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				This story is dedicated to my beloved mother, Barbara Butler Goldsmith. For all my life, you have modeled to me what it means to be the hands and feet of Jesus as you have reached out to those in need, “the least of these my brethren,” in the inner city of Atlanta and around the world. Thank you for showing me how to give humbly and fully with no thought of what you may get in return. You are a rare and beautiful woman, and I love you.
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				Glossary

				Algerian War for Independence—Algerian nationals’ fight for independence from France, 1954–1962.

				FIS—Front Islamique du Salut, extremist militant Muslim faction that was on the brink of winning national elections in 1992 when the vote was canceled and the military installed a president. 

				harki—Algerian soldier who remained loyal to the French Army and therefore fought against his fellow Algerians during the War for Independence.

				hijab—scarf worn by Algerian women for religious reasons; covers the hair and extends to shoulders or longer but does not conceal the face.

				l’essentiel est invisible pour les yeux—quote from The Little Prince by Antoine Saint-Exupéry, meaning “what is essential is invisible to the eyes.” 

				médiateur de rue—street mediator, the one who acts as a go-between for the homeless and the government.

				pied-noir—a European who lived in Algeria; after Algeria became independent in 1962, most pied-noirs returned to France.

				SDF—sans domicile fixe, a homeless person.
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				Montpellier, France

				November 1994

				Rislène Namani stepped off the bus in front of the parc du Peyrou at the highest point of Montpellier’s centre ville. She glanced to her left, where dozens of people mingled leisurely in the wide square that was flanked on either side by two rows of naked plane trees with their dappled bark. The air was brisk but the sun high on this bright Sunday afternoon in late November. She took in a deep breath and let a smile erase the frown she’d been wearing.

				She glanced around her, then crossed the wide avenue, walking away from the park and through the thick Roman arches that had earned this monument the name of le petit Arc de Triomphe. She thought it as beautiful as the one in Paris. 

				She turned down a side street that meandered around and opened into a small square. It too was crowded with students sitting on benches and children playing in the dirt around an ancient fountain that sprayed water from little mermaids’ mouths. Again Rislène looked behind her, heart thumping in her chest. 

				Practically jogging now, she pushed her thick black hair off her neck, feeling a pulsing in her head, a tingling in every part of her body. Almost there!

				She glanced once more over her shoulder as she stepped into the little Café de la Paix, around the corner from the bustling little place. 

				“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” the barkeeper crooned. 

				Rislène kept her head down, her multicolored scarf twirled carelessly around her neck, and hurried to the back of the café.

				He was there!

				“Eric,” she whispered and let the tall boy with the coarsely cropped red hair draw her into an embrace. 

				“Rislène! You made it!” Then his freckled face wrinkled at the brow. “No problems? No one following you?”

				“No. Nazira went out with her friends for the afternoon. She glared at me the whole morning as if she knew a big secret, but she didn’t try to follow me.”

				Now they were sitting at a little round table, holding hands, staring into each other’s eyes. Eric’s were a bright green. How she loved his eyes! How she loved him! She was out of breath with the thought.

				They ordered two cups of coffee, and when the waiter set them on the table, the couple held each other’s gaze with the steam from the coffee rising between them.

				“Don’t worry, Eric. We’re safe. No one knows.”

				A faint smile spread across his thin face, and he breathed a sigh of relief. “So many months of hiding our love.… But soon, Rislène. Someday soon, I’ll tell my sister. Ophélie will surely understand—why, she writes plays that are filled with impossible love stories. She’ll be thrilled, and she’ll help us.”

				“Yes, I hope she will. I know she likes me—as a student in her class, that is. I don’t think she looks at me and thinks, She’d make a good girlfriend for my little brother!” Rislène’s smile vanished, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m scared about Father. He grows more fanatical each day. And Nazira is even worse. It’s not the peaceful Islam I grew up with.” She fumbled with a paper napkin, turning it over in her hands.

				“Shh. Please. Let’s just enjoy this time together.” Eric grabbed both of her hands tightly. 

				She looked at his pale, thin fingers entwined with her dark olive-skinned ones. She loved this young man with a head filled with dreams and a heart of courage and conviction. But how complicated he made her life. Why, she wondered for the thousandth time, had she allowed herself to fall in love with a Christian, the son of two American-born French citizens?

				She hadn’t meant to. It had happened gradually, over the course of the past year … when she had become a Christian too.
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				Eric Hoffmann watched as Rislène left the café, then he followed her out, putting a distance between them. How hard it was to hide his love for her from the rest of the world! 

				The Algerian beauty had stolen his heart the first night they’d met, over a year ago now. He thought of the young people gathered on the beach, the end of the summer’s heat warm on their shoulders as the sun set and the lazy Mediterranean lapped at their feet. 

				“Meet my friend Rislène,” Oumel had said, smiling broadly. “She wanted to tag along tonight and see what in the world I’ve been talking about.” He had hardly taken his eyes off her the whole evening, while he strummed his guitar and the young people munched on chipolata and merguez sausages cooked over a makeshift grill. He’d felt his face turn red each time she glanced his way. She was so delicate, her café au lait skin so smooth, her eyes dark ovals that flashed pleasure and maybe even mischief, her black hair, soft and thick and full, tumbling past her shoulders …

				Rislène! 

				Eric watched her board the bus near the Arc de Triomphe. She turned and looked his way, eyes full of love. The doors closed behind her, and as the bus pulled away from the curb, he let out a sigh of relief. 
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				Rislène felt the tension the moment she stepped back into her family’s apartment. Her mother regarded her suspiciously as Rislène hurried back to the bedroom she shared with her sister. Nazira was standing there, a wicked gleam in her eyes, holding up a small leather book. 

				“You’re a traitor, Rislène.” 

				Rislène’s legs buckled under her, and she collapsed on her bed. “Nazira, let me explain.”

				“Explain!” her sister shrilled. “Yes, explain it to me, Rislène! Why are you hiding a Bible under your mattress? Explain that!”

				This wasn’t the way Rislène had imagined sharing her newfound faith with her sister, but it seemed the moment had been decided for her. Nazira didn’t want to listen, though, and her face grew red with rage.

				“We’ll see what Father has to say about such beliefs!”

				“Please, Nazira, don’t tell him!” 

				Nazira gave a cold laugh. “I would never keep news like this from Father!”

				With a groan, Rislène watched Nazira leave their bedroom, calling out, “Father! Father! Come quick!”

				When he stepped into the room, Rislène shrank from her father’s harsh gaze. Usually his deep brown eyes held a fierce pride in them for his oldest daughter. But not today. 

				“What is this, Rislène? What have you done?”

				Rislène stood and reached for him. “It’s nothing against the family, Father. Please let me try to explain what I’ve discovered … in this book.”

				His hand was swift and strong across her face, sending her reeling backward so that she fell across her bed with a sharp cry. She hid her face in her hands and whimpered, “Please, try to understand.”

				But she knew he would never understand. As he left the room, with Nazira behind, Rislène knew that she had just lost the innocence of her youth to the angry hand of her father. 
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				At seven forty-five Monday morning, traffic was moving slowly along the broad avenue on the east side of Montpellier. Ophélie Duchemin frowned as the light turned red, and she pulled to a stop. 

				A man tapped on her window, a cardboard sign in his hand. She read the sign and shook her head, not meeting the man’s eyes. These homeless people! They were forever begging for handouts at every major intersection in Montpellier. She felt a stab of guilt. Sometimes she handed them a few francs, but today she didn’t have time to rummage through her purse. Anyway, how could she be sure this man would take the francs and buy bread instead of a cheap bottle of red wine? She couldn’t help everyone on a high school teacher’s salary.

				Still, she wished she could offer the man something. She stared straight ahead, willing the light to turn green so she could get past this pitiful man and get to school. If she looked at him, if she met his eyes, she knew that feelings of sorrow would overtake her. The light changed. Ophélie sighed and inched the car forward as the homeless man stepped back onto the curb and waited for the next group of victims trapped by a traffic light.

				Ophélie smiled at the young people who hurried into the classroom, talking among themselves. She stood and welcomed the teenagers to her French class as she did every day, challenging their intellects with an obscure quote from a favorite French author. 

				“Je te frapperai sans colère. Et sans haine, comme un boucher …”

				The students contemplated the quote, some leafing quickly through their literature book from which, Ophélie promised them, all the quotes came.

				Finally a girl on the front row called out, “Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du mal.”

				Ophélie nodded her approval, gave the class a half grin, and started her lecture. She was tall for a French woman, five foot seven, and slim, with long shining hair that fell past her shoulders, brown and thick. For years she had been kidded that she looked like one of the students, with her jeans and T-shirts. Even now, at thirty-eight, she could pass for a university student. 

				She had already begun her lecture when the door opened and a young woman of Algerian descent slipped into the classroom, her face turned down, her notebooks gathered tightly to her chest. Rislène Namani—the girl who had converted to Christianity last year, was attending Oasis meetings for teenage Muslim converts and had even started coming to church services. As she found her seat, Ophélie followed her with her eyes. 

				After class, Rislène waited until the other students had left before approaching Ophélie’s desk. “Mlle Duchemin, could I … could I talk with you?”

				Ophélie gasped slightly, seeing the girl’s bruised face. “Rislène, what happened?”

				Normally Rislène’s smile was infectious. But today the girl was obviously terrified.

				“My father found out I’ve been reading the Bible.”

				“Oh, Rislène!” Ophélie stood and took the shaking young woman into her arms. “I’m so sorry.”

				“My sister betrayed me,” Rislène continued. “She found my Bible hidden under my mattress.” She wiped a tear and covered her mouth. “I’m afraid to go back tonight. I don’t know what he might do.”

				Ophélie closed her eyes to think. It was a very shaky time for Algerians. The civil war in their country was threatening to spread to France. Fear could be tasted. And Rislène’s story resembled that of so many others. As a young North African woman who had grown up in France, she was French in every way. Yet in the past few years, a sudden reemphasis on Islam was encouraging North African fathers to demand that their daughters wear the hijab and attend the newly built mosques popping up throughout France.

				Rislène’s danger was greater, however. She had converted to Christianity, and her father saw that as an unpardonable sin. A black eye might be just the beginning.

				Ophélie held Rislène’s hands and looked her in the eye. “You’ll come to my apartment, then, until we can think of what to do.” She touched the girl’s face. The ugly bruise covered her left eye and cheek. “Come back after classes, at five. Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.” 

				Rislène was cuddled up on Ophélie’s floral-print sofa, snuggled under a bright-blue afghan. In the waning light, the bruise was less visible on her dark skin. Ophélie offered her a mug of tea, and she took it gratefully, holding her face over the mug and letting the steam warm her.

				“It’s worse than you think, Mlle Duchemin,” she stated, sipping the tea.

				“Please, Rislène, call me Ophélie.”

				“Ophélie then.” She smiled shyly. “I’ve done the worst possible thing. I’ve not only become a Christian and been baptized, but …” She hesitated. “I’m in love with a Christian man. My parents will kill me if they find out. I know they will.” 

				“Is there anyone who could talk to your parents? Have they ever met anyone from the church? Perhaps my father, M. Hoffmann, could go see them?”

				“My father would not let M. Hoffmann in the apartment. I know it. Your father has already tried to speak to him once.” The dark of late November came upon them suddenly as the clock showed five thirty. “But maybe Mme Hoffmann.”

				“My stepmother? Does your mother know Gabriella?”

				“Yes, they’ve met before. One time Mme Hoffmann invited my mother and me over to her house for a goûter with other Arab women.”

				“Your mother was aware that you’d become a Christian?”

				“Not at that time. Mme Hoffmann was simply trying to get to know some of the mothers of the Algerian girls who go to Oasis. We didn’t talk religion. But my mother was very impressed with Mme Hoffmann’s knowledge of Algerian customs.”

				“She and my father lived in Algeria for almost twenty years. They love Algeria and the Algerian people.”

				Rislène nodded. “Yes, yes, I know. Anyway, Mother liked Mme Hoffmann. Perhaps she could meet with her when my father is out. It would be risky, but perhaps.” 

				“I’ll speak to her then.”

				They dined on endive salad with avocados and bits of bacon and hard-boiled eggs. Ophélie tossed the salad gently with her own special vinaigrette dressing made with hot Dijon mustard, red wine vinegar, and the pure virgin olive oil that was so renowned in the region, seasoning it with garlic and parsley.

				They avoided the fearful subject of Rislène’s father, talking instead of words from the Gospels and then reading aloud some of Paul Verlaine’s poems. 

				Almost shyly Rislène asked, “Can you tell me what it’s like to be a playwright?”

				Ophélie cocked her head, surprised.

				“Some kids at the church have talked about it. They say your second play is being performed right now in one of Montpellier’s theaters.”

				Ophélie acquiesced. “A very small theater.” Then she winked at Rislène. “I like the writing,” she admitted, “but I also like teaching my students and chatting with them after class. I want you all to continue your studies.” 

				Rislène smiled. “Yes, Mlle Duch— Ophélie. We’ve all heard you say that many times. You don’t want us to ‘become another statistic in France’s alarming unemployment rate. Twelve percent and rising.’”

				Ophélie grinned. “Quoting your professeur! Well, that will certainly get you on her good side.” But it was true; Ophélie hoped to inspire her students to continue their studies, to succeed.

				Rislène slept peacefully in Ophélie’s bed. Ophélie had given her a long T-shirt and left the girl to snuggle beneath her covers. Now Ophélie sat on the couch, her legs pulled under her, papers scattered around her in every direction, the faint smell of garlic still permeating the salon. From a pine-finished étagère crammed with every type of book as well as her small hi-fi stereo, strands from The Golden Flute played softly in the background, punctuated occasionally by a high arpeggio from the woodwind.

				This was the way she liked to grade papers, surrounded by a type of ordered clutter, with a cup of tisane in her hands. And tonight, curled up and all but purring like a cat, Ophélie could practically taste contentment. Her satisfaction was full, like the moon outside her window. 

				Tonight the terrible loneliness that at times engulfed her, especially in the quiet after an evening of entertaining dinner guests, had not rushed upon her. Someone else was in the apartment. Ophélie had never been afraid to live alone. She liked the silence and needed time to herself. She had not tolerated roommates very well in past years. But she missed a human presence.

				In her heart she knew she was waiting for a man to fill the need. It had almost worked once. Almost. 

				Her mind drifted momentarily to the shores of Algeria, where she had lived for a time as a child. Now the country seemed bent upon another war—a civil war. And even those Algerians who lived in France were being sucked into the iron hold of Islam that was sweeping over the once socialist state.

				The flute trilled brightly a high F, the orchestra faded into silence. She marked her last paper, turned off the light, and sat in darkness for a long time, looking at the moon.
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				Gabriella Hoffmann hesitated only a moment before ringing the doorbell of the sixth-floor apartment. When the door opened slightly, she smiled at the middle-aged Arab woman, bowed her head, and said softly in Arabic, “Hello, Mme Namani.”

				“Hello, Mme Hoffmann.” 

				Altaf Namani’s smile was cold, her black eyes suspicious. She looked behind her, stepped into the hallway, and pulled the door closed. Her voice was barely a whisper. “You have news of Rislène? That is why you have come?”

				“Yes.”

				“I cannot speak with you now. My other daughter is here. Whatever she hears, she will repeat to Rislène’s father.”

				“When can we meet?”

				The Arab woman looked around furtively. “Friday afternoon. I’ll come to your house. It is where we met before?”

				“Yes. Take bus number 9, the last stop.”

				“I remember.”

				“Very well. Friday then.” Gabriella turned to leave, but Altaf grabbed her arm.

				“She is well, Rislène?”

				“Yes, very well.”

				“Take care of her, please. She has been very foolish.”

				From inside the apartment a girl’s voice called, “Mother! Who’s there, Mother?”

				“I must go,” Altaf mouthed. “No one, dear,” she called out in Arabic, opening the door. “Just a salesman. You know how they are. Pushy.”

				Gabriella walked to the elevator. Once inside, she wiped the perspiration from her brow. That had gone relatively well. 

				It was ironic, she thought, that she and David had gone to Algeria to live not long after so many of the people she loved had fled Algeria for France. It was just a few years after Algeria’s war for independence had concluded. Anne-Marie and Moustafa, Ophélie, Eliane and Rémi Cebrian—these pied-noirs and harkis were building a new life in France, but she and David had felt the call to Algeria. They had witnessed the country’s struggling independence, had grown to love the people, and had mastered the Arabic language.

				And twenty years later, they were forced to leave. 

				How they had wept before their Algerian friends when the word came from the government in the spring of 1985. All missionaries out. Leave immediately. 

				But their work was far from over. France now housed close to four million North Africans. The hatred and prejudice had only ripened over the years. And now those who were devout Muslims were demanding that their religion be honored in France. That their daughters be allowed to wear the hijab to school. That mosques be built. Not only the culture and language, but now also the religion, once practiced privately, was becoming public, and this displeased many of the French.

				Gabriella walked out into the chilly November midday with its gusty mistral. She loved living in Montpellier, just as she had loved living in Algeria and Senegal and America. So many different adventures in her life. She thought of her three sons, William, Roger, and Eric, all now grown. She and David had one grandbaby and two more on the way.

				Then she thought of Ophélie, who had always been like a daughter to her. Ophélie had never married. It was a heartache that her mother, Anne-Marie, carried silently. But the world was no longer a place just for couples. There were many options for a smart, gifted teacher and playwright who loved her work. Ophélie vibrated compassion, confidence, and faith. It was a pleasure to watch her life unfold. 

				Still, Gabriella thought, I too would like to see a man come into her life.

				A scene flashed in her mind and she added, A man who would stay.
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				Nazira knew that her mother was lying. The other voice in the hall had been that of a woman, not a salesman. She ran to the window in time to see a woman with long red hair leave the apartment building. Someone had come to talk to Mama about Rislène, she was sure. 

				She laughed to herself. Mother couldn’t hide the truth from her. If Nazira waited and watched, followed her mother to the market, she was sure she would learn her sister’s whereabouts.

				Foolish Rislène! Converting to Christianity. It made Nazira feel sick with rage. She, who so proudly wore the hijab and attended the mosque, could not tolerate the fact that her sister had betrayed her family, betrayed her heritage and her religion. Rislène deserved to be punished.

				She recalled Rislène’s tearful plea when Nazira had confronted her. She had been too angry to hear her sister’s explanation of why Christianity worked for her. Something about grace and salvation, and the prophet Jesus being God’s son. How could Rislène believe that? All through their childhood they had faithfully learned from the Koran: Jesus was a prophet. Muhammad was the greatest of the prophets. And Allah was the one true God. Christians were heretics, worshipping three gods. 

				Her mother came over to where Nazira was standing. “What are you doing, dear?” Her voice was tinged with fear.

				Nazira shrugged and turned from the window. “I’ve got some work to finish, Mother. Call me when you need help with lunch.” She closed the door to her room and repeated to herself, “Rislène is a traitor. Rislène will pay!”

			

		

	
		
			
				2

				He was running out of money, but he refused to beg. The decrepit old men who sat in centre ville with a wine bottle in one hand, the other outstretched, made his stomach turn in a sort of raging pity. So did the young grizzly-bearded men with their cardboard signs: une pièce de monnaie pour manger SVP. Begging was not his style. At least not yet. He still had a few hundred francs stashed in his squat. Leftover from my other life, he thought bitterly.

				He brought a hand to his face, brushing a mass of thick, tangled dark hair from his eyes. A pain shot through his arm, and he silently cursed the twisted limb. It was this hand that had put him on the streets, only this hand. He held it out in front of him and put the other one beside it. The left hand was complete, fine long fingers, soft brown hair on the back of the hand, covering what now was dried chapped skin. Why did it have to be his right hand that was sacrificed? Hadn’t he lost enough without that? The thumb and the index finger were gone. The miracle, they said, was that he had a hand at all. Its skin was a smooth sort of red, almost grotesque after numerous skin grafts and surgeries. No hair grew on the back of it.

				He cursed again, not the hand, but his mind, which still sought excuses. Get on with life, Ceb, he told himself. For over three years it had been his motto. And where was he now? On the streets, his clothes worn, his hazel eyes red from fatigue, and his skin brittle from too many nights in the cold. Once last week he had caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of a storefront. He had stopped and stared to make sure. Yes, it was he, a homeless man in his midthirties, looking desperate and old. 

				Ceb turned a corner and got into line for the soup kitchen. It was run by a Catholic church in town and was open each day at noon. The rooms filled up quickly with the city’s homeless, and he had learned to get there early in the morning to be sure of a meal. Today the sun was bright and the mistral nippy, and he drew his coat up around his ears and watched those closest to him. They were mostly men, but here and there a woman stood with her head down, sometimes with several children in tow.

				He stepped into the warmth of the building as the line inched forward. The sound of silverware clinking against dishes greeted his ears. After receiving his bowl, he made his way into the adjoining room where all the tables were set up. A young mother held a wriggling baby in her arms, struggling to get a spoonful of soup into his mouth.

				A small girl, also belonging to the woman, played in the narrow aisle between the tables, racing back and forth. She laughed as several older men reached out and patted her head. One offered her a hard candy, and she took it and popped it into her mouth before her mother could object. She ran gleefully around the room, dashing between tables and playing peek-a-boo with the other scattered children.

				Ceb observed her with a hint of a smile on his lips. He turned back to his bowl of soup, taking long, slow spoonfuls, enjoying the steam that curled around his face. The girl was no older than five, about the age of Marion. Marion! The thought of the child with the brown ringlets cascading down her back and the eager eyes meeting his with complete trust made his own eyes sting. The noise in the eating hall made a comfortable din in which he could push aside unwelcome thoughts. He continued sipping the hot soup, letting it warm him. 

				A scream from the other side of the room interrupted his musing. “Help! Help me! My child!”

				Ceb swiveled around to see the little girl collapsed on the floor, clutching her throat. Instinctively he pushed back his chair, stood up, and made his way to where the mother was shaking her child. Others gathered around, and a second woman grabbed the girl, turned her over her knees, and hit her forcefully on the back.

				“She’s choking!” the mother sobbed, as no amount of pushing or poking seemed to help.

				Someone yelled across the room, “Call for help. The paramedics—quick!”

				There in the eating hall in front of a hundred homeless people, the child was slowing choking to death, her face turning blue, her eyes bulging. Ceb fell to his knees behind her, putting his arms around her chest and pressing tightly in a Heimlich maneuver, trying to dislodge the candy that he was sure was lodged in her throat. It wouldn’t come out.

				Releasing her, he immediately withdrew a small pocketknife from his pants, laid the child on her back, and knelt down beside her.

				“Excuse me. I can help.” He nodded down at the knife. 

				The mother met his eyes, horrified. “You won’t kill her?”

				Ceb shook his head. “I must do a tracheotomy. Her passage is blocked. If I don’t perform it immediately, she’ll die.”

				“But do you know how?” she cried, grabbing his arm.

				He stared at her, put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I’ve done it before. Trust me.” He was surprised that he sounded so confident. He turned to several men who were hovering over the child. “Please, move back and get me some clean dishtowels. And get the paramedics here as quickly as possible.”

				Perspiration beaded on his forehead, and his left hand trembled ever so slightly. A moment of panic passed over him. Yes, he had performed a tracheotomy, but never with his left hand. 

				“Please hold her still,” he said, summoning two men.

				He closed his eyes, as he had always done before, forcing himself to concentrate. The room grew quiet. Carefully he felt along the child’s throat, found the spot, and inserted the knife. The mother screamed when she saw the blood begin to trickle. “Get her away, please,” Ceb said, his voice firm, sure, calm.

				For five minutes he worked deftly with his hands, feeling the pulse beating in his temples as the strong left hand compensated for the twisted right one. He watched the child’s lungs fill again with air and the blue color leave her face. When the rescue unit arrived, they began first aid. A muscular middle-aged paramedic touched Ceb’s arm.

				“Where’d you learn to do that? A surgeon couldn’t have done a better job with his scalpel on an operating table.”

				Ceb’s heart was beating too loudly in his ears. The room was gathering in around him, suffocating him. The paramedics lifted the little girl onto a stretcher and walked her outside to the waiting ambulance. 

				Ceb caught the burly man’s arm. “Will she make it?”

				The man met his eyes, searched Ceb’s face. “You don’t need to ask. You know she will.”

				The homeless people let out a cheer, and the shrill siren of the ambulance started up. They watched it disappear down the street and then turned back to their lukewarm bowls of soup, murmuring about the stranger with the maimed hand who saved the little girl’s life. They called it a miracle. 

				Ceb replaced the pocketknife in his pants, gathered up his coat, and disappeared into the back alley behind the soup kitchen. His hands shook violently. He could not go back. Not for a long time. But as he turned away, he couldn’t help smiling, and his eyes shone with tears. 

				For a long time afterward Ceb lived on the memory of the small child, saw her face regain its color, felt the power of the small knife in his left hand and the power of knowing what to do with it. He moved through the streets of Montpellier in his ragged clothes with restored hope. Here something was always happening, and Ceb needed action. Before the fall from power, his action had been controlled in a way. Always the risk of failure, but never the complete freedom he now knew. He relished the freedom. And hated it.

				Tonight as a bitter chill set in and a group of noisy students dispersed, Ceb began to make his rounds, as he thought of it. A homeless man, Jean-Marc, lay on the park bench across the street from the wide-open square of Montpellier’s centre ville. Jean-Marc could always be found there on a Friday night, drunk and snoring, with an empty bottle of cheap wine dangling from his hand and a scrawny black dog by his side. 

				Ceb punched the sleeping man playfully. “Out so soon, Jean-Marc?” He pulled him to a sitting position, as the man muttered a string of indistinguishable expletives. “Too cold for you to stay here tonight. They’ve got a sleeping bag for you over at the foyer.”

				“The foyer is closed,” the man mumbled.

				“I know, but I asked them to leave one out. Come on now, buddy.” He put his arm around Jean-Marc’s waist, half carrying, half dragging him across the empty square with the dog following. In the shadows, the long, ancient buildings in the center of town rose beside them. Getting Jean-Marc through the back alleys to the small refuge behind the train station that offered blankets and sleeping bags in the winter months was backbreaking work. But it was work Ceb loved. 

				He was a self-created and self-appointed night patrol, rescuing homeless men from the cold, ensuring that they did not freeze to death on a frosty November night. To Ceb it was a game, a game of life and death, and with stakes that high, he always felt the adrenaline pumping through his body. As long as he had work to do, day and night, he did not have to think about the work he had left, the other people, the other life. Ceb didn’t think of himself as truly homeless. In his mind he was a leader, a strange, charismatic savior in the side streets of a city burgeoning with tourists and students and the nouveau riche. 

				And the nouveau pauvre. Some of these street men had grown up good, like him, in big, comfortable villas in the French countryside. A dark shadow of sweeping unemployment was settling like a curse on every city in France. One day a job and une situation, as they said. The next day, nothing. Followed by a gradual dropping into despair.

				The streets were littered with those who had tried desperately to hold on. But eventually the stigma of joblessness and the unpaid bills had nibbled away at their apartments and their families, eaten holes in their hopes, and left them sitting on the corner of a street, waiting for a light to turn red so they could approach each stopped car with a pitifully scrawled plea. A bit of money, please, to eat, to live.

				For three years he had observed it in cities from Lyon to Marseille, until he had wandered back to Montpellier. Why? He grimaced as he helped Jean-Marc into the sleeping bag, tucked him in beside three other sleeping figures, and threw a blanket over them all. 

				I am not one of you, he thought, as he pulled his coat around him. His was a choice. He could at any minute pick up his life and start over. Of course he could. He made his way across town, stopping once to drag another sprawled-out man into an alleyway and pile his covers on top. 

				When he reached his alcove and pushed into the corridor of the old building, he was thankful for the relatively warm interior of his squat. For Ceb, as for many other homeless, these abandoned apartments served as a type of home and refuge. His fingers were icy as he pulled himself into the sleeping bag stashed in the far corner of the empty room. 

				Got to get enough sleep, he told himself, but the chill in his bones kept him awake. Got to get some sleep so I’ll be ready for my rounds tomorrow. 
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				The white two-story building behind the train station at the corner of rue Gambetta and rue d’Angoulême looked rather like a prison with its barred windows and its heavy metal door. It was, in fact, a shelter for homeless men. At ten in the morning the sidewalks in front of the building were empty. 

				Dominique Lefevre pressed the doorbell and waited. When no one answered, he fished his keys from his pocket and opened the door himself.

				“Was that you ringing, Dominique?” came a woman’s voice from another room as he stepped inside. “Sorry. I’ve just finished mopping the dormitories.”

				Dominique smiled, running his fingers through his thick black hair. “Don’t apologize, Janine. I was just being lazy.”

				“Hmph. You, lazy? That’ll be the day.” An attractive woman with a wide smile appeared in the front hallway. She scrutinized Dominique, shook her head, and kissed him on his bearded cheeks. “Hard night, n’est-ce pas? Come on back. I’ll get you a cup of coffee. Bon sang, you’re cold to the touch!”

				Dominique sat down wearily in a metal folding chair as Janine placed a cup of coffee on the table before him. He closed his eyes briefly, rubbing them with a finger. “I lost one last night, Janine,” he said softly. He sniffed quickly, took out a handkerchief, and blew his nose.

				“Who was it?”

				“Little Kate. Remember her?” He pulled out his sacoche, the leather purse carried by most French men, and reached inside. “Just last week she gave me this picture.” He slid it across for Janine’s inspection. A slim, smiling teenager with long blond hair and wearing a floral dress stood in front of a stuccoed house.

				“That was six months ago. Six months.” 

				“Hard to believe it’s the same girl,” murmured Janine. 

				The image was a shocking contrast to the girl they knew, in her black T-shirt and ripped jeans and spiked blue hair.

				“That’s what six months on the streets will do to a cute kid,” he said bitterly. “And now she’s gone. Overdose. One of her gang found her under the bridge early this morning.” His eyes clouded with tears.

				“Terrible shame, Dominique.”

				He nodded stiffly, rose, and went into the dormitory to his right. The forty bunk beds in the dormitory were painted in bright primary colors. Any belongings of homeless men were locked in brightly painted cubicles. This morning the sheets had been stripped off, and the shelter was empty and immaculate. The men came at six in the evening, showered, ate, and slept. They were served breakfast at six thirty the next morning and put outside at seven. A week at a time was all they were allowed to stay. Such were the rules. 

				Dominique absentmindedly fluffed a pillow. “How many men were here last night, Janine?”

				She poked her head into the dormitory. “We were full. Had several sleeping right outside the door.”

				He looked wearily at the beds. “I think I’m going to take a quick nap.”

				“Go ahead, Dominique. You need it.”

				He stretched out on an unmade mattress and closed his eyes. His was a difficult job, but he loved it. His official title was médiateur de rue. A street mediator, the link between the city’s homeless and the organizations that sought to help them.

				Every day was different for Dominique. Single, in his late thirties, he poured his life into his work. His deepest desire was to see the homeless reintegrate into society. He hung out in their squats, helped them with paperwork, rounded up furniture when one was lucky enough to get an apartment. And sometimes, he watched them die. Like Kate. Dead at eighteen. A wasted life. A hellish job, he thought as he drifted off to sleep. But I’m not quitting. Not ever.
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				Algiers, Algeria

				At eight o’clock Thursday evening a small group of people sat with heads bowed in the den of a large farmhouse on the outskirts of Algiers. The shutters were closed, and a rifle lay underneath each window. Abdul Charfi stared at the loaded rifles, and a memory from thirty years earlier raced through his head. Rémi Cebrian, his boss and neighbor, had shaken his hand and left for the port while all of Algeria bathed in the glory of freedom from France. It was 1962. The French citizens, most of them anyway, had fled. 

				And now another war, a civil war, was brewing, threatening to rip through the very soul of Algeria once more. There was a soft rap on the door. A middle-aged man looked over at Abdul and raised his eyebrows, surprised.

				Abdul nodded. “Don’t worry; we’re expecting two more. You can open the door.”

				A young couple entered the den, the woman’s hair hidden under her white scarf. Once safely inside, she removed the hijab, her broad smile lighting up the room. “Madira,” she said softly, embracing Abdul’s wife.

				“Yasmina, you made it,” Madira returned warmly. “And Salim too. God be praised.”

				Abdul watched his wife as she made the new guests welcome among the others who sat on cushions on the floor. A bright-blue silk scarf covered her hair, which was pulled away from her face and pinned at her neck. She had a gracious smile, inviting, warm like a breeze from the Sahara, and eyes that spoke confidence and trust. She was offering café au lait served in pretty demitasse cups. The coffee’s strong, sweet aroma filled the room. 

				Abdul counted—twelve people, including himself. He breathed in deeply, exhaled, felt relief wash through his body like the hot coffee going down. Madira was passing around a tray filled with teacakes and crescent cookies, her smile ever present.

				He took his seat in the small group. “Welcome. How thankful we are that you have all made it safely.” He smiled at the young couple who had just arrived. “This is Salim and Yasmina’s first time among us. They are not, however, new to our Lord.” 

				At sixty-two, Abdul was slightly stooped, his hair thick and gray. His skin was rough and wrinkled, copper in color from the sun and a lifetime of harvesting olives and oranges. He sipped his coffee, then began to speak slowly, thoughtfully. “We greet you in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Peace be with you.” 

				He set the delicate cup down in its saucer, and the clink of the porcelain was the only sound in the room. The tension hung in heaviness among them. He glanced at Madira, who met his eyes and nodded. 

				“For some months now the rebels have threatened that Christians will be the first to be murdered when they take over the government. This has understandably caused fear among us. But these rebels have not been successful, I remind you. Do not let fear seep into your souls, my little flock. Our Lord has said, ‘Fear not, for lo, I am with you always.’ Therefore, tonight we will choose not to fear. We will do as we have always done. We will fight fear on our knees in prayer.”

				For seven years, Abdul and Madira had been head of one of the many house churches in Algeria. For many years the government hadn’t bothered with the Christians. They had their hands full with extremists who wanted to make Algeria into an Islamic state, yanking the country away from any hope of democracy. 

				And it had almost worked. The three-year-old Front Islamique du Salut was winning the elections last February when the military stepped in, canceling the elections and naming their own president. Since that day, the FIS had lashed out with terrorist attacks. The military was fighting back, determined to squelch these terrorists. Hundreds of deaths reported and thousands of others wounded in the past months, many of these among the FIS rebels. But hundreds, maybe thousands, of innocent civilians had been murdered too.

				And because the FIS was a fanatical group of Muslims who mixed politics and religion, the government now suspected any religious group of having political aspirations. Surely these Christians were backed by the West, seeking to take over and exploit Algeria’s fragile freedom.

				Lately stories of spies within the groups had spread throughout Algeria. One report told of a young man, a new convert, who had attended a house church for almost a year. He seemed sincere, a true believer. Months later, the leader of that particular house church was brought in by the government for questioning. Standing before this church leader was the young convert, now his accuser. No one had suspected that he had infiltrated the house church as a spy. The leader had eventually been released, but it became obvious to the Christians in Algiers that new safety precautions must be put in use.

				So they met in secret, irregularly. Since Friday was the Muslim holy day, the weekend in Algeria was on Thursday and Friday, and the Christians chose these two days for fellowship too. There were no official church buildings, no official meetings. Believers traveled long distances to meet with other Christians, in groups of no more than fifteen or twenty. Their time together was the lifeblood of each worshipper. Sometimes they prayed straight through the night, and they were never sure when they would see one another again. 

				When time came at the Charfi home for sharing requests, different ones in the group asked for prayer. Finally Madira spoke softly, wiping her eyes. “For years you have joined us in praying for our son, El Amin. Now we have news. What we have long suspected is true. He is among the fractured FIS. We think he is very angry at us for our beliefs. He has not been back home now for several years, but we cannot be sure when he will show up. We must be extremely careful.”

				Abdul felt the tears well in his eyes. El Amin. His only son. For so long he had been the only child, then there had been a string of girls. Five of them. All were grown and married and followers of Christ. But El Amin single-mindedly pursued another life. His loyalty to Islam and Allah was fierce. He was ready to betray anyone in his way.

				For years Abdul had accepted his son’s religious differences. After all, Islam was the religion of his people. It was through Eliane and Rémi Cebrian that Abdul and his family had been introduced to Christianity, over thirty years ago. But in those early years after Algeria became independent and the Cebrians had fled the country with the rest of the pied-noirs, Abdul and Madira’s faith in God had wavered. Preoccupations of caring for baby after baby took their thoughts away from Christianity.

				It was only later, when their youngest daughter almost died in infancy, that they had returned to prayer and found the strength of God for their family. But by that time El Amin was a teenager, rebellious and enthusiastic for a better life, a better way for Algeria. He embraced Islam with all his adolescent energy and over the years joined increasingly fanatical groups. His relationship with his parents became strained at best, and a fragmented family resulted.

				Abdul sank to his knees with the others in the room, closed his eyes, and began to pray aloud. He knew that the best place to go was to the God of heaven and to wait humbly for the answer.
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				El Amin Charfi cursed the report from the month of November. Over a thousand wounded, many of them members of the FIS. So be it, he thought. If he had to die for his cause, for Allah and Islam, let him die. 

				In his thirties, El Amin was tall and muscular. His eyes were proud and hard, his posture erect. With his men, he was going to conquer this government and bring in a new, devout Algeria.

				He was well respected by his peers and greatly feared by his four children. Jala, his wife, was obedient though strong willed, like so many Algerian women. She raised the children well, immersed them in the tenets of Islam, treated him as the Koran prescribed. 

				A frown crossed his face. Jala loved him terribly and feared he would be killed. His love for her was equally strong, though he never acknowledged it. Still, she knew. Ah, Jala. Beautiful Jala.

				His superiors ordered more bombings, targeting innocent civilians in lazy villages. The fear in the deepest part of El Amin’s heart was that someday they would discover his great, terrible secret and test his complete loyalty to them. Someday, the order from the top would come: Destroy the farmhouse on the outskirts of Algiers—the house of your parents. They are extremely dangerous—Christians who pastor a church. Kill them all!

				A chill ran through his body. Beneath his proud allure and fierce loyalty was a small boy who looked into the face of his father and promised, “I will never betray you, Baba. Never.” 

				[image: TC_dingbat.eps]

				Rislène left the school building, waving happily to Ophélie. The bruise around her eye was barely visible today. And Ophélie had brought good news. Mme Hoffmann was meeting with her mother this afternoon. She hoped she would be able to return home soon. She was not as afraid of her father as of her sister. 

				As she waited at the bus stop, her smile disappeared. She glanced around, expecting at any moment to see Nazira suddenly appear out of nowhere. When the bus came, Rislène stepped inside, made her way to the back, and tossed her backpack onto the empty seat beside her. Butterflies danced in her stomach. Two more stops and then … 

				She got off with the parc du Peyrou on her left, walked under the thick arch and down the small side street, through the square and into the Café de la Paix. As soon as she entered the room, Eric stood from a back table.

				“Rislène,” he said softly. “You’re okay.” He kissed her on each cheek, then ran his hand across her forehead.

				“Eric!” She beamed up at the tall boy. “I’m fine, really.”

				“Mama called to tell me.”

				“Mme Hoffmann called you? Does she know about us? Will she tell Ophélie?”

				Eric shook his head. “Mama just wanted me to get the word out to the kids at Oasis so they could pray for you. Don’t worry. Our secret is safe for as long as we wish to keep it that way.” He touched her hand.

				“And did she say she was meeting with my mother this afternoon?”

				The young man nodded.

				“It will be fine, Eric.” She smiled eagerly at him as they sat down. For a while she said nothing more, content to stare. Then she reached over and ran her hand through his short, cropped red hair. 

				“A gift from Mama,” he had commented tersely when they first were getting acquainted. “You should see the curls when it gets long.” He had laughed, and his long, thin face had turned into a ripple of creases across the smooth skin, green eyes twinkling behind thick blond lashes.

				Rislène giggled. “Well, if there’s one thing for sure, you don’t have any Arab blood in you!”

				That had made him frown. “Is that a big problem for you?”

				She shrugged. “For me, no. I told my mother years ago that I’d never marry an Arab.… If only you could have gotten your father’s dark hair.”

				He feigned a hurt look. “So you don’t like my hair, huh? Well, it isn’t likely to change.”

				“I like it. I like everything about you.”

				Now, all these months later, she felt simply lovesick sitting with him. And afraid. “If Nazira ever finds out,” she whispered, “or Father, you’ll be in danger too.” 

				“Rislène, I’m not afraid for me—not at all. But for you. We’ll figure something out. I promise.” 

				He pulled his chair closer to hers and held her in the shadows of the café. She rested her head on his shoulder, but her body was tense with fear. 

				“I’ll take care of you, Rislène. I’ll take care of you, my love.”

				She turned her face to his, eyes misty with tears. “I believe you. Hold me for a little longer and I won’t be afraid at all.” 
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				Eric wondered what he’d gotten them into as he watched Rislène board the bus and slip away. The bruise on her face had not been totally concealed with makeup. He felt such anger pulsing in his skull at the thought of her father striking her. He could imagine himself in front of M. Namani, fist clenched, ready to punch him in the gut.

				He could not let these thoughts continue. 

				Eric loved the Algerian people. He spoke their language and understood their culture. He attended Oasis as if his skin were the same color as his Arab friends. Started years ago by a pastor in Lodève, the Oasis groups had spread throughout France as a way for young Arab Christians to share their hopes and struggles with one another. 

				“You know, Mama,” Eric had confided the year before, after a particularly moving meeting, “someday I’m going to marry an Arab girl. Just wait and see.” He had winked at his mother playfully. Now he wondered if she had guessed the truth about his feelings for Rislène. She was the Arab girl he wanted to marry!

				How could he protect her though? Ophélie’s apartment was a safe place for now. But what next? Yes, he needed to talk with his big sister. And his parents. There was strength in numbers. Surely they would have an idea.
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				Anne-Marie Dramchini took a sponge and wiped off the round oak table in the kitchen of her farmhouse in Lodève. She glanced toward the phone, almost picked up the receiver, hesitated, and turned back to the sink. She washed the dishes, humming the melody of a favorite hymn.

				Seen from the back, bending over the sink, she looked like a schoolgirl, slim, her long black hair swept back in a loose braid. Only as she brushed a strand of hair from her face and turned around did the streaks of gray show, as surprising as the deep lines in her face where years of smiling had left their mark. Sometimes she would stand in the midst of the spacious den, hug her arms around herself, and whisper, “Thank you, Papa. Thank you so much for this.”

				This was her shelter from the storm, this solid farmhouse her father had left to her thirty years ago. Here she had started over as Moustafa’s wife, with little Ophélie by her side and Moustafa’s mother and sisters down the hall. Eventually two Dramchini babies had been born. Now they, like Ophélie, were grown.

				The urge to telephone her daughter overtook Anne-Marie. She didn’t want to pry, but Gabriella had mentioned that the Arab girl, Rislène, was staying with Ophélie.

				“Allô?” Ophélie’s voice on the other line was bright.

				“Chérie! How are you?”

				“Oh, Mama—I was going to call later this morning. Have you heard that Rislène is here?” She lowered her voice. “It doesn’t look too promising with her family.”

				“So Gabriella told me. But apparently she’s going to meet with Mme Namani.”

				They talked for a while about the situation.

				Anne-Marie hung the phone up carefully, lost in thought. Why was she so protective of Ophélie? The child was thirty-eight, of all things!

				Two strong arms suddenly encircled her waist, causing her to gasp. “Moustafa, chéri, you scared me.” She closed her fingers around his, then brushed back his short black hair.

				“Calling Ophélie again?” he teased. 

				“I have a good reason,” she scolded playfully, then related their conversation. 

				Moustafa released his wife and took a seat at the kitchen table, worry written across his light-brown face. “Is this girl’s family devout?”

				“The father and sister are.”

				“But Gabriella and David will try to help?”

				“Yes, Gabriella has arranged to meet the mother.”

				“Then what makes you so afraid for Ophélie?”

				Anne-Marie laughed. She could not hide her thoughts from her husband. She ran her hand through his hair. “I miss the curls.”

				“I’m too old for curls, my dear. Must look serious or I’ll be the next one laid off at the plant.”

				“Shh. Surely not after all these years.”

				“Hard times, Anne-Marie. And you can’t deny it. I’m an Arab keeping a good job from one of the thousands of jobless French. It could happen.” He brushed her cheek with his hand. “Never mind that. What else is on your mind?”

				“Nothing much. Just wishing the Lord would fill Ophélie’s apartment with someone more permanent than a hapless student.”

				Moustafa stood, then bent over Anne-Marie to kiss her hair. “No worries, my love. Your daughter is a fine woman, and she doesn’t seem to be complaining, does she?”

				“No. Not out loud at least.”

				“Then leave it with the Lord. He hasn’t disappointed us yet.” 
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				The mint tea was brewing, and Gabriella took a batch of chocolate chip cookies from the oven. The smells of the tea and the freshly baked cookies warmed the little house and calmed her soul. With her hands she smoothed her long floral dress, relishing the feel of the soft cotton with its elaborate embroidery work. Hers was a bright blue that almost matched her eyes. It was the typical garment worn by Algerian women in the home; she had not put it on for many months. Out of respect for her guest, she pulled her long red hair back in a bun and covered her head with a silk scarf. Gabriella never compromised her faith by wearing the hijab, the thick, drab white scarf that Muslim women wore as a sign of religious devotion, but as a cultural courtesy she was glad to cover her hair with a scarf. 

				The melody from an instrumental tape floated peacefully through the small house, and she hummed along. The sun was already low, streaming through the den’s long French doors that were covered with white-dotted sheer curtains, making spots of light on the cool tile floor. 

				The doorbell rang moments later. Opening the door, Gabriella met the worried eyes of an Arab woman wearing her coat over a long, colorful dress. “Come in, Mme Namani.”

				Her guest entered cautiously, offering her hand, which Gabriella shook gently. Altaf Namani was a sturdy woman, her black eyes punctuated by thick lashes and thicker brows, her face round and pleasant in spite of her concerned expression.

				“Your home is lovely. Yes, I remember how inviting it is,” she said softly, as her eyes took in the warmth and simplicity of the room. 

				“Thank you. Please have a seat. May I get you some mint tea?”

				“Oh, no. Don’t put yourself out for me,” Altaf said quickly. 

				Gabriella smiled, knowing this was merely the polite response that was part of Algerian culture. “It’s no trouble at all. Everything is ready.” 

				She brought out a tray from the kitchen, on which sat two small engraved glasses and a plate of cookies. She then retrieved another of her treasures, a silver teapot in which the tea was brewed. Holding the silver spout close to the small glass, she began to pour the tea, at the same time raising the teapot higher in the air so that the tea flowed into the engraved glass in a long, steaming stream.

				“I know mint tea is usually reserved for special occasions, but I thought you might enjoy it today,” Gabriella said. 

				“You follow Arab customs very well,” Altaf commented warmly, reaching for a glass. She took a sip. “This is delicious. Just right.”

				Gabriella thanked her, and she silently thanked the Lord. The outward appearance was essential for the Arabs, from the way a woman dressed to how she sat—never crossing her legs—to the way tea was served. How carefully she had studied these customs over the years. If the Lord gave her the gift of meeting with an Arab woman, Gabriella did not want to spoil the encounter by offending her before they even got to discuss the deeper issues of life.

				Altaf seemed relaxed, even talkative. They spoke for a while of their children, their ages and interests, while Gabriella offered her guest a chocolate chip cookie.

				“Have you ever had these?” she asked. “We used to exchange recipes when we lived in Algeria. The Arab women were fascinated with our American cookies—especially the cutout ones we decorated with the children at Christmas. And I learned how to bake several of your tea crescents. Delicious.”

				“These are delicious as well,” Altaf murmured. Then she ventured outside politeness. “Please tell me of Rislène. She is staying with you?”

				“No. With my stepdaughter, Ophélie.”

				“Her teacher.”

				“Yes.”

				“I see. It was very foolish of her to keep a Bible in the house.”

				“Was it concealed?”

				“Yes, under her mattress. But my daughter Nazira found it. Very foolish.”

				“How do you feel about Rislène’s conversion to Christianity?”

				Altaf turned her hands over in her lap. “I feel she is wrong. She is denying not only her religion but her culture and her family.”

				“You would forbid her then?”

				“I? No. She has made a choice. But her father. He feels betrayed.”

				“Do you think he will be violent again?”

				Altaf looked uncomfortable. “Violent? No. I assure you that will not happen again. But … but Rislène will have limitations on her freedom.”

				“She will not be allowed to see Christians?”

				Rislène’s mother smiled slightly, almost sympathetically. “I cannot keep her from seeing friends, you understand. But her father wishes to restrict her activities. She must not attend church.”

				“You understand how much it means for her faith?”

				“Yes, I understand. But he will not allow it. And Nazira is more adamant than my husband. She’s very angry with her sister.” She picked up another cookie, took a bite, and chewed thoughtfully. “I’ll come again, Mme Hoffmann. Another time you will tell me of your three gods and why my daughter has found these gods so attractive. But for now you must tell Rislène to come home.” She leaned forward and smiled. It was not a forced smile; it was meant to convey trust. “Rislène is in no physical danger. Tell her to come home.”

				On Fridays David taught a class at the seminary where he himself had gotten his theological training many years ago. When he got home late that afternoon, Gabriella met him at the door with a smile. “It went okay,” she said, answering his question before he could formulate it.

				Relief spread across his face, and he pulled her into his arms and kissed her forehead. “Thank the Lord.”

				Gabriella relaxed, thankful as always for her husband’s calm strength. 

				“What did she say?” David set his briefcase down in the hallway and took a seat in the den, and Gabriella related her conversation with Mme Namani.

				“You look tired, sweetheart,” she said. “This is weighing on you, isn’t it?”

				Regional director of their mission board, adjunct professor, pastor of the small Eglise Protestante Evangélique in Montpellier—her husband carried a heavy load of responsibilities.

				“Gabby, I don’t want to alarm you. Perhaps you’ve noticed it already. But Eric …” He searched for the words. “Maybe I’m reading everything all wrong. You’re the one with the intuition, but you haven’t been at Oasis meetings to see … to see how he looks at her.”

				Gabriella wrinkled her brow. “What are you saying?”

				“I’m sure Eric cares deeply for Rislène.” 

				“Our Eric?” she asked, dumbfounded.

				“Yes, our Eric. Your youngest son.”

				Gabriella considered the news for a moment, then laughed. “Why in the world am I surprised that he would be interested in beautiful Rislène? He told me last year that he was going to marry an Arab girl.” She sat down beside her husband. “Have you discussed their relationship with him?”

				“Not yet. I had no reason to, but now …” David rubbed his eyes wearily. “If ever the father found out …”

				“Shh, David. Don’t think about it.” But Gabriella knew what was running through her husband’s mind. It was a potentially explosive situation. How many times had they seen it before? At best, a Muslim who converted to Christianity was banned from the family. But sometimes it was worse. There had been beatings, death threats, forced marriages. Rislène’s situation was what the French called délicat.

				Two years ago, in Lyon, a young Arab girl had fallen in love with a French Christian boy. David had visited the city several times to counsel the young couple. But in the end the family had cloistered the girl, Samira, in their apartment, threatened her, and forced her to marry an eligible Arab man. She was never allowed to attend church. Her life had turned into a nightmare. They had recently received word that she had tried to kill herself.

				“You must talk to Eric, chéri. To see if your hunch is right, and to tell him that they must be extremely careful.”

				“Of course, Gabby.” 

				It was rare that Gabriella had seen David cry, but when he had heard the news from Lyon about Samira, he had fallen to his knees and wept. How often they had prayed for her. Even now she lay in a hospital bed, with nothing but the prayers of others to comfort her.

				“We must proceed carefully too, on our knees,” he whispered. 

				They held hands and did as they had done for so many years, addressing their fears to the One who was in control.
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				When the phone rang from the den, Ophélie almost didn’t answer it, so intent was she on beating Rislène in a game of Scrabble. “Don’t you dare cheat while I’m gone!” she called out. 

				“Oui, allô?”

				“Ophélie!”

				“Hi, Bri! What’s up?” She lowered her voice. “Did you see Mme Namani?” 

				She listened as Gabriella related their meeting and felt an odd disappointment when her stepmother said that Mme Namani thought it was safe for Rislène to go home. The apartment would be empty again.

				“Do you really think it’s safe?” she asked. 

				“I think M. Namani will not harm Rislène physically. But we fear what kind of pressure he may put on her otherwise.”

				“Forbidding her to attend church?”

				“Exactly. And there’s one other thing, Ophélie. Has Rislène mentioned anything else, any other reasons that she’s afraid?”

				“No. I mean, her conversion and baptism are reason enough, don’t you think?” She paused, reflecting. “Oh, I know what you mean. Yes, she mentioned she was in love with a Christian. Is that it?”

				“Yes. Do you know who it is?”

				“Well, no. Should I?”

				“Your father suspects it is Eric.”

				Ophélie sucked in her breath. Eric! Eric in love with an Arab girl. Yet when she thought about it, she wasn’t one bit surprised.

				“Your father and I thought perhaps you could talk to Rislène. Try to make her see the dangers … how careful they must be.”

				Ophélie knew why they thought she should be the one to talk to the girl. They were thinking of Bachir.

				“Yes … yes. I will speak to her. But I hope she won’t take it wrong. Think we’ve been prying, you know.”

				“Ophélie.” It was her father’s voice that came on the phone.

				“Oh, hi, Papa!”

				“Listen, honey. It may seem like prying, but it is of utmost importance.”

				She thought of Samira, whom the church had been praying for all these months. “I know, Papa. I’ll talk to her. And I’ll talk to Eric, too, if you want—if what you suspect is true.”

				“I think that would be wise.”

				“How soon do you think Rislène should go back home?”

				“Not immediately. Would it inconvenience you too much if she stayed on through the weekend?” 

				“Not at all.” 

				Ophélie felt relieved. It would give her time to discuss this with Rislène. It would also give her time to prepare herself psychologically for an empty apartment once again.

				The Scrabble game was almost over, but Ophélie had saved one last word to slip onto the board. She placed three letters vertically beneath the E of the horizontal word cacher. 

				Rislène looked at the word and protested, “Hey, that’s not fair! You’re not allowed to use proper nouns!” Then it registered, and she looked up at Ophélie with a question in her eyes. “Why’d you spell Eric?”

				“Why do you think?”

				Rislène blushed, her light-brown cheeks growing darker. 

				“We need to talk, Rislène,” Ophélie stated simply, kindly. “You care for him, don’t you?”

				Rislène was silent for a while, a frown having wiped away her initial embarrassment.

				Ophélie placed a hand over Rislène’s. “I’m sorry. I was too direct. That was Gabriella on the phone and my father.”

				“Did Mme Hoffmann talk to my mother?”

				“Yes. Your mother wants you to come home.” 

				Rislène looked skeptical. 

				“Gabriella doesn’t think you’re in danger. But you’ll have to be careful, especially if … if what my father thinks is true.”

				“I knew he had guessed! He saw us talking after the last Oasis meeting. I mentioned it to Eric, but he just laughed.” She nibbled her lip. “I love him, Ophélie. He’s so full of ideas, and strong in his faith, so … wonderful.”

				Ophélie laughed. “You don’t have to convince me. He’s my little brother, you know. I think he’s great.” Her face grew serious. “But if your family finds out …”

				“You’re thinking of Samira, aren’t you?”

				Ophélie nodded. And Bachir.

				“I know. I’ve thought of it a hundred times. We’re always so careful when we meet at a café—to make sure no one follows us.”

				“So this has been going on for a while?” Ophélie asked, a hint of a smile on her lips.

				“Yes. For a while. We really love each other, Ophélie. Is that so wrong?”

				Ophélie felt a catch in her throat. “No, Rislène. No, of course not.”

				They placed the wooden playing pieces back in the box and folded up the board. Ophélie put the game on a shelf in the hall closet. But even as she did so, she could still see E-R-I-C spelled out vertically on the board. She offered a quick, silent prayer for wisdom. 
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				Last night the opened hideaway bed on the sofa had felt plenty comfortable, but now Rislène sat up, the sheets a tangle at her feet, her hair damp with perspiration. The whole southern wall of Ophélie’s den was one long window that gave a clear view of Montpellier by night and some of the most stunning sunsets she had ever seen. Tonight she had refused to close the volets, the heavy wooden shutters that adorned the windows. She had wanted to watch the vast night sky. Now in the middle of the night, only a few lights blinked. She got out of bed and stood in front of the glass, gathering a blanket around her.

				She was only nineteen, but she felt old. Dear God, I’m so tired of this terrifying game of hide-and-seek. Is it worth it? Are You worth it? 

				It was a pointless question. She might love the gangly redhead at the university, but her love for this God was even bigger. It washed through her soul and brought the strangest peace.

				She leaned her forehead against the cool pane of the window and allowed herself to cry. She saw again her father’s flashing eyes, heard his raised voice. She remembered his large hand hitting her with such force that she had stumbled backward, catching her balance on the bed.

				She loved her father. And he was so proud of her. She was the daughter who would continue her studies, liberate the family from the heavy, stagnant role placed on its women. Her father was an intelligent man, respected in his business, forward thinking—at least until last year, when he had suddenly started attending secret meetings.

				“Oh, Father, why? Why are you doing this to me?” she moaned. The tenets of Islam were demanding but simple in their own way. She had been raised to fear Allah. Perhaps that way was best. Give up Eric … and Jesus. Then she could have her studies, she was sure. And peace. Yes, peace. 

				But no. The only time she had known true peace in her soul was as a Christian. 

				She climbed back onto the sofa bed, pulled the blankets up around her, and stared out the window. She could see the freckled, happy face of Eric, his fine green eyes blazing with his feelings for her. Then the angry eyes of her father appeared, erasing the vision of Eric. She closed her eyes tightly to wipe away the picture, but it was still there. It was not until much later, exhausted and heavyhearted, that Rislène fell asleep.
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				“So when were you going to tell me?” Ophélie teased, sitting on the single chair in Eric’s tiny student apartment in west Montpellier the next evening. “After the wedding?”

				Eric tossed a pillow at her from where he sat on the bed. “Very funny. I was actually going to tell you last night. I’m sorry Mama and Papa beat me to it. I wanted to tell you first. I figured you’d understand—I mean, you were in love with an Arab man once, right?”

				He watched his sister’s face drain of color as she stared at him, speechless.

				“I’m sorry. I guess I shouldn’t bring that up.”

				Ophélie recovered quickly. “It was a long time ago, and that’s why—” She stopped in midsentence. “Look, Eric, I like Rislène a lot. I guess I’m not surprised that you would fall in love with her. It’s just … complicated.”

				“Exactly. That’s why we wanted to keep things quiet for as long as possible. Rislène has been afraid of her sister ever since she became a Christian last year. It was only a matter of time until Nazira found something out.” He shrugged at Ophélie. “At least the Namanis have no idea about Rislène and me.”

				“Not yet.” Ophélie took his hands and looked him straight in the eyes. 

				Eric was used to his sister’s intensity, but her words surprised him. 

				“Yes, I was in love with an Arab man once. You don’t know the whole story.” She looked away. “I’m sure it will be different for you and Rislène.” Ophélie embraced her brother. “Oh, Eric. Please be careful. Of course Rislène can stay with me as long as she needs to. And you can come see her at my place.”

				“Thanks, Ophélie. It means the world to me to know she’s safe with you.”

				“School going okay for you?” She changed subjects effortlessly, but Eric wondered what had really happened between her and the Arab man. He remembered only a vague tension in the household and his big sister in tears. All those years ago when he was just a kid.

				“School is just fine—not my main worry.” At twenty-three Eric was in his fifth year at the Faculté des Lettres in Montpellier. Professeur, that was his goal. “In fact, I’ll steal your teaching position one day if you don’t watch out!”

				Now her eyes were gleaming, and the feistiness he loved had returned. 

				“Hmph! Not on your life. I’m a fonctionnaire; nothing can take away my job, and you know it. So keep your cocky mouth shut and study if you hope to do half as well as I have!”

				Their eyes met, and they grinned and fell into silence. 

				Ophélie was fifteen years Eric’s senior and had grown up in France with Moustafa and Anne-Marie while he was in Algeria with his family. It wasn’t until he returned to France with his parents in 1985 that he’d really gotten to know her, but their bond and friendship had been immediate and strong. As a teenager studying for the difficult French baccalauréat, he’d spent countless hours on the sofa of her apartment while she quizzed him on some obscure French poet. As the nights grew late, their cram sessions usually evolved into heart-to-heart conversations and then degenerated into silly laughter and pillow fights.

				Eric crossed his arms and stood, then sat back down and groaned. “I wish I knew how this story was going to end, Ophélie. I love Rislène. I want to marry her as soon as I get my teaching degree. I just hope that will be soon enough.”

				Ophélie gave him a nod, but her face was as pale as the new moon visible just outside the window.

				As Ophélie stepped off the elevator and put the key in the door to her apartment, the door across the hall opened slightly, and a neighbor stuck her head out. “Mlle Duchemin?”

				Ophélie turned around and smiled. “Bonjour, Mme Ploussard! Comment allez-vous? Are you and M. Ploussard well?”

				The bent-over little woman came into the hall. “Yes, dear. As well as can be expected at our age. André has his arthrite, and last week he had another crise de foie. Terrible! But we’re getting along.” She paused. “André said to tell you merci for the soupe des courges that you brought us last week. Delicious. So like you, Mlle Duchemin. Always taking care of people.” She leaned toward Ophélie and whispered, “We know you bring your students to your apartment. But …”

				“Is there a problem, Mme Ploussard?”

				Mme Ploussard’s prominent nose was almost touching Ophélie’s. “I’ve seen an Arab girl go into your apartment. Several times. When you weren’t here. She had her own key!” Her eyes darted to and fro, and then she grabbed Ophélie’s arm tightly. “You mustn’t trust those Arabs, Mlle Duchemin! I feel it’s my duty as a citizen of France to warn you. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.” Her eyes were wide as she drew one wrinkled, gnarled finger across her neck. “They’ll slice you in a second. ‘The Kabyle smile,’ they call it. My André—he saw it all during the war.”

				Ophélie tried her best to suppress a smile. Mme Ploussard spent hours every day staring out of her window into the street below, watching for new tidbits of information to gossip about. Ophélie patted the elderly woman on the back and said, “Thank you for your concern. You and M. Ploussard have always been such good neighbors. But don’t you worry, Mme Ploussard. I’m very careful, and this young woman needs a place to live for a while.” She lowered her voice. “Family problems.”

				Immediately Mme Ploussard’s face broke into a smile. “Ah oui! Des problèmes dans la famille! Poor child. Such strange customs they have! Well, then, you take good care of her, Mlle Duchemin.”

				Mme Ploussard scurried back into her apartment. Ophélie heard the latch on three different locks being turned. A bit paranoid, her neighbor. But Ophélie felt quite protected living under the eagle eye of Mme Ploussard.
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