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      My life will end tonight.

      Of that, I am certain.

      But I’ll do it by my hand. On my terms. Not his.

      I’m taking my power back. This one act is all I have left. I’m in control when for so long I haven’t been. I’ve thought about it for the past week and there is no other way. If I leave, he’ll find me. If I stay, he’ll continue his torture. Death will be a blessing because living is far more atrocious when a monster is slowly stealing my soul.

      It’s one of those nights in mid-winter when the air is so cold it feels like a slap in the face, while the moon momentarily hides behind a small carpet of clouds. My breath billows out in swirling plumes with each calming exhale. I huddle into my cardigan, pulling it tighter around me, and step out onto the bridge extending across the river, the wind buffeting me from all sides. The corroded span is a lonely structure atop the muddy water below, silt churned up from the recent rains.

      I haven’t been here before, but I can tell it’s no longer used. The one lane road is cracked and overgrown with weeds sprouting from the potholes. A newer version of the bridge has been built further down, which is the way the bus takes us to school. If I were allowed out on weekends like a normal teen, I would have discovered this abandoned relic years ago.

      From this height, the impact into the water will be fierce, hopefully knocking me out first so that I’m unaware of anything else. It needs to be quick. I don’t want to suffer. There’s been enough of that in my seventeen years. Sure, there are faster ways to off myself, like walking in front of a train or truck, but the idea of someone finding me in pieces, traumatized for the rest of their lives is why I’ve chosen this location. At least whoever discovers my body will think I’ve simply drowned.

      One would expect the isolated space to be totally silent, but it’s alive with a chorus of sounds most don’t hear unless they truly listen. A distant night owl hooting to its own rhythm. A whine on the breeze as it tunnels through trees and a constant chirping of crickets make the night come alive.

      And yet, even though I’m calm, a sense of loneliness grips me in its black claws, squeezing whatever life remains out of me. I’ve been numb long before stepping outside my rickety home into the freezing November temperatures. Numb to life. Numb to pain and, most certainly, numb to my sadistic father. He’s the reason I stand here, about to rid him of one less burden. The idea of doing him a favor doesn’t sit right with me, but what other choice do I have? He’s my legal guardian for another month, and that amount of time feels like a lifetime. I’m at my wits end. I can’t do another minute in that house.

      It’s a miracle I escaped tonight, but God must have been watching over me. For once, my father forgot to lock my bedroom door because he was occupied with some cheap whore he hires on the regular. His mistake. It’s the first time he’s forgotten and thankfully he did because it’s the only reason I ran. Normally, the windows and doors are secured tightly, like any maximum-security prison.

      My pockets are empty from no job because I’ve never been allowed to stand on my own two feet. That would mean me leaving my tormentor and making a life for myself. He doesn’t want that. He wants to keep me beholden to him so he can control me. It’s all a power trip for him. He gets off on my pain. I see it in his steely gaze when I struggle. When I beg him to let me go.

      I haven’t been to school for the last two weeks because of the injuries sustained by him, and to say those long fourteen days have been a nightmare is an understatement.

      The bruising on my ribs is now a faded yellow, but the scars left on my psyche run deeper than blood. There is nothing left.

      I’m simply a shell with no substance. Hollowed out. Dreams constantly crushed and the presence of fear which he created and continues to sustain. Simply put, I’ve lost myself. I don’t know who I am anymore. The me I used to be.

      I’m so damn tired, right down to my marrow. Emotionally and physically done. I don’t want to exist the way I currently am. I see others and know I’m not right in the head. They laugh, I smile to appease. They joke. I remain silent. They attend parties. I can’t bear to be around my peers, drinking and enjoying themselves. It reminds me of how much I don’t have. How sad I am. How screwed up my life is.

      James Worthington. My legal life-giver. Ironic that he should create me and then, in turn, destroy me. Drunk. Angry. Evil. Once I’m gone, he will have no more power. The days will change, but he’ll remain the same, except he’ll have no outlet for his rage. Hopefully, he’ll take it out on himself and do the world a favor.

      I walk slowly out toward the middle and climb the railing, feeling each gust of wind become stronger and more powerful, until I’m standing precariously on the edge, looking at the turbulent waters beneath me. Tears trickle down my face, my mind full of memories from a black past and an invisible future I’ll never know. Futures destined for most, aside from those who were never meant for anything except misery. Boyfriends. Marriage. Babies. A home with a white picket fence. Grandchildren. And most of all, happiness. A simple word so powerful in its delivery. Yet weak because it can be stolen so easily.

      Standing here alone, for the first time in my life, a resigned sense of closure settles over me. The pain will end soon. I’ll be free. Unshackled from the prison that is my existence. My soul cries out to be released from the confines of the heavy, cumbersome, broken body so it can soar.

      The wind picks up, blowing my long brown hair into my face, momentarily blocking my view of my final resting place. I’ll sink to the bottom and then eventually rise to the top, the motion of the river carrying me west. But it won’t matter then, because I’ll be long gone. My husk is the only remainder of a girl who never had a chance at life.

      My two school friends will grieve for me but move on with their lives, the memory of me being nothing more than a pitiful one. Short-lived. Just a blip in time.

      A noise to my left has me pivot, my balance precarious, the movement almost causing me to fall. The idea should please me, but I want to jump in my time, when I’m ready and not a moment before. For once in my life, this is all about me.

      With the change of direction, the wind pushes the hair out of my face, and I let out a squeal as a figure stands about ten feet away, on the same ledge of the bridge I am.

      Shock has me stiffen, a million thoughts spiraling through my mind as the full moon, now free of the moving cloud, highlights a male. Taller than me, perhaps six feet. His shaggy brown hair whips haphazardly around like mine. He’s facing the river as if he too is about to jump, so my mouth speaks before my brain can catch up.

      “What are you doing?” My eyes are huge, and my mouth remains open.

      He glances my way, his features becoming more distinguishable under the lunar glow. His expression remains impassive.

      “I’m about to jump.”

      Four simple words snare me like a fishhook and won’t let go. They burrow deeper as I say them over and over in my head, wondering what the odds are of a boy appearing out of nowhere with the same intent as me. It doesn’t make sense. Is he real? A mirage of my subconscious?

      I stare, blinking a few times to ensure he doesn’t vanish into thin air, a sign that I’m not in my right mind. But he remains, his focus on me intense, as if he too has the same questions.

      Where did he come from and why didn’t I hear him approach? We’re secluded, but still. I would have heard footsteps approach. Wouldn’t I? Or had I been too in my head to hear anything other than the water below calling me?

      “You can’t!” I shout as if I have any right. I’m about to do the same, so why do I care?

      The idea of watching him plummet to his icy death is not something I want to witness right before I follow. Not that any of it will matter, but why does he want to end his life so bad?

      Surely, he hasn’t lived the same pathetic existence as I have.

      “Give me one good reason, why not?” he asks, brushing some hair out of his face but failing as the wind carries it back to the same spot. He angles himself toward me a little, against the gust.

      “Because you’ll die.” It sounds ludicrous after I’ve said it and he obviously thinks so too because he laughs. It’s deep and husky, causing further goosebumps to litter my skin. All the other noises that seemed so loud earlier fade and all I hear is the rich baritone of a boy who clearly finds this whole situation amusing.

      “That’s the whole idea of it. Isn’t that why you’re standing here, too?”

      Yes, but me jumping alone is different from me watching someone end their life first. Or even after, it doesn’t matter. Should I be comforted by the fact that he wants to join me in the afterlife? No. In fact, it has the opposite effect. I don’t want to see what I’ll look like when I take the final step. Because then I might chicken out and become the coward I know I must be.

      I watch him watching me, wondering what he sees. With him, I see a rebel. A guy who has witnessed too much. Done too much. But not someone about to end their life. What does that person even look like? Me? A smile can hide the deepest of pain. Some of us can mask our troubles behind quiet laughter or shy silence.

      “I… yes, but I can’t do it with you here. You need to leave. I don’t want an audience. That’s why I picked this spot. And this time of night.”

      It’s midnight. Most people are in bed sleeping. Dreaming. Unconscious until their alarm wakes them up so they can go about their lives, not knowing a girl jumped to her death a mile away. They’ll anticipate their future while enjoying a hot coffee and breakfast. Talking to loved ones the way I should have with my father. Except, you don’t talk to men like him. You keep your mouth shut, hoping they leave you alone. Doing whatever is asked of you, simply to keep the peace, even if what is asked of you is everything you know you shouldn’t be doing.

      “Tough. This is where I’ve chosen, so either you jump first, or I will.” He’s inched closer without me realizing. I was too busy thinking to notice such a small thing. But now that he has my attention, I can see his dark eyes. The glow from the moon bathes him in a pale blanket of light, his black clothing in stark contrast to his wishy-washy skin.

      I glance back to the river, knowing I can’t jump while he’s here invading my space. What if, as soon as I hit the water, he jumps in after me and saves me? Because I know that if he launches into the air first, I won’t be able to stand by and watch him surface and get swept away. I’ll have to call for help on my cell, switched off in the pocket of my jeans.

      “You’re crazy.” It’s weak, but all I have. Spoken by a mouse of a girl who stands on the edge of a tall bridge, ready to become another statistic.

      Five other teens have leapt from this bridge over the last three years. None of them survived. Another reason I’ve chosen this way. Death is inevitable.

      I’m surprised he’s standing so close. Boys never show any interest in me, let alone talk to me. At school, I’m seen as a loner, with only my two friends. We avoid most of the other students. We don’t loiter in the halls. We get to class, keep our heads down and bolt for the doors when the final bell rings.

      I’ve never had a boyfriend. Who would want someone so sad inside? I’m guessing it shows on my face because guys keep their distance, ignoring me most of the time. I don’t have a type, but if I did? This guy might qualify.

      Another laugh jerks me upright, my right-hand clinging to the railing now as if I’m attempting not to fall.

      His voice is closer again, bringing about a bone deep shiver. My cardigan is barely keeping my torso protected against the bitter wind, while my hands remain exposed, not quite anesthetized yet. It’s a weird feeling to be so desensitized inside but still able to experience the chill of the wind and icy temperatures on the outside.

      “Stay back!” I cry, panicked. He needs to back the hell away. What is he doing? Is he going to pull me in with him?

      “I just want to see you better, considering yours is the last face I’ll see. And mine will be the last you’ll see.”

      It’s true. Two strangers sharing something so personal. Their last moments on earth. It’s not how I planned this out. Not the outcome I’d envisioned. But here we are, fate working behind the scenes.

      At least my father’s face won’t have been the last I’ll see. This stranger is far more pleasant to look at.

      He’s making me stall, though. I should have jumped already. He’s prolonging my demise.

      The guy looks to be about my age. Maybe a year or two older. I wonder if he goes to my school. He’s not familiar.

      But now that he’s within touching distance, I notice how exquisite his features are. Eyes that delve below my layers. Lips too shapely for a guy. A roman nose with a hint of a bump front on but as he gives me his profile, it seems to even out to almost perfect.

      Our breaths are like low-hanging clouds hovering as we simply exhale and inhale for too many heartbeats, me wondering when he’s going to jump, and will I be able to follow?

      “Do you think it’ll be lights out when we enter the water? Or do you think one of us will remain aware and experience the water entering our lungs?”

      His eyes find mine after his question as he brings his hands to his mouth and breathes warm air into them.

      I haven’t thought about that. I simply assumed it’ll all be over before I sink down deep. The idea of choking on fluid seems horrible. And yet, I’ve heard drowning is a peaceful way to go. I can’t imagine the pain of my lungs filling with anything other than air.

      “I, uh, don’t know, obviously. This is my first attempt, and I don’t know anyone who has survived to tell me.” I’ve only thought of the relief of death itself, not of the journey there. Will it hurt? Will the suffering become greater than it already is?

      “Hmm.” His head angles my way, a frown marring his forehead.

      “What? You don’t think you’ll be unconscious as soon as you hit the water?”

      A swipe of his tongue over his bottom lip distracts me for a few seconds until he answers with a shrug, “There’s always a chance.”

      It’s my turn to glance away, not liking the conversation. It’s putting my previous peaceful mood into an anxious one. Damn him for choosing tonight to come here. He could have picked any other evening. Why this one? Suddenly my brain is questioning my decision.

      The guy must sense my newfound apprehension. He changes the subject. “Name’s Atlas.” He’s holding out his large hand for me to shake as if we’re not standing on the edge of a bridge, our lifespans having decreased from years to minutes.

      My eyes rise to his as my hand comes up without too much thought to grip his surprisingly soft one. “Capri.”

      One of his thick eyebrows shoots skyward, “As in the island or the pants?”

      My ice cracks slightly and for the first time in a long time, I let out a giggle, followed by a gasp. I’m so surprised this stranger has been able to pull such an emotion from me, it shocks me to my core. I school it away quickly and put my indifferent facade firmly back in place. I shouldn’t be laughing at a time like this. I shouldn’t be feeling a thing. To feel is to hesitate, and hesitation brings about doubt. Which makes me wonder if I’m truly ready for this.

      He’s grinning, but it falls when he sees my expression change. “You don’t laugh much, do you?”

      “I don’t have a whole lot to laugh at. If I did, I wouldn’t be standing here.”

      He hums in response. “Well, are you going to answer my question?”

      I think about my name. Did my birth mother give it to me? Or was it my father? The second is doubtful. He’s not that smart to come up with such a unique name.

      My mother took off when I was eight. Apparently, she couldn’t handle my father either. But she left me to suffer without her. Just disappeared to save herself and didn’t give two hoots about her only child. Just another blow to my already shattered self-esteem. Not even one parent loved me.

      Maybe she was beaten, too. Surely his cruelness didn’t appear after she left. My early memories of him are vague, though. I’ve questioned why she didn’t take me with her for years after. If he had abused her, why leave me there to suffer the same fate? What mother would do that to her only daughter? And why can’t I remember my childhood before eight years of age? Perhaps it’s the trauma of never seeing her again. The disappointment and anger of her quick exit from our lives.

      What was she like? Did I love her? Did she love me? Obviously not enough to save me, too.

      There’s so much we don’t understand about the brain. It’s ability to compartmentalize events. To hide them deep in the subconscious to protect us. Maybe that’s why I don’t remember her. Because even an ounce of happiness in her presence would make me hate her even more for abandoning me.

      Atlas is still staring at me, patiently waiting, so I appease him. “I can’t tell you that. My mom shot through when I was young. I’m guessing my name was her choice, but I don’t know the symbolism behind it, if any. Maybe she just liked the name.”

      “Fair enough.” He nods and lifts his head to the night sky, leaving us in silence.

      It’s getting colder. I press my arms tightly across my chest to thwart off the freezing wind and look skyward, too.

      The stars are brighter tonight, as if they’ve all come out for a last farewell, blinking. Waiting. Surprisingly, the silence isn’t awkward. It’s comforting. Having someone beside me, not judging or looking at me like I’m a freak. It’s a pity we won’t be around much longer. I feel as if we could hang out some more. The feeling is… nice.

      “So, are you doing it first or am I?” he asks, causing a sliver of fear to manifest at the idea of this being it. I don’t think anyone truly wants to die. They just want the pain to end. It’s not like going to sleep and waking the next day. It’s final.

      The last little while has been unusually pleasant. I’m not quite ready to have it end. He’s been different to me, unlike my peers at school. It’s as if he cares.

      “Uh. I don’t want you to jump. But I’m not quite ready yet either.” The thought catches me by surprise. Until he showed up, I was adamant. Now? I’m second-guessing myself.

      I pivot slightly, careful to strengthen my grip, and face him.

      He angles back toward me too, so we’re facing each other. “Can I ask you something?”

      I don’t like questions. Not personal ones. So, I’m wary when I reply, “It depends on what it’s about.”

      There’s a pause. “If I hadn’t come along, would you have jumped by now?”

      Would I? with no doubt in my voice, I say, “Yes.”

      “Then I’m glad I came.” His smile lights me up on the inside. It’s scary but also as if a life buoy is floating nearby for me to grab on to. My heart stutters as we study one another, connected by the location and the reason we’re both here. He gets it. And so do I.

      “Me too.”
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      I don’t tell her my secret. The girl with devastatingly sad eyes. I’m just glad I turned up when I did. It brought back a flurry of emotions as she stood on the precipice of life and death. She appeared like a wispy, willowy ghost, her hair flailing about, the eerie mist teasing her.

      For the initial first few seconds, terror seized me as memories slithered across my mind. One’s I’ve attempted to bury but failed miserably. I couldn’t show her my fear. Rather, I needed to act nonchalant, as if her standing perilously on a narrow ledge didn’t strike up a near panic attack.

      And now here we stand. Still alive. Strangely comfortable with each other. If I can keep her talking, hopefully she’ll let me move her over to safety. I’ll breathe easier once we’re off this damn ledge. I can’t let her jump. She’ll regret it as soon as she lets go and begins free falling. But it’ll be too late.

      She’s stunning and doesn’t even realize it. Straight brown hair, I imagine glows in the sunshine. An upturned nose sprinkled with freckles. Lips that look bluer than pink at the moment because of the temperature.

      And her eyes. Wow. Hickory in color, the shape of almonds and fringed by long, curled black lashes which don’t appear fake. They tell such a sorrowful story. One I want to hear all about. I want to dive into their depths and uncover whatever it is that troubles her so. But I must tread carefully. If I come on too strong, she’ll panic and jump. If I act like I don’t care at all, she’ll jump. She’s watching me now and all I want to do is reach out and touch her delicate face. Let her know that it’s okay. She is worth more than death. That no matter what has driven her to this point, someone cares.

      Instead, I remove my jacket and place it over her cardigan, hoping to warm her up a little. Her eyes are wide as she takes in my short-sleeve T-shirt and the goosebumps that arise on my skin.

      “No. Take it back. You’ll freeze to death.”

      I bark out another laugh. “Ironic, don’t you think?”

      She smiles. Not fully, but enough for it to transform her face from somber to almost happy.

      We truly need to get out of this weather, so I try for casual. “You want to hang out for a bit?”

      “Isn’t that what we’re doing?” she asks, her brow scrunching.

      “Ha. Yes, but let’s move this over the other side of the railing. That way, one of us won’t fall by accident.”

      “So, you’re not going to jump?”

      “I didn’t say that. I’m just thinking that before we take the plunge, it’d be nice to chat with someone who understands.”

      She gives me her full attention, a myriad of emotions playing out on her face. A war within. She sucks her bottom lip in, clearly wondering what my end game is.

      My end game is I want her away from danger. She might not know it now, but life doesn’t stay the same. It’s always changing. There’s always hope. No matter the current circumstances, no matter her mindset, once she takes that step, there’s no turning back.

      I hold out my hand to let her know I’ve got her when no one else probably does. She’s way too young to do this. My heart is beating an odd rhythm as I wait. It could go either way.

      She stares at my hand and then back at my face.

      “Five more minutes. That’s all. We’ve already been here way longer than that.”

      Please say yes. Please.

      On a large exhale, I receive a slight nod and then her soft, delicate hand entwines with mine. My grip automatically tightens so there’s no way for her to pull free and then I’m stepping over the railing and onto the weathered, broken road with her, leading her across to the other side. To safety. A large tree rises from a grassy verge, so I drag her there before we both sit. Relief has my shoulders sagging and my breath leaving me. She’s alive. For now.

      There’s only a short time to convince her she’s worthy of life.
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      I’m not sure what’s happening but being led from my death to a safe spot by a stranger was not part of tonight’s plan. This hiccup has left me confused and guilty. Guilt from not following through. For hesitating. He’s thrown me off my game. This boy who wants to talk.

      No boys ever want to talk. I’m not very approachable at school. If he knew me beyond this evening, he’d soon see that he’s wasting his time. I’m a lost cause. I have nothing to offer. My father has told me this repeatedly. It’s ingrained into my psyche.

      He doesn’t hesitate to speak up. “So, Capri, how old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “You go to Milford High?”

      “Yeah.”

      I’m not comfortable getting asked so many questions, so I decide to ask him some. “How about you?”

      I notice goosebumps scattering over his toned arms, so I begin taking the jacket off.

      “No. Keep it,” he quickly says, putting his hand out to stop me.

      “But you’re cold.”

      “I’m used to it. I really don’t mind.” He grins, showing mostly straight white teeth apart from an incisor that sticks out slightly more than the others. Perfectly imperfect.

      He hasn’t answered my question, so I push. “How old are you?”

      “Oh, sorry. I’m turning eighteen next month. And no. I don’t go to high school. I work with my twin brother at a repair shop in town.”

      He brings a leg up and places his forearm on his knee as he glances away and then back at me. “Dropped out of school five months ago. I had some shit happen in my life and decided school was no longer for me. Killian offered me a job with him, and I took it.”

      It makes me wonder why he was here to end his life. Was it because of the shit that happened? It must have been severe to want to end it. I should know. Intrigue has me wanting to ask, but common sense prevails. Talking about something so personal to a total stranger is not going to happen. Just like if he asked me why, I’d clam up.

      His eyes are clear. Not clouded like I imagine mine are from years of pain. To look at him, I’d think him a normal teenager.

      And then he asks a question that totally throws me for a loop. It’s one I’ve asked myself over and over, but it always has the same answer.

      “If you could be or do anything in the world and money or circumstance wasn’t an option, what would it be?”

      My insides splinter wide open as if his words are a sharp arrow let go from a bow that pierces the center of my heart.

      A sound shoots from my mouth, which I quickly cover with my hand. And then he’s moving closer and touching my back, which I barely feel through his thick jacket. Thank goodness, too, because I don’t like being touched. It reminds me of him.

      “Hey. It’s okay. You don’t have to answer. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Atlas is genuinely concerned, his voice raspy and soothing next to me. It shouldn’t be such a hard question, and I feel silly for reacting the way I have.

      God. He’s going to see how ruined I am and think I’m pathetic. My face lifts to his, nothing but sincerity staring back at me.

      I don’t know why I do it, but my mouth responds without me having any control over it.

      “A photographer.” I brush strands of hair from my face and attempt a smile. After all, he’s been kind to me. “If there was nothing standing in my way, I’d travel the world and take photos. Of people, places, and animals.”

      A frown line connects his eyebrows as his face falls for a moment. He sucks in a breath and then plasters on a fake smile. I’ve hit a nerve. “What?” I ask, curious and genuinely interested.

      With a shake of his head, he swallows hard and then says, “Nothing. I uh, I happen to be interested in photography too.”

      “You are? Why so sad then?” I don’t know why I’m feeling so brave around Atlas, but I want to know more about him.

      “My best friend jumped from this very bridge six months ago. The fall knocked him out and then he drowned. We used to go take photos together all the time, but since then, I haven’t picked up my camera.”

      Shit. Stupid Capri. Why couldn’t you be all shy like you normally are? That was dumb.

      “God. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” I swallow harshly, hoping I haven’t brought about any more pain for him.

      “Of course you didn’t. It’s fine. It’s getting easier.”

      Is it though? Is that why he wants to jump from the same bridge? Because of the grief for his best friend? That must be hard. Knowing he couldn’t do anything about it. The what ifs and whys of it all.

      How would he have handled watching me jump from the exact same bridge? If he wasn’t already serious about ending his life, seeing me fall to my death the same way his friend did would gut him. Probably cause him to jump after me. I can’t do that to him.

      “Anyway, enough of the heavy crap.” He rises. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. It’s been nice meeting you, Capri.”

      He walks back over to the railing. For a minute I hope he’ll turn and walk the way he came, but he doesn’t. He’s about to jump!

      My body fills with adrenaline and a strong urge to stop him. He can’t do this. I rise by instinct.

      “Stop! Wait!” I’m running after him.

      He pauses almost at the other side and turns to me, but doesn’t speak. He’s waiting for me.

      “Don’t. Please. Don’t jump. I can’t watch you do it. You don’t need to. It’s okay. You’ve got your brother to think about. You have someone who loves you. I have…”

      “You have what?” he asks, stepping into me.

      “I have no one. You have family.”

      His stare is unnerving, but he remains in the same spot. He bends his knees, bringing his tall frame lower, so our eyes are aligned. “You have me. That’s someone, right?”

      How can he say that? He doesn’t know me. I don’t know him. Not from an hour in each other’s company.

      “You don’t know me well enough to say I have you. I don’t.” It hurts to say it out loud.

      The truth. I don’t really have anyone. Not even my two friends at school who hang around me because they are loners too. We sit in the cafeteria at lunch. Attend some classes together, but we never socialize after hours. I’m not allowed.

      A soft, cold hand finds my cheek, and I jump at the contact. Not only the icy temperature, but I can’t remember the last time fingers were gentle with me. Aggressive yes. But never like this. Dancing up and down my face like a feather. My breath stops. My eyes widen as blood whooshes in my ear. My skin tingles with the contact. It takes a moment for the chill to fade and a semblance of warmth to replace it. But I’m already pulling away by then.

      “Maybe not yet. But you can. Get to know me, I mean. If you want. Here’s the thing. We’re in a bit of a predicament. You don’t want me to jump first. And I don’t want you to jump first. So, what do we do?”

      He’s right. And not only that. It’s been an hour since I climbed onto that ledge. Since then, the desire to die has lessened somewhat. Since Atlas appeared. Since he’s given me his attention. Since he’s shown me he cares whether or not I live. Since he’s opened up to me a little about why he’s here.

      How do I answer his question?

      “I don’t know.” It’s true. I don’t know. There’s no way I’m going home. I walked out of that house of horrors with the intent of never returning. But there’s nowhere to go. I’m homeless, penniless, and jobless.

      His umber gaze searches for something I may not be able to give him. It’s unnerving but also exciting to have such focus on me. I’m not sure how to handle it, so I wring my hands together, nervously.

      “You want to stay at my place tonight? You can have a hot shower and a warm bed and then tomorrow we can figure things out. My brother won’t mind.”

      Why is he doing this? Offering me such kindness. He could be a psycho who wants to lure me home and keep me tied in a basement.

      His mannerisms and my gut instinct tell me otherwise, though. I’ve learned to read people quite well. I’m no expert, but I’ve seen enough signs in my father to see them in others. Plus, why would he try to save me tonight, only to take me home and keep me a prisoner? Or worse. No. My instincts tell me I can trust him. He had every chance to push me off the bridge.

      “I don’t want to be a burden. I have nothing to offer you in return. I’ve been out of school for two weeks and I don’t have a job.”

      While he hasn’t offered me anything other than one night, I feel I’ll be there longer. Or perhaps it’s more hope. Something I haven’t had. Ever. The night has taken a drastic turn. All because of him. All because he was here.

      I don’t even have extra clothes. I have nothing other than my cell.

      “You won’t be a burden. Promise.” He goes to grab my hand again, but I pull away. He doesn’t seem bothered by it. Instead, he says, “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      A thought rushes into me. He’s not going to die tonight. I’m not either, it seems. What is happening? Have I saved him the same way he’s saved me? And does this mean I’m not going to jump ever? I’m not sure, but what I do know is for the first time, I have a lifeline. Even if it’s temporary.
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      I’ve done it. Kept her alive. For now. A sense of pride washes over me as we walk to my truck. I parked a half mile from the bridge. Pride for her, choosing to walk away with me and pride I was able to convince her to leave.

      If only I’d been quick enough for Jayden.

      I had no intention of jumping tonight, but she had to believe I did. Kind of like reverse psychology. It worked, thankfully. Tomorrow is another day and hopefully, after a hot shower and a long sleep, she’ll view things differently.

      For so long after Jayden’s death, I wanted to join him. The grief was so great. If not for Killian, I may have. He threw me a line, offering me a job with him. A way to focus on things other than my misery. For the first few weeks, I’d worked sixteen-hour days just to remain busy. With such long hours, I’d fallen into bed so fatigued, my mind hadn’t been able to overthink.

      Capri won’t have that luxury. I somehow need to convince her that everything will be okay, and suicide isn’t the answer.

      My mom used to always say, ‘Sleep on it, Son. Before you decide.’

      For the most part, it worked. I hope it works for Capri. Or perhaps she’s already slept on it and still decided tonight would be the night.

      I’m glad I showed up when I did. I couldn’t sleep and came out to feel closer to Jayden. I do it a lot lately. Now that I’m not working such grueling hours, there are times when my grief catches up with me and all I want is to wind back the clock. To see the early signs so I could have intervened and got him help. Looking back, I realize how much he internalized his sadness, always putting on a brave front for me. When he should have let me in to help him. Sometimes, though, we push away those we love the most. Sometimes we suffer alone. I know that better than anyone. I show other's happiness on the outside, even though I’m bleeding internally. I don’t like to burden anyone with my demons. Some days are harder than others, so it’s a constant struggle, but mostly, I get through each day as best I can.

      Suicide is a hard tragedy to grasp. Those left behind drown in a myriad of emotions. Sadness. Guilt. Anger. Helplessness. In no particular order. Questions forever unanswered. Especially when no last letter or note was written.

      We reach my Ford pickup that I’ve restored, and I open the door and help her climb in. She’s like a lost lamb, following me, glancing around as soon as she’s seated. I shut her door and make my way to the driver’s side and climb up, closing us off from the arctic air.

      “Let’s get the heater going. Tonight’s a cold one.” November in Maine is normally 30F-40F but tonight it feels below 0. I wouldn’t be surprised if it snowed. They have been forecasting it, but we haven’t seen any yet.

      She watches me warily, and I can understand it. She’s given me all her trust to look after her and keep her safe, and I fully intend to uphold that. The idea of her not having anyone saddens me. I need to know why, but not tonight. Tonight is about her well-being. Physical and emotional.

      Once the truck gets moving, the heater kicks into high gear, warming us both up again. To be honest, I almost froze to death after I handed Capri my jacket, but better I freeze than her. Her lips were almost blue.

      She’s wringing her fingers together on her lap, obviously nervous. She doesn’t know where I live or what my house is like.

      “You, okay?” My gaze leaves the road for a couple of seconds as we turn onto the main street. Traffic is minimal, giving us a free run home.

      Her head shifts up and down with a slight nod, so I attempt to make conversation.

      But before I can speak, she’s offering me a crumb of information.

      “I’ve never been to someone’s house.” It’s more a whisper than anything, and I barely hear it above the noise of the heater.

      My head pivots right. “Are you serious? You mean, ever?” All kinds of thoughts are running through my head. Has this girl been a prisoner somewhere? Did she escape so she could kill herself to end her pain?

      My stomach turns and anger grips me. I white-knuckle the steering wheel, but I don’t raise my voice to her. Something tells me she’s been around abuse. Her timid nature. The loss of light and joy in her eyes. Someone has snuffed that out and the idea of it makes me want to find whoever did this to her and end them. And out of me and my brother, I’m the least violent one.

      Speaking of said brother, I’m not sure how he’ll react to Capri’s arrival. We’re different in so many ways. He’s a rebel with a short fuse and I’m tolerant to a point. Killian never forgives if you cross him, whereas I’m more likely to see reason.

      Tough. He’ll have to suck it up and deal with it. I’ll make her my responsibility. This need to save her is overpowering. Failure isn’t an option. I’ve already done that, and it won’t happen again.

      “I wasn’t allowed.”

      The words echo inside the confined space and work their way into my marrow. I wasn’t allowed. Jesus. Was she part of a cult? Who isn’t allowed to visit friends at seventeen? She should be out shopping, going to movies and having fun, not confined to the four walls of whatever dwelling she came from.

      Things are worse than I thought. No wonder she was about to jump. She truly had nothing left to live for.

      Well, I’m going to change that. I’m going to show Capri just how good life can be.
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      In ten minutes, we’re pulling into a small, detached house in an older part of town. It’s hard to tell in the darkness how well it’s kept, but it’s still better than my own decrepit home.

      One thing I do notice is a black motorcycle parked in front of a large shed out the back. It must belong to the brother he mentioned.

      Atlas parks in the driveway and climbs out. I don’t wait for him to reach my door before I’m opening it and stepping down.

      He places a hand on my back and gently urges me forward. “Come on. You can use the spare room.”

      My nerves amp up as I walk through the front door. Once it’s closed and locked, I have no way of knowing if I’m leaving one prison and stepping into another. When I hear the click behind me, my heart thumps harder, my eyes inspecting my surroundings.

      A small table lamp burns dimly, showing off a neat living room with a plain brown sofa, matching recliner and a flat screen television hung from the wall. Everything is surprisingly neat for a house shared by males.

      A large beige rug takes up most of the floor space with a bare timber coffee table on top.

      I jump when Atlas speaks. “You want a drink? Water or soda? Coffee?”

      My shoulders relax a little. “Water is fine. Thank you.”

      He smiles and begins walking into a kitchen off the living room, flicking on another light, so I follow him.

      Again, it’s tidy. Dishes done and not much littering the space. It helps lessen my anxiety just a little, although even if Atlas is a murderer, it doesn’t mean his house would be messy. Right? Killers can be clean too.

      Under the strength of the fluorescent light, I see him clearly and my chest flutters at the sight. He’s remarkably good-looking. The type of guy I’d avoid at all costs because I’d probably judge him for being so popular at school. And there’s no way he would ever be interested in me. He’s the kind of guy girls swoon over and gossip about in the bathrooms and in the cafeteria at lunchtime. Looks wise, he’s everything I’d want in a boyfriend, even if he’s unattainable. I’ve always wanted what I can’t have.

      Knowing he doesn’t attend my school is oddly satisfying—knowing he’s not a part of those who bully or ignore me because they think they are so much better. I’m simply a quiet girl who is an easy target.

      His skin has more color in it from the car heater, his cheeks covered with a nice rosy tint.

      Dark eyes capture mine and crinkle at the corners as he pulls a water from the fridge and hands it to me, our hands brushing. I jolt back at his warmth and
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