
RAGE

A Gripping Romance of Grief, Survival, and the Transformative Power of Connection

By HOPE SMITH

​​​

Contents

Chapter 1. The Abyss

Chapter 2. The Cage

Chapter 3. The Ghosts

Chapter 4. The Collision

Chapter 5. The Penance

Chapter 6. The Garden

Chapter 7. The Return

Chapter 8. The Flood

Chapter 9. The Storm

Chapter 10. The Quiet

Copyright © 2026 HOPE SMITH

All Rights Reserved.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​Chapter 1. The Abyss
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The wind at forty-three stories did not howl. It whispered. A cold, indifferent murmur that slipped between the glass towers of Chicago's Loop, threading through steel and concrete with the patience of something that had watched empires rise and crumble. It found Mason Cross standing on the narrow ledge outside his apartment balcony, fingers white-knuckled against the railing, toes curled over the edge where the concrete met nothing.

He did not look down. Not yet.

Instead, he looked at the sky—gray, heavy with the promise of snow that never seemed to fall anymore. The city spread beneath him like a circuit board, all pulse and electric light, lives moving in patterns he could no longer decipher. Forty-three floors down, a woman was probably buying groceries. A man was probably kissing his wife goodbye. A child was probably asking why the moon followed the car, and a father was probably making up an answer because the real ones were too heavy for small shoulders.

Mason had been that father once.

The memory came without invitation, as they always did. Lily's voice, six years old, indignant: "But Dad, if the moon is following us, doesn't it get tired?" Him, driving her to school, catching her eyes in the rearview mirror: "The moon doesn't get tired, Dino-Dad. It just likes watching over you." Her laugh, then. That laugh that started in her belly and exploded outward, infectious, irrepressible. The kind of laugh that made strangers smile in parking lots.

Gone. Three hundred and sixty-five days gone. Exactly one year since the surgery that should have been routine. One year since the beeping machines and the silence after. One year since he learned that the universe did not balance its accounts, did not distinguish between the guilty and the innocent, did not care about fathers who promised to protect their children and failed.

And Claire. Six months gone. His wife—ex-wife now, papers signed but not filed, a technicality he couldn't face. She had left on a Tuesday, carrying a single suitcase, her face hollowed out by grief into something he barely recognized. "I can't watch you destroy yourself anymore," she'd said. "I can't be the only one who remembers her alive. You're burying her twice—once in the ground, and once in your rage."

He had not answered. Had not known how. The rage was the only thing keeping him upright. Without it, he would be nothing but ash and memory.

Mason shifted his weight. The ledge was six inches wide, enough for a man to stand if he didn't think too hard about the physics of balance. His left hand gripped the cold metal railing. His right hand hung loose at his side, fingers numb. He wore no coat. The February wind cut through his thin t-shirt, found the scars on his knuckles, the healing cut above his eyebrow from last week's bar fight. He'd fought a stranger who looked at him wrong, who'd made a comment about the weather, who'd been unlucky enough to exist in Mason's orbit when the pressure became unbearable.

He'd won the fight. He always won. There was nothing left to lose.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

The sound was absurd—intrusive, mundane, a digital insect against the vastness of what he was contemplating. He ignored it. It buzzed again. And again. A call, then texts, then another call. Whoever it was would give up eventually. Everyone gave up eventually. That was the lesson of the past year: people left. They died, or they walked away, or they faded into the background noise of their own lives, relieved to be free of his grief.

But the phone persisted. Mason reached into his pocket with his free hand, intending to silence it, to throw the damn thing into the void below. The screen glowed: VIKTOR.

Viktor Kowalski. His oldest friend. The only one who hadn't abandoned him, though God knows Mason had given him every reason. Viktor, who had held him at the funeral when Mason tried to attack the minister for saying Lily was "in a better place." Viktor, who had bailed him out of jail after the bar fight. Viktor, who called every day even when Mason didn't answer, who showed up unannounced with coffee and silence, who seemed to believe that presence mattered more than words.

Mason stared at the name. The wind whispered. The city hummed. And somewhere in the space between one heartbeat and the next, he felt the first crack in his resolve—not salvation, not hope, just exhaustion. He was so tired. Tired of being angry. Tired of being alive. Tired of the weight of a grief that grew heavier every day instead of lighter, as the books promised, as the therapists claimed.

The phone buzzed again. Then, from inside the apartment, the sound of the front door opening.

"Mason!"

Viktor's voice. Close. Too close. Mason didn't turn. He kept his eyes on the gray sky, the infinite nothing that seemed less frightening than the finite everything he'd been carrying.

"Mason, I can see you. Don't move."

Footsteps on the balcony behind him. Slow, careful. Mason felt the vibration through the concrete, through his bones. He said nothing. What was there to say? He had not left a note. Had not made a grand gesture or a final statement. He had simply reached the end of his capacity to endure, and the ledge had presented itself as a solution.

"Talk to me," Viktor said. His voice was steady, but Mason could hear the strain beneath it. Viktor was forty-two, a construction foreman with hands like shovels and a laugh that could fill rooms. But he was also a man who had found his mother dead of an overdose when he was nineteen, who understood the particular geometry of grief that led to high places.

"Nothing to talk about," Mason said. His voice surprised him—rough, unused, as if he hadn't spoken in days. Perhaps he hadn't.

"Bullshit. There's always something to talk about. You can tell me to fuck off. You can tell me I'm an asshole for interrupting. You can tell me the Bears are going to win the Super Bowl next year and we both know that's the most delusional thing you've ever said. But don't stand there and tell me there's nothing."

Mason almost smiled. Almost. The reflex was there, buried under layers of scar tissue, a ghost of who he'd been. "The Bears suck," he said.

"Damn right they do. Come inside and we'll watch them suck together. I'll buy the beer. The expensive stuff, not that piss you drink."

"I'm not coming inside, Viktor."

Silence. The wind whispered. Somewhere below, a siren began its wailing climb, distant, irrelevant.

"Then I'll come out there," Viktor said.

"Don't."

"Why not? If you're going to jump, what difference does it make if I watch?"

The words hit like a slap. Mason turned his head—not enough to see Viktor, just enough to catch his peripheral shadow in the balcony doorway. "You don't understand."

"Explain it to me."

"I can't. There's no explanation that makes sense. I just... I can't do it anymore. I can't wake up and remember she's gone and put on clothes and eat food and pretend that any of it matters. I can't look at Claire's empty side of the bed and not feel like I'm being crushed. I can't walk past her room—the room I still can't enter—and not want to burn the whole building down."

Mason's voice was rising, the rage leaking through the cracks in his control. "I'm not getting better. I'm not healing. Every day is worse than the last because every day is one more day since I held her, since I heard her, since I was anything except this—this thing I've become. I'm a monster, Viktor. I'm a walking grave. And I'm done. I'm just done."

"Okay," Viktor said.

Mason blinked. "Okay?"

"Okay. You're done. You're finished. You've reached the end. I hear you."

"Then why are you here?"

"Because I'm not done with you. Because someone has to be the asshole who refuses to let go. Because Lily wouldn't let you do this."

The name. Mason flinched as if struck. "Don't. Don't you dare bring her into this."

"Why not? She's already here. She's been here every second since you stepped onto that ledge. You think you're doing this because she's gone? You're doing this because she's still here—inside you, eating you alive, and you don't know how to carry her anymore."

Mason's grip tightened on the railing. The metal cut into his palm. "You don't know what it's like."

"No, I don't. I don't know what it's like to lose a child. But I know what it's like to want to die. I know what it's like to stand in a place where the only thing that makes sense is the fall. And I know what it's like to have someone grab you by the collar and drag you back, kicking and screaming, because they see something in you that you can't see in yourself."

Viktor's voice had moved closer. Mason could feel his presence now, a warmth against the cold, a gravity pulling at the edges of his resolve.

"I'm not dragging you back, Mason. I can't. You're bigger than me, stronger than me, angrier than me. But I'm asking you to step back. Not for me. Not for Claire. For Lily. For the man you were when she called you Dino-Dad. He's still in there. I saw him last month, when you helped that old lady with her groceries. I saw him when you talked about her laugh, just for a second, before you remembered to be angry."

Mason closed his eyes. The wind pressed against his chest, inviting, patient. He could let go. It would be so easy. One movement, one second, and the weight would be gone. The memories would stop. The dreams would stop. The constant, grinding pain of being alive when she was not—gone.

But Viktor's words echoed. For Lily.

What would she think of him, standing here? Six years old, obsessed with fairness, with kindness, with the idea that good people helped each other. She would be horrified. She would cry. She would ask why Dino-Dad didn't want to watch over her anymore.

The thought broke something in him. Not the resolve to die—that remained, a cold certainty—but the certainty that he deserved the peace of death. He didn't deserve peace. He deserved to carry her. That was the bargain of parenthood, unwritten, unbreakable: you carry them, always, even when they're gone. Especially when they're gone.

"I don't know how," Mason whispered.

"Neither do I," Viktor said. "But we can figure it out together. Step back, Mason. Just one step. Then another. That's all I'm asking. One step at a time."

Mason opened his eyes. The city sprawled below, indifferent, beautiful, terrible. The gray sky pressed down. And behind him, Viktor waited, breathing, alive, refusing to abandon him.

He took one step back.

His heel found the balcony floor. The concrete was solid, real, unforgiving. He took another step, then another, until his back pressed against the sliding glass door and his legs gave out and he collapsed onto the cold tiles.

Viktor was there immediately, not hugging, not speaking, just sitting beside him, shoulder to shoulder, two men breathing in the winter air. Mason's hands were shaking now, the adrenaline catching up, the reality of what he'd almost done crashing against the reality of what he'd chosen not to do.

"I'm sorry," Mason said. The words meant nothing, everything.

"Don't be sorry. Be here. That's enough."

They sat for a long time. The wind continued its whispering. The city continued its humming. And Mason Cross, demolition supervisor, failed father, widower in all but the legal paperwork, let himself be alive for one more minute, then another, then another.

—-
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The paramedics came twenty minutes later. Viktor must have called them, or perhaps the building security had seen something. Mason didn't resist when they checked his vitals, when they wrapped him in blankets, when they asked questions he couldn't answer. He was beyond resistance. He was beyond rage, for the moment. He was just empty, a hollowed-out space where a man had once been.

Viktor rode with him in the ambulance. The sirens that had seemed distant before were now immediate, screaming, filling the small space with urgency. Mason watched the city pass through the windows—buildings he'd helped demolish, streets he'd walked with Lily's hand in his, the hospital where she had died.

"Hartwood Psychiatric," the paramedic said into her radio. "Committed involuntary, high risk."

Hartwood. Mason knew it by reputation. A facility for the broken, the wealthy broken, those with insurance that covered such things. He should feel something—shame, anger, resistance. But he felt nothing. The emptiness had swallowed even his rage.

"I'll visit," Viktor said. "Every day they let me."

Mason nodded, not trusting his voice. The ambulance turned a corner, and the last sight he had of the open sky was replaced by the concrete overhang of the hospital entrance.

—-
[image: ]


Hartwood Psychiatric Facility did not look like a prison. It looked like a resort that had lost its joy—tasteful landscaping, modern architecture, windows that suggested light and air rather than bars. But Mason felt the walls immediately. The intake process was gentle but inexorable: forms signed by Viktor as his emergency contact, belongings catalogued and stored, a physical exam that found him malnourished, dehydrated, sleep-deprived.

"When did you last eat?" the nurse asked.

Mason couldn't remember. Yesterday? The day before? Food had become irrelevant, another demand from a body he no longer wanted to maintain.

They gave him a room on the fourth floor. Not a cell—a room, with a bed that was too soft, a window that opened only six inches, a bathroom with no sharp edges. The door didn't lock from the inside. That was the only obvious sign of his status: the absence of a lock, the presence of an observation window in the upper panel.

He sat on the bed. The blankets were blue, institutional, clean. He stared at his hands—scarred, calloused, violent hands that had built things and destroyed things and failed to hold onto the only thing that mattered.

The rage was returning. Not the hot, explosive rage of the past months, but something colder, more sustainable. He was angry at Viktor for saving him. Angry at the doctors for intervening. Angry at himself for stepping back, for choosing survival when death had been so close, so simple.

But beneath the anger, something else was stirring. A question he couldn't answer, didn't want to answer: What now?

He had no job—he'd been fired months ago for assaulting a coworker who'd made a comment about "moving on." He had no family—his parents dead, his brother estranged, his wife gone. He had no purpose—Lily had been his purpose, and she was ashes in a cemetery plot he couldn't visit.

What now?

The door opened. A woman entered—tall, dark-skinned, wearing a white coat over scrubs, carrying a tablet rather than a clipboard. She looked at him not with pity, which he could have borne, nor with clinical detachment, which he expected, but with something that resembled recognition. As if she saw him, really saw him, and was not surprised by what she found.

"Mr. Cross. I'm Dr. Sarai Okonkwo. I'll be your psychiatrist during your stay here."

Mason said nothing. He had no words for her, for this place, for the absurdity of being diagnosed and treated when the only cure he wanted was impossible.

"I understand you don't want to be here," she continued. "That's normal. Most of our patients don't want to be here, at first. But I'm not going to ask you to want it. I'm just going to ask you to show up. To be present. Can you do that? Just for today?"

"Why?" Mason asked. His voice was a rasp, damaged by disuse and wind and screaming.

"Because the alternative is going back to that ledge. And I don't think you want to die, Mr. Cross. I think you want to stop hurting. Those are different things."

He stared at her. The words were simple, obvious, yet they struck him with the force of revelation. Was she right? Did he want to live, and just couldn't bear the pain of it? Or was the pain so indistinguishable from life that he'd confused the two?

"I don't know," he said.

"That's okay," Dr. Okonkwo said. "Not knowing is a valid place to start. We'll begin tomorrow. For tonight, just sleep. Eat if you can. The nurse will check on you."

She turned to leave, then paused at the door. "One more thing, Mr. Cross. Your friend Viktor—he's in the waiting room. He says he'll stay as long as they'll let him. You have people who care about you. That's not nothing."

Then she was gone, and Mason was alone with the blue blankets and the six-inch window and the question he couldn't answer.

—-
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The night at Hartwood was endless. Mason lay on the too-soft bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of the facility—the hum of climate control, distant footsteps, the occasional murmur of a patient somewhere down the hall. He did not sleep. Sleep had become enemy territory, a landscape of dreams where Lily was alive and waking was the nightmare.

He thought of Claire. Where was she now? Portland, she'd said. A new life, a new start, as if such things were possible when your child was dead. He should hate her for leaving. He tried to hate her. But the anger wouldn't come, not for her. She had been drowning too, and he'd been too heavy to hold onto. He understood that now, in the small hours, when the defenses were down.

The door opened quietly. A nurse—different from the intake nurse, younger, with kind eyes and a name tag that read BENNETT—checked his vitals without speaking. She noted his awake state on her tablet but didn't force conversation. That was the first mercy of the place: they didn't demand performance. They let you be broken in peace.

Morning came gray through the six-inch window. Mason had not moved from the bed. His body ached from the ledge, from the cold, from the tension of holding himself together when every instinct demanded collapse. When the breakfast tray arrived—scrambled eggs, toast, fruit he didn't recognize—he stared at it without appetite.

"You don't have to eat," Nurse Bennett said, appearing in the doorway. "But you do have to show up. Dr. Okonkwo's orders."

Mason looked at her. "Showing up is all I have left."

"Then that's enough for now."

She left him with the food and the silence. He ate two bites of egg, tasteless, mechanical. His body accepted it even as his mind rejected the implication—that he was maintaining himself, preparing for a future he hadn't agreed to.

—-
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Dr. Okonkwo found him in the common room that afternoon. The space was designed to be calming: soft colors, comfortable furniture, windows that looked out on a garden buried under February snow. Other patients moved through the space like ghosts, some medicated into compliance, others clinging to the routines of normalcy—reading, talking, playing games
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