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Who are you? 

Nobody. Not much of anything now.

You used to be—and vaguely, you still remember. You used to be everything to somebody.

 But who asks—or even wonders—that: who are you? No one even thinks it, except, 

occasionally, you, when you're too exhausted or hungry to think about anything else. 

Huddled on the tiny concrete porch of a foreclosed townhouse, you glance up at the slice of sky 

between city roofs, tugging the frayed ball cap down tight over your hair. After a moment you exhale, 

let the frozen cloud of your breath block the view. There are no stars to be seen for the city's nauseating

neon glow. Maybe there never were any stars; but you seem to remember a sky choked with them 

somewhere. Maybe they were what rained down like shrapnel with monstrous roars and explosions. 

Killing people—everyone—but not you. 

Trembling, you bite your lip and drop your head against your knees. It was a dream—you tell 

yourself—all a crazy man's dream. 

I love you, baby.

You can feel the press of a warm hand against the back of your hair—it was short and clean 

then, crew-cut. You can feel tears on your fingers—not your own.

Try not to let yourself worry. There's nothing in the world that could keep me away from you for

very long.

Dream or not, you shake uncontrollably now. You swallow on a bitter taste and get up from the 

cold concrete, tucking your hands into the pockets of the jacket you got at the last shelter before 

leaving.

You walk, head tucked down against the biting wind, blind. A few times someone jostles past 

you, almost knocking you over. Each time all the hair on your neck shoots up, but you keep going 

faster, afraid of yourself, afraid of a repeat of one of the shelter incidents. You can't handle that, not 

tonight. The shakes get worse.

Slipping between two parked cars, you glance quickly at the street and start across. A siren 

yelps suddenly in your left ear and you jerk back, heart thudding.

 You stand frozen as the cop car parks, even though you could try to run. You hear the door slam

and a voice bark, “Step on the sidewalk.”

Skin crawling with a thousand fire ants, you obey. 

“Hands on the back of your head!”
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You thread stiff fingers together and slowly press them to your dirty hair. Not again, you think, 

wrestling to slow your breaths. Can't do it again.

When the cop's hands grip your shoulders and feel their way along your arms and down to your 

belt, the breathless feeling of a trapped animal overtakes you. Resolve snapping, you jerk away from 

his grasp, whip around, and throw your fist into his face as hard as you can. He stumbles backward as 

you start towards the street. 

“Hold it!”

A baton cracks against the back of your skull, ringing like gunfire. You see stars, ugly stars, but 

even those disappear after a moment as you bolt blindly across the street.

You don't slow down until you're blocks away, in a dimmer, sleepier neighborhood near a park, 

and your panic gives way to the same awful shakes. Chest heaving, you stop, drop onto the curb, and 

tuck your head between your knees. 

You've done it again. This time means worse trouble, worse than being asked to leave Jimmie 

Hale or the Salvation Army. At least you were able to walk out of those suffocating places. Even 

sleeping on someone else's porch is better than being trapped—stared at—knocked against—

confronted. At least you can breathe where you are. But prison. . .you will die if they catch you. 

Vaguely, you consider the chance that he didn't see your face, not enough to recognize you in 

daylight. But that would be luck, and luck has forgotten you.  

Your head hurts. Pounds. With wobbly fingers you pull off the hat and press a palm to your hair.

It comes away sticky and dark. You almost vomit, though you've seen blood before. Because you've 

seen it too much. You wipe your hand on the concrete and tug the hat back on over your long hair.

The pounding worsens until your vision blurs, and clumsily you lower yourself to the ground, 

letting your head rest on the curb, squeezing your eyelids shut against the dark upended world.

Instantly you dream, buzzes of voices and snatches of color. A woman's hands hold you gently, 

but they make your skin crawl. Don't—don't leave me.

You pull away.

Running—you are running. You can't breathe at all. Don't leave me!

Shooting—bullets are flying past your ears. One slams into the back of your head, and you 

wake with a strangled yell.

Your skull feels like a hole is burning through the back of it, but you don't prod for blood again. 

You have never been this cold before; you have to move. You push yourself upright and see reddened 
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ice where your head was lying. You stumble to your feet, stomach tossing, and turn away. 

Your vision is still grainy, but you don't care, staring at the sidewalk beneath your unsteady 

strides. Early sunlight glints in little sheets of ice here and there, once puddles. Inside your coat 

pockets, you constantly clench and flex your hands, trying to feel them again.

“Don't touch them!”

You look up, squinting, as a boy's yell rings from across the street. Blearily, you make out a few 

figures around a park bench, two of them grappling with each other. The larger of the two, a man in a 

red jacket, you know. A knot forms in your chest. Keep walking—or cross the street? You still.

“Please leave us alone,” a girl's voice begs, clear in the frozen air. The knot cinches as you hear 

it. Stark throws the boy to the ground with a thud. 

You cross the street, staggering on the slick patches, and slam your weight into Stark before the 

thug can start towards the girl standing behind the bench.

Caught off guard, Stark slips and sprawls to the ground under you, and you plant your knee and 

all your weight in Stark's back. With both hands you wrench one of his hard muscled arms behind 

Stark's back and twist up. You can still feel the press of that arm against your throat.

Stark growls, then squeals. Curses. You twist harder as he tries to buck you off. 

The boy has gotten up and slowly made his way to the girl's side, watching you silently. You 

blink up at their indistinct faces, adrenaline pumping. 

“Did he hurt you?”

“No,” the boy answers gravely. 

“What do you want me to do with him?”

You hear Stark's hoarse laughter suddenly. It rattles the pain in your head. “Oh, I remember you,

you piece of Army trash. Gonna turn me in to the law?”

“Shut up,” you mutter.  

“Big man,” Stark chuckles. “Not so clean anymore. Do you look as filthy as you smell?”

Your hands are riddled with pins and needles now. You can't hold him much longer.

Slowly, you lift your knee, and still holding his arm you pull him upright. His back bows—the 

pain is getting to him. 

“Are you going to leave or not?” you hiss into his ear. He nods with a gasp.

Your grip fails and he shakes you off, jogging away. “I'll remember this,” he snarls without 

turning. You watch until he rounds the block, dizziness growing, until suddenly your knees fail.
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The boy catches you before you hit the frozen ground and pulls you up to sit on the bench. The 

touch is a physical pain, but he is warm somehow. You clamp your eyes shut against your whirling 

surroundings, fighting nausea.

“Are you hurt?” the girl's voice buzzes in your ears.

“His head is bleeding,” the boy answers for you, and he prods lightly around the wound. You 

jerk away automatically from the touch. 

“Hold still,” the boy commands. “You're losing too much blood.”

“He won't hurt you,” the girl whispers. Her voice is clearer; quiet and low.

You blink up at them, very careful not to move your head. A couple of teenagers, homeless as 

you are without a doubt, and a baby.

The boy—thirteen? He is too tall and long for his green sweatshirt and torn jeans. His muscles 

look hard. His dark hair blows wild around his face. His gray eyes search you without moving. You 

can't place their expression; not hostile, not gentle, not trusting. He looks as though he's going to 

bandage your head no matter what you say. He also looks like he will rip your head off if you try to 

hurt the girl or the baby she's holding.

  The girl—sixteen, your baby sister's age. She sits on the far edge of the bench. A wide yellow 

scarf is pulled over her hair, tucked into the large blanket she holds around her shoulders. She shivers. 

All you can see of the baby is a tuft of pale hair through the folds of blue blanket at her throat. It must 

be so cold—you don't want to think about it. The girl's large eyes, a hazeled blue and brown, are deep 

with sorrow; but their gaze is wholly sweet. After a moment she smiles, just a little smile, but lovely. 

You stare at it until the boy touches your head again, and you pull away. 

“Michael, let me,” the girl says softly. “Will you hold him?”

Panic surges in you and you start to get up before you realize what she means by holding him. 

You still as Michael bends to take the sleeping infant from her arms with intense tenderness. His grim 

face softens as he folds the baby boy, dressed in nothing but a white onesie, against his chest. But his 

eyes don't move from you. 

The girl slips just a few inches closer to you on the bench. “Who are you, sir?”

You draw a breath that aches. Instead of her you stare up at the pale, starless sky. 

“Nobody,” you whisper.

“What happened to your head?” she asks, undeterred.

You bite at your tongue, glancing in paranoia at Michael. But for once he isn't watching, his 
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dark head bent over the baby, who is awake now, softly fussing. The freezing wind must be gnawing at 

his soft skin, his exposed face and little hands. Your stomach turns and you reach to fumble with the 

zipper of your coat.

“Your baby looks cold,” you finally murmur, slowly slipping your arms out of the coat sleeves. 

A gust of wind billows the oversized t-shirt you wear beneath. “Do you want to—”

You start to hold the coat out to the boy, but hesitate at the sudden memory of what Stark said 

about your smell. You glance back and forth between them awkwardly, but Michael reaches without a 

word to take the coat from you and bundles the baby in it. The girl smiles fully with a look of honest 

relief when, after a moment, the fussing stops. You warm when she turns her smile on you.

“Will you let me take care of your head. . .please?” she asks.       

You look down at her hands, small and white, gripping the blanket. Slowly, you nod, and turn 

your back to her, dragging your hat from your matted hair. As you do you feel hot liquid snake down 

your neck. 

You shudder and close your eyes, bracing. 

Her fingers touch your hair, gently parting it away from the wound. Your head rocks forward 

with the pain, but instead of worsening things, instead of agitating, her fingers are like salve, like your 

mom's hand on your head when you were hospitalized with flu years ago. You groan softly through 

your teeth when she lets her hands fall.     

“Shh, it's all right,” she whispers, and you feel soft cloth press against the wound. You gasp, 

blinking at ugly stars again. It takes immense self-control to keep from leaping off the bench. You grip 

the frozen metal back of it, and it burns your hands. 

“I know it hurts you,” she says as she slowly increases the pressure of the cloth. “I'm sorry.”

You gag. Almost black out. She touches your shaking fist, and you peel your grip from the 

metal to clutch her hand. You feel your blood on her fingers. 

As minutes pass and the girl keeps pressure against your wound, you know you are crushing her

hand, but you can't let go, and she doesn't try to free it.  

Finally the bleeding seems to stop, and she takes the cloth away. You release one shaky breath 

after another as she dabs around the wound, cleaning blood out of your hair. The pain slowly subsides, 

and you begin to realize how carefully her fingers are working, trying not to hurt you.   

“Is it a bullet wound?” Michael asks her.

“No.”
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“That man knew you.” Michael addresses you, stepping into your view. “How?”

You exhale again. It's not as though you have anything to lose. “Ran into him one time. He 

thought I wanted to buy from him—didn't know what he meant. Told him I didn't want anything. He 

freaked out.”

Stark's arm blocks your airway completely with its hold. Your shoes can't touch the asphalt. 

“Too good for all that?” His voice mocks. Your lungs burn. “I'll show you what I think of 

saints.” 

He holds you until you pass out.

Your skin is crawling, prickling again. You close your eyes and try to focus on the simple 

kindness of the girl's fingers. How can two touches be so different?

“You don't use drugs?”

You glare up at the boy's level-toned question. “No.”

“Why don't you work?”

“I got fired,” you grate. “Can't take crowds.” 

Michael looks past you at the girl. “Will he be all right?” he asks, voice unchanged.

You feel the girl's palm, warm and light, cover the wound for just a moment.

I love you, baby.

A woman's hand pressed into your hair. Her tears covered your fingers then, glittering like stars.

You look at your fingers and they have only blood now. Not even your tears, though she cried herself 

sick for you.

It wasn't a dream. You were someone—everything to someone else—and she is why you are 

here now. Nobody.

“Yes, he will,” you hear the girl say. “Here, lean back now.”

You turn to sink against the back of the bench, numb. You wish you could leave, but you don't 

dare try to stand.

The girl gently lets go of your hand, and you notice her yellow scarf balled up beside you, 

darkened with your blood. You glance up to see the wind tugging and tangling her brown hair from its 

loose braid, and her young face warms you again with its small smile, almost shy. You wonder 

suddenly what could have happened to her, what fate could have abandoned such a gentle girl to the 

streets. She reminds you of a blue flower growing through cracked cement, shivering there in her 

blanket. How long will she survive in cold like this? The question turns you sick inside. And the baby? 



 + 
M

“Thank you,” you manage, watching as Michael lowers the infant, still nestled in your coat, 

back into her outstretched arms. Her eyes absorbed in the baby's face, she bends to kiss him with a 

tenderness that makes you blink and look away. It is too precious for someone like you to see, that love.

Arms free, Michael begins to tug his green sweatshirt over his head, revealing a long-sleeved 

sports shirt beneath. You shake your head as he thrusts the sweatshirt towards you, and regret it as your 

vision swims. He drops it in your lap. “You need it,” he says calmly. “Put it on.”

Warmth radiates from the sweatshirt, melting whatever reluctance you had. Gingerly you pull it 

over your head, and the heat makes you realize for the first time how cold your bare arms were. The 

perfect fit of it makes you realize just how skinny you've become. How on earth is the boy as warm as 

this? And why does he care whether you freeze to death or not? 

You glance at him hesitantly, folding your arms against your stomach. “Thanks.”

He shakes his head and slides onto the bench beside you. The two kids are on either side of you 

now, and his shoulder touches yours, but no anxiety touches you with it. You don't feel trapped. You 

feel warm.

“Are you siblings?” you ask after a long moment.

She smiles, glancing past you very quickly at Michael. “No. He looks after us, though.”

You look up into Michael's grave eyes. 

“What are you all doing out here?”

He exhales silently, gazing across at the baby. “This is where the world left us.” His eyes flit 

suddenly to your face. “Like it left you,” he whispers.

You look down.  

“Will you tell us your name now?” the girl asks slowly.

You suck at a breath. “Nathan.”

“Nathan,” the girl repeats with a smile in her voice, as though your name were beautiful or 

meant something. How long since someone said it that way—or said it at all?

“You're a veteran?” Michael asks, still quiet.

“Yeah.” 

“Are you married, Nathan?” the girl inquires very gently.

You flinch, and follow her gaze to the mark where your wedding band used to be. Instantly you 

cover it with your other hand.

“I—I was,” you stammer, closing your eyes to conceal their tearlessness. 
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Neither of them say anything else. You don't cry. But the baby starts to, and you just listen to his

tiny sobs, sad and soft. Heartbroken, if you listen hard enough.

Sarah's sobs shake you as you scoop her into your lap on the porch swing. You can hear her 

heart splintering in them. Above the front pasture the sky is afire with stars. You wonder if there are 

stars like that in Afghanistan. 

“I love you, baby,” you tell her. “Try not to let yourself worry.” You wipe her cheeks with your 

fingers. She shudders a sigh and tucks her head against your shoulder like a child. Her hand presses 

your hair, short and clean and crew-cut. 

“Don't leave me, please,” she whispers. “Nathan.”

“Nathan?”    

You look up with a start as Sarah's sobs dissolve back into the pitiful infant wails. Your 

tremoring convulses you, too strong to control or hide. You clench your teeth to keep from biting your 

tongue.

The girl touches your hands, clenched around each other. Slowly, jerkily, you look up to meet 

her gaze. She looks at you as though she feels your need to cry. Her hazel eyes are wet for you.

She looks down at the baby, and up at you. “Would you like to hold him?”

 The whispered question stuns you. Give someone who looks like you, smells like you, a baby to

hold? You look at Michael, anticipating his reaction. But he doesn't move; he looks at you steadily, 

expectantly.   

 You let your hands fall open and turn back to her.

Slowly, she lays the baby in your lap. Almost afraid, you peer down into his face. Still he cries, 

but his wrinkled eyelids slide open. He turns his little head, soft with wisps of light hair, against your 

jacket and peers up into your face.

His eyes captivate you, the exact hazel of the girl's, with blue stars bursting into deep brown 

skies. You seem to captivate them. His whimpers subside as you look at each other. Very carefully, you 

tighten your arms around him to lift him up against your chest. His eyes are so beautiful. You forget 

yourself in them.

“That's right,” you whisper. “Don't cry. No more tears now.”

Fists curled against his mouth, he suddenly smiles at you, big tears still standing on his face. 

You smile without thinking and, with one calloused thumb, reach to gently dry his cheeks, still 

murmuring to him, “No—tears.”
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Your voice breaks in the middle as one of his tiny fists uncurls and grabs at your wet finger.

You begin to sob.

Tears turn everything you see into stars, their long rays of light filling your eyes. Still his hand 

holds your finger, the touch like a lifeline, as you gasp and choke on the flood of eighteen months of 

buried grief. The weeping makes your wound pound, but you don't care.

“She was so scared,” you hear your own garbled voice spill out, beyond your control. You 

clutch the baby close, terrified by your emptiness. “Scared I wouldn't come back. But I did.” You press 

your lips together, squeeze your eyelids shut on unbelievably hot liquid. “And she was gone.” 

Your throat burns from the words and tears you have exposed to the frigid world for the first 

time. Pain grinds in the back of your head as you rock back and forth, the sobs coming and coming, 

relentless.

You let your aching head drop forward until you feel your forehead touch the softness of the 

baby's. He doesn't move. “We were going to have a baby,” you tell him, not knowing why as the crack 

in your heart widens.

The girl's hand is stroking the back of your head—reverently, as though it knows what hand 

once pressed there. Still you grip the baby tightly.

“Why can't I die?” you moan through the shaking of your jaw. “How much will it take to kill 

me?”

“You're going to heal, Nathan. It won't be this way for long. You'll find a job soon, a good job,” 

you hear the girl whisper. “You won't die.”  

Heal. You almost laugh. Instead you shake your head against the baby's, voice muffled in your 

coat. “I will when they catch me.”

“They won't put you in jail, Nathan.”

“They will,” you raise your voice. It breaks in the middle. “I want to die.”

“Don't cry.” Her voice is smiling as her hand stills over your wound. “Don't cry. No more tears 

now.”

Your sobs obey her, subsiding. Slowly, exhaustion calms you with the knowledge that you've 

cried for them, for Sarah, for the baby you'll never have. Maybe it would have been a son. Maybe you 

would have rocked him on the swing, and he would have held your finger like this as she held your 

head. The stars would have watched you. You have cried for those stars now and for the empty swing 

below them.
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“Thank you,” you breathe inaudibly to the girl and the baby.

Suddenly the little hand releases your finger and you look up, blinking.

You are lying on a cement porch. Late afternoon light, cold and clear, pours down on the street 

in front of you.

You blink again, on dry eyes. Your heart sinks inside you, unbearably heavy. It was just a dream

—a crazy man's dream.

You start to sit up, and something heavy slips down your shoulders. The girl's blue blanket  is 

wrapped around you. It covers your skinny frame completely. 

Quickly, you touch the back of your head. The pain your fingertips spark is a relief.

But you don't have time to think, to try to piece reality and dreams together until they make 

sense. You hear a door opening at your back, and you start to your feet, whipping around. You grow 

very lightheaded for a moment, but you suddenly realize this is not the foreclosed townhouse you 

thought. You face the back door of a large building, walls of beautiful stonework, completely 

unfamiliar to you.

A priest emerges from the door, his head bent over a book, unmistakable in his long cassock. 

Your first impulse is to run, but you are too saturated with curiosity to run. You tug the blanket tighter 

around you—it is cold in the shadow of the church—and wait for him to see you.

He pulls the door shut slowly, closes his book, and looks up. He is young, with small reading 

glasses perched on his nose. His face, thin and serious, flickers once with surprise.

“Can I help you?” he asks quickly. You don't know what to say; but he doesn't wait for you to 

answer. His eyes light up and he stretches out his hand.

“Nathan! Forgive me—you're here about the job! I didn't know who to look for, but the boy said

you'd be here this evening. I've been so busy I forgot.” He smiles broadly. You take his hand, firm and 

dry.

“Boy?” you repeat faintly. He nods, confusion slightly dampening the smile. 

“Your friend—Michael—you do know someone named Michael?”

You glance down at the green sweatshirt you still wear, then back at the priest. “Yeah.”

His smile widens again and he pulls off his glasses, tucking his book under one arm.“I didn't 

know him, but he told me after Mass this morning that he had a friend who needed work. I mentioned 

the upkeep of the church and he said it would be perfect for you. Would you like to come in and I'll 

show you around?”
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 You nod slowly, and he turns again to open the same door. Unnamed chills run all over you as 

you follow him inside and along a warm, quiet hallway. 

“The parish has grown so much this year that I've had to add two Sunday Masses. It's an old 

building, and there are some repairs that I've been putting off a long time,” the priest chatters as you 

walk, “but even keeping the nave clean is too much for just me any longer. We can talk about pay. Do 

you live far from here, Nathan?”

Again, you don't know how to answer, and again he saves you from having to.

“If so, we could start with room and board in the rectory here. There's a room no one ever uses.”

He says it cheerfully, lightly, and you savor his simple tact. “Thank you. That would be good,” 

you say.

“Good! I've been praying for some company.”

You smile to yourself. 

He shows you the lofty, silent church; beautiful and dim with hundreds of wooden pews, a long 

carved altar rail, flagstone floors. Stained glass diffuses the late sunlight into a hundred colors over the 

wood and stone. Small and alone in the great peaceful space, you will breathe easily here. You know it 

will be work to keep clean, even without the countless broken kneelers, the peeling paint, the long-

blown light bulbs up in the ceiling that the priest points out to you. But good work—a good job, you 

think with a quickening of your pulse. 

“This is the most important part,” the priest says with a sudden softness of voice as he opens a 

gate in the altar rail and leads you up a few stairs. “The sanctuary. This is God's place—it has to stay 

clean.” 

He turns to you, and you force your eyes away from the wall behind the altar. The deep blue 

paint there is not peeling. It is covered—choked—with stars.

“It will,” you promise.

The priest smiles. “I'll show you the sacristy, then. There are some things in there you'll need.”

He turns, bends one knee before the altar, and starts off towards a door on its right hand. 

Hesitantly, you imitate him, eyes still full of those stars. 

But just before you reach the sacristy door, you still in your tracks. Just to the left of the door, 

on the same starry wall, a painting hangs at your eye level. 

Very slowly, you step closer until you are inches away. Your heartbeat pounds, hard and 

unsteady.
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“Nathan?” You don't look away from the painting as the priest steps to your side. “Are you all 

right?” he asks, voice still hushed.

“Who painted this?” you ask softly.

“I'm not sure,” he says. “But it's been here longer than I have. Isn't she beautiful? The Madonna 

of the Streets.”

You don't know what he's talking about. “I know her,” you whisper, heat in your throat as your 

gaze drifts to the sleeping infant face. “She said I'd find a job. She knew.”

The priest doesn't say more; after a long moment he slips into the sacristy, leaving you alone. 

You barely notice him go as you gaze, mystified, at the girl with her yellow scarf and sweet, sad eyes; 

the baby, snuggled against her, cold without your coat. You're glad he has it now. Maybe when he 

grows up, the girl will tell him it was yours—somebody's. Somebody who held him in their arms once 

and was able to cry.

With one finger you reach to touch the glass over his hand, curled against the blue blanket that 

now envelops you. 

“No more tears now,” you whisper to them.

***

“For as the white rays of that star / The union of all colors are,

“She sums all virtues that may be / In her sweet light of purity.

“The mantle which she holds on high / Is the great mantle of the sky.

“Think, O sick toiler, when the night / Comes on thee, sad and infinite,

“Think, sometimes, 'tis our own Lady / Spreads her blue mantle over thee,

“And folds the earth, a weary thing,/ Beneath its gentle shadowing;

Then rest a little, and in sleep, / Forget to weep, forget to weep!”

-Francis Thompson
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Holy Madonna of the Streets, pray for us!


