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This is for all those who said I couldn’t; for those whose voices are still lost in the dark, and the echoes, which will never be heard from again.


The world is missing without you.
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Chapter One

It was another dark and frigid morning in the city. A drab curtain of pollution and haze obscured the skyline shrouding parts of the city in a thin veil. A covering of thick fog was fast approaching with the help of the ice-like wind coming off the ocean, and in short time it too would arrive to smother the tops of the buildings. She took in a deep breath and stepped onto the ledge and raised her arms.

It was eighteen stories to the leafless trees and concrete below, less than eighteen seconds of terror and in an instant it would all be over.

The wind sliced through her coat and cut like a scalpel freshly out of the aseptic, her hair was caught and whipped over her shoulder like a tattered brown flag. She closed her eyes, one, two...


The faint rattling of a train came over the rrrip, rrrip, ripping of the wind.


Not now. Now was not the time to get nervous. This is the day; it couldn’t be plastered more clearly. Destiny is speaking.


A siren blared from somewhere afar. She growled. Just take that step, I’m here!


Over her feet the tops of the cars were lined one after another like tin toys next to the curb. Once she took that step there was no taking it back. She couldn’t suddenly decide as her hands grasped for something to hold on to that she disagreed; no getting up off the cement brushing off and saying, “you know what, I was wrong about that”. The aftermath would be black and white, or in this case, only blackness would be decided.

The wind gusted, driving into her back. Her right foot tore off the ledge. As the ground veered and vaulted closer, she let out a terrified scream and twisted her arms. The feeling of balance began to stir. She twisted on her foot and tight roped along the splintered ledge and leapt off on to the safety of the roof.

Oh my God, what am I doing? This is crazy! She hunkered down and tried to take in a stabilizing gulp of air, but her heart was ramming so out of rhythm it felt like she was going to be torn apart. She rose up.

A red square pulled out of the line of colors and slowly made its way along the street below. She turned around and crossed her arms over her body. “I can’t do this, I can’t, she murmured aloud as she determined that there was absolutely no way even in her best state of mind that she could stand on that ledge and willfully make herself jump.

There was still a hearty tremor pulsating throughout her body, coming that close should be enough to make her take the steps and walk right off the roof using the stairs instead.

But insanely she was thinking, of all things, the post cards taken of the city’s iconic and glamorous skyline sold at just about every corner market, the same shots people claimed so motivated them and brought substance to their dreams. She looked over her shoulder. But the world had never had to stand next to the city like she had to, or be exposed, literally exposed, out in the open to take in its true temperaments like the way the clouds conspired viciously in every corner of its boroughs waiting for the right moment to drop down on them, or to hear the advancing octaves of the wind as it shrilled murderously in her ears, or how the rotten curtain of filth refused to split to showcase the remarkable faces of the buildings which had brought the city to prominence in the first place. These were the images collaged that had finally convinced her of her reservation with fate, and they were nicer images. But still, if she had a way to package them and let the world experience them through the lens of her life, they would be the ones she would choose and then ask, Was the inspiration they got from them worth what was spent? The worst of the reasons were still down there, waiting. If she chose to turn her back now, she would only be walking into a blizzard of despair where life’s most gritty depictions would pile on top of her like the snow plowed from the filthy streets.

She sniffed and braised her hands against her coat. At what price would they pay to escape?

She laid her palms flat on the cold concrete. What am I even thinking? There is no negotiating with fate. Someone can’t will their pieces around deciding against it until life wins out in their favor. Destiny is an army with swords of razor-like precision and when they come for you, there is no backing out. Dark. Gloomy. Menacing pieces, just like the signs.

She took in the cold air and slowly let it out. It did nothing to quell the assault marauding through her body, but there was a better way. It was what she used between the times when the occupying pain nestled itself deep in the home of her bones and she needed a corner from which to escape it, and these small nerves were nowhere as near as excruciating.

She sealed her eyes and ingrained the image of the city behind her lids. The wheels of her mind began to whirl. Snippets of stony grey stills dipped themselves into baths of color. When she opened them again the reaching spires belonging to the buildings were the fingers of aging actresses peeking through the curtains. They stood behind the furls anxiously waiting for the

curtains to rise while at the same time trying to appear dignified amongst the beasts stirring around them. They were all about rising from near obscurity by the day, sleek and stylish contours of gleaming glass and fashionably twisted steel, whose strobes lit up the night helping to illuminate their young faces, fresh faces. It was a vicious cycle; one that had been set unknowingly by those whose only fault lay within their inception made more tragic for the reasons they were so cheered and celebrated and their marked and timeless beauty would ultimately be the means of their demise. But they stood by and watched without complaint or understanding, only an instinctual kind of acceptance that the young entertainers were in the same way biding their time to take their place on America’s premier stage. Like destiny, they followed simply because that was the nature from which they had been born.

She related to those unrelenting actresses of old trying so desperately to remain relevant in this savage city, fighting to adhere to a logic that was more imposing and grandiose than all the stone in the sky and like theirs, hers’ was a battle to be lost only with the help of time.


She crawled back up on the ledge.


The clouds had joined forces; over most parts of the city their cruel scheme was well underway. She angled her head and tried not to choke on the acrid taste of smog and pollution that made up the curtain’s fabric, but as it coated her tongue so did a more favorable realization. The city may not know it yet but the convoluted haze that was filling her body was its own gasping, dying breath and the steady barrage of wailing sirens, honking horns, and the rattle of trains issuing from below was its final scream for help. This knowledge was the only win she ever held against the city; it was too bad that she wouldn’t get to relish in it.

She raised her hands up from her sides. The wind whipped at the heavy canvas of her trench coat enlivening her feelings of wings. All she had to do now was take that step forward and before the first flakes of snow had a chance, she would cleanse herself in a more productive manner.


All she had to do was take that step. All she had to do was free herself.

All she had to do was fly! She leaned into the wind. “No!” The scream came from behind her.

The dream-like bravado slipped away, and the world came harkening back.




She was perched on one foot like an inglorious ice skater about to take a chilling dive.


The cacophony of moving traffic rushed in her ears, the street below dulled as it became a closer reality and the freedom of a free fall resided in her stomach. She peddled her arms, screaming over the menacing cry of the wind, spinning them back in quicker and quicker accession while using her other foot like a leaded weight.

The grasp of momentum came to her aid, she balanced back and latched both feet onto the ledge and hastily took a seat, scooting herself to the safe rooftop and drew her knees to her chest.

An unbelieving gasp came followed by an odd slapping on the rooftop behind her. “Are you okay? Oh my gosh! You’re doing the right thing but please, I beg you, come away from the ledge!”

She startled and pressed her eyes shut. “Go away, she screamed. You’re just making everything worse; can’t you see that!”


“I don’t mean to. I’m only trying to help.”


“You’re not, not even close.” The wind, seemingly frustrated it hadn’t claimed its prize, kicked up. She squeezed herself deeper into the protective cave between her knees. “You don’t even know what’s going on,” she said miserably.


“I know I don’t but that doesn’t -”

“What are you even doing up here,” she yelled suddenly.

“I, I saw you from the street and ran up here to try and stop you.”


She peered over her quivering knees. A barely discernable red Honda had made its way out of the street. If I can barely make out that model of that Honda among the others parked down there, then how is it possible that someone could spot me from way down there and know what I was about to do?


“So that’s why I followed you.”


Her head twisted violently, and she glared at him through her disheveled hair. “You followed me?”

“I don’t mean follow, what I mean is...” he stood there seemingly embarrassed trying to farm out an explanation. The wind whipped across the rooftop. “I, I know you!”

“What?” She wrestled the oily strands behind her shoulder and swiveled her whole body around to get a better look.

The boy stood in front of the open doorway that joined the stairwell to the roof. He had light brown hair or – is it dirty blonde that hasn’t been washed in a while – that draped over his forehead and hung dangerously close to covering his eyes. The sides were loosely maintained making him appear as if he were wearing a pair of the comical earmuffs that one could buy in a specialty store. There wasn’t anything about him immediate to her but there was a familiarity about his distinctly pointed face like someone she had seen more than once but never really noticed. More familiar though was the clothing he wore. He had on a puffed up, faded black bomber jacket that looked as if it had caught a fair share of shrapnel in some foreign conflict. His jeans were likewise tattered revealing the dingy thermals he wore underneath. Even his shoes screamed out hand-me-downs. She narrowed her eyes. “Where do you know me from?”


“From the youth shelter. I stay there too. We eat together sometimes.”


She should have known at first glance. The rips, tears, and overall beaten quality of his clothing was a visual metaphor for what life handed out to people like them – they had New Hope written all over them.

“Big freakin’ deal. You say it as if we have some kind of special bond because of it or something.”


“We don’t?”


She arched her head back and sneered, “No, we don’t. That pathetic shelter means absolutely nothing in my script.”


“Well, it should.”


“No,” she stated matter of fact. “It shouldn’t.” “Why would I need to be concerned with what anyone in that pit feels? Besides maybe like one or two it’s just a bunch of guideless troublemakers. New Hope, she snickered, “not enough hope could fill that place to make them anything else.”


“Maybe you just haven’t taken the time to talk to anyone to know much more about


them.”


“I’m sure you figured that out by watching me from afar, haven’t you?” She shook her


head. “I don’t even know how we got into this discussion anyway. What we need to be talking about is you leaving!”


He started approaching like he was thinking about taking a seat next to her.



She quickly jumped up and threw her feet over the ledge. “One more step and I’ll do it! I swear to you!”

“Don’t! I’m standing right here. In fact, I’m taking a step back. Please, just think about what you’re doing. There’s no reason for jumping. Whatever happened has happened. It can always be fixed!”

“Shut up,” she screamed. The sheer emptiness was pressing itself on the lining of her stomach. Her palms clammed with sweat. It was already beginning to rise inside of her; the fire had kindled itself just beneath her sternum and was starting to lick at the bones of her chest.

From there it was only a matter of hours before it spread. Once the sickness got to that stage it would change its method and the type of suffering it would cause would be well beyond the point of humiliation and just like the crowds of the city it would only be wanting more out of her.

The train finally emerged, winding like an alloy-scaled snake from around the buildings on its elevated track as the folds of pollution were starting to part and laze between the buildings ushering in one of the most stunning and sought-after backdrops of the city – a sight she hadn’t thought she would be around long enough to witness.

She could bring this entire sordid play to a shocking end. Just push her body over and in an instant the ropes, along with all her problems would be cut and as the curtain finally fell all of them out there, including this pestering little brat, would be left gasping while she lay in the peaceful solitude of darkness.


She gave a defeated breath and wound her feet back around to the rooftop. He stood there nodding his head.

“I don’t even know why you’re pretending to be happy.”

“I’m not pretending. Why are you so angry about this? What you’re doing is a good thing.

You’re not hurt, no one’s going to see you get hurt.” She shifted.


“You have the chance now to go somewhere and really take the time to think things over. But please give yourself that chance and come all the way off that ledge before something really bad happens to you.”

“You know, you keep saying that, but I don’t see why you should even seem to care when there’s an entire city down there who could care less if some girl jumped to her death. To them it would be regarded as just another implant that couldn’t make it in this city. They would

probably stop just long enough to hear what happened, examine the gore, and walk off shaking their heads. The only tragedy in it all would be in the way they acted, as if it were in some way my fault that the police couldn’t scoop my body off the pavement fast enough for them to make it to work on time.”

“Believe me, I know how hard it is to have to survive out here especially being like we are, but you have to put your back to all that and not let it affect you to this point. This, doing what you almost did, there’s no taking that back. You have to be strong, not only mentally, but here,” he pounded his chest, “and more than you or they believe you to be.”


“Really? Tell me if you’re so smart, what do you know about having to be strong?” His face crumpled and he took a step back.

She stared at the ever-resilient spires rising above the smog. Did he really deserve that?


He wasn’t trying to hurt her in any way she could tell. He was even trying to find ways to encourage her probably thinking he was doing the right thing, but there laid the problem.

She looked him over again. He had to be no older than fourteen, the age her brother was back home, and here he was already an orphan to the streets. Who knew how long the beast had had its talons in him?

“Do you know what, forget about what I said. Feeling dejected isn’t anything but an invitation to this place anyways. I’m sure people have said a lot worse to you.”


“I’m not hurt,” he retorted.


“Well, you shouldn’t be. If anyone, I should be the one who has the right to anything on this roof, you’re the one who came up here to bother me.”


“I was only trying to help.”

She burst up, “Ow!” She reached for her knees. “What’s wrong?”


She immediately straightened herself and advanced on him jabbing a pointed finger at his face. “Stop saying that! The only thing you got right is that I didn’t want to have to be the one responsible for you having to live with the image of me jumping off this roof and splattering across the concrete. Besides that, you did absolutely nothing by coming up here and supposedly saving me, and if that bothers you, I’m glad, you owe me that much.”

She had backed him into the doorframe. She was a good seven inches taller than him. His eyes crossed into her blackened nail, and he took in a stunned breath.

She grinned. Before he had a chance to say anything more, she brushed him to the side and walked sturdily into the stairwell. Not bad for a girl who only moments ago could have been flailing on nothing but air.


#
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The stairwell was dimly lit, just the way she liked them, refrigerated, cool with a damp musty smell. She hit the first landing and felt the impact radiating through her knees along with the thorns digging in her chest, she bit down and wound her way down.

Every space of wall was grafted with overlaying cyphers of graffiti. Approaching each floor she tried her hardest to pick out and focus on the messages that emitted with fresh paint to keep her mind off the pain. Somewhere between the fifth and sixth floor her body began to slow. The walls around her started to blur and distort into flashing waves of color. She put her hands on her knees to catch her breath. “Ooh!” She stood tall and leaned her forearms against the wall adding her head, listening to her heart flow through her ears.

This was just the beginning. She still had many floors and steps to go just to get out of the building and into the colder morning.

She concluded that it had turned out to be a dank and stupid day. The first sign of this was when she had woken up to find the elevators in the building out of service. She had imagined the entire length of her hard-fought nightmare of a morning getting to the roof was going to be rewarded with a simple free fall back to the bottom.


She lifted her head. What was that?


On the stairs above her was an oversized, offbeat clomp clop making its way down. The awkward sound continued to drop, clomp clop clomp clop and rebounded off the walls like the echoes of the words of a small and pesky contender at a news conference who was purposely playing it up to further agitate her. She balled up her fist and pushed away from the wall.

The beating of his misfit shoes stopped as he appeared at the top of the landing. Even in the dim lighting he looked surprised that she would be waiting for him in the dark corridors of a stairwell.

“What is it you think you’re doing you little twerp. Didn’t I make it perfectly clear to you up there not to follow me?”


“I wasn’t, I mean... I told you...” he stuttered.

“No, I don’t know what you mean and at this point I don’t really care!”



––––––––
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her.

He reached out grabbing the railing. Despite her offensive blitz he still drifted towards

“As far as I’m concerned –” “Ben.”

“What,” she asked confused.

“My name is Ben. Most of the time people will get as far as knowing a person’s name

before they decide to start hating on them, or not. And what did you expect me to do, wait on that cold roof? I have to get down too.”


“That’s exactly what you were supposed to do.” “Well, I’m not!”

Her eyes widened, she blinked hard tapering them down. “Listen Benji.” “That’s not –”


“Exactly Banjo. That’s why I said it, because I could care less who you are, what you think, or how you feel. What does matter is what I’m going to make clear to you so there are no more misunderstandings, so listen to me and listen to me carefully. From this point on you’re going to stop following me even if that means you have to stand in this stairwell all night waiting for me to get to the bottom.”


He started to slow halfway down the length of stairs. “But –”


She held her hand up. “Once we step out of this building, we never met. You’re going to go your way, and I’m going to go mine and if for some twisted reason we should bump into each other anywhere in this god forsaken city, or our eyes should cross paths in that miserable shelter, they too, will go their separate ways. I don’t have any friends in this city nor am I on the lookout for any, especially ones that would be or are in a more helpless position than I am. So just in case you need a mirror to figure that out, I can help you. That means you and anyone else you know who is ignorant enough to believe they are heroes to humanity because they wander around selfishly looking for someone they think needs saving without taking a second to wonder exactly what they are saving them from, or being considerate enough to take into account that whatever led them to that point must be better than what they are leaving behind.” She breathed in trying not to appear as winded as she was.

He took his last step and came to a rest a few feet from her. The smirk was wiped off his lips and with it came a new look melting in his eyes. He clicked his tongue softly and shook his head.

Her ears began to burn. He had come running up onto the roof with his cape flapping in the wind, stopping her from doing something that had taken a month to gather the courage to finally do and now she had to deal with all things, his pity. She twisted on a foot, descending the next floor – it wasn’t a retreat. She had put enough of a beating to his feelings for him to realize she didn’t want any part of him near or around her that included his looks, his questions, his concerns, and most of all his presence; he wouldn’t be following her around with any of these she was certain of it. And in her heart that was a win.


“Why were you going to jump,” his voice echoed down to her.


She gripped the railing and came to a complete stop. Emblazoned on the far side of the wall was a wobbly pitchfork bathed in hellish fire. She stood there quietly reading the stylish cursive collaged in flames. “Together we fight to protect the hell in which we stand.” Her fingers constricted choking all the cold out of the metal.

“It was just too much for you to know when to quit, wasn’t it,” she said darkly. She turned around and stared him in the eyes.


He took a step back. “I don’t know.”

“Oh, you know. Deep down inside you know exactly what I’m talking about.”


He looked behind him, but she wasn’t going to give him a chance. There was only one staircase on this side of the building, and it only went up from here.

She gritted her teeth and stomped up the stairs. “You just had to keep pushing and pushing until that little voice inside of you was satisfied. Your selfishness, your silly little pride couldn’t take the beating that was handed to it and let you walk away.”


He took a step backwards.


She continued to close the space between them. “You couldn’t leave it alone. You couldn’t leave – me alone,” she screamed as loud as she could.


“I wasn’t following you; I was just, I mean –”


“Shut up!” Her voice bounded off the walls. His body jerked. “I don’t want to hear your implications, ‘I mean, I mean,” she squeakily mimicked. “You sound like a broken bird chirping for his mommy. I know what you meant, now I’m going to tell you what I mean.”

His feet continued to follow her lead, but all his dancing was about to come to an end as he was backing himself into the corner.


“Do you ever feel like you were meant to fly,” she asked in a soft yearning voice. His mouth fell open obviously confused from her sudden change in tone.


“What I mean is, from the beginning we are born with these fabulous wings, and we spend our entire young lives searching for a way to use them. We look up to those around us to guide us, to help us learn, but what if there is no one there to teach us? We spend all this time helplessly flailing them in the wind, looking forward to the day when we can finally stand up on that ledge, spread them out and soar. But do you know what we’re never told? At least I wasn’t for sure.”


He quickly shook his head.


“That there is a process and not everyone gets the privilege to fly. And do you know what that process is and where the cold comes from?”


His back hit the wall but he continued to stare at her as if it hadn’t.


“That process is called fulfillment. Flying is only reserved for those who have been given that spark, something to hold and develop into a burning love for themselves becoming someone they and others can respect and accept. The cold,” she clicked her teeth and gave him a sinister glare, “that comes from within!”

“You see, maybe there are others who learned to fly on their own, but that wasn’t me. I tried and I tried to find myself. I looked in all the places – wrong places, dark places – and the only heat I was ever able to find came from the flame of a lighter gliding across a foil bed.

“Love and acceptance,” she coiled her hand into a fist and nearly missing his nose brought it thudding down on the center of her chest. “How could you ever think anything so beautiful existed in me, and how could you possibly ever wrap your arms around anything as cold and lifeless as the chunk of ice that has grown inside? But guess what? Today I found a way to escape all that. Today I was handed a shortcut that would have put me up in the clouds with all those who had made it. Today, I was going to fly. That is until, for whatever reason I can’t yet understand, you came around and ruined that for me.”

Her face was only inches from his. She pinned him down with her eyes. His nose made a rapid whistling sound as he tried to breathe through it, and she was right, it was that same awful

smell of New Hope, an industrialized mixture of lemon cleaner and oversized dryers that issued from his clothing. “Any more questions?”


“No,” he cleared his throat, “no.”


“Good, now remember what I told you and this time make sure you find a way to – get lost!” She turned away and didn’t bother the remainder of the way down to listen to see if he had followed her orders.

She walked out of the tenement’s front doors and sashed the edges of her trench coat taking a second to get her legs back. It was as cold down on the ground as it was being up there at the top. The sky was beginning to darken. Coming down the path where her body would have fallen was a flake of snow. The flake grew as it got closer, flipping, and twirling ever more freely as it headed for the ground. She shook her head. Are you kidding me, unfair all the way.


She bounded down to the sidewalk. The speck, with all its luck, landed between her eyes.


Before she could wipe it away, the snowflake beaded down the bridge of her nose, and just missing her finger it carouseled off splattering into the trail of filth across the concrete.

Chapter Two

The snow fell straight from the sky in a heavy rain of thick white fabric. Traffic slugged its way along on the outer side of the sidewalk; only the frequent screeching of breaks was able to push its way through the dense veil. She hurried through the falling chunks as fast as her knees could handle.

She arrived under the clearing of the marquee and shook her hair out. “Tshh, really?” In the corner where she normally sat and begged between the ticket booth and the theater’s only entrance was the sharp odor of piss. “What is this she,” waved to the projection across the wall and the obvious chunks lying on the sidewalk. Drunkards, it had to be. She couldn’t count the times she had witnessed them using the city’s sidewalks or stumbling into a cove such as this one to use as their own public restroom.


How inspiring.


“Whatever. Do what you want,” she mumbled as she realized how unfair it was now that she was the one who had to sit in it. She let out a resigned breath and used the bricks to help ease her way down, drew her knees to her chest and ruefully waited.

The attack on the city heightened. The snow fell in a furious brigade filling the sidewalks and lining it with an orderly coat of white – it was the only thing filling them.

She shouldn’t be worrying that the nasty weather would ruin any plans on relieving the agony she was going through. As if on cue, her chest flared, and she let out a cough. The air coming out of her lungs felt thick and familiarly laden with fire, like her esophagus had been coated with cinnamon. She cleared the tears from her eyes. It could be hours before the storm decided to let up and allow people to come out, which meant hours of having to sit in the filth and endure the slow suffering disease. Awesome, how darkly awesome.

It was like a tragic comedy, one where the great heroic city continued to get its last laugh at her expense while hiding behind the reputation the rest of the world was quick to view it as.

But what can I do about it, only sit here and wait for it to end? She leaned her head back. The tires crunched out a never-ending path in the street, their weight sloshed slowly by.


Her eyelids started to drop.


She was eight years old again. Her father had taken her out into the powdered filled mountains on one of his father and daughter trips that always seemed to make her mom so angry. She dragged her sled along the bottom of the slope she had just got done riding. She couldn’t

wait to climb to the top and go again. There was a shift in the air, she stopped and looked around. Unexpectedly small speckles of snow began to fall rapidly from the sky as if sugar powdered through a sifter. She quickly pulled off her glove and reached her hand out to catch them before it was too late.

“Where does snow come from Daddy,” she asked wondrously. The flakes had created a heavy line over her lashes.

Her father was looking down at her through the thin veil with a smile that would radiate with her long after. “Snow comes from heaven, my little sugar.”


“This snow does,” she asked getting more excited.

His smile broadened filling in his heavily stubble cheeks. “All snow does.”


She pulled her hand in close. The beautiful flakes had furled and melted into small placid rivulets that flowed down the lines of her palms. “Are you su-sure,” she asked doubtfully.

He chuckled and got down on his knee so that their faces were almost touching, and she could feel the heat of his breath thawing her nose. “Now would I ever lie to you?”


“Never,” she whispered. They were the only ones for miles away.


He laid his hand on her cheek and rubbed his thumb softly across it. “Do you know how we know?”


She leaned into his touch and shook her head.


“Because just before it does, you’ll notice how quiet it gets. That silence comes from the world, it can feel that something magical is about to happen and wants us all to be able to share in it – and magic it is. God opens his heavy doors and out flies all his beautiful angels into the sky and from their wings fall tiny feathers that drift all over the land.”

She stirred in her seat. The pain of hearing his voice was beyond the agony going on inside of her.

The snow was still coming down, it created a line between two worlds: one that was deathly still, cold, and uncomforting to have to exist in, the other withering with the chaotic possibility of magic. She got up and hobbled out from beneath her cover and held her hand out, the flakes danced about with cold feet across her bare skin eventually coming to rest along her fingers, just as it had done on that day.

God’s angels, do such things even exist? If so, today she had had the chance to become one of them. She would have finally flexed her wings, spreading them wide and flown up and

up; she would have soared, freeing herself from all the pain, the misery, all the disappointment and hate. Higher and higher until she was out of reach of the devil’s sprawling fingers, out of reach of the city’s snaring lights, out from her own creations. Were some of these in fact her father’s feathers falling through her fingers? If so, that would mean that she was wrong about everything and all the morals he had given her were real and that angels did exist and more encouraging, they were close by.

She peered into the drifting down. Her hand started to become numb. A sudden flash overtook her body and a bead of fevered sweat appeared at her hairline and fell from the dark stubble beneath her armpit riding all the way down her ribcage.

“I’m so tired.” Her arm trembled. “I know I don’t’ deserve it but please, if you can hear me now, just give me something, anything to give me the strength to overcome this.” She was about to give up and pull her hand back in when she spotted a flake so abnormally ornamented that it diverged itself from the neat line the rest fell along.

She leaned further out and wiggled her fingers trying desperately to grab the snowflake. The fattened piece of snow was grabbed by an unseen current and was carried away toward the street.

You’re weak, you know that. Weak enough to relent and willing to admit defeat and all for what, a large piece of snow being blown by the wind. She began to pull her hand back in when the flake swooped suddenly and rose high up in the sky. She stood watching it flip about to finally come to rest on the tip of her index finger. She let out an astonished breath, “No way!” Is this real?

She lifted her foot and kicked herself in the shin with the heavy weight of her boot. “Ow!” The pain definitely was real, as were the tiny pricks of pins pricking her lungs, and the overall quality of the world. But how do I explain this? She held her finger closer. The snowflake couldn’t have been more perfectly composed if it had been a piece of white construction paper folded and cut by a sharp pair of scissors and a mastered hand. Crystals of every color radiated

off its dimensions as if it had been dipped in a bowl of glitter that had been waiting on a table in heaven just for it. It was in every aspect, “perfect,” her breath billowed. A creation made even more inspiring by the fact that it had fallen out of the sky and landed squarely on the tip of her finger precisely seconds after she had asked for some type of sign. Was this surely it, a message

from her father to her, an offering of peace in the most spiritual sense telling her to get over her destruction and live like he had always expressed her to?

The foundation of the flake began to waiver, without warning it imploded in its center and started to fold on itself. Its pristine coat was shed. Inside the flake was dotted with tiny black specks that could only be particles of soot from the city’s filthy skyline that left a sickly grey trail as it shimmied all the way down her finger. She hissed and flung what was left of it back into the street where it belonged and hobbled back to her seat.

She was angry at herself for being susceptible enough to be deceived by the city yet again, and it had done it in one of the most openly covert ways imaginable. The decorated piece of

snow was nothing more than a product of the city. It had masqueraded in a dazzling costume that from the outside appeared hopeful and inviting but when you had a chance to truly experience it, to feed it with the warmth of your presence, its true nature was exposed and, on the inside, it was saturated with pollution, perversion, and filth and once you were in its grasp it soiled you in the exact same fashion.

When was she going to quit buying into little girl fantasies of guardian angels and messages sent from their wings in the form of snowflakes? Of course, guardian angels didn’t exist. Angels were supposed to look over people and guide them when they needed it most, not leave them to suffer on their own to such a point that they had to believe in lucid fantasies just to find a way to escape. If she needed any more evidence that they didn’t exist, couldn’t possibly exist, it was right there in front of her in the condition of the ice-laden snowflakes dropping to the ground.


“Would I ever lie to you,” her father’s voice entered her mind.


“Never.” She put her forehead into the crossbar of her arms and tried to escape the memories.
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The snow was coming down more benignly when she opened her eyes. Cars and trucks made runny slush of the ruts left from the vehicles before them.

She rubbed her knees. How long have I been sitting here? An hour had to have passed which was more like a day feeling like she was. Two people hurried along on the other side of the sidewalk. She tried to get up, but everything was shifting, and her muscles felt like a meat hammer had tenderized them. “Ahhh!” She put her hands against the bricks trying to avoid the

markings of the last person’s lunch - please don’t let it get to that point. A woman silently appeared from the other side of the marquee.

She hurried to let go. “Excuse me, muh, muh, muh, miss,” she stuttered....” she closed her eyes over the mishap -shoot!

The lady stopped and turned around. She was an older matriarchal looking woman bundled in a burgundy fur-lined jacket with mirrored silver buttons. A string of expensive looking pearls wound around and down her neck.

She quickly composed herself and began to massage her brows in deep circles. “This is so hard for me,” she turned away and hit the wall with the bottom of her fist, “but I have to,” she said seemingly to herself. “I owe it as a duty to my family!”


“Your family?”


She peeked over her shoulder. The woman had made her way closer and was playing with her gloved fingers writhing them worriedly in front of her.

“Yeah, but,” she turned around and shook her head, “never mind, I have no right bothering you with things that aren’t your problem.”


“But dear, you said it was your family. Are they in some kind of trouble?”


She turned her head towards the street and hyped herself up. This is so embarrassing, but I must do this; they are depending on you at this very minute – not for you but for them, she told herself.

She lowered her eyes to the ground and kicked at the sidewalk with her toe and reluctantly nodded. “It’s just me, my mom and,” she took a deep breath, “my baby sister and two months ago my mom lost her job.”


“Oh dear, that’s terrible.”


“I know, right? Then last month we couldn’t pay our rent and we got kicked out into the streets and now we’re living out of this shelter, but they only feed us once a day.”


“How horrible!”


“It’s my sister I’m really doing this for. I mean we can go without eating for days, we’ve done it so many times before, but she needs formula, and they don’t provide it there. They told us that if we needed it, then we have to buy it ourselves. So that’s why I came out here.” She shifted uneasily and looked into the woman’s eyes. “You know, to get money to help us. You

can understand that right? I’m not like one of those people who are out here trying to leach off people or get a free ride. I’m doing it for a worthy cause even if it is shameful to myself.”

The woman flattened her palm against her chest. The loose folds on her cheeks swung compassionately from side to side. “Of course, you’re not. It sounds like a real matter of life and death.”


She nodded exuberantly, “It really is.”


To her appeasement, the skin continued to sway away. “Why, I just can’t seem to get over that, how awful. I mean for your whole family to get thrown out in the streets like that in the middle of winter, living in a shelter,” she clicked her tongue. “Well here, let me help you.”


She tied her legs together to try to stop them from dancing.


The woman readjusted the purse strap on her shoulder. “I met a guy just yesterday down the street,” she let go of the strap and pointed over her shoulder.


“Uh huh.”

“He came right up to me, and God bless his soul, do you know what he told me?” “What did he say,” she blurted anxiously. It was getting harder to concentrate now that


she was so close.


“He said, “Mrs., I’m not even going to lie to you, I need money for a beer.” Her face fell.


“I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I was so pleased that he didn’t try to take me for a dimwit that I gave it to him.”


“But I’m telling the truth, I really am!”


The woman walked up and patted her on the shoulder. “Sure you are girl, but next time,” she leaned a little closer, “be a little more convincing.” She walked away.


She was shocked. “Hey, no, please. I really need it!”


“It’s too late for that darling,” she said over her shoulder. “You had your chance to be honest.”

“But I’m really doing it for my family,” she screamed after her. She groaned and dropped back against the ticket booth. “I can’t freakin’ believe this day.” What is with it? This was the first time she had been called terrible, horrible, and bad all in one standing for a long time and this time it did bother her. She needed that money just as much, if not more than ever.

She lay down onto her side and curled herself into a tight ball. The wave of distortion that could only be described as the flu on steroids was now readily ravaging her senses causing her to feel woozy and displaced. If this was any prequel, it was going to be a long horrendous day. Her best hope was to curl up, and if the gilded side of luck was on her side, just die. They would probably leave me here too, until my body stunk up the ticket booth, and even then, I would still rightly be mistaken as a pile of trash until the janitor is sent out to pick me up off the sidewalk and discover a decomposing human body driving away the kids and parents from this family friendly establishment.

“Are you alright?” The voice was distant but soft and too tasteful to be real, like sugarcane flavored bubble gum or cherry blossom cotton candy. “Excuse me there, hey.”


Her shoulder was urgently being shaken. She moved her legs and squinted up through the



fuzz.
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A woman with an embroidered scarf wrapped around her face was squatting over her. She had to look hard just to be sure the woman was real.

Her hair was rich like it was fed with volcanic soil and pulled back like the hands of time,

minutes before midnight, and wound in a dark ball behind her head. The plane between was decorated with golden, celestial shaped barrettes that were the same expensive quality as the intricately stitched flakes that glinted against the brown backdrop of her scarf every time she moved.

The woman patted her chest and let out a sigh of relief. “Oh good, you scared me for a minute.”

“Wait!” She poked her hair out of her eyes and sat herself up. “I’m not okay, I’m actually really sick.”

The woman, just like the old lady before her, fixed the thin strap of her purse. “I’m sorry, I don’t know that I can help you with that.” She checked her watch and glanced towards the street. “I wouldn’t have the time if I could. I was on my way to a meeting, and I saw you laying here, I had to check on you to make sure you weren’t hurt or something.”


She held her hand out. “All I need is a couple of dollars.”

The skin around the woman’s eyes scrunched and she looked back behind her. “I’m begging you,” she implored with her hand



The woman’s shoulders rose, she reached for her purse and pulled out a teal-colored wallet. “You know, I don’t ever do this. I don’t agree with just giving money away to people but,” she opened the wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill, “you really look like you need it.”

Maddie was about to take the bill when the woman decidedly pulled it back from her hungry fingers.


“Do I know you from somewhere,” the woman asked.


“I, ow!” She grabbed her back and rubbed at the tender spot at the bottom of it. “I don’t think so.”

The woman pulled down her scarf to reveal the rest of her face. Her first instinct had been right, the woman was absolutely beautiful beneath it. It was the type of beauty that caused a person’s breath to sail away, as she was sure more than one man had experienced at one time or another. They both searched each other’s faces. She studied her pencil skirt and matching pair of blinding white heels that looked designer – daring with all the mud out here. Beneath the baby blue business coat was a thin gold chain pressed against her tan skin while her perfume pleasantly hung about the cove filling it with the scent of vanilla that smelled locked-over-the-counter.


“No, I don’t think so.”

“No, we don’t, do we,” the woman agreed. But still they eyed each other.

“I’m sorry, here.”

She anxiously took the bill from her once again outstretched hand.


The woman shook her head. “You know what,” she opened her wallet and pulled out another ten dollars, “I want to give you this, but I want you to promise me you’re going to buy something to eat with it.”

“I promise,” she answered quickly. She reached for the cash, the woman surprised her by wrapping her whole hand inside her own, not letting go.


“I’m going to ask something else of you too; take care of yourself out here, okay?” “I will. It’s been a while and I know how to survive.”


The first flaws appeared in the cracks along the woman’s forehead and around her lips. “But this isn’t life, it’s not how it’s supposed to be. You need to understand that there’s more out there than just this. Especially for a young woman like yourself.”


“But destiny, we all have our places.”


The woman squeezed her hand harder. “Don’t believe in nonsense like that. You can do absolutely anything you want to in this world especially in this great country. Besides,” she let go and began to wind the scarf back around her face, “you’re a woman, are you not? There is nothing, no matter real or fake that can get in the way of that. You need to discover what it is you want in life and once you do, pursue it like you’ve forgotten everything you’ve ever known. It will get better, it always does, now don’t forget what you promised me.”


“I never do, I do what I say.”


“Good, I hope to see you one day on this side of life.” The woman turned swiftly and seemed to float away. Trailing behind her was the click clack of her heels confidently hitting the pavement.

She lifted the two bills and examined them closely. Seeing they were real she stacked them on top of each other, rolled them up, and tucked the tight little pillow of money down into her sock.


She couldn’t stop thinking about the woman. It wasn’t just her words that struck close.


Perhaps the woman had recognized the act of flight in her or recognized herself at another axis in life making a youthful, defiant mistake that could have easily seen her burnt out, lying in a pissed-stained corner pleading to the passerby for money. She shook her head and shrugged it away. Despite the woman’s obvious misconceptions about fate their paths had probably crossed at some other intersection in the city; they had just both been too occupied with their own purposes to clearly identify when and where. It didn’t matter, what did was she had exactly what she had been forced to come here for. Just the thought of the cash snugged up in her boot was already beginning to help her body sooth itself.

She looked to the sky and hurried up and got to her feet – it has to be mid-afternoon by now. Night was just on the other side and if she wanted to be like the folds in her sock, tucked up somewhere safe, then she better get moving.

She walked around the wall and spotted a man approaching from down the street. She didn’t take a second to hesitate and went right up to him. “Excuse me sir.”


“Well, hi to you, young lady. How are you?”


He was an older man dressed conservatively for the weather in a pair of pressed khakis, a light black jacket, and a matching brim. His gentle blue eyes roved down her clothing.

“I could really be doing better as you can see, I’m kind of on hard times.” She grabbed her stomach and looked into the center of cobalt blue eyes. “I could really use a couple of dollars to get something to eat.”

A large compassionate smile rose from beneath his well-groomed, powdery mustache and his hand went straight to his pocket.

I knew it! She hid her grin and tried her hardest not to prance from foot to foot. As he took out his wallet her stomach let out a raunchy growl. He was either hard of hearing or kind enough to pretend not to notice.

“It’s very opportune that we should run into each other like this.” His brows raised. “You know what, I have a better idea. There’s a diner I know down the street, I can take you over there and buy you something to eat, get you out of this cold for a bit. How about that? It will definitely give us a chance to get to know each other a little more.”

An alarm sounded in her mind. She took a step back. “No, I uh –” She looked over her shoulder to the other end of the street. Run! Get out of here while there is still time to escape this entire situation.


She started to turn away, “I have to go get to this –”


“Wait a minute.” He lifted his hand up in the air with the wallet still gripped between his fingers.

Her feet felt like they had been glued to the ground. Her stomach was awash with a different kind of illness, one that was like acid and burned deep in her body. No! I can’t, I gotta run. A wall of static filled her mind, she tried to concentrate but all it did was tunnel to that piece of decaying leather held between his fingers.

He reached in and pulled something out and tried to hand it to her. “Young lady my name is Pastor Dean, you can look, its right there on the card.”


She eyed his face suspiciously and hurriedly snatched the card away.


“I’m a pastor over at Immanuel Lutheran just up the street from here. I know what you’re probably thinking but there is no need to be alarmed.”

The card was ordained in the corner with a burgundy cross and the church’s name, as was Pastor Dean’s in the same lettering across its center.


“Our church runs a program for women just like you.” “Not uh, I’m good.” She started to hand the card back.



“Now hold on,” he stressed. “Before you go sending that back just hear me out for a second. Are you at all religious?”

The corner of the grainy denomination was peeking out over the top of the wallet. She couldn’t stop herself from taking another look.


“Truthfully now.”

Damn you those eyes. “Sure. I can be.” He chuckled.

“That’s exactly why this isn’t for me. Here.” She tried to hand the card back again. “I hate to say it like this, but you’re mistaken. The problem is that you’re giving up


before you can allow anyone, including yourself a chance. You go ahead and hold on to that, I have plenty more.” He put his wallet along with whatever money it held back in his pocket. “Let me explain to you for a second about our program at Lutheran.”

She rolled her eyes, drew in a silent breath, and made sure to drop the information into the left front pocket of her jacket. Now that he had put his wallet away all she wanted was to get to the subway so she could make her way across the city.

“To get into our program you don’t have to at all be religious. We only have one requirement, honesty. That you be truthful with yourself so when you come in, you’re ready for a change.”


“You say it like it’s something that without a doubt is going to happen.”


He gave her the grandfather-knows-best peak of the brows. “Don’t you remember how it once felt to be something worthy of not only God’s love, but your own?”


“Not really,” she said dully.


“Sure you do, just think hard about it. Don’t you want to feel that pureness of sobriety and to be clean so you can once again live your life how you’ve always wanted to? Just imagine, it’s possible, we are all meant to one-day cherish and live in the prosperity of our dreams. It’s not promised to us, but once realized, it is a beautiful thing, as close to God on earth as we are ever going to come by.”

She wasn’t expecting it, but his words seemed to strike something within her. “I, I –” Static began to fill her mind again. She squinted her eyes and put a hand next to her head trying hard to find the words. “I just don’t know,” she blurted through it.

He reached out a hand and gently laid it on her shoulder. She inadvertently jumped but didn’t move to shrug it off.


“What is your name?” “Maddie.”


“Maddie, I know it’s a hard thing to admit, addiction is a very powerful and silencing force to those who are going through it. It can easily shut them off to what is happening around them and make them believe otherwise what they really want. You may feel like you’re the only one out here but there are others just like you who are going through life with this same blanket hanging over their heads. But there’s an answer, our program has helped thousands of girls each in the same state of hopelessness as you are in right now. They come in, work the program, and go on to live happy, successful, and very meaningful lives. So inspired are these women that they often come back to help serve as mentors to our girls today, which is a very important fundamental to who we are and what we do at Lutheran. It also helps to let you know that they are intertwined with your struggle and can relate to what’s going on inside you.”

He continued, “Do you know what the strongest substance of all is, stronger than the feeling you’re going through now?”

She didn’t want to say anything, mainly because she didn’t want to make a fool of herself again and let him see the struggle going on inside her.

“It’s forgiveness, and once you accept this, like a belief in God, it’s the ultimate salvation; it’s a long road to get there and we can help you.”


She was instantly pulled out of the confusion. “My father always taught me to forgive.” “Did he?”

“Yep,” she said popping her lips.

It got quiet. He stood silent and looked as if he was expecting more out of her.


“Are you sure you can’t spare me a couple of dollars to walk with?” She rubbed her stomach emphatically, “I’m really starving and it’s better to eat late at night, helps to keep the cold away when you have something in your stomach.” She gave him a sugary smile, the best one she had.

“You sure are persistent, aren’t you?” He didn’t appear disappointed or dissuaded as she expected him to be, in fact, he seemed to be considering her request.

He stroked his chin with his fingers. “Your word, if I give it to you, you’ll use it to get something to eat?”


She lifted her hand straight up to the sky. “That’s how I was raised by my father.”


He took in a deep sigh and reached into his pocket. He fiddled apart three singles. “God knows I shouldn’t be doing this but I’m going to as an act of faith that you’ll use it for the right purpose.”


“I swear to you that I won’t let you down sir. That’s not the kind of person I was raised to



be.”
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“I can see that in you. Here.”

As ever, she was quick to take the cash before he changed his mind.

He put his fold away. “I want you to think long and hard about my words, maybe tonight

when you lay down start asking yourself when is enough going to be enough. Our lives have value, and they deserve to be enriched, and that means all of God’s children. I truly believe in that. On behalf of all of us at Lutheran we would really like to see you one day join our mission; you would be a great asset to us as every able body in itself is. Consider it when you are truly ready. In the meantime, if you ever need a hot meal or a warm place to stay for a night, please do not hesitate to find us. The address is right there on the card and all you have to do is go to the admissions office, you can’t miss it, it’s the white building on the east side of the church. Tell them I sent you and you’ll be well taken care of.”


“Thank you again for the belief, it means a lot, and who knows maybe it will start from


that.”


“That would surely make my day.” He held his hand out, “Maddie it was good meeting


you and I’ll be praying to see you soon.”


She took the hand in her own and briskly shook it.


She strolled away trying not to laugh out loud. She checked behind her to ensure the pastor was out of sight; she cracked open a smile. There was a hitch in her step as she rolled the bills neatly with her fingers. How awesomely perfect on my worst day. God seemed to have answered her prayers and even sent one of his own to intervene. She still had what she liked to call the “touch”. She bent down and folded the cash into her sock and hummed all the way to the subway.
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She sat huddled in the dark cool corner. Her fingers trembled. She tore a hole in the paper envelope with her teeth and carefully dumped a dime-sized dose of the powdered heroin into the foil in her lap.


The ache in her knees called out, she split a dash more.


Voices were coming up the staircase. She rolled the top of the makeshift seal and placed the quarter that was left in her right pocket for later.


A woman appeared at the top of the staircase with a bag of groceries in her arms.


Her stomach grumbled but more prevalent was an incessant need. She put the pen tube between her lips and reached for the lighter.


“But why Mommy?” The little girl came up beside the woman. “Because I told you so, that’s why.”


She flicked the wheel of the lighter, the cheap flame hopped then sputtered to a low pitiful source that hovered over the flint. She agonized through the straw and quickly adjusted the plastic nipple on the lighter, drawing the flame to a pinky’s length height and gathered the foil out of the valley of her jacket having to stifle a moan.

The woman’s eyes scudded over her, and she reached back and grabbed her daughter by the hand drawing her close. “We’ll talk about it after you take a bath, okay? Now come on.”

The heat was provoked by their passing bodies casting a circle of giddy shadows along the wall. They danced like witches around a fire in ecstatic need of sorcery that could only be sought in the secrecy of the night. The heroin reacted instantly, melting into a glorious pool that swam in her eyes.

She tilted the bed of foil. As the puddle fell plumes of white smoke trailed off, she sucked greedily; it tasted bitter and a little bit harsh tunneling down her throat. She sucked even harder.

The puddle started to bubble and blacken, the lighter singed into the edge of her thumb. She drew in deeper and loaded her lungs with as much smoke as they could handle and laid her head back against the stone.

The little girl hadn’t slowed a step as they passed; uninterested of what was going on in plain sight in the hallway where she lived but seemed more focused on her own pursuit of catching her favorite TV show before it was over.

The people who inhabited the building were accustomed to the dope dealers and fiends who haunted their lower floors like ghouls in the night and most didn’t give her a second glance.

It was like she was just another fixture of the building, something as ominous as the grates that covered the landing’s windows or the graffiti that topped the walls. Here no one cared who or what she was, she just was and that’s how she preferred it to be; left alone to her own doings.

She spewed out a raging white cloud, “Ahhh!” The effects were instantaneous. Gone was the flesh pricking thorns in her chest, all the aches and pains that were gnawing on her muscles lost their teeth. She reached up behind her and slid her fingers leisurely down the wall’s uneven surface.

“Have I told you how much you mean to me?” Her voice came out in deep low octaves like a ballast of a sinking ship. “My, my waa –” Suddenly the tips of her lashes felt coated with lead, her head fell to her chest and bobbed, she fought to keep herself from following the wonderful path of her vocal cords. “Nooo! I need to teeell –”


She drifted beyond.


She stood atop the dome of sand; it was bleached a blinding white and glowed with warmth beneath her feet. Shielding her eyes, she looked out into the distance. The sun was spectacular, a spinning neon orb that cast off rainbow-colored bolts that slithered their way across the sheet of obsidian. The ocean itself lay calm like a spreading oil spill that had all the time at its luxury to swallow everything beneath its slow-lapping tide. The sound of its rippling pressed against her ears calling, beckoning, demanding. She walked easily down the crippling mound to the beach below.

“What are those?” Scrawled in the white sweetness of the sand were paragraphs of words written like a book, one on top of another. They had never been there before.

She bent down and tried to read the
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