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An average man with an average job signaled for a taxi, lost in the rush of office workers, scurrying home. The sun blinded him, peeking between high rises, then winked as if it had a secret to tell and vanished.

“Forsyth,” he said to the driver, a faceless man with square shoulders, who nodded, unspeaking.

Six blocks might as well have been one hundred miles for the pace set by evening traffic, though, and soon, they’d slowed to no quicker than an inchworm. Tiredness and frustration expelled from his lips with a sigh, and he reached for the door handle.

“You know what? I’ll walk. Here.” He tossed a five-spot at the driver. “Keep the change,” he mumbled and struck out down the sidewalk, the soles of his loafers clicking on the littered concrete. Cigarette stumps, candy wrappers, even someone’s empty soda bottle whirled aside. 

At the corner, he paused for the light to change then surged across the intersection stride-for-stride with a twenty-something, his head bobbing to a tune played on his phone. Back in his day, you needed strength to hear anything that wasn’t car horns and drivers cursing. He’d had a boombox, an enormous piece of electronics weighing some five pounds, and the hammer pants to go with them.

His toe caught on the curb, and he stumbled, catching his fall with a grasp of the light post. He halted to gather his breath, and in that second, the cab he’d abandoned overtook and passed him, a new passenger in the seat.

He muffled the curse he wanted to make, opting for a “Praise the Lord” he didn’t feel, and returned to his pace, his weariness growing with every step. He halted again, two blocks later, his feet aching, his little toe especially. He could take the alley and get there quicker. 

Years ago, again in that same youth, his mama had told him never to take shortcuts. Why did he think of that now? Because the alley was dark? 

Shadows stretched oily fingers toward him, cast from flickering yellow lights on the backdoors of several late-night businesses. The scent of garbage and decay, of urine, stung his nostrils. A cat hissed in his path, and he jumped sideways, his heartbeat hammering, and almost fell again. This time, he righted himself on a dumpster’s rolled edge.

The lights that made this place lurid caught the leg of a man sprawled face-down on the pavement. A canvas shoe, stained at the toe, the hem of a pair of blue jeans, frayed and damp. He caught his breath. All sorts of homeless in the city, though he hadn’t known this to be the haunt of any. And didn’t recognize this man.

He prodded him. “Hey, fella, you might want to get up from there.”

The man didn’t move. He could be drunk.

He crept closer, bending over this time, to shake the man. The stiffness of his limbs vied with the warmth of his skin, and that light struck the man again, outlining a hole carved through an overlarge t-shirt.

Dead? His stomach clenched, and his legs begged him to run in a spurt of fear that wrapped claw-like around his throat. Yet he held fast, for a reason he didn’t know and, a moment later, rolled the man face up. The cross around the man’s neck glittered, the religious symbol about two inches in length. Pasted to ebony skin, spotted with blood sputtered from the man’s lips, the irony struck him.

Again, for a reason he didn’t know, he reached for it, curling his fingers around the shaft. Giving it a tug, he removed it easily and cupped it, warm, in his palm. Too warm. Opening his hand, he released it, and it fell in slow motion, landing center of the man’s abdomen. Glowing orange, it neither cooled nor singed anything, and he bent down again, this time with purpose.

Flattening his hand over top, he spoke the words risen forceful on his tongue. “Get up,” he said. “In the name of the One who died for you.”

The color spread outward from the cross in a ripple that gave life to the dead man. His fingers moved, his hands, his feet, and an instant later, he sat up with a gasp. “Grave robber,” he said, the whites of his eyes shining in the darkness.

The office worker stared at him. “You know me?” he asked.

The black man’s eyes focused, life now coursing through him. He grasped the cross, clutching it to his chest. “Though he were dead, yet shall he live,” he said.

The office worker shuffled in reverse. “Not anymore.” 

Urgency took hold to escape this place, to deny the memories, and the miracle which had taken place. Again.
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Veronica Murray passed through the living room, her gaze lighting briefly on the TV screen. She frowned and bent over the back of the couch, snatching the remote from her daughter’s loosened grasp. “You don’t need to watch that,” she said, switching it off.

Aleesa pounced upwards, one hand swinging. “Mom! They were about to ...”

“I don’t care what they were about to do. You won’t watch that. No zombies or undead or whatever you call them. Go do your homework.”

Aleesa collapsed on the couch, her mouth in a pout. “You are so out-of-date.”

Veronica had no comeback for that, and no will to make one anyway. She set the TV remote out of her daughter’s reach and continued ahead. “Homework,” she repeated, exiting the room.

Fourteen going on thirty, Aleesa had already experienced enough bad things without cramming her developing mind full of horror fantasies as well. She and Shane had tried their best to shield her from negativity during their divorce, but she knew some of it had leaked through. His job at the hospital hadn’t helped. As much as she admired his profession saving lives, at times, it became a parade of death stories, and often, she’d longed for some sort of good news to counteract it.

She released a breath and stepped into the master bedroom, if you could call an eleven-by-thirteen space a master. She and Shane had had an enormous suite with a closet as big as this bedroom, not to mention the footed tub and rain-shower enclosure. 

Of course, Randi had also liked their bedroom. And her husband.

Her mood diving lower than the building’s basement laundry, she shook herself and paced over to the head of the bed, lifting her Bible into her lap. It did no good to remember the affair, and she knew better. He’d apologized profusely. 

Then married the girl. Didn’t that annul his apology? In her mind, it did. Yet, she needed a good relationship with him for their daughter’s sake, and that meant tolerating Randi. 

It meant leaning on the Word of God for peace and strength when she wanted to claw the woman’s eyes out. Some example that’d set. Aleesa acted out often enough from the eruption in their lives without her also falling apart over it. Any screaming and crying she needed to do was best released behind closed doors. 

Grasping the worn leather cover, Veronica flipped the Bible open and thumbed through for a passage in the Psalms. She paused over Psalm 91, a favorite, smoothed the wrinkled pages, and read, starting at verse one. “He that dwelleth in the secret place of the Most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.”

She’d always loved the image that projected, of a protective, sheltering Savior, watching out for them. The promises listed in the verses which followed wiped away the unhappiness encircling her heart. Though it looked dark at times, God had everything in His grasp. She had only to trust Him.

Her gaze on the final verse, her thoughts drifted. The idea of a satisfying long life stretched out of reach. She trusted God with the present, but she’d also had to lay the future in His hands. This tiny low-end apartment was as far from her image of life, two years ago, as humanly possible. She’d had a handsome, successful husband, a beautiful daughter, her every need met, her days hers to fill with shopping trips or cooking classes or yoga.

The idea of bending anything on purpose now made her ache. Up the stairs. Down the stairs. Up the stairs. Down the stairs. Lugging groceries, book bags, and any other number of things. She couldn’t even afford a place with an elevator. Though Shane paid his child support faithfully, she’d pledged not to touch that, which left alimony and three hundred a week from her part-time job. Groceries, health care, school expenses, clothing for work, taxicab dollars, it seemed a hundred things popped up each week to drain the account.

“I’m sorry, God,” she prayed. “I’m not trying to complain. I’m grateful for everything that’s gone right.” But being a single mom was the hardest thing she’d ever done. 

“D*mmit!”

The curse word shot through the thin walls, and she dropped her Bible on the bed and hunted her daughter down in the cube-like kitchen. A broken pencil in one hand, Aleesa threw her notebook across the room, the pages scattering this way and that on the floor. “I hate this d*mn stuff!”

“Young lady, no cursing.”

“Dad curses. Randi curses. Everyone does but you.”

Veronica curved one hand on her hip. “What would Mrs. Hammond say?”

The tantrum Aleesa wanted to throw cooled somewhat. Mrs. Hammond, a widow in her eighties, who lived at the end of the hall, had become a bright spot in her fights with her daughter. She’d taken them in, grandmotherly, her wisdom providing a steady hand at times like this. 

“She’d tell me about eating soap. Isn’t that child abuse?”

Veronica released the tension spanning her chest. “Maybe if it was done out of spite. But as she would tell you, she’d done something bad first, and besides, no one said anything about it back then.” Her gaze shifted to the mess in the floor. “What would she say about pitching a fit?”

“To apologize and get over yourself.” Aleesa sighed. “I’m sorry, but everyone’s watching!”

“We don’t do what everyone does,” Veronica replied, cutting her off again. “We do better than what everyone does, and people will ask what makes us different.”

“No one’s asked,” Aleesa replied. She scooted from her chair and retrieved the papers from the floor, slapping them on the table. “No one cares about God anymore.”

Her strength sapped by the remark, Veronica sank into a seat, the cold chrome digging into her spine. Is that what it all boiled down to? Though she knew the statement to be false, how did you convince a teenager otherwise? Especially when surrounded by kids who didn’t believe in anything at all.

“If you do your homework and get it done within an hour, we’ll go buy ice cream,” she said. Bribery. When all else fails, just pay the kid off with sugar. 

Aleesa picked up the stub of her pencil. “I want sprinkles.”

“Done.”

What kind of mom was she now?
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His doorbell rang, and he peered through the peephole at two officers wearing the city’s standard blue-black uniforms. He reversed and unlocked the dead bolt and the sliding-chain, cracking the door open. “Can I help you, officers?” he asked.

“Are you Josiah Crews?”

He nodded. Past raising the dead, he hadn’t done anything remarkable today, and they wouldn’t know about that.

“Can we come in? There’s been a complaint.”

A complaint for what? He didn’t ask and, a second later, reversed, pulling the door wider. Both officers stepped inside, their gazes snapping to and fro in a rapid scan of the apartment. They wouldn’t find anything, unless they liked canned peanuts and religious programming.

“I’m afraid I’m confused,” he said. “Who’s complained about what?”

The officer in the front, a broad-chested young man in his thirties, appeared to be the lead. His badge gleaming shiny on his shirt and his accoutrements of weaponry made him look heavier than he was. “My name’s Officer Dennihey,” he said in response. “Daniel Ho of Foo Ning’s Eatery says he saw you loitering in the alley.”

“You mean, walking through,” he corrected. “Traffic was bad, so I took a short cut.”

Officer Dennihey’s brow drew downward. “Well, and we’re not accusing you of anything ... we’ve had dealings with Mr. Ho before ... but he said you were behind his place of business for a good half hour, and he asked you to leave.”

“I spoke with no one nor saw anyone. It must’ve been someone else.”

The officer’s expression sharpened. “Again, it would appear different because he found this.” Officer Dennihey retrieved a folded paper from his pocket.

Josiah flattened it between his thumbs and muted his angry retort. His pay stub, which he must’ve dropped when dealing with the dead man, complete with his name and address printed right on top. “A cat scared me. I must’ve dropped it. But if you’d give my apologies to Mr. Ho, I’ll walk a different way next time.”

Something fleeting passed across the officer’s face then he appeared to accept this. “You do that. As I said, we’ve dealt with Mr. Ho. I’d stay away from there if I were you.”

Stay away why? After they’d gone, this question haunted him. Someone had shot the dead man. Maybe that someone was whoever Mr. Ho had shouted at. In his next breath, he dismissed it. He’d gone out of the saving business ... and wouldn’t have even bothered with the dead man, except for the cross. He’d do best to keep his mind on other things.

He returned to the couch and this week’s crossword puzzle. “A ten-letter word for ‘spiteful.’” His ink pen cap tapping his temple, he concentrated on the answer. “Embittered.” Smiling, he penned the word. Mary would be proud.

Mary, what enthusiasm he had drained completely. He’d adored his wife. Worshipped at her feet practically. And she’d supported him, knowing what he was, who he was. Then she’d died and all the souls he’d saved had seemed pointless. How could he rescue people like the dead man when he couldn’t bring back his own wife?

“And don’t give me your, ‘God needs another rose in his garden,’ comment,” he grumbled to no one. He’d heard them all, unending condolences by well-meaning people, and none of it had softened the blow. With everything to look forward to, their happy life had crumpled with the bumper of their car.

A curse word leaked through the wall, and he sat up and stared in that direction. More shouting followed from the young girl who lived there then the more consoling tones of the girl’s mother. He didn’t know them, past passing them in the hall, had made a point not to know them, for that matter, or anyone else in the building. He’d been partially successful, the one exception, Mrs. Hammond at the end of the hall. You couldn’t avoid the old busybody, forever peering out the door at whoever came and went.

“If I had a penny for every time ...” He didn’t finish the statement, his gaze falling on the crossword again. 

It’d been Mary’s thing. She loved words:  reading them, writing them, quoting them. He’d taken it up after her death, sort of as a memorial, but in general, he sucked at it. He’d persevere, though, until he completed it and had saved all of them in a folder. He could count his days without Mary in crossword puzzles and see how his moods progressed ... the etching of the pen, the cross-outs and corrections, the times he sat up at two a.m. working it because he couldn’t sleep. 

“Four letter word for ‘miserly,’” he read. Ends in an ‘n.’ “Mean.” He jotted down the answer, his pen scratching on the page. He lifted it right as his doorbell rang. 

“What’s up with this?” he asked. Josiah shoved to his feet and padded to the door, peering through the hole as he’d done, minutes ago. Seeing the man on the outside, his heartbeat sped, and he reversed, running through his options. He could refuse to answer and hope he went away. He could call the cops, but that might open the can of worms too wide. 

He released his grip on the knob and retreated to the kitchen, digging a steak knife from a drawer. The doorbell rang again, followed by an angry knock, and he returned, taking a breath. He unlocked the dead bolt but not the chain this time, holding the knife just out of view.

Mr. Ho pointed a quivering finger at him. “I give big warning. You stay away.”

“Look. I walked past your place, but I didn’t stop,” Josiah said. “I don’t know why you think I did.”

“Was you!” the aged Chinese man insisted. “You cause much problems.”

“You’re causing problems,” Josiah replied. “You called the cops on me, remember?”

“They worthless,” Mr. Ho spat. “I come deal with this myself.”

Whatever he meant by that, Mrs. Hammond’s door opened, and Mr. Ho turned. His face angled away, Josiah couldn’t see his expression, but in an instant, he’d gone. Josiah glanced toward the old woman’s apartment. She nodded at him, and flustered, he reversed. 

The door shut, he sucked in his breath. What had Mr. Ho so worked up that he’d resort to threats? 

His cell phone rang. He returned to the table and eyed the caller’s name. Sinking into a chair, he answered. “Yeah, it’s me. Yeah, I did, but ... No, I’m not back in business. Wait a minute! You can’t ... Fine, I’ll come.” The line went dead, and he set his cell on the table.

“‘I start with an e and end with an e. I have whole countries inside of me. What am I?’” he read. 

“Europe,” he answered and reached for the pen.
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