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To Light in My City, champions of the homeless,

followers of God’s call, hands and feet of Jesus.
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WITH A WHOOSH AND A squeal, the train’s air brake engaged as it neared the bulk transfer terminal in close proximity to the city of Pittsburgh. When it slowed almost to a stop, several men hopped off and scurried away from the tracks. A large scruffy dog of undetermined linage leaped out of the boxcar, sat down, and waited on the gravel. One young man exited last. He stood still until the train rumbled past. A worn backpack hung over one shoulder. Layers of filthy clothing—thermals, plaid shirt and jeans, and an ancient brown Carhartt jacket—covered his body. The dog didn’t move until the man gave him a pat on the head; it ran into the woods, squatted, and returned. 

“Good dog.” The guy’s curly hair—medium brown and in bad need of a wash and a cut—stuck out in points. A sparse growth of whiskers covered what otherwise could have been called a baby face. But his bright blue eyes were clear and alert, almost sparkling in the January sunshine. 

“You, hobo.” A railway employee, white haired and stooped, shook one fist as he limped toward him through melting, dirty snow. “Don’t yinz know it’s illegal to ride the rails?”

The dog growled low in its throat, but obeyed the soft command from the young man, “Nissi, stay.”

The boy took in the embroidered name tag on the worker’s jacket and nodded. “Thanks for the ride, Leonard. I’m Torque. Nice to meet you.” He headed for the path the other men had taken into the tree line area adjacent to the tracks. “Maybe someday I’ll return the favor.” 

With a muttered curse, Leonard turned and walked away, leaning on his cane. Several feet down the tracks he stopped, stood up straight, and shook his leg. He turned to scan the woods. “My leg don’t hurt no more...where in tarnation did that guy go?”

In the sudden silence after the train departed and Torque entered the woods, a burst of sunshine bathed him in light. He smiled, hitched up the backpack, whistled to Nissi, and walked toward the city.

***
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SELAH STUBBED OUT HER cigarette under the heel of her black leather boot. She had recently switched from Timberlands to Dear Frances. Pricier but also much more stylish even for combat-style boots. Like anyone on the street cared about fashion. 

“Dear Frances? Did someone die and leave you money?” Will raised one eyebrow. “Walking the runway today instead of feeding the homeless?”

“Only you would recognize the brand. At the price, I’ll be wearing them to my grave.” Selah held up one foot. “I don’t know if your metrosexual vibe is good, because you noticed, or bad, because I have to work harder.”

Will grinned and tugged on his black leather jacket. “I could care less what you wear. As long as I look good.” 

Selah let her eyes linger on Will’s broad shoulders, accentuated by the matte leather, his narrow waist, encircled by tight jeans, and slender fingers with a cross tattoo on his right pointer. Oh my, what those hands could do given half a chance. He would likely be as passionate and considerate in bed as he was on the streets. For a brief moment a frisson of heat wound through Selah’s body, then quickly dissipated. Imagine, fantasizing about a pastor. 

“No worries, my metro friend. Every woman in the ‘Burgh has the hots for you.”

Will laughed, his green eyes crinkling at the corners, a nice contrast to the white blond of his latest-style haircut. “Yeah, right. All but one.” His grin dimmed as he gazed at Selah, but he covered with another laugh. 

They walked together toward the weekly outdoor area where meals were served to the local homeless population of Pittsburgh. Few pedestrians were out, in spite of the late January sunshine. Many of those who had decided to take advantage of the decent winter day were dressed in black and gold, usual attire for die-hard Steelers football fans who were gearing up for the Super Bowl. It wasn’t hard to differentiate between the prosperous and those who had been given a hand-me-down tattered shirt or tousle cap. The first group laughed and drifted into bars and restaurants. The latter shuffled on the periphery, eyes down, headed for the square and the scent of baked ham. 

Popping a mint into her mouth, Selah surveyed the long line already assembled by the food table. “Gonna be a busy day.”

“If you keep smoking, you won’t live long enough to worry about it. I thought nurses were all about being healthy.” Will accepted the mint she held out to him.

“Nurses are into their paychecks, like everyone else.”

“So cynical for an angel of mercy.” Will snorted. 

They parted ways. Selah scanned the assembled crowd with a critical eye for wounds, serious coughs, and anything else that required medical attention, already eager to be done for the day. Why waste her time ladling out mashed potatoes? Serving food could be accomplished by the unskilled volunteers. 

Behind her, a chorus of “Hey, Preach,” sounded. Will could pray all day with every displaced soul in the city, and tomorrow they would still be homeless and needy. And hungry.

An hour later several fights had been broken up as the crowd vied for the best pieces of clothing in the giveaway pile. Most of the food had either been distributed or packaged for delivery to the camps. Selah reached for a bag filled with Styrofoam boxes and stopped, hands in mid-air.

A tall man—really a boy, he couldn’t be more than eighteen—she had never seen before made his way to the table. He licked chapped lips and stared at the place where food used to be. The only thing left, the rich scent of ham, wouldn’t fill an empty belly. 

“Hey, there.” Selah approached him but kept a good distance between them. “Are you hungry?”

His gaze left the table and rested on her. “You’re short.”

Selah rolled her eyes. “And you’re tall. But the question is, do you want something to eat?”

He gestured to the tables, which were now being taken down. “There’s nothing left. Unless you have a miracle stashed somewhere. A little loaves and fishes magic, maybe?”

Selah found his tone irritating. She dredged up the proper amount of faux compassion in her words. “There’s more. No worries. I’m Selah. I’m a nurse, and I take care of people out here. What’s your name?”

“Do you care?”

I don’t give a crap came to Selah’s mind, but she managed a smile. “God help me, that’s why I asked. But you don’t have to tell me.”

He shrugged and pulled up one sleeve to display a crude tattoo of a wrench. “Torque.” After surveying her for a moment he added, “Do you always ask God to help you? And does he?” 

“Just a figure of speech. No real meaning. I always refer God questions to the pastor over there.” She gestured toward Will, his arms loaded with a stack of take-out boxes he added to a pile already on a bench beside his SUV. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

“Cool.” Torque touched Selah’s hand. “Thanks.”

Selah pulled back from him. 

“Oh, got it. No touching.”

“It’s just...” Selah reached out and clasped his hand with a firm grasp. 

Her palm tingled, a mixture of fire and ice that shot tremors up her arm. She wanted to let go but she couldn’t. Her eyes focused on his fingernails, encrusted with dirt and grease, red lesions on his knuckles—scabies perhaps—and frayed cuffs of a flannel shirt peeking out from under the sleeves of a dirty brown Carhartt jacket. 

The sight, familiar. The feeling, unknown. Electric. But not sexual. How was that even possible? 

Torque let go first. “I’m hungry.”

“Oh. Of course. Follow me.” They walked together toward the packaged meals. “How old are you?”

“Want to guess?” Torque stopped and gestured up and down his six-plus feet.

Selah figured he wouldn’t be honest, but took a shot. “Eighteen?”

“Close enough.” 

Which meant he might be younger and not want to get involved with juvenile agencies. In spite of his strength and appearance, he didn’t seem all that ready for street life. “Maybe we can get you connected to some people. Help you find your way home.”

Torque didn’t answer. 

Selah shrugged. Unlikely he had any kind of home to return to, anyway. As a mandated reporter she should call social services. Maybe later. It would take up too much of her precious time. 

She gave him a boxed meal, realizing her schedule would now be set back if she lingered any longer. He would either be around to tell his story another day. Or not. Someone else could talk to him about surviving in the city if he didn’t have local connections. 

Will walked up as Torque set his half-empty container on the ground. A dog loped over and finished the food. Torque threw the trash in a nearby garbage bag. 

Will held out his hand to shake. “I’m Pastor Will.”

Torque cocked his head and frowned, his hands at his sides. 

Will smiled. “I don't think we’ve met before. You must be new out here.” He bent down and patted the dog’s head. “And I certainly would have remembered this guy. What’s his name?” 

“Nissi.”

Will peered at Torque. “As in Jehovah Nissi—God is my banner, my protector?”

Torque shrugged. 

Selah chuckled. She’d seen Will wait out many who were reluctant to talk. There were times when she wanted to spill her secrets to him and get absolution or whatever the hell preachers gave out.

“Where are you staying?” Will, at ease in his own skin, oozed warmth and kindness, which seemed to be genuine.

“What do you care?” Torque took a quick step forward, fists clenched. 

Will stood his ground and nodded. “I get it. Not a crap-load of caring going on in your life right now. And frankly, I don’t have the capacity to care for you or to love you like you deserve to be loved. I’m just a guy like you.”

Torque gave a slow, deliberate perusal of Will’s soft hands, shaved face, and neat hair. “Uh-huh, right. We could be twins.”

Will shrugged and walked away toward the curb and his Ford Explorer.

“Was it something I said?” Torque laughed. It had no ring of humor to it.

Selah, who just wanted to finish the day and get home to a hot bath and a cold beer, had been left to placate the boy. Maybe Will was a bastard after all. Being a man made that almost certain. But the thought carried a whiff of disappointment.

“Here you go.” Will returned, arms laden. “I suspect you’re a traveler, just off the train, so here’s the low down. There’s a camp up through those woods. It’s okay. You might not get a welcome, but they won’t chase you away. They’ll know I sent you up when they see this.” Will set a small lantern on the ground. “Solar or hand crank, has a phone charging port and a radio. Here’s a sleeping bag, and I’ll try to get you a tent in the next few days. Also, water, protein bars, body wipes, toilet paper. All the comforts.”

“So, you’re into being the guy who helps us poor, filthy people with no home.” Torque’s mouth twisted into a grimace of distain. 

“This isn’t about you or me. It’s for Jesus.” 

“Yeah, okay. Whatever.” Torque gathered the things and headed into the woods. The dog trotted after him.

“Think he’s trouble?” Selah crossed her arms and watched Torque disappear into the barren winter landscape. He had an aura of potential power, which could mean danger under that young façade. 

“Nah. I’ll talk to him more when I find a tent he can use. Let’s get done.” Will took the bag of meals from Selah and walked to his car. “I’ll follow you.”

Leaving the Northside in her Subaru Outback, Selah drove to three local camps. While Will handed out the food, she cleaned and dressed deep Xylazine wounds, gave out Lotrimin cream for ringworm, and applied Silvadene and Vaseline gauze to arms seared on burn barrels. 

At the final stop, a crowd had gathered in the center of the tent camp. Selah would have driven away, but Will had parked behind her blocking her in. He jumped out of his car and ran toward the commotion. Selah followed but stayed behind him. As they got closer, the swearing, shouting, and scent of gasoline became overwhelming. 

“Hey, what’s going on?” Will, not known for his good judgment, waded into the fray. “Put that down. Karma, leave it alone. Rose, go back to your tent. C’mon guys, knock it off.”

The crowd parted. In the center stood Torque, gasoline dripping from his hair, a tree branch in his hand. Across from him Devil Dog—well known as someone to avoid—brandished a lighter. 

“Never bring a club to a firefight, asshole.” Devil Dog held up a blue plastic lighter. “Wanna see me click my Bic?” 

Torque laid the tree branch on the ground and stood up straight. “I’m not afraid of you.” He glanced toward Will and Selah, then back to Devil Dog. 

“You’re delusional.” Devil Dog leered at Selah and pretended to cross himself to Will before flicking on a yellow flame.

Torque held out both arms, closed his eyes, and smiled. “Do it.”
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DEVIL DOG’S EYES FLICKERED, a moment of hesitation that demanded intervention.

“DD, think about this.” Selah kept her voice low and calm. The lighter kept her transfixed. She badly needed a smoke. “If you take him down, you’re looking at hard time.”

The little lighter’s flame danced with cheerful glee as Devil Dog’s hand shook. The crowd moved back, some left the camp, and Will sidled closer to the action. His eyes signaled to Selah. 

She gave a brief nod and instead of following her instinct to back off, she made sure she had Devil Dog’s attention. “It’s tough out here. I can’t even imagine.”

He glanced at her. “You think bringing us a Tylenol once a week gives you the right to interfere? This here is camp justice.”

“What did this kid do to you?” Selah backed toward Torque. “He just got here.”

“Extra mouth to take up space and shit. And his stupid dog will crap everywhere.”

Torque opened his eyes. “Put me out of my misery, brother. They shoot horses. Send me out in a blaze of glory.” He stepped closer to the lighter, focused on it. “Darkness has no place in the light.”

Selah couldn’t follow the action as it unfolded. Nissi howled and snarled in the background but didn’t move. Torque went toward the flame, reaching for it. Will crept up behind Devil Dog and lashed out with one hand. The lighter went flying. It landed on the ground, igniting an old receipt lying there. A trail of fire ate across the space toward Torque, who stood his ground, smiling.

Although her instinct was to run, Selah seemed to watch from afar as her body lurched through the air. Her mouth uttered a loud, “Nooo,” and she landed on Torque. She rolled him away from the greedy flames, gasoline in her nostrils and fear in her gut. 

“Shit, man.” Devil Dog ran from the camp.

Will rolled Selah and Torque in a dirty blanket while stomping on the burning grass. “You okay?” 

Selah fought her way out of the nubby cocoon and crab-scrambled away from Torque.

He stood and reached out his massive hand, pulling her to her feet.

“Burning. I’m burning.” She snatched away her hand, certain it would be on fire, scarred, and maimed. Nothing but dirt.  

“Torque, man, you can’t challenge someone like Devil Dog. What were you thinking?” Will shook his head and ran one hand over his hair. “It wouldn’t be the first time he killed someone.”

Torque shrugged. “You shouldn’t let the enemy freak you out.” He pulled the pack of body wipes from the bag Will had given him, wiped off his hair, face, and beard, and brushed bits of leaf from his clothing. “But thanks for caring.”

“I’m the one who saved your life.” Selah couldn’t believe the nerve of this kid. She could have been at home with a smoke in one hand and a drink in the other by now. And one less homeless person to care for in the coming months.

“Sure. It’s all good.” Torque gave a small wave and retreated to the shelter of a tree on the periphery of camp, Nissi at his heels. 

Selah tried to keep the abrupt from her voice, but failed. “Will, move your damn car. I need to get home sooner, not later.”

He gave her the look—the one that screamed in silence, ‘What’s your problem?’—but after glancing around, he got in his car. He waited for Selah to get into hers and then drove down the hill. When he reached the main road, he beeped and turned toward his house.

Traffic on Carson sent Selah onto back streets, but everyone else had the same idea, and it took forever to get to her place. It gave her plenty of chances to swear at other drivers, flip them off, and drive like a maniac. Because she could feel trouble in her gut—and her gut never lied. Torque seemed nice enough, but also naïve and strange. Devil Dog never forgot a slight. Everyone who had been there would have to watch their backs until the new kid either left town, OD’d, or got arrested.

“Puppers.” Selah scooped up her aging Shih Tsu who waited by the door of her small row house. “Tough day for you, too? Sorry I’m late. Just a little petrol, a deranged weirdo, and a freakish traveler to deal with. You must need to go out.”

When her short legs hit the floor, Puppers ran for the sliding glass doors, went out, turned in a million circles, and deposited her daily gift onto the patch of brown grass. Her short yips meant, “Let me in right now and give me a treat because I’m the best dog ever.” 

Once Puppers had settled on the sofa, Selah kicked off her boots, shed her clothing in a heap by the closet that housed her washer, and stepped into a hot shower. The water cascaded down her back and through her platinum-dyed hair, sluicing the street into the drain. Her usual routine, a beer, a cigarette, and a moment of silence had been superseded by the scent of gasoline still clinging to her like cheap perfume. 

When she stepped out of the shower, it hit her. Her body shook, droplets of water being flung into the air like Puppers after her bath. “I could have been killed. Burned alive. And for what? A kid from nowhere who will be gone in a week? Probably an addict, too. And a sociopath, alcoholic, thief...they’re all screwed.”

Hair still wet, she chain-smoked to calm down, helped along by two Grolsch beers and a handful of Tylenol. Wrapped in a long robe with her legs pulled under her and a blanket across her lap, she settled on the tiny patio into the glider cushions and nursed a third beer as the day waned and the temperature dropped. City lights far below twinkled in the frosty air, the sight keeping her outside. 

“Alone again, no one with me. Not the place I thought I’d be. Reached on out to troubles galore, ain’t gonna do this life no more.” The country song—not her fave genre—had stuck in her mind the first time she’d heard one of the homeless singing it. He’d been dead from an overdose a week later, not doing life ‘no more.’ One of many who’d left the scene in the past year.

“You’re a selfish bitch,” Selah chided herself. A warm place to live, plenty to eat, a friend or two, a car, clothes, a dog—the list of her stuff went on and on. From the outside, her nurse practitioner salary could be envied in the current economy. And she always had a job. Grounds for doing a happy dance, not complaining.

Setting the empty beer bottle on the concrete slab, Selah stretched out and pulled the furry throw up to her neck. “We should really go inside and make something to eat.” 

Puppers left her toy in a clump of droopy weeds and jumped up, nestling into the plush blanket and Selah’s arm. Both drifted off, Puppers snoring, Selah moaning as she slipped into a deep sleep.

“You’re not going anywhere, Baby Cakes.” Rico’s words woke Selah. He loomed over her, his low voice hissing like a snake. His hand clamped around her wrist. Hard.

She struggled out of the blanket, jumped up, and ran away from him toward the door. The handle turned to smoke in her hand; she pushed at the door rim and made it into the house. The stairs beckoned. She ran up two at a time. If only she could reach the attic, she could fly out the dormer window and get away for good. Her swollen left wrist throbbed from where Rico had twisted it, but nothing would stop her now.

Ripping off the ceiling panel that covered the attic access, she leapt from the second floor to the unfinished third floor. The window stood open, sheer blood-red curtains whipping and snapping in the wind. Selah flung herself through the casement and spread her arms. Soon she was gliding in the clean night sky above the slopes, swooping like the hawks that glided over the Allegheny River. 

Far below, Rico shouted at her, his words captured in a mist that protected Selah from their venom. Until he pulled out the rifle. “Die, bitch,” reached her ears just before a sharp retort. 

Selah watched as a bullet spiraled through the air, aiming for her. No matter how she moved her arms as ailerons, the bullet kept pace. It struck her in the heart and she fell down, down, down. Her heart tore into little pieces of confetti that fluttered in the air as the shrill reverberation of a scream echoed in her ears.

“Wake up. Selah, hey.”

Selah jerked awake, hugging Puppers to her chest. “Get away from me, you bastard.” She looked up into Will’s face. “Oh.”

“Must have been quite a nightmare.” He backed away and sat on a chair.

“What are you doing here?”

“I stopped to check on you. Tough day and all.” His eyes swept past the empty beer bottles and stubbed out cigarettes.

She pulled the robe tighter around her. “I’m fine. Bad dream is all.” From her pocket she pulled a pack of West White’s, chose one, and lit it. The process, including inhaling deeply, gave her a moment to regroup.

Will waved smoke away from his face. “You look like crap.”

“You don’t. Of course.” He had donned khakis, and a black polo shirt peeked from under his signature black jacket. Each hair on his head knew its place.

“Bible study tonight. Gotta get my preach on.” Will stood. “I didn’t mean to barge in, but I parked out front and heard you screaming. I thought maybe Devil Dog had followed you home or something.”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

Will left the chair and perched beside her on the glider, setting it into gentle motion. “I worry about you.” He tucked the throw around her feet.

“I thought the Bible said worry is wrong—a sin or something.”

“Now you’re quoting Scripture to me?” Will laughed. “It’s about faith. If God takes care of the birds and flowers, he’ll take care of people so much more.”

“Like the people we see on the street?” Selah held up one hand as Will opened his mouth. “Not looking for a sermon. Just messing with you, Preach.”

“You’re sure everything’s okay? Because I can get someone to cover for me and hang out with you.”

“Don’t be late for your group.” Selah kicked him off the glider, waved, and managed to hold onto a smile until he turned the corner around her end unit. She heard his car start. Then she crumbled into herself. 

Would Rico always haunt her? Screw him. “I’m safe. I'm secure. I’m loved.” She repeated the mantra her therapist had recommended three years ago. It didn’t help then. It didn’t help now. “Screw me for marrying him in the first place.”

She knew he would never hurt her again. Death had that finality about it. And then, more distinct than before, she heard the voice she loathed and feared.

“What’s up, Baby Cakes?”
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SELAH JUMPED TO HER feet, setting the glider bucking like a wild horse. Her head turned to see where Rico might be hiding as she picked up an empty beer bottle for self-defense. She gripped it so tightly her fingers, although long-healed from being broken by him, ached. 

Puppers growled and jumped off the swing, ears flat, teeth bared.

Rico sauntered out from behind the wooden fence along the back of the property. The gold from his neck chains glimmered in the ambient light as night crept closer. He whistled the stupid song that always signaled his controlled anger would soon erupt into uncontrolled fury. 

Puppers’ growls turned to barks. She hid behind the bistro table.

Selah shivered. “Leave. Now.” What she had meant to sound authoritative came out more like a whine.

But instead, he came closer, the whistle turning to a croon, his breath white mist in the cold. “‘Cool as a dewdrop, silent as snow, my woman is more than you ever could know. Lips as an apple, eyes as a lake, my torture, my bondage, my sweet Baby Cakes.”

“I thought you were...gone.”

In one giant leap, Rico landed at her side. His hand caressed her cheek before clamping around her neck. His breath reeked of something dank and foul, he looked thin and wasted, but his strength hadn’t diminished. “You’re not only ‘my torture’ you ungrateful whore, you’re mine all day, every day. No matter what.”

Selah tried to shake her head no, but all of her energy focused on wheezing in and out, enough breath to keep the spots dancing before her eyes from sending her into oblivion. Semi-incoherent questions raced through her brain. Hadn’t she seen the last of him? How much more could she have done? Would he win, again? Her resolve began to crumble. Maybe if she could only be good enough, sexy enough, pretty enough he would be nice to her.

With great effort, she forced what she hoped looked like a seductive smile and batted her eyelashes.

“You used to look good.” Rico released her. “Not sure what I saw in you, the way you look tonight.”

Staggering back, Selah massaged her throat. As the blood returned to her brain, she regained logical thought. “You aren’t real. I’m dreaming again.”

“Why? Because I’m dead?” Rico threw back his head and laughed. “You thought killing me would be the end? A nano-second of hesitation to gain your freedom? Oh, honey, this is only the beginning.” 

“I didn’t kill you. It was your fault, not mine.” A wisp of guilt blew through her; she hadn’t used the Narcan in her purse. But he’s the one who shot up too much dope.

He shook one finger at her, as if she were a naughty child, turned and left the way he had come. Once again, he hummed the song he knew she dreaded and called over his shoulder, “I’ll be back, Baby Cakes.”

Selah scooped up Puppers and ran into the house, locking the door behind her and pulling the curtains closed. She didn’t stop until she had entered her bathroom and locked that door as well, checking to be certain the window lock held. She sat on the toilet lid, shaking so hard the toilet seat shimmied underneath her. What had just happened? What had she done? 

“I’m so stupid. Stupid! Inept. Ugly. He was right. God help me, what am I going to do?” A sudden warmth spread through her, starting in her head and ending at her toes. It felt like turning on an electric blanket when the sheets were frigid, such was the comfort it brought. 

A voice seemed to whisper in her ear, “Do you always ask God to help you? Does he?”

Selah’s tears came to a halt along with her rant, replaced by the memory of that new kid, Torque, and his audacious questions. Anyone with half a brain knew God couldn’t exist, not with all the evil in the world that afflicted everyone whether they claimed religion or not. 

Rico had to have been a nightmare. Maybe too much beer. And she had freaked out and returned to her lifelong default mode of victim. She closed her eyes and turned both hands palms up, thumbs and forefingers together in her meditation pose. “You are strong. You are victorious. You are free.” Several repetitions later the urge to smoke ended her need for self-affirmation.

Back in the kitchen she made a cup of tea, Milima Estate Kenyan with raw sugar and a hint of milk, and carried it to the living room. After lighting a candle, she reclined on the sofa. The scent of patchouli and amber filled the small space. She turned on HGTV, but couldn’t pay attention to talk of a porte cochere, crown molding, and damask wallpaper. 

“What am I doing, Puppers? With my life, I mean.” The dog jumped up beside her and snuggled in. “Working for a homeless outreach for less money than I could make in another setting. Surrounded by filth, rats, and disease. A widow at twenty-six...” Her mind shied away from the sight of Rico gagging, his blue skin, the stench of loosened bowels, the scarlet stains on pale gray carpet.

The moments of relaxation had been disrupted. Selah finished her tea and went to her desk in the corner. Paying bills would get her mind off of everything. Instead, she went on Facebook. High school friends were either engaged, married, or having babies. College friends were climbing career ladders and taking trips to Fiji and Nepal. She felt a total disconnect from everyone and everything. How could their lives be so perfect and hers be such a disaster? 

A ding announced a new message coming in. She clicked on it out of habit.

You okay? Will’s profile picture smiled at her.

Sure.

Have a peanut butter cup. They fix anything.

Selah rolled her eyes at the computer. Nothing to fix. 

Yeah, right. This is Will, remember?

Nothing a shot of bourbon and a smoke won’t take care of.

His response, an emoji of praying hands, made her slam the computer shut. They had an understanding. He could do the God thing, and she could believe in exactly nothing, and they would leave it at that. No talking about religion or politics. She would have to remind him that praying hands were over the line. The thought made her smile. He could be as pesky as a little brother, and she would never admit it to him, but he was about the only person she could tolerate. And, were she to be perfectly honest, the feelings Will stirred in her body were anything but brotherly.

A yawn made Selah look at her phone. Midnight already? Why was Will still awake? Must be his insomnia again. She wondered, not for the first time, how well he would sleep if she were snuggled in at his side in her cozy bed.

“C’mon, Puppers. One more trip outside, and we’re going to sleep.”

After turning on the back spotlight and seeing nothing unusual—like Rico’s ghost—Selah opened the door. Once the dog finished and had her treat, the doors were locked, and the lights off, Selah went to brush her teeth. She slathered Tom’s Toothpaste on her brush—truth be told she hated the leftover taste of tobacco and alcohol in her mouth—and brushed. The floss, which she never skipped, wound around her finger. She looked into the mirror and stopped, hand halfway to her mouth. 

Slowly, the floss dropped into the sink. Red-turning-purple marks in the shape of a man’s hand encircled her neck. She touched the area and winced. When the meaning of it struck her full force, she turned and vomited into the toilet until nothing more came out. 

It hadn’t been a dream. Rico lived. And he wanted to hurt her. Again.
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THE EXAM ROOM SEEMED especially hot, even though outside the high had only been forty-five degrees. Selah adjusted the scarf around her neck and glanced at the wall clock. Clinic hours on Fridays dragged on and on. She couldn’t wait to get home, throw the blasted scarf on the floor, and not worry about the almost-healed bruises on her neck. In the two weeks since Rico had left his mark on her, she’d been careful. Will, among others, would have pushed for too much information. She had no idea what to even say.

Margaret stuck her head in the door. “Only two more in the waiting room. Need anything?”

“No, thanks. I’ll try to get us out on time for a change.” Selah picked up her stethoscope and stood to greet the next patient.

“Hi.” The young woman stopped just inside the door; her eyes riveted to the floor.

“Come on in. I’m Dr. Selah.” She ushered the girl to the scale. “How can I help you today,” she glanced at the new chart, “Rose?”

Rose, after weighing in at ninety-five pounds and five feet in height, perched on the edge of the exam table as if ready to run. “I’m um...” Her soft voice trailed off.

Selah knew better than to rush her. She listened to her heart and lungs, checked lymph nodes, ears, and throat, and palpated her abdomen. Aside from malnutrition, dehydration, and a fungal rash on her arm, nothing jumped out as emergent.

“I can’t sleep.” Rose looked up, blinked, and returned her gaze to the tile floor.

“How long have you been on the streets? We haven’t met before.” 

Rose shrugged. “It’s hard. For a woman.”

Especially a young, pretty, shy girl just coming into womanhood. “Has anyone hurt you? Drugs? Alcohol? I need to ask so I can best help you. No judgement here.” 

“No, just weed if someone offers it.”

Selah talked to her about ways to settle in for the night. But a routine, a warm drink, and relaxation exercises were just plain stupid ideas for a homeless girl. “Here’s some cream for the rash, and I can give you Benadryl for sleep. Take one at bedtime. It should make you drowsy.” She didn’t add, ‘This probably won’t help.’ 

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“Selah is fine. I’m a nurse practitioner.” She finished a note and prepared to send Rose to the pharmacy in the building. But found herself asking, “Why don’t you just go home to your parents?” It came out much more cynical than planned.

A bit of animation entered Rose’s face, but rather than joy or longing, panic filled her eyes. “I’m eighteen. You can’t make me go back.”

“No, of course not.” Selah patted her shoulder, awkward at touching, not sure what in this girl had made her ask and prolong the visit. Or why, given her own background, she’d even suggested the
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