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  This story certainly doesn't take place in any one particular setting. But it is happening right now to LGBT youth in towns and cities around the world, perhaps closer to you than you might imagine.


  Best of Bad Choices


  Devin Sumarno


  There was only one night left. Nicky didnt even have to say it out loud. Erica had seen it in the way Nicky fled her glances. In the way her gaze wandered over the facades of the cafés. Bigger, softer, more full of longing than she had ever seen it. How her shoulders slumped together, a little more with every step that she trotted after Erica. There was only this night left for her to make Nicky stand tall.


  Come on, we need to hurry. I dont want anyone to take our place. Erica urged her on.


  The first stores were putting away their sidewalk displays. Passersby hurried over the pavement, racing against closing time, and there still lay some distance ahead of them.


  Come on, now, its really late.


  Nicky stopped her, in the middle of her movement, like a child. Thats not the way were supposed to go.


  Erica played along, turned around, but not without suppressing a sigh.


  Id like to show you something first.


  What is it?


  Something nice.


  Erica…


  Disappointment twitched in the corner of her mouth, but otherwise, she didnt let it show. Youll like it. Come. She tugged at the sleeve of Nickys jacket.


  Nickys feetobedient as alwaysmoved, but her gaze remained skeptical.


  * * *


  In the past, Erica had been used to coming to this vast place in front of the cathedral. It was a time when she hadnt been able to just go wherever she wanted, when somebody had cared about which jacket she wore outside. When she had needed to look at the sky to breathe freely.


  Nobody came here in the evenings. With nightfall, the place in front of the sacral building was deserted. Only a few streetlights lined the area and kept the leafless trees some company.


  Erica remembered how she had stood in the middle of this abandoned place, cursing her life and the people around herher teachers, her schoolmates, and most of all, her parents, who had chased her out of the house with nothing but the clothes on her body and a handful of cash for the bus to the next city. No matter which one. Never would she forget her mothers words of farewell: Id rather see you dead. Just because of one little kiss. It had been only three years, but it seemed much longer ago than she could bear. The worst part was that she still missed home.


  Erica turned around, but Nicky just ducked her head like the doves at the central train station when it rained. Its nice, isnt it?


  Its cold.


  But look at the stars just once. Theyre so bright tonight.


  Nicky didnt look at the sky. The colors running into one another, the crescent moon that hung between two roofs, although the sun hadnt even set, had no meaning to Nicky other than needing to rest under the open night sky once again. She looked at Erica and lifted her shoulders.


  I know all the stars.


  Erica swallowed dryly. You wont see them again in a while if you really go there. At least not like this. They wont let you out once the…therapys started. Its your last chance to see them. She listened to her own words and felt silly, but it was her last argument against a truth that was too ugly to face.


  Im sorry, she said and meant it. Lets go sleep. She took Nicky by the hand, not knowing if it was for Nickys sake or for her own.


  * * *


  Since the summer before last, Nicky had followed her. In search of guidance, she had chosen Erica over everyone elsea girl only two years ahead of her in age but experienced with life on the streets. Erica had picked her up in front of a fast food joint, the girl begging for leftovers like a lost puppy. Since then, she had shared everything with Nickyher blanket, her sleeping place, and her route through the city. But maybe Nicky had finally come to understand that Erica didnt know the way herself, that she was just as lost as her.


  Nicky was tired. Of their journey, of the miles they circled through the streets day by day without ever arriving anywhere. Of the coldness that always passed them by, dressed in expensive suits and elegant coats and pretending not to notice them. Tired of the hours that held nothing for them to do but waiting for the day to end and keeping their silence with each other about hope. It was a hope they dragged behind them through the gutter like a hostage that they had failed to ransom for a real life.


  Nicky was cut from a different cloth, a cloth too soft for the cobblestones. Nevertheless, Erica doubted that the life waiting for Nicky in the building at the end of the alley would treat her any better. Voices echoed through her head, telling stories of closed doors and poisonous lullabies that dripped into the ear of anyone who dared to rest a weary head on their soft pillows. They were the voices of the girls and boys who used to be her friends but were no more. Some of them had left to live a good Christian life far off the streetsand far off from themselves. Many of them Erica had never met again.


  * * *


  Erica had found the little back lot behind the wedding gown boutique a couple of weeks ago. She pushed open the gate separating the lot off from the street, peeked around it, and slipped through the opening. It was a good place, still downtown but on a side street. The surrounding buildingsthe back entrance to a bookstore and a shop for sporting goodssheltered them from wind and from gazes. The gap between the wall and the paper recycling Dumpster by the boutiques staff entrance was almost perfect. It was invisible from the windows of the storeys above the shops, filled with offices and stock rooms likely to be empty at this time of night. There was no night watchman, and the cleaning personnel all left before midnight.


  Carefully, she opened the lid of the Dumpster and angled for the large pieces of corrugated paper. Together, they arranged them on the ground. Erica started to grub for smaller sheets and triumphantly pulled a catalogue out of the deep.


  While they crumpled up the pages and stuffed pictures of women in satin and silk under their jackets, Erica looked over Nickys filthy hair, the hollow cheeks, and the lips chapped from the cold, the starved glance through thick lashes that earned them all the hard cash from the passersby. The streets had wearied her. Maybe Nicky would be better off there after all.


  * * *


  Erica handed Nicky her toothbrush and their water bottle.


  Nicky shook her head.


  We didnt this morning, Erica reminded her.


  Nicky looked down at the frayed brush. The water is so cold.


  Erica watched her face. Is it the tooth again?


  The other girl just nodded.


  The pain had become worse within the last weeks. The falling temperatures didnt help, either. They had passed on a breakfast to save money for the toothpaste for sensitive teeth, but it had been no help.


  Erica gave in. Okay, she whispered and stuffed Nickys toothbrush back into the plastic bag. Tomorrow, Nicky would have warm water to brush her teeth, she told herself. And to shower. A clean toilet and a bed. They would bring her to a dentist. Erica had nothing to offer Nicky but a sleeping place made of stolen paper and an empty day followed by an empty night followed by an empty morning.


  * * *


  Resting in their nest of paper, Erica felt Nicky shove her body closer to hers, still afraid to be found, even though she had said that she didnt want to be here anymore.


  Laying side by side, their noses stretched into the night air to escape the smell of human misery that followed their heels with every stepthat not even poverty had made them used toNicky couldnt hold back her doubts any longer.


  Do you think they would have me back, when… She didnt speak further.


  When theyre certain that its gone, Erica ended the sentence in her mind. She pulled Nicky closer, made herself inhale the comforting musk of Nickys bodyintermingled heavily with the less pleasant odors of life on the streetdeep down into her lungs. She wouldnt allow herself to ever forget this scent. Thats what they said, no?


  Nicky knew as well as Erica what could happen in the Home. Still, Erica couldnt take that one little hope of returning into the arms of her family away from her. Her father had given her the address, telling her that he would welcome her back, once shed proven that she had her head on straight again.


  The Home did promise a way out. They promised the right way, a path, but she didnt know anybody who had managed to cope with life once discharged.


  Their friend Rachel, with whom they shared a room in the emergency shelter sometimes, had run away from there, because they had tried to force Ramon back into her body. The same body Rachel sold at the back of the train station rather than let the people from behind that door coerce it out of her mind.


  All her friends who went there had gone to the bad afterwards.


  Some had entered but had never left anywhere again. They had found their path behind that door. The only real cure for wrong love, theyd said. One who was dead couldnt love. Neither the right way nor the wrong. But one who wasnt alive couldnt love either.


  What if they changed their mind? Nicky said after a long pause. What if I let them…heal it and my parents still dont want me? She lay stiff in Ericas arm.


  Erica remained silent for a while herself, searching for the right words. She stroked Nickys back, although she knew that she couldnt feel the touch under her jacket. You can come back to me any time. You know that, dont you?


  Nicky kept still for a moment as well. Yes, she finally answered and brought her face closer to Ericas. Yes, I know that.


  Erica swallowed. They both knew that she wouldnt come back. I love you, Erica tried for the last time. But there was no answer but a silent nod.


  * * *


  Neither of them slept, but Nicky only spoke up when she heard the first delivery truck rumble down the street.


  Its time.


  She didnt see how Erica closed her eyes for a moment, stealing another second with her.


  Should we try to get a breakfast?


  Nicky shook her head. Its better if I go now.


  * * *


  There was nothing to talk about on the way. Just when they had reached the first tree in the alley, Erica found the courage to say it out loud. She clung to Nickys hand like she was afraid that a mere blast of air could carry her away.


  Dont go. Its no solution.


  Nicky looked up at her. Her voice was scarcely audible over the soft wind.


  I cant. I cant do this anymore. She made a gesture around herself and left it up to Erica to decide whether she meant the asphalt, the sky, or the dirt. Im so tired. And its not worth it. Maybe theyre right. Maybe theres something wrong with me. And if they can make it go away…make a real woman out of me so that I can live, then that shall be my way.


  Erica didnt want to contradict, didnt want to put more doubts between them, but she couldnt stop herself from shaking her head. You.


  Nicky looked at her, puzzled.


  You said, Its not worth it.  She met Nickys eyes. But it is nothing but you. If you let them do this, there wont be anything left thats you.


  Erica… Nickys voice suddenly sounded old. Theres nothing they could take away from me. There is nothing left.


  * * *


  Erica watched her walk down the alley. She still had the taste of the kiss on her lips, Nickys bad but warm breath. There was hopefor a moment, when Nicky hesitated in front of the door. But Erica knew she wouldnt see her again once they asked her to come in.
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