stay with me.”

Alice was in a whirlpool. A deadly, dark horrific tunnel, and she was falling down… down… into the thickest, dankest liquid. And she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t take another breath.

She remembered how she really loved Benji and how the man had turned to illegal pain meds when he tore his meniscus playing football with a few friends, and how he’d gotten caught stealing from the hospital where he was doing his residency and how they’d fired him. He would never work in the medical field again, Benji had told her. And in a thick fog of shame and addiction, Benji had left home and never looked back.

His family still didn’t know where he was.

I love you, Benji. I’m sorry. M’man, if you’d only opened the door. She was out of oxygen, and she felt herself fall to the cold tent-covered ground.

“Baby, stay with me!” Benji shouted at her and shook her again and again. But his words began to fade until eventually her heartbeat stopped. And then there was nothing but eternal darkness and one final thought before death had its way with her. The thought she couldn’t bear to admit to Benji or even herself.

Alice was pregnant.



THE BEEPING SOUNDS must’ve been some part of hell. That’s all Alice could imagine. Because she had died. She had felt her heart stop beating.

But like the wings of a butterfly spreading on the first warm day of spring, Alice finally blinked her eyes open and looked around. She was in a hospital, hooked up to machines. Her hand instinctively grabbed at her throat. If she’d survived, she was surely on life support. But her neck was soft and whole.

No tubes in her mouth or esophagus.

I’m alive. How could I be alive?

Then she remembered the baby, and her hand moved to her abdomen. Surely the tiny life inside her had died in this ordeal. All because Alice wouldn’t listen to Benji. Her eyes scanned the monitors and machines around her until she saw the nurses’ button. She pressed it and called out at the same time. “Help me! Someone, please!”

An older uniformed woman rushed into the room. “You’re awake!”

Panic welled up in Alice’s heart and limbs. “I… I don’t feel well.” Of course she didn’t feel well. How long had it been since she’d had a fix? “I need… I need more.”

“Shhh.” The woman stood at her bedside. “I’m taking care of you.” She put her hand on Alice’s shoulder. “You nearly died. Do you know that?”

“Y-y-yes. What… happened?”

The nurse hesitated. “I believe it was a miracle.” She sat in the chair next to Alice’s bed. “What’s your name?”

Why should she tell the woman? She needed to get back to her tent, back to Benji. She had survived the heavy stuff, lived through the pepper. She wouldn’t push it so hard next time. She started to sit up, but a wave of pain hit her head and slammed her back to the pillow. “I need more…”

“You need to rest.” The nurse looked straight at her. “My name is Fran. And you’re at a rehab facility just outside Paris.” She was kind and soft-spoken. “We can’t get far without your name.”

Alice squeezed her eyes shut. The pain in her head was getting worse. Her arms and legs throbbed. She didn’t ask for this, didn’t ask to be rescued. “Take me back.” She had no memory of life before heroin. There was no returning to who she used to be.

“You’re not going back.” The woman stayed in the chair. “Just your first name. Then I’ll tell you how you got here.”

Her head was spinning now. What would it hurt to tell the woman? “Alice.” She pressed her thumb and fingers into her temples. “My name is Alice.”

“One more question.” The nurse took a chart from the bedside table. “How old are you, Alice?”

She didn’t want to say, didn’t want the horrified, pitiful look from Fran. But what did it matter? “I’m… eighteen.”

“That’s what I thought.” Fran made a note in the chart.

For the first time since Alice started using, she didn’t feel judged. She relaxed into the bed. This nurse probably saw people like Alice all the time. Her feet and hands started shaking. Or maybe they’d been shaking. “Please… can… can you give me a… a hit? Just… just one.”

Nurse Fran stood and touched the side of Alice’s head. “You know I can’t do that.” She smiled, and there was something different about the woman. A light and certainty. “We’re going to get you better.”

Alice wanted to throw up. No more heroin? She would have to find a way out of here, slip through a window maybe. She wouldn’t feel okay until she got the next needle. The nurse couldn’t possibly understand.

“Is there anything you’d like to tell me, Alice?” Fran held Alice’s chart to her chest. She waited.

Then Alice remembered and her shaking hand returned to her belly. “I…” If the baby had lived, it would’ve been Benji’s. He was the only one. She closed her eyes again. “I was pregnant. Before… before I overdosed.”

Fran nodded. “You’re still pregnant, Alice.”

A wave of nausea rushed through her gut and her head pounded. “I’m… I’m still…?”

“Yes.” Fran put her hand on Alice’s shoulder. “You’ve been here five days, Alice.” The woman paused. “Would you like to hear what happened that night?”

Not really, Alice thought. But maybe she should. “Yes. Please.”

“Your friend must’ve known you were overdosing, because he was experiencing the same thing.”

Benji had overdosed, too? Alice’s heartbeat picked up speed. And how had he gotten a cell phone? Must’ve been one of those cheap throwaways. “I… I remember taking my last breath.”

“An officer was fifty feet away, about to check out the homeless camp. He heard your friend yelling and he rushed up in time to give you Narcan. Your friend wasn’t doing well, but he pointed at you. He wanted you to have it.”

Alice sat up straighter. “What happened to him? To Benji?”

For a few seconds the nurse didn’t say anything. She looked down at Alice’s chart and then back at Alice. “He didn’t make it. I’m… I’m so sorry. The officer had just one dose of Narcan on him and by the time backup came… It was too late.”

“No.” Alice was screaming on the inside, but her voice was only a whisper. “Not Benji!” She rolled onto her side and buried her face in her pillow. “Not Benji!”

“He had identification on him. We… were able to notify his parents. Benji is home, Alice. He’s finally home.” The nurse stepped away from the bed. “I’ll leave you alone for a bit. When I come back, we’ll make a plan to get you better.” She hesitated. “Your baby needs you, Alice.”

Benji’s baby. The child who would never know a father now, all because Benji had asked the police officer to save her life over his own. She pictured Benji, holding her, caring for her. He would do anything for her, and he had. He had given his life for hers. For hers and the tiny baby he had known nothing about. Alice’s tears came then, and sobs took over until her sides heaved. Poor Benji. He had never made things right with his family, never found his way past the drug.

But there was something Alice hated even more than that. The man who had been her friend and lover had died without hearing the words Alice had always meant to say. Her true feelings for Benji.

She loved him, she did. But she had never told him.

And now it was too late.
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Ready or not, Ashley Baxter Blake was finally going to have an art show in Paris. She and her sister Kari had been out shopping for a suitcase, and now they walked up the front porch steps of Ashley’s Indiana home and made their way inside.

“All you have to do now is get those paintings shipped and pack.” Kari’s eyes sparkled. “You must be practically bursting, Ash. Paris! Can you believe it?”

Ashley didn’t say anything. She led the way into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. Then she turned to her sister and made a few circles in the air with her index finger. “Yippee.”

“No.” Kari’s smile faded. “Not again, Ashley. Please.” She set her purse down and came closer. “You and Landon are celebrating eighteen years. This trip, the art show, it’s all happening at the perfect time.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” Ashley sighed. “Maybe if I get the paintings shipped.” She motioned for Kari to follow her. “Come look at my paintings. I have to send twenty of them out tomorrow.”

“Yes.” Kari sounded optimistic. “That’s the spirit. You need this trip, Ash. You do.”

Ashley nodded. She’d been dodging the issue of how she felt about Paris ever since the gallery called and asked her to do a show. She could still hear the woman’s voice.

This is Emilie Love, owner of Light of the Seine art gallery in Paris. The woman had explained that the shop used to be called Montmartre Gallery, where Ashley had worked twenty-three years ago. Now it was in the Marais district in the fourth arrondissement. We’d love to showcase your work.

They were words she hadn’t heard since she had lived there. Montmartre… Marais… arrondissement. Ashley had taken the call out to the front porch, so she could catch her breath. The woman continued talking, her English perfect. Something about how the Montmartre Gallery had a different name now. Light of the Seine. A nod to the City of Light. “I’d be honored to showcase your work, Ashley. You are very, very talented. I’ve been through your offerings.”

Of the hundred questions that had raced through Ashley’s mind, only one mattered. “How… did you hear about me?”

“My customers ask about you.” There was a smile in the woman’s voice. “Several have requested a show.” She paused. “You paint from the heart. Everyone can see that.”

You paint from the heart? The previous gallery owner had told Ashley that she had no talent, that she’d never make it as an artist. She had been forced to gather her few paintings and take them back to the small room she had rented that year. So they wouldn’t mar the good work of true artists.

That’s what she’d been told.

“You’re thinking about it again.” Kari followed her to the basement. “Trying to remember why you said yes in the first place.” She tapped Ashley on her shoulder. “Am I right?”

Ashley looked back and allowed the slightest laugh. “Okay… maybe.”

“You said yes because the people of Paris love your work.” Kari reached the basement floor and waited until Ashley faced her. “Your work, little sister.”

“Right.” Ashley nodded, but her anxiety pressed in. She walked Kari to the first of a line of paintings. “This is what I’m sending. At least I think I am.”

“These?” Kari looked down the row of art pieces lined against the wall. “Ashley… you can’t sell these. I want them.”

This time Ashley’s laugh was genuine. “That’s the whole point of a show. You sell the work and start over again.”

Kari shook her head. “Please… tell me you aren’t selling the one of Mom and Erin and the girls.”

That particular painting hung just outside the bedroom Ashley shared with her husband, Landon. Where it would always remain. Ashley’s tribute to the people she loved, the ones who were in heaven together. “No, Kari. That one’s mine.”

Ashley had given a version of the work to each of her siblings. Kari and Ryan kept theirs in their office. Brooke and Peter had theirs in a spare bedroom, Luke and Reagan’s hung near the front door. And Dayne and Katy kept Ashley’s heaven painting in their California house.

Some things would always be too sacred to sell.

“Look!” Kari walked slowly down the line of paintings. “You can’t sell these, either. There’s the old Baxter house back when Mom and Dad still lived in it.” She stopped and touched the framed piece. “I remember when you painted this. When you thought Landon was never coming home again.”

“True.” Ashley stopped and bent down, studying the work. She could still remember standing in what had been her parents’ massive front yard, looking at the pretty house, getting the lighting just right, working on the sky and suddenly feeling someone behind her. And turning around to find Landon there. Home… forever home to her. “Maybe I shouldn’t let that one go.”

“I mean.” Kari looked around the basement. “You must have a hundred paintings. How about you only sell the ones that don’t make me cry when I look at them.”

She had a point. Ashley stared at her work. “But shouldn’t they get my best work?”

“Listen.” Kari put her hand alongside Ashley’s face. “Everything you paint is your best work. Let’s pick out the twenty we can actually live without.”

And so for the next hour they worked through each of Ashley’s pieces until they had a smattering of colors and seasons and subjects. Most of which featured people other than the Baxter family. Already Ashley felt better. “Maybe that’s why I’ve been a little off. Because I was about to sell some of my favorites.”

But there was more to her bad feelings. A fear she hadn’t ever told anyone—not even Landon. The most terrible part about her time in Paris. Ashley forced the frightening thought from her mind.

“Well then, you should be happy now!” Kari raised her hands high, her eyes sparkling. “You are going with your incredible husband to Paris for your eighteenth anniversary, and you are going to sell your paintings in the one place you never thought you’d sell them.” She lowered her arms and grinned. “What could be more exciting than that?”

“Fine.” Ashley laughed again. “I’m excited. I can’t wait!”

Kari helped her box up the paintings, two per container. But the whole time Ashley couldn’t shake the distant memory. What about the darkness in Paris? What if it was still waiting for her? She forced the questions from her mind. It wasn’t possible. Kari was right. She should be thrilled about Paris.

As a young girl, she had dreamed of selling her work there. This was a dream come true.

Maybe if she told herself often enough, it would be true.

When the twenty pieces were boxed, she and Kari loaded Landon’s old pickup truck and drove the collection to the UPS store in Bloomington. An hour later—after they had provided the gallery information and paid for the boxes to be sent two-day insured shipping—they returned to Ashley’s house and Kari hugged her. “I have to go.”

“Thanks for your help.” Ashley had always been closest to Kari, and today was no exception. “You understand, right? The reason this is hard.”

The smile Kari had kept in place most of the day faded. She hugged Ashley once more, longer this time. “Of course. I was the first to hug you when you walked through the front door home from Paris the first time. Remember?”

“I do.” Ashley felt tears gather in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “It’ll be fine. Landon’s always wanted me to go back, to make peace with the city.”

“With more than the city.” Kari studied her. “It’s time.”

Ashley nodded. “I know. Thanks again.” She stepped back and watched Kari get into her car and drive off. The trip to Paris still troubled her. Maybe if she told Kari the details she’d kept secret for twenty-three years, this conversation would be different. Her sister might even tell her to stay home. But there was no verifying the part she never talked about. How could it harm her now, so many years later? The whole thing might’ve been only in her imagination.

Something Ashley should’ve forgotten by now.

When Kari’s car was out of sight, Ashley turned to the old Baxter house, the place where she and Landon and their kids had lived for so many years. Ever since her father had married dear Elaine, and the two had bought their own home nearby.

Looking at the house from this vantage point—out front and with time on her hands—Ashley let the happy memories come. She could see herself and her siblings spilling out of the family van the day they moved here when she was ten. Back when she thought home could never be anywhere but the place they’d left in Michigan.

The next morning their moving van had been late, and her father had come up with a quick idea. “Let’s paint the porch! We can all work together!”

Dad had gotten buckets of white paint and half a dozen brushes, and they slopped and painted and spilled enough paint over the porch until finally it looked brand new. Then the five of them—Brooke and Kari, Ashley and Erin and Luke—had all run out back to the creek and washed off. But not before they’d found the big rock at the stream’s edge. The handprints they’d left there that day were mostly rubbed off from weather and time.

But in her mind, Ashley could still see them as clear as they’d been that long-ago day.

She blinked and the view of the front porch changed, and she could see herself getting into the car to go buy milk… and Luke’s friend Jefferson Bennett was running behind her. “Can you give me a ride home, Ashley?” There had been no warning, no way to know that Ashley’s life and his would never be the same again. That a drunk driver would cross the line and Jefferson would jerk the wheel and take the hit. Or that the sixteen-year-old boy would live just a week longer before leaving them.

Another blink and Ashley pictured herself stepping out of her parents’ SUV two summers later with a pair of suitcases and a pregnant belly, home from Paris. Ashley could see the girl she’d been back then. Without faith or hope or a desire to ever come home. Yet there she was, surrounded by the love of her mom and dad. Heading back through the doors of the house she had still loved so well.

And she could see the time Landon walked up the stairs of that porch and into the house after Kari married Tim… a million years ago. Ashley breathed deep. Of course she painted what she felt. The memories were a part of her life here at the old Baxter house.

When her dad and Elaine decided to sell, Ashley and Landon were the only adult kids interested in buying it. The only ones willing to live on the ten acres and take care of the place. Of course, the two of them had jumped at the chance.

Ashley would never grow tired of looking at the old house, the white wood siding and pretty gables, the dark roof and white wraparound porch. The solid double mahogany front doors. Their home had gone up in value in recent years, but she and Landon would never sell it. The memories inside those walls and windows were simply priceless.

Ashley took her time walking across the expansive front yard and up the porch steps. She and Landon would be home from Paris before she knew it, back here in Bloomington, where her work came to life. There was nothing to fear in Paris. Those shadowy dark days were decades ago.

She made her way to the kitchen and half an hour later she had whipped up spaghetti with zucchini noodles and homemade tomato sauce. Devin was with a friend and Cole was back at college. His junior year already. Only Amy and Janessa were joining them tonight. At fifteen and nine, they were still home most evenings.

But not for long. All the kids had grown up in a blink.

Ashley set the table, the way she did every night. Dinnertime was as important now as it had been when the kids were little. She was laying out the plates when Landon came through the door. He was fire chief for the Bloomington Fire Department, a prestigious position that no longer required his wearing a uniform.

She heard him walk up behind her. “I must say…” He slipped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. “Has anyone ever told you?” Gently he turned her in his arms and worked his fingers up along her face. “You have the most beautiful hair.”

Ashley grinned. They were the words her dear old friend Irvel had said to her many times a day, back when Ashley worked at Sunset Hills Adult Care Home after coming home from Paris. “No… No one’s told me.” Ashley grinned at him. “Not in a very long time.”

It wasn’t true. Landon said it all the time. But this was part of the game. “Well then”—he kissed her lips—“I’ll tell you. You have the most beautiful hair, Ashley.” He smiled and his lips met hers. Their kiss lingered, the way it usually did. He stepped back and smiled. “How was your day?”

She hesitated. “It was good. Really.” Her smile didn’t feel genuine. “Kari and I shipped out the paintings. They’ll arrive in time for the show.”

“Good.” Landon wasn’t fooled. He crooked his finger and lifted Ashley’s chin. “You’re still not sure.” He searched her eyes. “I know you, Ashley. Only God knows you better.” His voice was soft, his words aimed straight to her soul. “Why so many doubts?”

“I keep thinking… maybe it’s too soon.”

“Too soon?” Landon led Ashley to the kitchen, where he leaned on the nearest counter and pulled her into his arms. “It’s been twenty-two years, my love.”

“Twenty-three.” She managed a weak smile. “But who’s counting?”

“Jessie’s there, remember. That’s another reason to go.” Landon raised his brow. “She’s got a lunch date all planned for us.”

“True.” Ashley pictured her sweet niece. Kari and Ryan’s oldest, Jessie, was doing a summer in Paris. Studying art, of all things. “Jessie is definitely counting on us.”

For a long moment, Landon didn’t say anything. Just looked into Ashley’s eyes and brushed away the loose strands of hair from her forehead. “Can I tell you a story?”

“Okay.” The girls would be home in ten minutes. But for now, they had time.

Landon drew a deep breath. “Once a long time ago, a group of disciples were crossing the Sea of Galilee when a great storm came up. So great, that the waves threatened to sink their boat.” He paused. “And all the while their teacher was in the hull… sleeping. His head on a pillow.”

Ashley loved when he did this, when he found some Bible story or anecdote from real life and used it to make sense of her world. She lifted her face to Landon. “I think I might know this one.”

“Ah, but there’s more.” Landon paused. “The disciples cried out to their teacher and immediately… immediately… Jesus woke up. And with two simple words He calmed the storm. Completely.” Landon spread his hands as if he could see the glassy water from that long-ago night. “ ‘Be still,’ He called out. And I mean… the water was glass. Just like that.”

A quick laugh caught Ashley off guard. “I love you, do you know that?”

“I do… but wait!” He got lost in her eyes again. “Most people stop there. The water was still; Jesus and the disciples carried on and they reached the shore. Just like Jesus had promised from the beginning.”

“Thank you, Landon.” The roasted vegetables needed to come out of the oven. “You’re always a great storyteller.”

“No, no!” Landon held up his index finger. “You’re forgetting about the other boats.”

Ashley blinked. “The what?”

“Aha! I got your attention.” Landon smiled. “The other boats. On the sea that night were other boats. It says so right in the Bible. Some versions say there were other little boats on the sea.”

“Really?” Ashley couldn’t tell if he was teasing or not. “Little boats?”

“Yes. Look… I’m serious!” He smiled as he held his arms out to the sides. “I mean, I imagine they were big enough to hold fishermen, but whatever. Just more boats than the one Jesus was on.”

“Okay…”

“This is the whole point, Ash. The other boats… they were caught up in the storm, too. And those boats didn’t have Jesus in them. But when He calmed the storm for His disciples, guess who also had smooth sailing?”

“The other boats.” Ashley answered at the same time Landon did.

He smiled. “Do you get it?”

“We’ll… see other boats? In Paris? On the river Seine?”

“No.” Landon’s attention remained entirely on her. “Twenty-three years ago, when He calmed your storm, there were other boats… in Paris and back home. Little boats that maybe you know nothing about.”

“Hmmm. Little boats.” Ashley liked that.

“And I believe…” He touched her face once more. “I believe that when we take this trip to Paris, you just might run across some of those little boats.”

This time Ashley could do nothing to stop the tears that formed in her eyes. She felt her smile fill her face. “I hope so.”

“You have to believe.” He touched the spot above her heart. “Here, Ash. Deep inside you.”

She went to him again and slipped her arms around his neck. “You’re my best friend, Landon Blake.”

“And you’re mine.” He kissed her and when he drew back, he whispered, “I’m one of those boats, Ashley. All you could see was your own situation, the way the storm was about to destroy you. But I was one of those little boats. I would’ve sunk if you hadn’t come home.” He brushed his thumb over her cheek. “But there are others. I believe that.”

It was a thought that stayed with Ashley through dinner and during their question game with the girls, and long after the dishes were done. Even after Landon had fallen asleep beside her. The idea that Jesus had been with her, in her personal boat when the worst storm in all her life had come up.

Ashley wasn’t sure why Jesus had been sleeping during His disciples’ worst storm, but she believed it. He had definitely been asleep when she lived in Paris. Where she had made the worst decisions in her life. But when the disciples cried out to Jesus, He was there. Immediately. Just like He had been for Ashley when she came home from Paris. She turned onto her side and put her arm around Landon. The idea that when God had calmed the storm in her own life, He had also calmed the one in Landon’s, was something Ashley had never considered.

It was enough to give her the confidence to believe that this trip to Paris was maybe a good decision. Despite her frightening secret. Because now Ashley had a reason to believe she should go back to the place that had almost destroyed her and make peace with it. This trip was about forgiving Paris, once and for all.
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