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      For everyone who has stood on that edge and not stepped off—keep fighting.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      All Eddie Logan had to do was take a step.

      The nylon rope around his neck irritated his skin like a heat rash. The wooden chair he’d dragged into the bedroom creaked under his stocking feet.

      The chair had come with a small dining set he and Hope found at a garage sale shortly after he moved into her place. Standing on the chair with one end of the rope looped around his neck and the other tied to a ceiling hook, he actually smiled at the memory of that shopping trip. Back then, he felt certain he finally had his shit together.

      Now, three-and-a-half years later, at twenty-seven, Eddie stood on the edge of that chair, looking down at the shaggy green rug below, ready to take a step and leave it all behind.

      His view of his white socks, the chair’s dark brown glossy stain, and the rug’s mossy green shag turned into a watery impressionistic blur as Eddie’s eyes filled with tears. The taste of salty phlegm rose up from the back of his throat. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and drew a line of warm snot from wrist to knuckles.

      Take the step. One step and all the suffering ends.

      Afternoon light came at a slant through the bedroom window. Each time he blinked, the tears gummed up his eyelashes and the liquid shimmer of the light through those tears gave everything a dreamlike quality. Maybe this was a dream. If he took that step, then kicked the chair out from under him, when the loop tightened around his throat, when the rope cut against his carotid artery, would he drift off to darkness?

      Or would he wake up?

      Sounded like the stray pieces of some lyrics in there. Even on the cusp of ending his life, Eddie was still writing songs. Maybe he should take a minute, pull the loop off over his head, step down, pick up his guitar, grab his notebook and pen, compose something. One last song.

      Wouldn’t be the first time songwriting had saved his life.

      Or, at the very least, postponed the inevitable.

      But what would be the point?

      After last night’s clusterfuck. What was supposed to be the gig that launched the band to the next level had instead all but guaranteed they’d never play anywhere near Detroit again. Even the smaller places in the suburbs that had given them their start would think twice about booking them in the future.

      And that hadn’t been Eddie’s fault. He could thank his doped-up bandmates, the fucking Ross twins, for blowing their big chance.

      Eddie wiped the tears out of his eyes with the heels of his palms. He was sweating now, though the air conditioning was on. Hope liked to keep the place a few degrees above meat locker. The sweat around his neck aggrivated the irritation from the rope.

      How long had he been standing here already? Fifteen, twenty minutes?

      He clenched his teeth. Lifted one foot. Stood that way like a deranged crane for half a minute.

      Just do it!

      Then he heard the deadbolt to the front door of the apartment snick open. Heard the jangle of keys. The familiar sound of the heels Hope wore to work clacking on the hardwood floor as she entered. The door snapping back into place.

      Eddie listened to all of this while frozen in his demented crane pose.

      She called out his name.

      Even though he knew she was there, her voice made him start. The sudden jerk made his one stocking foot slip on the chair’s polished wood like Crisco on ice. He careened sideways, arms flailing helplessly as he fell.

      Before getting up on the chair, Eddie had tested the strength of the ceiling hook by pulling on the rope with all his weight. It had held fine. But maybe because of the angle of his fall (and a dash of plain stupid luck) the hook now broke loose, yanking a chunk of the plaster ceiling about the size of a dinner plate down with it.

      Eddie slammed to the floor amidst a flurry of plaster bits. The larger chunk attached to the hook landed a foot away from his head and broke apart like dry cake frosting. He landed on his side, crunching his left arm underneath him. A bolt of pain shot from elbow to shoulder.

      He lay there, stunned and hot-faced, as Hope’s heels clatter-clacked through the living room, down the hallway, and into the bedroom, where the green rug then muffled her steps.

      Eddie faced away from the door. He stayed curled up on his side as he sensed Hope close in behind him and then stand over him.

      She didn’t say anything for what felt like an age.

      He cringed inside his own skin, drew his shoulders up as if anticipating a physical blow. He could feel the judgment blasting from her eyes like laser beams.

      Finally, she uttered a soft sigh. “Oh, Eddie.”

      He rolled onto his back. A twinge of pain from his arm made him wince. His eyes were sticky with tears again, but Hope’s look of pity cut through the blur. For a brief moment, he wondered if he could somehow strangle himself with the rope by hand, yank on the loose end like a ripcord and eject his pathetic ass out of this world.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You have to go back.”

      He didn’t need to ask back to where. He knew. They had been here before.
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      Group therapy.

      The worst thing ever invented by modern medicine. If it even was medicine. Felt more like torture. At least to Eddie.

      He supposed, yeah, maybe it helped other people. But it had never helped him. Not in any of the dozens of sessions he’d suffered through.

      Unfortunately, when you tried to kill yourself—even if you fucked it up royally—people tended to worry about your personal safety. And that’s how you ended up in the psych ward of your local hospital. Which was where Eddie was now. And in the psych ward, group therapy wasn’t a suggestion.

      It was mandatory.

      Group today consisted of fifteen people crammed together in a crooked semi-circle of plastic folding chairs. A few attendees had decided showering was optional and the room stank of sour armpits and farts. Eddie sat between a guy with a gray beard stained brown on the chin from a lifetime of drooling tobacco juice and a girl barely out of her teens with greasy black hair that hung long on one side and was shaved to stubble on the other. She had her pale, thin hands clasped in her lap and stared at the thin blue carpet as if waiting for something to rise up out of the floor and eat her.

      The ringleader of this show, a social worker with thick, curly hair dyed a light purple and piled on top of her head in a messy bun, sat in her own chair at the semi-circle’s focal point. She wore chunky plastic glasses that matched her hair dye and made her eyes bug. The bug eyes, her skinny frame, and her erect posture made Eddie think of a praying mantis. This was Alicia something. Eddie forgot her last name, because she insisted patients refer to her as “just Alicia.” Eddie had endured many a group session with her in his past stays at this fine establishment. And while he indulged her aloud with “just Alicia,” in his mind he always thought of her as Ms. Mantis.

      Eddie kept his arms folded across his chest and imagined himself shrinking down in his chair, making himself as small a target as possible. If he could make it through group without getting singled out by Ms. Mantis, he would call this session a win.

      Currently, the poor schmuck she had in her sights was in his mid-fifties with a crew cut wearing a “These Colors Don’t Run” t-shirt with the U.S. Flag emblazoned across the chest.

      “Gary, what brings you here today?” she asked.

      Eddie snorted softly and rolled his eyes. She loved that question. As if you’d just arrived and you actually had a damn choice.

      Gary leaned back in his chair. His t-shirt crept up to expose a bit of his bulging belly. “I can’t fucking stand it anymore.”

      Ms. Mantis smiled and tilted her head. “Remember to be sensitive to others in the group about language. Try expressing yourself without four-letter words please.”

      Ah, yes. The sensitive language policy. Eddie loved that gem. Let’s all talk about our trauma, our rapes and beatings and suicide attempts, our delusions and homicidal ideations, but please, say it nicely, without any swears.

      He glanced toward the door. It had a narrow window allowing him a view of a small slice of the hallway beyond. He could see the lever for the fire alarm mounted to the far wall. How much trouble would he get in if he bolted out of the room and pulled that lever?

      Might be worth it to find out.

      Eddie zoned while Gary nattered on about the brown people stealing jobs from hardworking Americans and the Deep State conspiracy to turn us all into communist pedophiles.

      Letting his thoughts wander didn’t do Eddie any favors, though. He kept reliving that debacle of a suicide attempt, kept seeing the look in Hope’s eyes as she stood over him.

      A mix of pity, worry, and—she wouldn’t admit it, but he knew it was true—disgust.

      You have to go back.

      This was Eddie’s second hospitalization in the three years he and Hope had lived together. But there had been a few close calls in between, always accompanied by that question: Do you need to go back?

      Only this time, it hadn’t been a question.

      You have to go back.

      And here he was.

      “Eddie?”

      Back.

      The guy with the dip-stained beard nudged him with an elbow. “She’s talking to you, bub.”

      Eddie blinked and looked up to find Ms. Mantis watching him through her purple-framed glasses as if he were the bug.

      “Are you back with us?” she asked.

      Ha. Yeah, he was fucking back all right.

      Eddie cleared his throat. “Sorry. Zoned out there for a sec.”

      All eyes were on him now. Gary, in particular, gave Eddie a hard stare, as if pissed Eddie had dared miss a word of his righteous rant against the immigrant invasion. As a performer, Eddie typically never had an issue being the focus of a crowd. But this was not the right kind of crowd. His face grew warm and prickly.

      “Eddie,” Ms. Mantis began, and Eddie’s stomach turned at the inevitable question. “What brings you here today?”

      Eddie looked down at the carpet like the girl next to him.

      “Can I pass today?”

      “Should you?”

      Eddie curled his toes in his laceless tennis shoes and pulled his arms tighter against his chest. “I don’t really have anything to say.”

      He was still looking at the floor, but Eddie could sense Ms. Mantis pivoting in her seat, planting her elbows on her knees, and leaning forward to rest her chin on her clasped hands. She did that a lot when she wanted to let you know she was totally interested in what you had to say.

      “This isn’t your first stay with us,” she said. “Don’t you think it’s time to come out of your shell?”

      “I’m unhappy,” he said. “Just really, really unhappy.”

      “What makes you unhappy?”

      “I don’t know. Everything, I guess.”

      “Everything makes you unhappy?”

      “I guess.”

      “You can’t be more specific?”

      Eddie lifted his gaze. “How can I be any more specific? Everything is everything.”

      Mantis re-situated her chin on her clasped hands. The plastic purple frames around her bug eyes gleamed in the room’s harsh fluorescent light. Her big, round peepers scanned back and forth as if reading words off Eddie’s face.

      “There’s nothing in your life that makes you happy?”

      “Not enough to make it all worth it.”

      Somehow her eyes seemed to get larger. She thought she was onto something. “Make all what worth it?”

      “Living,” Eddie said. “What’s the point of a few glimpses of happiness if most of my life is utter crap?”

      “What makes your life crap?”

      “How about the fact that the biggest break my band has ever had was wrecked by a pair of druggie assholes?” He looked around the room at his audience. “How about that?”

      “That does sound disappointing,” Ms. Mantis said.

      “Disappointing? Try devastating. My career is over.”

      Mantis tilted her head to one side and gave Eddie a sympathetic frown. “I’m sure it feels that way now. But aren’t you catastrophizing? Is your career really over? Or have you simply hit a snag?”

      “A snag?” Eddie opened and closed his mouth, not sure how to respond to such a stupid oversimplification. “My bandmates showed up high out of their minds to a gig at one of Detroit’s biggest venues. One of them was caught shooting up in the mens room. Which, big surprise, got us banned.” He hung his head. “Music is my life. My whole life. And now it’s over.”

      Gary loosed a disdainful noise. “Seems a little drastic to want to die over a silly band. Maybe you should get a real job.”

      “Thanks, Gary. But I don’t think I’m going to take life advice from a right-wing Nazi cocksucker.”

      “I don’t suck cocks.”

      “But the Nazi stuff is true?”

      Ms. Mantis sat up straight and held her hands out as if ready to get between Gary and Eddie if they decided to leap out of their chairs and turn the semi-circle into Thunderdome.

      “Easy, gentleman. This is a safe space.”

      Eddie had plenty more to say about Gary, but he kept it to himself. He’d already talked too much in group today.

      Gary kept his one-hundred-percent-made-in-America scowl on his face, looking ready to spout more bullshit, but leaned back in his chair and kept his mouth shut, fists balled in his lap.

      “Thank you,” Mantis said.

      She returned her attention to Eddie.

      “What about your girlfriend?” she asked. “Her name is Hope, right?”

      Jesus, how did she remember that? He hadn’t mentioned Hope during this trip to the ward. Mantis was pulling this info from the last time Eddie had been hospitalized over a year ago. Eddie might have been impressed if he wasn’t so damn annoyed.

      “What about her?”

      “You two are still together?”

      “Yep.”

      “Doesn’t she make you happy?”

      “She’s the reason I’m in here.”

      “The two of you had an argument?”

      “No. But she’s the one who insisted I go back to the hospital.”

      “Because of your suicide attempt.”

      “I guess so.”

      “It sounds like she cares about you. Is worried for you.”

      “She can stop worrying now, right? She put me in here. Now she gets a little vacation away from Eddie Logan. Pretty slick arrangement.”

      “I wonder if she would see it that way.”

      Eddie threw up a hand. He just wanted to get out of here. Not just group. He wanted out of the hospital. Wanted out of his skin. Wanted out of everything.

      “I don’t know. Probably not.”

      Ms. Mantis reached out a hand to Eddie as if she meant to take one of his even though there was at least six feet between them. “Eddie, you’ve been hospitalized how many times for suicidality? Six?”

      “Seven, if you count that time when I was still in high school.”

      She pulled her outstretched hand back and pressed it flat against her chest. “Seven times. That’s over the course of half your life. I don’t think you really want to leave this world. Something is keeping you here.”

      Eddie didn’t like the feeling he was getting in his chest. Like Ms. Mantis had pulled down a zipper and peeled back the skin to expose the wet workings inside. Not just the pump of his heart, but the wheezing expansion and contraction of his lungs, the gurgle and quiver of his stomach, and the glistening cage of bones holding it all together.

      No matter how tightly he pulled his crossed arms against his chest, the feeling wouldn’t go away.

      Mantis cocked her head. “What’s keeping you here, Eddie?”

      “Fuck if I know.”

      She didn’t chastise him for his language this time. Instead, she seemed to dial her bug-eyed gaze down to a pinpoint right in the center of the guts she’d exposed. “Are you sure about that?”

      Eddie squirmed in his plastic folding chair. He glanced toward the door again and almost shit himself when he saw a face peering into the room through the narrow window.

      Eddie didn’t recognize the guy. He was a tad overdressed to be a staff member, with an ironed shirt and a skinny black tie. Maybe one of the docs? Though if that were the case, his toothy smile and the wild gleam in his eyes made him look like he’d been dipping into his own supply of Thorazine.

      His unexpected appearance and his peculiar expression were only a small part of what startled Eddie. The guy was also staring straight at him. And when their eyes met, the man winked as if they shared some secret joke the rest of group was missing out on.

      “Eddie?”

      Ms. Mantis, again.

      He turned to her. “Who’s that guy out there?”

      Mantis twisted in her chair and looked over her shoulder at the door. Frowned. “Really, Eddie? That’s rather childish.”

      “What are you…” He trailed off when he saw the guy was gone.

      “I know this conversation makes you uncomfortable,” Mantis said, words coated with syrupy false sympathy. “But it’s important, don’t you think?”

      The edges of Eddie’s thoughts went fuzzy. Probably his meds. The doc had started him on something new. Eddie couldn’t remember the name. He’d stopped worrying what the different meds they fed him were called a long time ago. He’d been through so many, it seemed pointless to keep track. Once the drug showed no change in his mood or, worse, some wicked side-effects cropped up, they’d have him on something else.

      He looked back to Mantis, her bug eyes taking him in expectantly.

      “I don’t even remember the question,” Eddie said.

      “What’s keeping you alive?”

      He looked around the room at his audience and felt an urge to be a thousand percent honest. Maybe it had something to do with how Ms. Mantis had flayed him open for all to see.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I tried to hang myself, remember? That’s why I’m here.”

      “But you failed. Just like your previous attempts.”

      Eddie gave a short laugh. “You don’t think I’m trying hard enough?”

      “It isn’t a challenge, Eddie. It’s something to think about. Is there something deep inside of you that maybe sabotages your attempts?”

      “Like what?”

      “That’s what I’m asking you.”

      Emo girl was now sitting up straight and riveted. Dip Beard was breathing kind of heavy. Across the room, Gary wasn’t scowling quite as hard.

      Were they all expecting something profound? They were going to be mighty disappointed.

      A gritty tickle formed at the back of Eddie’s throat. Swallowing couldn’t clear it. “Maybe I’m holding out. Maybe there’s a part of me that thinks things will get better.”

      “Can things get better?”

      Eddie wiped some moisture out of his eyes. Crossed his arms. Shrugged. “Doesn’t feel like it.”
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      Eddie stepped out from under the portico over the hospital’s entrance, out of its shade and into a cloudless and stunningly bright afternoon. He had to squint. Felt like he’d emerged from a cave. Ten days without direct sunlight could do that to you.

      In one hand, he carried a plastic drawstring bag with the hospital’s logo printed on it. The bag contained his clothing and a single book Hope had brought him on the only day she’d come to visit—a tattered paperback copy of a Jimi Hendrix biography. It had been seven days since her visit. The longest he’d gone without seeing her since they’d moved in together.

      When she’d come to see him in the hospital, she let him know it would be the only time. Work was crazy, she’d said. Quarterly tax time coming up, and Hope did the books for a local landscaping company. She also said she needed a break from his “crazy.”

      I know you’re ill, she’d said. And I love you dearly. But it’s been hard for me. I can use this time to center myself.

      He got it. How could he blame her? He spent a lot of time wallowing in shadows. Nobody wanted to be around that all the time. That she’d stayed with him after the last time he’d checked into the psych ward was a miracle.

      Eddie set his bag down and sat on the curb. The concrete was warm under his butt. It had to be over eighty degrees out, but at least it wasn’t humid. A small breeze moved the air around just enough.

      The hospital’s blacktopped parking lot stretched a long way from the entrance, enough spaces to accommodate a couple hundred cars at least. Most of those spots were filled. Some highly manicured stretches of grass framed the lot on three sides, with neat rows of maple trees down the center of each, all clearly planted around the same time, all roughly the same height and fullness.

      The mid-afternoon sun made the trees’ shadows stretch long and thin to the east. All except for one.

      On the far side of the parking lot, one of the half-dozen trees seemed to defy nature. Unlike its sisters, this tree cast a shadow straight down. Not only that, the shadow looked impossibly dark. Dark enough to obscure the grass underneath.

      Eddie felt a slight twinge in his head, like the threat of a headache. He rubbed absently at his temple while he watched the shadow get somehow thicker, darker. It began to rise like an amorphous cloud. Only this cloud was solid black. As it coalesced around the tree’s trunk and slithered between its lower branches, it blocked out everything beyond it.

      Night had fallen under that lone tree.

      As if to confirm this idea, little pin-pricks of light spawned within the night cloud like stars.

      Eddie slowly rose to his feet. The twinge in his head began to pulse in rhythm to his heartbeat. What the fuck was this? A hallucination? A side effect from that new med the docs put him on? Eddie had dealt with all kinds of side-effects, from extreme drowsiness to a malfunctioning cock to weird muscle spasms in his face. One drug had even triggered the most vivid nightmares of his life, filled with running, screaming, and a whole lot of blood.

      This was new, though.

      While the shadow continued to climb up through the tree’s branches, it did not reach beyond the expanse of those branches. Where a normal noon shadow cast by this tree would stop, the edges of this one faded into a sort of shiny purple and red whorl like when sunlight strikes a soap bubble or a puddle of kerosene.

      Eddie glanced around him, hoping to find someone else out here seeing the same thing he was. Down the sidewalk near a recessed side door into the hospital, a woman in a powder blue nurse’s smock stood smoking a cigarette. She had a faraway look in her eyes, as if lost in thought, but she faced away from the hospital and roughly toward where the impossible shadow had arisen.

      Either she was so lost in thought she had gone blind to anything outside of her own skull or she wasn’t seeing what Eddie was seeing.

      So a side effect. For sure.

      Not necessarily, my friend.

      This from the slick, oily voice inside of Eddie that liked to taunt him on the regular. It had all sorts of opinions on how Eddie was living his life⁠—

      You mean wasting your life.

      —and could point out every flaw in every thought that dared flitter through Eddie’s mind. The slick voice especially enjoyed vivisecting the songs Eddie wrote. When the voice got on a roll, it could keep Eddie from writing a single lyric or dreaming up a new chord progression. It’s why Eddie hadn’t written a new song in six months.

      I don’t think it’s the new meds, Slick said. I think it’s a sign of your deteriorating mental state.

      Eddie clenched his teeth. Bullshit. If he was that messed up, they wouldn’t have let him out of the ward.

      Puh-lease. You and I both know all the right things to say to get out of that place. Tell them what they want to hear, promise them you feel safe, no longer a danger to yourself, the drugs seem to be working, I do feel better, I’m sleeping fine, appetite’s fine, nope, not seeing or hearing things others cannot, all good, Doc, let me sign off on that fancy treatment plan that no one’s gonna follow up on once I’m outta here, and let me skitdattle right back to business as usual—my sucky ass excuse for a life.

      He wasn’t going to argue with Slick. That never worked. Better off trying to ignore him.

      Like that’s ever worked.

      Where the fuck was Hope?

      Eddie checked the time on his phone. She was only fifteen minutes late, but for Hope that might as well have been an hour. She had never been late for anything in her damn life. According to her mom, Hope had even been born less than an hour into her due date.

      He wondered if she was hesitant to end her vacay from Eddie. The thought had Slick’s oily prints all over it, but it hadn’t come directly from him. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference. Although, technically, there wasn’t any difference. Slick was Eddie and Eddie was Slick. He might be hallucinating at the moment, but he didn’t have a split personality.

      The shadow stopped spreading when it reached the top of the tree. Some of the stars within the blackness gathered into a brilliant swirl like a galaxy, backlighting the tree and creating a beautiful and surreal design that would have looked sick as hell on a t-shirt or poster.

      The Stoner Twins had gone through a heavy acid-dropping phase. Eddie wondered if any of their trips had conjured up something like this?

      Eddie turned his head to look away from the starry shadow.

      The smoking nurse must have gone back inside, no longer standing by the side door. A green Honda was turning into the parking lot’s east entrance. Eddie watched it cruise toward him, then ease on by. He kept his gaze on the Honda until it disappeared around a turn at the other end of the building.

      He chanced a look back at the tree, hoping the shadowy hallucination had faded.

      The starry darkness was as thick as ever. A shape formed in the center of the anomaly, like a shadow peeling away from the trunk of the tree. This new, somehow darker shadow, came away tall and spindly at first. Then it seemed to pull in on itself, shrinking and fattening until it took on the clear outlines of a person. This person shadow stepped out from under the tree, clearing the larger shadow surrounding it, and into the sunlight.

      A cold tightness clenched in Eddie’s chest as he watched the shadow become a man wearing a black suit and skinny tie.

      The man strode confidently toward Eddie. He had thin dark hair slicked straight back. His scalp was visible through the greasy strands, pink and glistening in the afternoon light. His pants were as black as his suit coat, but the hot sun didn’t seem to bother him. He had a cheerful swing in his stride, and the closer he got, Eddie could make out the large grin on his face, even bigger and more wild-eyed than when he’d peered in on group five or six days ago. (Time got fuzzy in the psych ward.)

      Until now, Eddie had forgotten all about the guy.

      The man waved like they were old friends as he closed the distance between them.

      Eddie shuffled back a step, glanced toward the hospital entrance.

      It was one thing to see some strange visual trick across the length of a large parking lot, a shadow full of stars, a distant illusion. But hallucinating a full person who looked determined to engage in conversation?

      Not good.

      He needed to go back into that hospital and tell his docs what this new drug was doing to him. No fucking around.

      He took another backward step while not letting his gaze slip from the man with the skinny tie and scary grin. But he hesitated to go further.

      If he went back inside, told someone what he was seeing right now, they would check him right back into the psych ward and not let him out for who knew how long. As much as this hallucination freaked Eddie out, an open-ended stay in the psych ward frightened him a lot more. Maybe if he stood his ground, faced the imaginary man, declared he knew the dude wasn’t real, the hallucination would evaporate like a bad dream. Then, when he got home, he would make sure not to take one more dose of this latest medication.

      When the man reached the asphalt drive between the parking lot and the hospital, he paused. His toothy grin faltered into a frown. Then he said something.

      The sound of an overtaxed engine growling into range drowned out the man’s voice, and an instant later a familiar rust-flaked gold minivan squealed to a halt at the curb right in front of Eddie. If the sideview mirror hadn’t already been knocked askew, it would have clipped Eddie.

      He jumped with a shout, his heart bouncing off his back teeth.

      Tadd Ross smiled at Eddie from behind the wheel, the window down, his arm dangling casually out. “What the fuck is up, my dude?”

      Beyond Tadd, in the passenger seat, sat his twin brother, Todd, with a matching smile. Eddie had known the Ross twins long enough to tell them apart. But lately, their differences had become more prominent, mostly due to their divergence in their drugs of choice.

      The track marks in the arm Tadd had lazily draped out the window, for example.

      The twins’ ancient and grumbling Toyota blocked Eddie’s view of the crazy guy with the skinny tie as well as the star-shadow he’d seemingly climbed out of. Eddie sidestepped so he could see around the front of the van.

      The man was gone.

      As was his shadowy doorway.
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      “What the hell are you two doing here?”

      Eddie’s voice came out dry and cracked, as if he hadn’t spoken in a long time. His heart pounded like the bass drum in a death metal song. He clutched the plastic bag with his few things against his chest as if to keep his mad heart from breaking out through his breastbone.

      Tadd chuckled and gave Eddie a sleepy look. “We’re your ride, bro.”

      “Where’s Hope?”

      “Oh, yeah. She gave us a holler ‘cause she said she needed more time to get ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      Todd leaned forward in the passenger seat so he could look past his brother. He had his dirty blond hair up in a man bun. The whites of his eyes were red and rheumy. “For your triumphant return, yo. What else?”

      Ants crawled underneath Eddie’s skin. Cold sweat rose up on his cheeks. Most of that was a reaction to the hallucination he’d just suffered. Part of it, though, came from wondering what Hope thought she needed to do to get “ready” for him.

      The twins stared at Eddie, still smiling, as if all was right with the world, as if Eddie hadn’t tried to hang himself less than two weeks ago because these two asswipes had botched the gig of a lifetime and doomed them to playing in coffee shops or on street corners.

      He almost said as much. Hey, guys. Did you not realize they locked me in this place because of you? That I tried to kill myself…because…of…you?

      But that wouldn’t have been fair. He’d had his chance to break free from the Stoner Twins before they dragged him down with them into their vortex of drug-induced chaos.

      “Come on,” Todd said from the passenger seat. “Get in and tell us of your exploits in crazy town.”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      The minivan’s sliding back door on the driver’s side squealed in its track as Eddie yanked it open. And squealed again when he pulled it shut. Eventually, that door would stop opening at all, just like the one on the other side.

      The Stoner Mobile only had a single bucket seat behind the front passenger seat. The twins had long ago pulled out the other bucket and the third-row bench seat to make room for hauling their instruments and gear between gigs. Right now the back was empty except for some crumpled paper bags and greasy wrappers from a variety of fast food joints. The van smelled like old cheese and bad gas.

      Tadd blatantly over-accelerated away from the curb, throwing Eddie back in his seat before he had a chance to settle in and get buckled, and floored it along the drive encircling the hospital campus, ignoring a STOP sign. Thankfully, the driver of the silver pickup with the right of way did not ignore it and only laid on their horn as the minivan cruised by.

      Eddie cursed under his breath, fastened his seatbelt, and drew the strap tight.

      The twins showed no signs they’d even seen the truck, let alone heard the horn’s angry blare.

      Eddie said, “Try not to kill us.”

      “Okay, my dude.” Tadd straightened his spine, gripped the wheel with both hands, and slowed down to about ten miles an hour. “Where to, Miss Daisy?”

      Eddie pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just take me home at or around the actual speed limit.”

      “Home?” Todd turned in the passenger seat to look back at Eddie. “We got some time. We’re to entertain you until Hope texts us she’s ready.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Was he being punished for something? After ten days in the psych ward, all he wanted to do was wash the smell of the hospital out of his pores and take a nap in a bed that didn’t feel like a slab of concrete.

      “I don’t understand,” Eddie said. “What does she think she needs to get ready?”

      For a second, neither twin said a word, and their goofy smiles faltered.

      Tadd dropped his elderly chauffeur impersonation as he exited the hospital campus and pulled into the light afternoon traffic. He even followed the posted speed limit.

      Todd was still twisted in his seat, looking back at Eddie. He didn’t have his seatbelt on, but Eddie wasn’t his mother. If the guy wanted to risk getting thrown through the windshield due to his brother’s bad driving, that was his decision.

      “You know,” Todd said and blew a strand of hair that had escaped his man bun out of his face. “She wants to make sure it’s safe.”

      “Safe?”

      “Yeah, bro,” Tadd added from behind the wheel. “We all just want what’s best for you.”

      Having a couple of stoners acting like they knew what was best for him, when they couldn’t even get their own shit straight, sure was rich. He couldn’t believe Hope had sent these guys to pick him up instead of coming herself.

      Tadd cruised by the next logical turn that would have taken Eddie toward home.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Told ya,” Tadd said. “We gotta keep you occupied until your place is ready.”

      “I really just want to go home, guys.”

      Todd blew that stubborn wisp of hair away from his face again. “Relax, my dude. We’re going to Hess’s. Tadd’s got a pocket full of quarters. We’re going to commandeer the jukebox for the duration.”

      “It’s not even three in the afternoon, and I just got out of the hospital. Not really in the mood for day drinking.”

      “The Stoner Twins will drink on your behalf,” Todd said with a grin. His eyes were already bloodshot. Eddie had little doubt he had smoked a bowl with his breakfast, another with lunch, and probably a third right before heading for the hospital.

      “No,” Eddie said. “Just…no. Take me home.”

      “But we⁠—”

      “I don’t fucking care, okay? You two are the last people I want to be with right now.” Here it came. Eddie couldn’t hold back any longer. “Do either of you remember our last gig? Do you remember getting kicked out because the two of you were more interested in getting high and acting stupid than being a pair of fucking professionals? Do you even care that the band is totally and absolutely screwed?”

      Todd drew back, brow wrinkled, mouth hanging open. Eddie could smell the pot smoke on his breath. The twin reached up and touched the side of his stubbled face as if Eddie had slapped him.

      “Jesus, bro,” Tadd offered over his shoulder from behind the wheel. “Tell us how you really feel.”

      Eddie leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. “Pretty sure I just did.”

      Todd was still staring at him, a mix of hurt and confusion in his eyes. Finally, he said, “Wow.” Then he turned away to sit forward without another word.

      The following silence couldn’t have been more strained.

      Without any further prompting, Tadd changed course, heading back toward Eddie’s place. Nobody said a word until they pulled up outside the building.

      Then Tadd put the van in park, kept the engine running, and looked over his shoulder at Eddie. “Make sure she knows we tried.”

      “Sure. Whatever.”

      Eddie grabbed his plastic bag of things from the hospital and got out of the van. An awkward moment followed where Eddie couldn’t get the damn door to slide all the way shut. It took four tries before he finally wrenched it closed.

      The second the door latched, Tadd hit the gas and peeled away from the curb, the van’s exhaust blowing a rancid cloud in its wake.

      Eddie sighed, glanced up at the five-story yellow-brick block that was his apartment building, then lugged his plastic bag of things inside, stomach a little unsettled in anticipation of what Hope making their place “safe” would look like.
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      The apartment door was locked, and Eddie didn’t have his key. He could hear music inside. Based on the twang, probably contemporary country. He thought he’d cured Hope of that. Apparently, a vacation from Eddie also meant backsliding into horrible taste in tunes. If you were going to listen to country music, at least make it something by Johnny Cash or Dolly Parton. Not the crap these wannabe cowboys howled out like drunken baboons nowadays.

      Jesus, he wasn’t even through the door and already he’d started projecting. Ms. Mantis would be disappointed.

      He closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath. Stay in the moment. Be mindful. Mindfulness was psychology’s ultimate cure all. No one could adequately explain to Eddie, however, what good being mindful during a moment of misery did. Seemed like disassociation was nature’s answer to such times.

      He opened his eyes and knocked.

      After a few seconds, the music stopped. Eddie thought he heard Hope’s voice through the door. Couldn’t make out the words, but the tone suggested she wasn’t happy.

      Then her footsteps along the apartment’s creaky hardwood floor approached. Followed by a pause. The peephole in the door darkened for a moment. A distinctly frustrated sigh came through.

      The knob jiggled when Hope unlocked the door.

      Eddie pasted a smile on his face as the door swung open.

      A sheen of sweat coated Hope’s face, giving her a pale, feverish look. She had her dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. Her black-framed glasses had slid down to the tip of her nose. She wore a pair of cotton shorts and a gray Western Michigan University t-shirt with a coffee stain down the chest. She had a select few shirts with stains that she hung onto for when she went on one of her cleaning sprees—the kind that involved her spending an hour with a toothbrush scrubbing at the grout between the shower tiles.

      “Hey,” Eddie offered, trying to keep it easy, casual.

      She frowned. “You’re not supposed to be here yet.”

      He tried to look past her to see what changes she might have made for his return.

      She stepped into the threshold and pulled the door a little closer behind her to block his view.

      “The twins gave it their best,” Eddie said, “but I just wanted to come home.”

      “I’m not ready for you.”

      “You don’t have to put yourself out. It’s okay.”

      “No it isn’t. I want to make sure you’re safe. I would have had everything done last night, but work’s been hectic lately and I vegged on the couch.”

      “Seriously, babe. It’s fine. I pulled the only ceiling hook out already, remember?”

      “That’s not funny. You can’t be jokey about this, Eddie.”

      “I’m sorry. But I cannot, for the life of me, think of what you could do to make the place any safer for me. And I really just want to sit and chill with you. Maybe do some Netflix. And play my guitar. It’s been way too long.”

      Hope pursed her lips, wheels turning away behind her eyes.

      “Besides, the twins are gone,” Eddie said. “I can’t just wait out here in the hallway.”

      “Fine,” she said and backed up to give room for Eddie to come through. “But you have to park on the couch while I finish up. Deal?”

      Now that Hope had moved and pushed the door open, Eddie could see into the apartment. There wasn’t a lot of space to cover. The apartment was a one bedroom with a small living room and even smaller kitchen. You could see most of the place without having to come too far past the threshold.

      There was the short hallway opposite the entrance that led back to the bathroom and bedroom. The living room and kitchen shared an open floor plan that put both in full view. This allowed Eddie to see that Hope had pulled out all the drawers in the kitchen and set them on the counter. The small dining table next to the fridge had a cardboard moving box on it. The chair Eddie had pulled into the bedroom was tucked back where it belonged underneath the table.

      “What are you doing in the kitchen?”

      “Straight to the couch. You have to promise.”

      “Sure,” he said absently as he strolled in. He tossed his plastic bag of belongings onto the couch, but kept walking, going to the box on the dining table.

      “Damn it, Eddie.” Hope shut the door and caught up to him. “You need to stay in the living room.”

      “I will,” he said. “I just…”

      He trailed off as he looked into the box and saw the hodgepodge of glinting metal inside. A lot of knives. Stake knives, paring knives, and everything that came with their butcher block, which now sat empty on the kitchen counter. But there were other things in there besides knives, including some serving forks, a collection of scissors of various sizes, even a set of nail clippers. The key trait many of the items shared was sharp edges.

      But there were also extension cords, a couple of bungie cords, what looked like the fabric belt to Hope’s bathrobe, and a roll of orange twine.

      He turned to Hope. “What are you doing?”

      “I told you. I’m making it safe for you. I’m going to take all this stuff to my mom’s.”

      “How are we going to eat anything without knives, Hope?”

      “I have a single set. They are in a lockbox along with all the medication.”

      “A lockbox?”

      “Why do you say it like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re mad. You can’t be mad at me for wanting to keep you alive.”

      “This just seems a little…extreme. Don’t you think?”

      She lifted her chin and pushed her glasses up her nose. “No.”

      Eddie stood there with his mouth open. Of all the awkward things he had imagined would take place when he got home, he had not seen this coming. At the same point, it didn’t surprise him. Hope always took a detailed, hands-on approach to most things. Her cleaning sprees were a good example. The way she picked out Eddie’s outfits whenever they went out for a special occasion was another, as if he didn’t know how to dress himself.

      Now she had decided he couldn’t keep himself from cutting, choking, or poisoning himself without her help either?

      Hope put her hand on his shoulder and gently nudged him toward the living room. “Go binge some anime or that show about the dumb space people I can’t stand. I’ll finish up. I’ve already gone through the bedroom and bathroom. Kitchen shouldn’t take much longer.”

      Eddie shook his head. “No.”

      Hope’s mouth turned to a crooked, thin slash. Her white cheeks flushed pink. “This isn’t up for argument. I know this might make things inconvenient, but it’s for your own good.”

      For a second, Eddie just blinked at her. For his own good? Did he really need her to tell him what was good for him? Eddie had been through a couple foster families after his mom and dad were gone. They had loved to tell him what was good for him. Especially when it came to “dealing with this grief.” They fucking loved talking about that quaint phrase.

      Dad had hung himself barely six weeks after Mom’s funeral. Cancer had killed her, and Dad clearly did not want to take care of his son on his own. Five days before Eddie’s fourteenth birthday, he found his father dangling from a rafter in the garage, face bloated and purple. He hung in the exact same spot he’d hung a deer he’d shot and brought home when Eddie was eleven. He’d hung the deer there so he could dress the thing right there in the garage.

      It was the only time, during Eddie’s lifetime at least, that his father had gone hunting. And it was one of the weirdest fucking memories of his father, because it didn’t match any of the other more normal ones. But it did disturbingly and perfectly match Eddie’s last memory of his father. And those two memories would be forever linked in Eddie’s mind.

      “Well?” Hope held her hands out to Eddie. “Are you going to say something?”

      Something felt stuck in Eddie’s throat, like a chunk of concrete he’d swallowed sideways. And his hands were hot. “I don’t need a mother, Hope.”

      “I’m not trying to be your mother, jerk. I’m trying to take care of you.” Her eyes watered.

      He’d hurt her, and while most of him regretted it, a small part of him felt glad. “Either way, I don’t need…” He sputtered for a second, then gestured helplessly at all the drawers out on the counters and the box on the table. “Whatever this is.”

      “Well, I do. I need this. I need to know I can go to work and not have to worry about you doing something horrible to yourself while I’m gone.”

      “I can’t be a prisoner in my own home.”

      “Keeping sharp objects out of reach doesn’t make you a prisoner.”

      “What next? Are you going to lock me in? Because I could go out and buy a fucking knife. I can buy a whole set of them.”

      “I’m not an idiot. And I’m not the bad guy you want to make me into. I’m just doing the best I can. If this is too hard on you, I guess you could always find somewhere else to live.”

      But she knew as well as he did, he had nowhere else to go. No parents. No friends he felt comfortable enough burdening with his ass besides the twins. And he would have to be pretty fucking desperate to consider living with the twins.

      And yet…

      Slick had an opinion on this. An opinion he’d shared a number of times. One of those things that sounded a lot closer to truth than lie.

      She’d be better off without you, Edward.

      Yeah. She would. Which was part of why he’d tried to kill himself in the first place. She would be better off without him for a thousand reasons. But one of the biggest, the one Slick knew because Slick knew all of Eddie’s secret thoughts, was because Eddie didn’t think he loved her anymore. In fact, he felt pretty sure she didn’t love him either. They stayed together only because it was easier than breaking up.

      Eddie dragged a palm down his stubbled cheek. His insides seemed to deflate. “I’m sorry. I’m being an ass.”

      Hope sniffled, wiped the moisture out of her eyes with the back of her hand, then reached out and took both Eddie’s hands in hers. “I love you, Eddie Logan.”

      It sounded like she meant it. Yet, still, Eddie wasn’t so sure. He wasn’t exactly easy to love.

      He managed a weak smile, squeezed her hands. “I love you, too.”
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      Watching a thirteen-year-old girl absolutely master “Hotel California” on guitar made up for every bit of agony Eddie’s return to the real world had delivered the day before.

      Eddie sat with one of his best students, a waifish girl with blue and green hair that hung long in the front, named Ella. Her cherry red Gibson looked almost as big as she was, but her thin fingers skated across the frets with the relaxed confidence of a pro. And while Eddie would have liked to take credit for her skills, not even Eddie could play like that when he was her age. She was a natural, simple as that.

      It made Eddie’s heart soar to watch her grow as a musician like very few things outside of his own songwriting could.

      They were in one of the practice rooms at Browne’s Music. There was just enough space for the pair of plastic chairs they sat on and the upright piano. As usual, the AC seemed to neglect this small, soundproofed room, making it stuffy and warm. And there was no window—not that opening one would have helped considering the August humidity and lack of breeze would have probably made it worse.

      The ends of Ella’s hair that hung down, obscuring her face, were damp with sweat. Eddie couldn’t see her eyes, but her little mouth was twisted to one side in concentration.

      Eddie had his Fender propped on his knee and he softly tapped his foot in time to his student’s playing. His fingers itched to play along. He had to keep reminding himself this was a lesson, not a jam session. She was good enough to make him forget that.

      When she finished playing, Ella looked up at Eddie with wide eyes and her mouth open as if surprised by her own performance. “Did I do that?”

      Eddie laughed. “You sure did. That was super tight, Ell. You’re going to be a rockstar someday.” A buoyant feeling filled his chest. It was nice not having to bullshit the kid. So many of his other students were mediocre at best. A little bit of talent maybe. But it took more than talent. It took a passion most folks couldn’t muster.

      Ella, on the other hand, had passion to spare. He never had to get on her about practicing between lessons. The kid probably spent more time with a guitar in her hands than without.

      She smiled, her face pink and sweaty, a damp lock of blue hair stuck to one cheek. “You really think so?”

      “Keep going like you are, throw in some good luck, and I’ll expect to see you on stage at Lallapalooza, no doubt.”

      That made her laugh. “That would be sick.”

      “Sure would.” Eddie glanced at the small digital clock on the piano. “Time’s up for today.”

      “Aw.”

      Eddie set his guitar on the floor stand next to his chair and waited while Ella packed
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