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Lee sat on the edge of his bed, his knee hammering up and down as he studied the .38 pistol in
his hand. He’d been clutching it for an hour, but the grip still felt cold. The lights from the city
pierced through his window, fracturing the darkness and glinting off the smooth, gray metal. He
glanced at the backpack on the floor. It was bulging with the items he would need for a quick
getaway: a couple changes of clothes, the only food left in the pantry, and a photo of his mom
hugging him as a child. She hid the bruises much better then. He was only ten, too innocent to
realize that her smile was forced. That his father was a monster.
Now, six years later, he knew.
The TV in the living room brought tinny waves of canned laughter into his room. Lee
kept the door closed firmly against the tension that spilled down the hall and crawled up his
spine. He closed his eyes, still seeing the familiar scene: the yellow of the flickering screen
revealing the purple shadows that roped around his mother’s throat, the bright red burn on her
arm, the fresh cut on the corner of her puffy mouth, the emptiness in her brown eyes. The
monster would be asleep right about now, his head resting in her lap, his knuckles raw from the
walls and flesh he so frequently punished.
In one moment it could all be over. In the single tug of a fingertip, a deadly bullet would
put an end to the torture.
Even then, Lee knew his mother would never forgive him.
He dropped his head and rubbed his face, the icy metal scraping against his swollen
cheekbone. His head still pounded from where it collided with the door frame as his father turned
his anger on him.
He lifted the gun and aimed at a spot on the wall, his hand trembling with the weight of
it. Would he be able to pull the trigger while pointing it at the face of a man?
Not a man, he reminded himself. A monster.
Panic gripped his chest and stole his oxygen. Lee’s lungs began to heave. He scrambled
for the window and slung it open just as the room began to tilt.
***
Talisha gasped and jumped awake, panting from her nightmare. The sweat-dampened
pillow felt steamy and uncomfortable beneath her neck. A tiny space between the curtains
allowed a slice of light into the room, cutting right across her face. She pressed her fists to her
eyes and grit her teeth.
Another night, another terror.
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She moved her fists to her forehead and pounded at her skull. “God, why won’t You let
me sleep?” No amount of prayer and begging made the dreams serene.
Every night, for three months straight, the face of a teenage girl haunted her dreams.
Talisha hadn’t expected to encounter anyone else on the bridge during her evening run, but there
she was, clinging to the rail, leaning out over the treacherous water.
Talisha could still see the girl’s tear-streaked cheeks and eyes empty of all hope. She
would never forget the instant the girl jumped, the last moment of her precious life claimed by
the frigid river below.
Every day since, Talisha asked herself what she could have done to save the girl’s life.
She never found an answer.
Talisha flipped the blankets aside angrily and draped her legs off the edge of the bed.
Distant arguing rose through the floor from the apartment below. Horns honked incessantly from
the streets. A train rumbled closeby.
“I guess I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” Talisha grumbled as she stood and stretched. She
reached for her guitar and curled up on the floor in front of the window that led to the fire
escape. She pushed open the pane and gulped the cool, gritty air.
Talisha plucked the strings with nimble fingers. Notes in a minor key were stitched
together by the pain that ripped her in two. She closed her eyes and softly began to sing about the
grief she battled, the exhaustion that wracked her bones, and the hope that never failed.
***
Sticking his head out as far as he could reach, Lee sucked at the night air. His vision
twisted with dizziness and he nearly tumbled out onto the fire escape. “What do I do?” he
whispered, his throat tight with tears. “I don’t know what to do.”
As his heartbeat slowed, he became aware of the music drifting down from the apartment
above.
The notes dug through his torment and took root at his center. He leaned onto the
windowsill and closed his eyes to listen.
The world outside is cold and dark
I’m frozen where I stand.
Is anyone there to hear my prayer
Or hold my frozen hand?
Can you hear my desperate cries?
My tears freeze where they fall.
Ice on my lashes, snowflakes of ashes,
My heart may never thaw.
I see a light that shatters dark,
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A prism in the frost.
Hope found me, warmth surround me,
Now my soul’s no longer lost.
I reach a hand up toward the sun
That melts the ice away.
And now I know, despite the snow,
Everything will be okay.
The sobs choked out of him. Hot tears poured from his eyes. The city lights flashed off
the dark metal of the gun now discarded at his feet.
There was a second option. One that doesn’t involve a bullet.
Lee took a deep breath, picked up his backpack, and climbed out the window. He jumped
to the sidewalk below and paused for one last look behind.
From the window above, a woman with a guitar locked eyes with him. A moment of
understanding passed between them. He lifted his fingers in a wave, a thank-you for saving him,
then walked away, never looking back again.

