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​Foreword
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One of the greatest blessings in life is motherhood. The Word says that children are a blessing from God. God has even gone so far to say that while a mothers love is one of the strongest loves on earth, His love is even greater. It's He who opens the womb and brings our seed to fruition. It's an honor, a privilege and an overwhelming responsibility to raise a child.

Many women are unable to bear children, many are unable to conceive. On the opposite side of the spectrum there are women who for just a few promised dollars will sell their children.

Many might think that child trafficking is either a conspiracy theory, or that, if it does happen, it's so far away that it doesn't really affect us, primarily we who live in North America, but nothing could be farther from the truth. Operations are on a global scale, including Canada and the United States!

Those involved are so conniving and slippery, most will never be brought to light or caught. This may never stop.

How many children have been affected by the trading business? How many unmarked graves as these children are destined for parts for the black market? How many children grow up in terror in brothels? This should not be happening, and it does, right under our noses!

Watch your children. Don't live in fear, but be watchful and vigilant. The adversary is lurking around and easily works in these sickening operations to lure, steal and destroy children. 

Don't turn a blind eye, or dismiss. Be alert. Inform yourself. Do your research. Many would rather not be involved in bringing to light these wicked people. Don’t let that be you. Don’t be oblivious or shrug it away. Speak up for those that have no voices. Hold and love your babies. They're precious.

God heal the broken hearts of those that have been affected by these operations and save the children. 

Justice will be served whether now or later.
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Elise cradled Rahimat against her chest, trying desperately to get him to latch on before Oma swooped in. She didn't feel like being reprimanded or schooled by her of all people, terrified that if she failed the basics of motherhood, Oma would take over. Elise was already well aware of how Abdul shone when he looked at Oma holding the baby. It would be unfair to say that Abdul despised her or treated her ill, but it seemed that they didn't go out of their way to even attempt to hide their feelings for each other.

Rahimat stirred against her, Elise glancing at him and stroking his thick hair, biting back a tear. She felt only a third wheel, a woman used to produce a child for the couple that were apparently in love with each other. Abdul might have shared the bed with his wife, but Elise was certain that he wished it was not her. 

As hard as she had tried, the tear plopped on her breast and she quickly whisked it away before it combined with the milk and went to Rahimat, certain that would only make his attempt to breastfeed weaken. It was harder than she had thought, but she had to agree with Abdul that it was the best for him and she owed the baby every effort.

Elise snapped her head up as she heard the commotion at the door, finally breaking into a smile as Aunt Ezel made her way in. She was still the favorite of the Sayyad family. Ezel dropped the packages she was holding onto the small table and put a casserole-type dish on the counter before removing her manteaux and washing her hands.

"How are you, child?"

"I'm well, Auntie. It's good of you to come."

"I had to see our Rami. He's growing so fast, I hate to miss a moment."

Elise smiled, "Sit?"

"Soon." Ezel stroked the tiny fist closest to her before turning to Oma. "What are you still doing here?" She transitioned to Farsi, her words coming out in so quick a torrent that even though Elise had learned a sufficient amount, she would never be able to keep up with their conversation.

"I'm their help, don't give sass, Ezel. You know that I was told to come and I've done most of the work around here, keeping my place welcome."

"The baby is growing. He's almost six months old. The couple needs to rebound back together."

"You know it's our custom to live together."

"Elise is not Persian, it's not her way. She needs to spend the time with her husband, without you."

"Abdul is gone most of the time, how can you expect her to be raising the child in Islam without someone watching her?"

"She will. A mother will always strive to do what is best for her children."

"I really don't think it's your place to be telling me what to do, and when to leave. Abdul likes having me here."

Ezel shook her head. She was well aware of it. "Pack your things. I will speak to Abdul. I am family."

Oma turned on her heel, "I will wait for Abdul's opinion. But, go ahead, have her for yourself. I have to go to town as she is incapable."

Ezel ignored the woman, sitting back down and reaching for Rahimat. She stroked his cheek and smiled as he gurgled at her, his lips wet and shiny. "Are you still hurting, Elise?"

"No, I'm doing much better. Mending quite well," Elise tried to forget what had led her up to giving birth. Even Ezel hadn't made an excuse for her nephew's reactions.

Ezel nodded, rubbing the baby's back before standing him up on her thighs. "He is growing big and strong," she looked beyond him as Oma retreated from the apartment, counting to fifteen before speaking again. "You must recant, Elise."

"What?"

"You must come back to Islam. I know that you are struggling, but now, especially, is not the time for you to turn away. Reconsider for Rami's sake. Your son needs you-" Ezel stood up quickly when the door burst open again, breathing a sigh of relief that it wasn't Oma back already, rather Abdul.  With their location, it wasn't hard to go to town and be back again so quickly, Abdul had certainly picked the best location for his family.

Elise stared at the back of Ezel trying to wrap her mind around what she was being told. Why would she be of no use to her son without converting back to Islam? She would still be his mother no matter what.

"I'm glad you're here, Abdul," Ezel lowered the baby back onto his mother's lap before sweeping across the floor to Abdul's side, neither of them noticing Elise start to make tea, Rahimat on her hip.

"Is something wrong, Auntie?"

"No, I just wanted to talk to you about Oma. It's time she goes. If Elise needs help, I will come by. It's important for me not to miss him growing up. Oma is not family and will never be-"

Elise lifted a brow, not daring to hope or even look at her husband's face to see his reaction. Oma would never be family, it was a glorious thought to her, though it didn't matter how she felt. It would all boil down to what Abdul said.

"Oma has been a great help for Elise. I don't think she would have made it all this time without her, and Elise nearly lost the baby, if no one had seen her, he would have died."

"You're not making it better by coddling her, Abdul. How will she learn and be strong if Oma does everything for her? Look at her, Abdul. She is up and about and is able to take care of the house and the baby both. She will do fine. Listen to your old aunt. I know what is best in this situation."

Elise flushed. Coddled? She bit her lip and began pouring the tea, setting out a bowl of cubed sugar with the little tongs she had found at the market the first time she had taken Rahimat to the bazaars.

Abdul shook his head as if he didn't know what to do, settling on the couch.

Confused, Elise couldn't understand why Ezel would make a scene about it, making it into a big deal. Could it be that it was part of what she was trying to get across earlier about the seriousness of reconverting for Rahimat's sake because he needed her? She wanted to ask, but determined it wasn't the time or place. She was fairly certain Ezel had waited to talk to her after Oma had left the premises about the faith. Did she have an inside view that Elise and possibly Abdul did not? It made more sense the longer Elise pondered it. Ezel had been very close to Imelda too and likely had an insiders view as to what was going on with Oma, Jakeef by means of Imelda. Was it a warning? It would be a very long night of guesswork, Elise not daring to ask Ezel to explain herself while Abdul was there, and expecting Oma back at any moment.
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EZEL'S HOUSE WAS NOT full of the fragrance of food for the first time in her adult life. She could have started lunch earlier, or put on a platter leftovers to help make her house smell. Ezel never let it cross her mind, either, that she might have unexpected visitors and would need to be ready, until she stood in the bazaar. The people were already beginning to rush around her, the sound of laughter and talking threatening to drown out her thoughts. She would slip back over and buy fresh food, ready to make into a sumptuous meal as soon as she was through.

If Elise would have given even the slightest inkling that she was considering the seriousness of her warning, she wouldn't have to risk being seen heading back over. At least Rahimat was a good enough excuse for her being over there so many days in succession. There was less of a chance that she would be interrogated once she brought up the baby. Saying that Elise needed help wouldn't be a good enough reason for her constant going over, but Jakeef and the others wouldn't begrudge her loving the little one. Underneath all his hard exterior, Ezel was convinced that though he hadn't started a family with his young bride, he had to have a soft spot for children. Family was a big deal in Iran.

In spite of thinking that she could easily get away with it, Ezel still waited until she was sure she knew no one around that had anything to do with Oma and Jakeef before she moved quickly towards Abdul and Elise's apartment. Abdul had passed her ten minutes before, but hadn't pinpointed her out in the markets, and neither had she made herself known.

Oma had not taken it well being told to leave, and even worse when Abdul confirmed that it was time she went back to her brother's house. There was definitely agitation between the two families because of it, but even Oma couldn't say anything if she chanced upon seeing her flee up the stairs and into the apartment. At least Oma wasn't there to listen and overhear everything that was said.

Ezel had heard about the message given from Tariff to Elise, but couldn't imagine that it had anything to do with romance. Though it wasn't unheard of for a young woman to marry a much older man, she could hardly fathom why Elise would choose Tariff over Abdul. Age difference aside, he didn't hold a flame to her nephew. Regardless, while she didn't approve of secret messages of bits of love messages at that, she was less than happy to hear that it had torn the Sayyad family apart because of Oma's tattling.

Elise lay Rahimat down on the large blanket she had crocheted for him while he was still in her womb before heading towards the door at the knock. She didn't hesitate to open it, though she was certain it wasn't Abdul. He would have used his key knowing she was likely busy with the chores or the baby.

"Auntie, come in," Elise glanced over her shoulder as Ezel didn't greet her or wait to be invited in, sweeping past her, her face chalky. "Is something wrong?"

Ezel undid her manteaux and slung it over a chair, kneeling beside Rahimat. She would be in position in case they were intruded upon. She knew enough about Jakeef and the others to know that they would not be so polite to knock. Only when she was comfortable, as if he were the only reason she had come did she look up at Elise. "No. But, we need to talk. You're alone, I imagine?"

"Yes, it's been quiet and... peaceful since Oma has left."

"And Abdul is good?"

"Yes, Auntie. We're managing. I meant to tell you the last time you came over that you really don't need to overwork yourself. I'm quite strong now. It just takes some adjustment and getting used to." Regardless, Elise began measuring out rice to soak.

"I am glad. That is good. Now, Elise," Ezel didn't wait until Elise came closer or sat before hurrying into the real reason she was there. It was plain to see that Rahimat was well and the house was in order. "You must come back to Islam. You must repent, if Allah will even hear you now."

Elise nearly felt bad for the expression on Ezel's face. She was so sincere, and deeply concerned for her. Not just because of the family and turmoil to come's sake if she denied Islam, but also because Ezel was genuinely afraid of her losing her soul, it seemed. "Auntie, I can't. Look, come with me." Ezel stood up and followed Elise as she crossed the floor, looking out the window. Ezel didn't let her face be shown but peered intently to what Elise pointed at as she continued, "Look at the birds, so many different species of them, but they all sit together and land on the ground and eat together. They fly in the air together and get along. Why can't we?"

Ezel shook her head. "We are not birds. Elise, there are some that don't mind. I don't mind, not really, but others, they would kill you. Like Nesrin-"

"I haven't smuggled Bibles in. Nor have I proselytized or spoke to anyone about Jesus. Not even to Abdul."

"To Rahimat?"

Elise bit her lip. "So why would I be killed?"

"You know there are those that walk among us, and it is not like they wear flashing purple coats or something to signify that they are, well, extremists. They watch. You could slip up."

"I'm careful."

"You might not even need to slip up. Elise, you must listen to me. I love you like a daughter. You must forget this Jesus."

"I cannot."

"Elise. You know that Rahimat is Abdul's property, to put it in a simple way. He has rights to him that you do not have. You are already aware of this, I am sure."

"Familar with some of the laws, yes."

"If Abdul wanted to, God forbid, he could remove you from the child's wife. He could take Oma to be the child's nurse. You would have no contact. It is the law." Ezel looked hopeful when Elise's face flushed, her jaw clenching. There was no doubt that there was severe animosity between the women. If anything were to get Elise to recant her heresy, this had to be it. Her love for her son and bitterness against Oma. Perhaps having Oma around for that amount of time and knowing she could return if Abdul snapped his fingers was for the best, no matter how trying it had been on her and her marriage. What else would make Elise see the light? "This can happen, if you remain obstinate. I am warning, out of love. Rahimat needs his mother."

"She could never be his nurse. She has no milk."

"Easily fixed if Abdul takes her to wife and impregnates her. Don't look at me like that, Elise. It's all in your hands. I don't know what he will do, one way or the other. But these are things you must think of."

Elise looked at the birds once more. How could it be? Wasn't coexisting thought highly of? Or was it more of the Western religions that were willing to compromise and coexist than those of the East, though they had infiltrated the Western world already? She scooped up her son before he turned into the bathroom, already quick to crawl, Rahimat squirming in her arms. A little life God had given her that she had carried, that had come so close to killing both of them not so long ago. Would God expect her to hand him and his soul over to Him so that she wouldn't deny Christ-again? Troubled, she planted a kiss on his cheek, her lips squishing into his chubby cheeks before glancing over at Ezel once more.

As if Ezel knew what was going on through her mind- a battle of the mind like no other, especially when it dealt with the affairs of a mother's heart, she smiled and somberly looked at her. She felt, this time, she didn't have to wait and worry about Elise's answer. Her conscience and her heart for her child would take over and fight in more ways than Ezel could come up with words.

Without a word, Ezel donned her manteaux, kissing the baby's head and pronouncing a blessing over him before seeing herself out. She no longer feared if she were caught by Jakeef, Oma or even Imelda. She couldn't bring herself to report to them that Elise was battling the faiths in her mind, or that she was so glued to Christianity that she wouldn't easily say that Allah was god and Mohammed his servant as quickly as she had when she had spoken the words in front of the Imam in Canada.

Elise would do the right thing, Ezel was sure of it, but she didn't want to risk the girl's life, just in case.

​
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Abdul's arm felt cold around Elise, so much so that if she didn't hear the steady breathing, she would have assumed he passed away in his sleep. It was likely just her imagination, but yet it felt so real.

Elise wanted to roll over and stare at him, but the idea of him opening his eyes in the faintly lit room and staring back at her scared her almost as much as waking up beside a dead man. Just the thought sent another shiver through her. She had once thought about it, a fleeting thought, of how it would be to wake up beside a dead body and had troubled herself so much she sought comfort in Abdul's embrace, though she dared not tell him her thought. The sorrow she felt in just imagining up a scenario of him no longer being with her no longer gripped her as she lay under the icy weight of his arm.

Did she no longer love him?

Elise's silence with Ezel's pleadings had only prompted more. Once a week, Abdul's aunt came over and begged her to reconsider. One of the last times, when she realized what would become of Rahimat had almost done the trick, but she couldn't. She had suffered for days battling in her mind as to what to do.

Would it be so wrong to be Islamic in name, but serve Jesus? Would it be that terrible to pray with the others at dawn but call on the Name of Jesus?

Yes.

She could't.

But, another dart came which wounded more than the first.

Ezel had sat with Rahimat on her lap and finally confessed that Oma and Abdul were meant to be.

How could it be? How could Abdul, her loving, wonderful husband from Ontario betray her by bringing her of all people into their home? She had helped, Elise couldn't argue that fact, but had likely destroyed what little relationship she and Abdul had. Things had brightened a bit in Oma's absence, but now, knowing this, all Elise felt was cold and betrayed.

Any I love you's seemed strained from both parties.

It wasn't as if Elise hadn't known something was amiss. She had seen the looks, she had heard their conversations, but they had been talking so fast she couldn't keep up. Had he begun, the moment they stepped into Tehran, pining after his former love? How unbearable it must be for Abdul to see his sister married into the family and not him. Or... was it true what Ezel said? Was he really considering taking another wife?

Elise's stomach twisted beneath the heavy arm. She wanted to fling it off of her, to call him out, to scream at him and let her thoughts be known, but she wasn't in the right place to do so. If he had struck her while she was pregnant with his beloved son, how much more would he do now that she was just his wife?

Did he regret marrying her?

Likely. Especially now that she had shunned Islam and he had a taste of Oma again, even from afar. No wonder she had been so wifely. Elise heaved as she turned away from Abdul, burying her face in her pillow. Bitterness along with tears enveloped her as just as she put out the effort to get away from him, he finally lifted his icy arm.

***
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NOT A WORD WAS SPOKEN between them.

Elise didn't dare look up at Tariff after entering the store. She glanced so briefly, she wasn't entirely sure if he had even seen her. It didn't really matter, she reasoned. It was one of the few times that she hadn't looked around in advance, stalling to be sure that she would be his only customer, or that there was only one person in the store before going in. It would be too obvious. She was quite certain eyes were already upon her.

As she stooped to pick up more soap for Rahimat, her heart began to thunder. It would have been better if she were by herself instead of putting Rahimat's life on the line with hers. She was certain, however, that nothing bad would ever happen to her son. He was completely innocent. Abdul wouldn't even think that he was not his even if she were caught- not that she was doing anything wrong. It still made her more edgy, though she smiled when the baby reached out towards colorful toys hanging on the walls with a loud gurgle.

It seemed such a rotten thing to do, and let it pass through her mind, but Elise was certain that Tariff wouldn't mind being involved. First, he was the only believer besides Tahu, and Tahu she hadn't seen since the day she was caught on the street after a visit with their family. Secondly, his Nesrin had died. Wouldn't he want to be with her? With Christ? Guilt still stroked her mind. It wasn't too late to give up, but the baby on her hip clutching a new toy he had to have was enough to make her go forward.

Elise shrugged her bag off of her shoulder where she had put the items she was purchasing in. "Give the toy to mommy," she gently loosened the toy from her son's hand, breathing a thank you when Tariff gave it back quickly, Rahimat's lower lip quivering until he had it in his possession again.

"How are you?" Tariff rang up her total and motioned to it.

Elise didn't lift her eyes, trusting that if Tariff dared speak to her in English, or any language at all, for that matter, it must have been empty. "God keeps." She dug in the folds of her outfit for the money, sliding the note she had penned for this very moment along with the money on the counter, breathing a sigh of relief when he speedily picked it up, putting it into his cash register, but not closing it.

It seemed like a lifetime ago she was frequenting his stores for her chocolate covered pretzels. Without another word, Elise shouldered her bag that Tariff had packed up for her and hurried out of his shop. Rahimat stared over his mother's shoulder, still clutching his toy, his dark eyes looking at the shopkeeper quizzically, unaware of what had just transpired.
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