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God’s Soldier: Surviving The Ghetto is a creative work that merges non-fiction and fiction through lyrics. While all the stories in this book are true to the best of the author's knowledge and recollection, they are portrayed through the lens of personal experience and imperfect memory. The narratives, characters, and events depicted in this book are a blend of real-life experiences and imaginative storytelling. This work reflects the author’s present recollections of events over time. While some of the material is inspired by actual events and personal journeys, the fictional elements are a result of blending reality with artistic expression.

The author has made every effort to protect the privacy and anonymity of individuals by altering identifying characteristics, names, dates, locales, conversations, occupations, and other details. In some instances, events have been compressed, and dialogue has been recreated for literary effect. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, organizations, places, or events is coincidental and is intended to provide this body of work with a sense of realism.

The content of God’s Soldier: Surviving The Ghetto is intended for mature audiences and may contain strong language, explicit content, and themes that some readers may find controversial or sensitive. Reader discretion is advised.

The views and opinions expressed in this book are solely those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of any associated organizations or individuals. The author does not make any warranties regarding the completeness, reliability, or accuracy of the information presented.

The author disclaims any liability for any psychological, physical, or emotional effects, including Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), that may arise from reading this book. Any action taken based on the content of this work is strictly at the reader's own risk. The author will not be held liable for any losses or damages in connection with the viewing or reading of this work.

This book should be considered a work of literature, and by choosing to read it, you consent to this disclaimer and agree to its terms in full.

Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to five years in prison and a fine of $250,000.
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This book is written to enlighten and spark the intellect of young minds...

In every neighborhood, there are stories—stories of struggle, survival, and sacrifice. "God’s Soldier: Surviving the Ghetto" is one of those stories, but it’s also something more. It’s a testament to the strength of the human spirit, a reminder that even in the harshest environments, hope can take root and grow.

Malik Shepherd didn’t ask for the life he was born into. Growing up in a neighborhood plagued by violence and poverty, he faced choices that no young man should have to make. But what sets Malik apart is his refusal to let his circumstances define him. With the weight of his family’s struggles on his shoulders and the scars of his own past holding him back, Malik begins a journey that will test his faith, his courage, and his will to create something better—not just for himself, but for everyone around him.

This story takes you into the heart of a community battling to survive, showing the challenges, heartbreak, and glimmers of hope that shape lives in the ghetto. It explores the complexities of loyalty, the power of mentorship, and the importance of faith—both in God and in ourselves.

"God’s Soldier" isn’t just about one man’s fight to change his life. It’s about the ripple effect of his choices, the lives he touches, and the legacy he creates in a place where change feels impossible.

As you turn these pages, you’ll see the world through Malik’s eyes—his pain, his triumphs, and his unyielding belief that even in the darkest corners, light can shine. This is more than a story; it’s a call to action for anyone who has ever doubted their ability to rise above their circumstances.

Because sometimes, the greatest battles aren’t fought with fists or weapons—they’re fought with faith, determination, and the courage to believe in something better.

Malik’s journey begins here.
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"In the face of darkness, the smallest spark of hope can ignite a revolution.
Strength isn’t found in escaping the fight, but in standing firm and choosing to rise."
- LYRIC HAWKINS –

WALL STREET THUG™

This epigraph embodies the themes of resilience, hope, and the courage to transform adversity into purpose, God’s Soldier: Surviving the Ghetto.
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CHAPTER 1 | THE GHETTO’S GRIP

The bullet-riddled streetlights flickered, casting uneven shadows on the cracked pavement. Trash swirled in the chilly wind, and the air smelled of burnt rubber and despair. Malik Shepherd leaned against the wall of his building, his hoodie pulled low over his face. From his vantage point, he could see the same sights he saw every day—broken windows, graffiti-tagged walls, and the ever-present figures lurking in the corners, always watching.

The ghetto didn’t let go of its own. It hugged you tight, pulled you in deeper, and made you one of its soldiers. Malik knew that better than anyone. The streets didn’t care if you had dreams. The streets didn’t care if you had hope.

“Yo, Malik, you coming or what?” Jamal called from the corner.

Jamal was his boy—had been since middle school. They grew up together, survived together. But Jamal was different now. His easy smile had turned into something harder, sharper, like the blade he kept tucked in his waistband.

Malik hesitated. Jamal and the crew were his family. They always had his back. But lately, their paths felt like diverging roads. One way led to trouble. The other? Malik wasn’t even sure where it led, but he was desperate to find out.

“I’ll catch up later,” Malik called back, trying to keep his voice steady.

Jamal scowled. “What’s up with you, man? You been acting real strange these days.”

“I got stuff to do,” Malik said, turning away before Jamal could press him further.



Malik took the stairs two at a time, the smell of fried food and cigarette smoke thick in the air as he entered his apartment. The dim living room was cluttered with old furniture, half-empty cups, and his little sister Tanya’s schoolbooks scattered across the coffee table. Their mother, Rosa, was hunched over the kitchen sink, scrubbing dishes with mechanical precision. Her tired eyes flicked up when she saw him.

“You hungry?” she asked.

Malik shook his head. “I’m good.”

Rosa dried her hands and walked over, her shoulders sagging with weariness. She touched Malik’s arm gently. “You staying out of trouble, right?”

“Yeah, Ma. I’m good,” Malik replied, though the weight of her question made his stomach twist.

“You sure? ‘Cause I can’t lose you too.” Her voice broke on the last word, and Malik saw the pain flash in her eyes. She didn’t have to say his brother’s name. Darnell’s absence filled every corner of the apartment like a ghost they couldn’t exorcise.

“I’m not Darnell,” Malik said softly.

Rosa nodded, but the doubt lingered in her expression. She sighed and patted his cheek before turning back to the kitchen.



Later that night, Malik sat on the fire escape outside his bedroom window, staring out at the city. The stars were barely visible through the haze of streetlights and smog. He leaned back against the cold metal, pulling a blunt from his pocket and lighting it with shaky hands.

His mind drifted to Darnell, the way his older brother used to hold court on the block like a king. Darnell had been everything Malik wanted to be—confident, fearless, untouchable. But kings bled just like everyone else, and Darnell’s blood was still stained on the sidewalk two blocks away.

The ghetto didn’t care who you were. It didn’t care how much you loved someone or how much they loved you back. It took what it wanted and left you with the scraps.

“Malik!”

He turned to see Tanya poking her head out of the window. She was wearing an oversized T-shirt that dwarfed her small frame, her hair pulled into messy braids.

“What?” Malik said, exhaling smoke.

“Can you help me with my homework?”

He sighed, flicking the blunt over the edge of the fire escape. “Yeah, give me a minute.”

Tanya’s face lit up with a grin. “Thanks, Malik!”

He watched her retreat back inside, the sound of her laughter momentarily breaking through the heaviness in his chest.

For her, he thought.

If there was one reason to keep fighting, it was Tanya. She deserved better than this. She deserved better than the streets.



Malik stayed up late helping Tanya with her math homework, though his mind kept drifting. He felt like he was standing at a crossroads, but every direction looked the same—dark, uncertain, and full of danger.

“Malik?” Tanya said, her voice small.

“Yeah?”

“Are we gonna be okay?”

Malik stared at her, his chest tightening. He didn’t have the answers she was looking for. He wasn’t even sure he had answers for himself.

“Yeah,” he said finally. “We’re gonna be okay.”

But as he looked out the window at the shadowed streets below, he wasn’t sure if he believed it.



THIS PAGE LEFT BLANK INTENTIONALLY!
[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DARNELL’S FUNERAL


[image: ]


CHAPTER 2 | DARNELL’S FUNERAL

The sun burned hot and unforgiving as the funeral procession made its way to the small church on the corner of Ashwood and Tenth. The air felt thick, like it carried the weight of every unspoken word and every tear shed over the years. Malik walked behind the casket, his shoulders stiff, his face blank.

Darnell’s picture rested on top of the polished wood, a black-and-white photo taken two summers ago at a family barbecue. In the picture, Darnell was grinning wide, his arm slung around Malik’s shoulders. Malik could barely recognize himself in that photo.

They called it a “celebration of life,” but there wasn’t much to celebrate. Darnell’s life had been cut short at 24, leaving nothing behind but grief, anger, and unanswered questions.



The church pews were packed with faces Malik recognized—neighbors, friends, and people who had grown up with Darnell. Some came to mourn; others came because it was what you did when someone died.

The preacher, a stoic man with a deep, booming voice, spoke about the fragility of life and the hope of salvation. Malik heard the words, but they felt distant, like background noise to the storm raging inside him.

Rosa sat beside him, her hands clasped tightly together, her lips moving silently in prayer. Tanya leaned against Rosa’s arm, her face buried in her hands.

Malik couldn’t cry. The tears wouldn’t come, no matter how much his chest ached. Instead, his hands curled into fists, his nails biting into his palms.

“Let us find comfort in the Lord,” the preacher said, raising his hands. “Though we may walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we fear no evil, for God is with us.”

Malik lowered his head, his jaw tightening. If God was with them, then where had He been the night Darnell died?



After the service, the crowd spilled out onto the street. Malik stood off to the side, his back against the church wall, watching as people huddled together in small groups. Some whispered condolences to Rosa, their voices low and solemn. Others hugged Tanya, telling her to be strong.

Jamal approached Malik, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. He was dressed in all black, his face shadowed by a fitted cap.

“You good?” Jamal asked.

Malik shrugged. “As good as I can be.”

Jamal nodded, glancing at the hearse parked by the curb. “This ain’t right, man. Darnell didn’t deserve this.”

“No one deserves this,” Malik muttered, his voice tight.

“Yeah, but you know who did it.” Jamal leaned closer, his voice dropping. “We ain’t just gonna let this slide, right? You know what we gotta do.”

Malik stared at him, his chest tightening. He knew exactly what Jamal meant. Retaliation. Blood for blood. It was how the streets worked—an endless cycle of violence that never stopped.

“I’m not trying to get caught up in all that,” Malik said, his voice low.

Jamal scoffed. “Man, you really gonna let them get away with this? After what they did to your brother?”

“Just drop it, Jamal.”

Jamal shook his head, stepping back. “You’re softer than I thought, Malik.”

Malik didn’t respond. He watched as Jamal disappeared into the crowd, his jaw clenched so tight it hurt.



That night, Malik found himself at Darnell’s grave. The cemetery was quiet, the air cool and still. He stood there for what felt like hours, staring at the fresh mound of dirt and the simple headstone that bore his brother’s name.

The words came out in a whisper at first, then louder.

“I’m sorry.”

He didn’t know why he was apologizing—maybe for not being there when Darnell needed him, or maybe for all the things he’d never said when Darnell was alive.

The anger that had been simmering inside him all day erupted, and before he knew it, Malik was yelling at the sky.

“You hear me, God? Huh? You just gonna let this happen? You just gonna sit up there and watch while we kill each other down here? What’s the point of any of this?”

His voice echoed through the empty cemetery, but there was no answer.

Malik sank to his knees, his hands gripping the cold grass. He thought about everything Darnell had ever taught him—the jokes, the lessons, the warnings.

"Don’t let the streets own you, Malik," Darnell used to say. "You better than this place."

But the streets had taken Darnell, just like they took everything else.



As Malik walked home, his heart heavy, he couldn’t shake Jamal’s words from earlier. Retaliation. Was that what Darnell would have wanted?

Malik wasn’t sure anymore. All he knew was that the ghetto didn’t give you choices—it gave you ultimatums.
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CHAPTER 3 | BETRAYED BY THE SYSTEM

The air in the apartment was suffocating. Malik sat on the couch, flipping through channels on the old TV while Tanya did her homework at the kitchen table. Rosa was at work, pulling a double shift cleaning offices downtown. It was one of those nights where everything felt too quiet, the kind of quiet that made Malik uneasy.

A sudden banging on the front door shattered the silence.

“Police! Open up!”

Malik froze. Tanya’s pencil clattered to the table as her eyes shot toward her brother.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

“I don’t know,” Malik said, rising slowly.

The banging came again, harder this time. “Open the door, now!”

Malik’s heart raced as he unlocked the door. The second it opened, the cops stormed in, their flashlights cutting through the dim apartment like blades.

“Hands where we can see them!”

“What the—” Malik’s words were cut off as one of the officers grabbed him, twisting his arms behind his back.

“Malik Shepherd, you’re under arrest,” the officer barked.

“For what?” Malik shouted, struggling against the grip.

“You can explain it downtown.”

Tanya screamed from the kitchen, tears streaming down her face. “Leave him alone! He didn’t do anything!”

“Stay back!” one of the officers warned.

“Yo, I didn’t do nothing!” Malik yelled again, panic surging through him.

They didn’t listen. They never listened.



Malik sat in the back of the police car, his wrists cuffed tightly behind him. He stared out the window as the familiar streets blurred past, his mind racing. What had they even arrested him for?

At the station, they threw him into a small, cold interrogation room with a single metal table and two chairs. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, adding to the tension. Malik sat there for what felt like hours, his legs bouncing nervously under the table.

When the door finally opened, a tired-looking detective walked in, holding a folder. He dropped it on the table with a heavy thud and sat down across from Malik.

“You know why you’re here?” the detective asked.

Malik glared at him. “Nah, why don’t you tell me?”

The detective opened the folder and slid a photo across the table. It was a picture of a bag of drugs and a handgun, both sitting on the cracked pavement of a back alley.

“Recognize this?”

“Nope,” Malik said flatly.

“We found it during a raid on 10th Street. Witnesses say you were there.”

Malik’s stomach dropped. 10th Street. That was where Jamal and the crew hung out, but he hadn’t been there that night.

“I wasn’t even there,” Malik said, shaking his head. “I don’t mess with that.”

The detective leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing. “Come on, Malik. Don’t play dumb. You’ve got priors—shoplifting, trespassing. You’re not exactly a saint.”

“That was years ago, man! I didn’t do this!”

The detective sighed, rubbing his temples. “Look, you’re not the only one we picked up tonight. Your boy Jamal is in the next room, and he’s already talking. If you want to make this easier on yourself, now’s your chance.”

Malik’s jaw clenched. Jamal wouldn’t do that. Would he?

“I don’t got nothing to say,” Malik said finally, crossing his arms.

The detective leaned forward, his voice dropping. “Fine. Have it your way. But don’t expect any sympathy when this goes to court.”



Hours later, they released him. No apology, no explanation—just a muttered warning to “stay out of trouble.” Malik walked out of the station, his head pounding with anger and frustration.

Rosa was waiting for him in her old coat, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. She looked smaller than usual, her face lined with worry.

“What happened?” she asked as he approached.

“They thought I was part of some drug deal,” Malik muttered, kicking at the ground. “I told them I wasn’t, but they didn’t care.”

Rosa sighed deeply, shaking her head. “This city... it eats its young.”

They walked home in silence, the weight of the night pressing down on them like a thick fog.



Back at the apartment, Malik sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. His thoughts were a jumbled mess—anger at the cops, at Jamal, at the system that seemed determined to crush him no matter how hard he tried to stay out of trouble.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. It was a text from Jamal.

“Yo, you good?”

Malik’s fingers hovered over the screen. He wanted to reply, to demand answers, but something stopped him. Instead, he tossed the phone aside and buried his face in his hands.



The next day, Malik walked to the corner store to clear his head. As he turned the corner, he nearly ran into a man handing out small booklets. The man was tall and broad-shouldered, with a neatly trimmed beard and a calm presence.

“Morning, young man,” the man said, holding out a booklet. “Care to take one?”

Malik hesitated before accepting it. The cover read: Finding Purpose in the Chaos.

“What’s this about?” Malik asked, flipping through the pages.

“It’s about faith,” the man said. “About finding your way when the world’s trying to drag you down.”

Malik snorted. “Yeah, well, the world’s pretty good at dragging me down.”

The man’s gaze softened. “Maybe that’s because you’re meant to rise above it.”

Malik stared at him, unsure how to respond.

“The name’s Pastor Elijah,” the man said, extending his hand. “If you ever want to talk, my door’s always open.”

Malik shook his hand reluctantly, the booklet still clutched in his other hand.



That night, Malik sat on the fire escape, staring at the booklet under the dim glow of the streetlights. He didn’t know if he believed in what Pastor Elijah was saying, but something about the man’s words stuck with him.

Maybe rising above wasn’t just a dream. Maybe it was a choice.
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CHAPTER 4 | A BROKEN HOME

The morning after his arrest, Malik woke to the sound of raised voices in the kitchen. He groaned, rubbing his eyes, and shuffled out of bed. His head was still foggy from everything that had happened the night before—the cuffs, the cold cell, and Pastor Elijah’s words.

As he walked into the kitchen, he found Rosa standing by the sink, a half-empty cup of coffee in her hands. Tanya sat at the table, her face sullen. Rosa was scolding her, her voice sharp and tired.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, Tanya, but you better straighten up! I won’t have another child out here acting wild!”

Tanya glared at the table, refusing to meet Rosa’s eyes.

“What’s going on?” Malik asked, his voice groggy.

Rosa turned to him, exasperated. “Your sister’s been skipping school again. Her teacher called me last night after I got off work.”

Malik frowned and looked at Tanya. “For real, Tanya?”

She crossed her arms and muttered, “School’s boring. It’s not like it matters anyway.”

“It does matter,” Rosa snapped. “You think this life is easy? You think I want you ending up like—” She caught herself mid-sentence, her face twisting with pain.

“Like Darnell?” Tanya finished, her voice defiant. “Go ahead, say it.”

“Tanya, don’t,” Malik warned, his voice low.

“Why not?” Tanya shot back, standing up. “You think I don’t know what’s going on? Everybody talks about it. Darnell’s dead, and it’s not because he was doing anything good! He was just another—”

“Tanya!” Rosa shouted, slamming her coffee cup onto the counter. The sound echoed through the tiny apartment, silencing both siblings.

Tanya’s lip quivered, but she didn’t cry. She grabbed her bag and stormed out of the apartment, slamming the door behind her.

Rosa sank into a chair, her face in her hands. Malik stood awkwardly, unsure of what to do.

“She’s just a kid,” he said after a long silence.

“I know,” Rosa murmured. “But so were you. So was Darnell. Look how the world treats kids like you.”

Malik didn’t respond. What could he say?



Later that day, Malik found Tanya sitting on the steps of their building, staring at the cracked pavement.

“You can’t keep skipping school,” Malik said, sitting down next to her.

She shrugged. “What’s the point? Darnell didn’t finish school, and he was still the man. Everyone loved him.”

Malik sighed. “Yeah, but look where it got him.”

Tanya’s face twisted in anger. “It’s not his fault, Malik. Don’t act like you’re better than him.”

“I’m not saying I’m better,” Malik said, keeping his voice steady. “I’m saying you don’t have to make the same mistakes. You’re smarter than that.”

Tanya sniffed, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her hoodie. “You don’t get it.”

“Then help me get it,” Malik said.

She was silent for a long time before finally muttering, “Sometimes it feels like nothing’s ever gonna change. Like no matter what we do, we’re just stuck here.”

Malik’s chest tightened. He knew that feeling all too well.

“I know it feels like that,” he said quietly. “But you can’t let this place own you. You gotta fight back.”

Tanya looked at him skeptically. “And what about you? You fighting back?”

Malik opened his mouth to respond but stopped. Was he? Or was he just surviving, drifting through life while the ghetto slowly pulled him under?

“I’m trying,” he said finally.

Tanya didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue.



That evening, Rosa came home from work looking more exhausted than usual. Her steps were slow, and her breathing was heavy as she dropped her bag by the door. Malik noticed her hand trembling as she reached for a glass of water.

“You okay, Ma?” he asked, walking over.

“Just tired,” Rosa said, waving him off. “Been on my feet all day.”

“You need to rest,” Malik said.

“I don’t have time to rest,” Rosa replied sharply. “Those bills don’t care how tired I am.”

Malik’s stomach churned as he thought about the stack of overdue notices on the kitchen counter. He hated feeling helpless, hated watching his mother push herself to the brink just to keep the lights on.

He thought about Jamal’s offer—quick cash, easy money. It would solve everything, at least for a little while.

But then he remembered Pastor Elijah’s words: “You’re meant to rise above it.”

Malik clenched his fists. Rising above it wasn’t as easy as the pastor made it sound.



That night, Malik sat on the fire escape, his mind racing. He lit a blunt and took a long drag, staring out at the city. The streets below were alive with noise—shouting, laughter, music blaring from car windows.

He thought about Darnell. His brother had been everything Malik wanted to be, once. Confident, fearless, untouchable. But the streets had taken him, just like they were trying to take Malik now.

Malik exhaled slowly, the smoke curling into the night air. He couldn’t let that happen. Not to him. Not to Tanya.

But the question remained: How?
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CHAPTER 5 | THE FIRST BLOOD

The block was alive that night, buzzing with energy that felt dangerous and electric. Cars lined the curb, their windows down as bass-heavy music pulsed into the humid air. Groups of guys huddled together under the flickering streetlights, passing blunts and talking in low voices. Malik stood at the edge of the scene, his heart pounding.

“Yo, Malik, you ready?” Jamal’s voice cut through the noise.

Malik turned to see Jamal striding toward him, his face hard and determined. Behind him were two other members of the crew, Rico and Dre.

“I don’t know about this, man,” Malik said quietly, shifting uncomfortably.

Jamal narrowed his eyes. “You said you wanted to help, right? Your mom needs money, your sister needs clothes, and this”—he gestured at the group of guys and the cars loaded with product—“this is how you make it happen.”

Malik hesitated, his thoughts swirling. Jamal wasn’t wrong. Rosa’s health was getting worse, and their bills were piling up. But something about this felt like stepping into quicksand.

“It’s just a drop-off,” Jamal said, clapping Malik on the shoulder. “In and out. Easy money.”

Malik nodded reluctantly. “Alright.”



The drop-off point was an alley on the south side of the neighborhood, a narrow strip of pavement lined with overflowing dumpsters and graffiti-tagged walls. Malik followed Jamal and the crew, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. The further they walked, the more his nerves gnawed at him.

“Who we meeting?” Malik asked, his voice low.

“Some guys from Hollow Park,” Jamal replied without looking back. “Don’t worry about it.”

That didn’t make Malik feel any better. Hollow Park was enemy territory, a rival gang’s turf.

As they reached the alley, two men emerged from the shadows. They were older, with hard eyes and tattoos snaking up their arms.

“You got the stuff?” one of them asked, his voice rough.

Jamal nodded, pulling a small bag from his jacket and tossing it to the man. “Yeah, it’s all there.”

The man caught the bag, inspected it briefly, then nodded to his partner. Everything seemed fine for a moment, but then the tension shifted. The partner pulled a gun from his waistband, aiming it squarely at Jamal.

“This ain’t enough,” the man growled. “Price went up.”

Jamal froze, his jaw tightening. “That’s not what we agreed on.”

“Well, things change,” the man said, smirking.

Malik’s heart raced as he glanced between Jamal and the armed man. His palms were sweaty, his breath shallow.

“We ain’t got time for this,” Jamal said, stepping forward. “Take the bag and go, or—”

The man cut him off, cocking the gun. “Or what?”

It happened in an instant. Rico lunged forward, pulling his own gun from his waistband. The sound of the shot echoed through the alley, deafening and final. The armed man crumpled to the ground, blood pooling beneath him.

“Yo, what the—” the other man shouted, reaching for his gun. But Jamal was faster, knocking him to the ground and grabbing the weapon.

“Run!” Jamal yelled, shoving Malik.

Malik didn’t need to be told twice. He took off down the alley, his legs pumping, his chest tight with fear. Jamal and the others were right behind him, their footsteps echoing against the walls.



When they finally stopped running, Malik collapsed against a wall, gasping for breath.

“What the hell was that?” he shouted, his voice shaking.

“Chill out,” Jamal said, leaning against a nearby car. “We handled it.”

“Handled it?” Malik stared at him in disbelief. “You shot someone!”

“They pulled on us first,” Jamal snapped. “What were we supposed to do? Let them punk us?”

Malik shook his head, his stomach churning. This wasn’t what he signed up for.

“This ain’t me,” he muttered, running a hand over his face.

“Then maybe you’re in the wrong game,” Jamal said coldly.

The words hit Malik like a punch to the gut. Jamal turned and walked away, leaving Malik alone with his thoughts.



That night, Malik couldn’t sleep. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the man’s face, the flash of the gun, the blood pooling on the ground.

He sat on the fire escape, staring out at the city. The streets below were quiet now, the chaos of the night giving way to an uneasy calm.

Malik thought about Rosa and Tanya, about everything he wanted for them. But what kind of future was he building if this was the path he was on?

The words of Pastor Elijah echoed in his mind: “You’re meant to rise above it.”

For the first time, Malik wondered if that was even possible.
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