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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        And a warning to those about to read this novel

      

      

      

      I have always strived to tell the stories I thought were important. Be they about young people finding their way, fighting back against injustice, or about discovering love, acceptance and more, I have tried, throughout the course of my publishing career, to tell stories that resonated with people, even if they happened to be hard.

      Almost four years ago, someone close to me lost their battle with mental illness. The shockwave that would follow would leave me reeling physically, mentally, and emotionally for weeks, months. All these years later, I still find myself asking questions about what could have been better said, or what might have been done to help someone who was silently suffering. But that is human nature—to question the things we do not understand. Rationalizing behavior, especially behaviors that aren’t our own, is never easy. But if I know one thing is for certain, it is that grief is never-ending, and that true healing comes with time.

      The novel you are about to read deals with suicide, and the emotional aftermath that comes as a result of loving someone who has chosen to end their own life. As someone who suffers from their own mental illness, I know quite well how harmful some topics can be, even if they aren’t intentionally designed to do that. Angel Hour, I feel, has the potential to be one of those stories. I write this foreword in the hopes that those battling their own demons will recognize their own emotions, as well as their ability to understand the traumas that may cause harm.

      In the end, I want to say that this novel was written as a way for me to process what I went through almost four years ago, and to help shape and understand the grief that still lingers to this day.

      

      
        
        If you, or someone you know,

        Have had thoughts of self-harm,

        please reach out to your

        nearest emergency resource.

      

      

      

      Thank you for taking the time to read this foreword. Please be well, and remember: you are loved.

      

      
        
        —Kody Boye

        February 1st, 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For [you].

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      There is so much rain I can barely see.

      Yet I keep driving.

      Driving.

      Probably too fast, too recklessly, for my own good. But truth be told: it doesn’t matter. Shouldn’t matter. Won’t matter, if something happens, if anything happens, especially to me.

      Most would think me mad, driving in this weather. But I have a reason.

      My father is gone. Dead by his own hand. And there is nothing, nothing, anyone can do.

      I lift my hand. Press it to my mouth. Try my hardest to suppress the sob that follows.

      One moment, I am clutching the steering wheel and guiding the car along the road.

      The next, the tires lift off the ground, and I am spinning⁠—

      Spinning—

      Faster than I could have ever thought possible.

      Try as I might to correct the vehicle, there is nothing I can do to stop it.

      For a moment, I don’t know what to do.

      Please, I think. God.

      Then the vehicle impacts with something, and everything goes dark.
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            THE PAIN OF GRIEF

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It is not your time.

      I hear his voice as if it is clear as rain. Through the fog of disorientation, and beyond the barrier of pain, I hear it echo from a space far above and filter down into the fabric of my being. It is an all-consuming feeling—a powerful statement that compels me to turn away from the light that radiates beyond my eyelids.

      My first inclination is to refuse the voice.

      Slowly, however, I begin to question my surroundings.

      What happened? I wonder, and more importantly: Where am I?

      I open my eyes to find a blinding white light streaming down upon me. Overhead, there are clouds; and in the distance, there appears to be a castle set behind a grand fence wrought in gold. The gate is closed, but I know for a fact that it could be opened, should I just ask.

      This pain is almost too much to bear.

      But so is the voice telling me to turn back.

      It is not your time, the voice says again. Turn back.

      “Why?” I then ask.

      It appears, then—or, more appropriately, he appears. With his golden hair and alabaster skin, he is a work of absolute perfection. But blinded as I am by his physical beauty—which is like that of a shining light on the darkest night—I find myself drawn not to his face, but the wings upon his back.

      “Are you—” I find myself trying to ask. “An angel?”

      It is not your time, this man—this supreme being of peace and light—replies. Turn back.

      I want to argue. But between the feelings of peace, of pain, and the present in between, I find that I do not have the strength to.

      “Promise me something,” I say.

      The man—this angel—looks upon me with storm-gray eyes.

      “Promise me you won’t be far.”

      I promise, he says, for I am always with you.

      I close my eyes, expecting peace⁠—

      

      —only to emerge in a world of pain.

      “Sir,” the man kneeling above me says. “I need you to look at me.”

      “What… what happened?” I ask, blinking to clear the fog from my eyes.

      “You were in a car accident. Can you tell me your name?”

      “My name’s… Leonard. Leonard Thomas.”

      “Mister Thomas,” the man—who I can now tell is an EMT—replies. “I need you to remain still. We’re going to stabilize your neck and move you onto a stretcher. We’re then going to transfer you to the hospital. We’re not aware of the extent of your injuries.”

      “Did anyone—” I swallow. “Die?”

      “Please stay still, sir. Try not to move your head.”

      The truth is that I’m not sure I could even if I tried. Something feels wrong—off in every sense of the world. Beyond feeling immense pain at the front of my skull and the small of my back, I can’t concentrate; and even if I could keep my eyes set on one thing, the world is spinning ten times faster than it normally should.

      Closing my eyes, I try to fight back the waves of agony assaulting me. Tears sting at my vision. Pain lances through my nostrils. Each breath I take causes my chest to ache, and though I can feel every part of my body, I wish I couldn’t.

      What happened? I think. Why am I not in my car?

      Could I have been ejected? Through the windshield? After I was struck from behind?

      No, I think as the memories begin to whisper back. That’s not possible. I always wear my seatbelt.

      Then I remember:

      The rain.

      It’d been clear when I departed. Clear when I told my mother that I would leave the house to pick up a few things at the grocery store. But then the storm had come out of nowhere—so violently, so unexpectedly, that I could’ve never anticipated it. I should’ve pulled over. I really should’ve. But between the chaos in my brain, and the feelings of utter shame, I’d kept driving. It’d been bad enough when I’d felt the car shudder. When I’d felt the wheels lift off the road. When I’d felt myself hydroplaning. Panicking. Attempting to correct.

      Then spinning.

      Spinning.

      So fast that the world had lost focus.

      Then suddenly hitting something.

      My eyes dart about in an attempt to search for clues.

      At first, I see nothing.

      Then, slowly, I see it. The old blue Mustang. My pride and joy. A gift from my father. Its bumper crushed, the hood all but caved in.

      Gone, just like that. Just like him. Almost like me.

      “Sr,” the EMT says, drawing me from my desperate thoughts, my anguished feelings. “We’re going to stabilize your neck. We’re going to be as gentle as possible, but you may feel some discomfort. Do you understand?”

      “I—” I start, then swallow and say, “Yes. I—I do.”

      The EMTs—the one male, the other a woman who has just stepped forward—exchange glances before they secure my neck.

      The moment they tighten the brace into place is the moment I question everything.

      How, I wonder, am I not dead?

      I close my eyes once again, only to remember that blinding light, those radiant rays⁠—

      Those beautiful gray eyes.

      It is not your time, he’d said.

      “It’s not my time,” I whisper, then laugh. “It’s not my time.”

      I can’t help but sob soon after.

      As the sounds of my despair cuts through the eerie silence of the mid-afternoon, I find myself unable to believe what has happened.

      I’d nearly died, and above all: I’d nearly gone to Heaven.

      But was it really? I wonder. Was it really Heaven?

      The truth is that I don’t know. Can’t know. Am not supposed to know, I feel. At least not now.

      As more police cars and emergency service vehicles begin to arrive, blocking off the road and guiding traffic around the scene of the accident, the EMTs take a moment to move me atop a stretcher, then strap me into place before rolling me into the ambulance.

      It’s only when the stretcher is secured that the reality of it all begins to set in.

      I’m alive.

      But do I really deserve to be?

      

      I arrive at the hospital dazed and disoriented. Given painkillers to subdue my pain, and anti-nausea medication to prevent me from throwing up, I lie through the MRI and CT scans with the knowledge that I could’ve been hurt far worse and try my hardest to piece together my emotions.

      Between everything that has happened the past few days, I can barely comprehend what has happened.

      By the time I am wheeled into a room, and the tests come back, I am tired and ready to sleep.

      “Tell me, Mister Thomas,” a man by the name of Doctor Perez says. “What happened this afternoon?”

      “I… was driving to the store,” I say in a slow and careful voice, “when it started raining. I… hydroplaned after the road got slick. Lost control of the car. Over-corrected, I guess. Then… I spun out of control.”

      “Until you hit the tree.”

      I offer what little of a nod I can.

      Doctor Perez looks down at my medical chart and frowns. He then says, “The urinalysis we performed upon your arrival detected traces of anti-psychotic medication in your system. This leads me to believe one of two things: that you either overdosed before you started driving, or⁠—”

      “Wasn’t taking it,” I say.

      The doctor considers me with unsure eyes.

      “I… haven’t been taking it,” I offer a short moment later, “because I didn’t like the way it made me feel. Especially after… after…”

      The doctor waits for me to finish.

      “After my dad committed suicide,” I say. The words are almost too much to bear.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” the doctor says in a voice that is gentle yet, I feel, sincere. “Let me ask you something, Mister Thomas: what condition were you prescribed these medications for?”

      “Bipolar Disorder.”

      “Type 1 or 2?”

      “Rapid cycling.”

      The doctor sighs. Lifts his head. Looks me in the eyes. Asks, “Were you having a manic episode when you were driving?”

      “No. I mean, I—I don’t think I was.”

      He scribbles a note in my chart.

      “Sir,” I say, while still trying my hardest to keep my emotions down. “Am I… am I in trouble?”

      “Not in any legal sense, no. Medically speaking?” The doctor frowns as he looks at my chart. “You have bulging and herniated discs up and down your neck and spine, symptoms of a concussion, and what appears to be a superficial crack on one of your ribs. If I’m being frank: you were lucky your airbags deployed when they did. Most people who have this type of accident end up arriving without a pulse.”

      I close my eyes and exhale.

      “I have to ask,” the doctor then says, “because of what you’ve told me, and because of your medical history. Were you trying to take your own life?”

      “I—” I start to say. “I⁠—”

      The doctor narrows his eyes.

      “No,” I then say, in as sure a voice as I can manage. “I wasn’t.”

      The doctor notes this on my chart and turns to face the nurse, who standing nearby. “Give him a little more morphine, and up the anti-nausea medication.”

      “Yes, doctor,” the nurse says.

      “And Mister Thomas?” Doctor Perez asks, spinning to face me. “Please, reach out and seek mental health treatment. I can’t know for certain what’s happened in your life, but based on what you’ve told me, you could benefit from proper psychiatric treatment, especially therapy. Take it from me when I say you do not have to go through this alone.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I say.

      The doctor turns and makes his way out of my treatment bay not long after.

      “Do you need anything from us?” the nurse asks as she prepares to supply me with more morphine. “Do you want us to call anyone?”

      “My… my mother,” I say. “She needs to know what happened.”

      “We’ll work on that straight away,” she says, priming a needle into the IV. “You may feel a little cold here in a moment.”

      “It’s okay,” I say and close my eyes. “I think I’m falling asleep anyway.”

      “Rest, Mister Thomas. I’ll call your mother and come check on you in a little while.”

      I fall asleep not long after.

      

      I don’t anticipate dreaming. I don’t anticipate seeing anyone or anything. But as my mind comes into stunning focus after succumbing to absolute darkness, I find that I am standing in a miasma of fog—and looking on at a castle atop a hill.

      “Is that—” I start to ask.

      It is what you want it to be, the familiar voice says.

      I turn my head in search of the speaker, only to find that I cannot find them.

      “Where are you?” I ask.

      I am always with you, he says.

      Again: I look. But again: I see nothing in the dense fog, in the muted gray light.

      “I’m not… dead or anything,” I say after a moment’s consideration. “Am I?”

      You are very much alive, my friend.

      This time, I hear it—the ruffle of feathers, the disturbance of wings.

      Lifting my eyes, I train my gaze into the distance, only to find that a figure is approaching.

      A wind whispers along the ground. Tickles my skin. Causes me to shiver. Most of all: it parts the fog that blankets the area, revealing the one being that appeared to me in my darkest hour.

      The angel—if he can even be called that, for I am unsure who he is or what he happens to be—is beyond phenomenal. He is breathtaking in every sense of the word. His golden hair, his stormy eyes. White wings wrap around a naked torso—and try as I might not to stare, I find my eyes trailing along his finely muscled chest.

      The moment his eyes settle upon mine, however, I turn my gaze away.

      You need not fear, the being says, my judgment or persecution.

      “I’m sorry,” I reply. “I just… I’m not⁠—”

      The being steps through the fog and comes to stand in a shard of light that has appeared from the ever-cloudy sky. Here, I can see him fully; and here, I can make out every detail of his face: from his proud nose, his full lips, his square jaw, his strong chin. A part of me wants to reach out to touch him, just to see if he is real. But would that be right?

      The angelic figure lowers his head to consider me once more.

      “Can you answer a question?” I say—and without waiting for a response, I ask, “Am I going to be okay?”

      You face a long road ahead of you, Leonard Thomas. But I will be there to guide you through the dark.

      “What is your name?” I ask.

      My name is Alexander, the angel replies, and I will always be with you.
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      “Alexander,” I find myself whispering.

      I open my eyes to a stunning white light. However, as comforting as it happens to me, I know for a fact that I am not in the realm I once was, heavenly or otherwise. I understand, the further time goes on, and the more lucid I become, that I am very much in the real, physical, mortal world.

      It is almost too heartbreaking to fathom.

      I sniffle. Grimace. Cough.

      A presence stirs from beside me. Then a voice says, “Leonard? Leonard? Are you awake?”

      “I’m… I’m awake,” I say.

      My mother bursts into tears almost immediately. She steps up to my bedside. Takes hold of my hand. Says, “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

      “It’s… it’s fine,” I say. “Thirsty.”

      My mother is instantly offering a drink from a bottle of water that has been placed on the table at my bedside.

      As soon as the water is down, I clear my throat and ask, “What time is it?”

      “Nine in the morning.”

      “You should be at the school,” I say and frown as I consider what the summer school class will do without her.

      “Don’t worry about that right now. I have a substitute covering for me.” She takes hold of my hand once more and tightens her hold upon me. “Leonard… are you all right?”

      “I’m sore,” I reply, “if that’s what you mean.”

      “I mean… did you… were you… trying to⁠—”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I lost control of the car, Mom. That’s all that happened. I swear.”

      “They wouldn’t tell me what was going on,” she says, “because you’re an adult now, because you’re eighteen. But when I got the call after you went out last night, I thought that… that you… that you were⁠—”

      She closes her eyes. Then she bursts into tears once more.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “It’s not your fault,” my mother says before reaching up to wipe tears away from her eyes. “It’s no one’s fault, really. No one’s fault except the rain’s. And even then… who’s to say God wanted us driving in it?”

      This inspires a laugh from me. Which causes me to cough. Which makes me grimace.

      “Are you all right?” she asks.

      “I’m just… having a hard time accepting the fact that I didn’t die.”

      “You should re-frame those thoughts, Leonard. You should say: I’m thankful to be alive.”

      “I am, Mom. It’s just… I shouldn’t be.” I pause after a moment’s consideration. “Did you… did you see the car?”

      “I did,” she replies. “I’m sorry, Leonard. It’s… been declared a total loss.”

      “I expected that,” I say.

      “But they were able to get your phone out,” my mother adds, “which was surprisingly safe. And⁠—”

      My mother extends her hand.

      I open my palm. Watch as she drops the simple chain with the tiny gold cross on it.

      “—this,” she finishes.

      “Dad’s cross,” I whisper, and for a moment, I feel I will shatter and break all over again. “I’m surprised it made it.”

      “Have you ever considered that you have someone looking out for you?” my mother asks.

      “I—” I start to say, then stop as a moment of clarity hits me.

      The fog⁠—

      The field⁠—

      The castle beyond the golden fence⁠—

      I see, quite clearly, the winged being’s face and find myself pausing not long after.

      “Leonard?” my mother asks. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, Mom. I’m just… thinking about what could have happened. What might have happened.”

      “The airbags saved your life.”

      “I know they did,” I say.

      But it isn’t just that, though. I know this for a fact. Because the more I think about it, and the more I consider the way the way the events played out, the more I’m convinced that I should have died.

      But I didn’t, I think, because he was there.

      He. Him. Alexander. My… my guardian angel.

      I tighten my hand around the cross and take a deep breath. Then I lift my eyes and ask, “Did anyone come in here while I was out?”

      “A policeman stopped by, yes,” my mother replies. “He said his name was Officer Paton, that he wanted to speak with you when you were comfortable.”

      “Am I in trouble?” I ask.

      My mother sighs. “Leonard…”

      “I’m sorry about the car,” I say. “I shouldn’t have gone out. I know I shouldn’t have. Not when I was in such a state.”

      “You were just trying to help,” my mother says and sighs once more. “Cars can be replaced, Leonard. You, on the other hand, can’t be.”

      I offer a slow, hesitant nod. “When can I go home?”

      My mother considers me for several long moments before saying, “They should be discharging you later this morning. We just have to wait for a doctor to sign off on you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Until then,” my mother says and gently guides me back to the bed, “rest.”

      There isn’t much more to do other than that.

      
      Being discharged from the hospital should offer me some relief. Instead, it offers me little more than nausea and the promise that the morphine will eventually run through my system.

      Take it easy for a few days, the nurse had said after handing me a prescription for painkillers. You’ll need the rest.

      I try to take this reality to heart as we drive through the heart of Austin, Texas. My chest tight, my head and back aching, I slide a pair of my mother’s spare sunglasses over my eyes to block out the light and lean back against the plush passenger seat to ride out the trip in silence.

      “We’ll be home soon,” my mother reassures me. “Then you’ll be home and in your own bed. You won’t have to worry about a thing.”

      Except my head. And my body. And my car. And how I’m going to get to college once the fall semester starts.

      Rather than think on this, I turn my head to regard the world outside, only to find that we are taking a scenic route alongside the Colorado River. We’ll eventually pass over a bridge and from there make our way to the east side of Austin, where our family has lived in a small house on Riverview Street since I was a child.

      To think that I’d been so close to home and had gone through such a bad accident is almost unbelievable.

      But you’re alive, I am quick to remind myself. Remember that.

      I take this reality to heart as we cross the river. As up the street we go.

      Come time we turn onto Riverview Street and pull into our driveway, I am more than ready for this adventure to be over.

      “Let me help you out,” my mother says as she exits the car.

      “Mom,” I say before turning my head as she opens the passenger-side door. “I can get out myself.”

      “You’re in no position to walk unassisted.”

      Rather than argue, I take hold of her hand, allow her to help me out of the car, then hold on to her arm as I climb from the vehicle. I then use her to support me as we make our way up the driveway, then lean against the wall as I wait for her to unlock the front door.

      Inside, she guides me to then helps me seat myself on the couch.

      “Are you hungry?” my mother asks, lifting my sunglasses to look me in the eyes. “Do you want something to eat?”

      “I could eat just about anything,” I reply.

      My mother lowers my sunglasses and slips into the kitchen not long after.

      As I lie here, upon a couch that has seen better days, I try to focus on my breathing rather than on the pain circulating through my body. It is, in a way, an uphill battle; and while working through the breathing exercises I had been taught by my psychiatrist, I listen to the sound of my mother moving plates, of her opening the fridge, of her pulling out items, opening plastic bags. The sheer effort it takes to remain awake is exhausting, but by the time her footsteps echo across the hardwood floor, I find myself lifting my head to face her.

      “There you are,” she says.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I reply and bow my head to eat the sandwich.

      My mother perches her hip on the armrest and watches me eat, her eyes cautious, her lips pursed into a frown. When she does speak, it’s to ask, “When do you think you’ll want to speak to Officer Paton?”

      “After I eat,” I say, then sigh not long after. I pull the sunglasses from my face and reach up to run a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “For what, Leonard?”

      “For going out when I knew a storm was rolling in.”

      “It’s me who should be apologizing,” she says. “I’m the one who feels responsible.”

      “I chose to go to the store, Mom.”

      “But I was the one who said I needed things for dinner.”

      “We’ve all been a mess, Mom. Especially since… well…”

      I don’t have to finish nor elaborate. My mother sighs—and though try as she might to hide the tears in her eyes, even she can’t keep them from coming. “I know,” she whispers. “I know, Leonard. I… I know.”

      There isn’t much to say or really anything to do. Dad’s been gone for less than a week; and with everything that’s happened, everything we’ve endured, it only makes sense that we’d both be fragile, that we’d both be weak.

      I reach out to set a hand over my mother’s. I’m not surprised to find her tense.

      “If you need anything else,” my mother says, “I’ll be in the office. Going… going through things.”

      She doesn’t have to speak further.

      With Dad gone, Mom has taken it upon herself to manage his affairs. His last rites. His final wishes.

      Watching her make her way toward, and then slip into, what used to be their combined office leaves me feeling lost. Confused.

      Alone.

      Try as I might to suppress it, I cannot help but sigh as my mother slips into the office.

      The moment the door shuts behind her is the moment the finality of my circumstance begins to hit me.

      The aches. The pains. The anxieties throughout⁠—

      I close my eyes, take a deep breath, then commit myself to finishing my food, all the while dreading what will come next.

      
      I stare at the policeman’s card that Mom had placed on the kitchen table and try my hardest not to crumble.

      Paton, I think, allowing my eyes to narrow in response. Officer Paton.

      It takes a moment for me to realize why the name looks so familiar, why it sounds so familiar. But when it hits me, it hits me in force.

      Officer Paton had been the policeman who’d accompanied Officer Rodriguez when she arrived to deliver us the news. He’d stood by somberly, likely unable, possibly unwilling, to say something further to the woman who would soon be a mourning wife and the young man his son. Standing here now, at the kitchen table, I am reminded of the night in more detail than I could’ve ever been comfortable with.

      Officer Rodriguez’s confession⁠—

      My mother’s cries⁠—

      My shock and disbelief⁠—

      I struggle to hold it together as I lift my cell phone, then as I enter my security PIN into my lockscreen. Actually opening up the phone app, and dialing Paton’s number, leaves me feeling almost numb.

      The first ring strikes me as normal. The second as typical. The third, however, brings with it alarm—alarm that he will answer. That he will ask me what happened and how I’m doing.

      By the time the phone is answered and the man says, “Officer Paton speaking,” I find myself lost for words.

      “Hello, sir,” I say in a small and careful voice. “This… this is Leonard Thomas. My… my mother said you came by the hospital last night, after… after my accident.”

      “Leonard,” the man says. “How are you feeling?”

      “I—” I start. “I’m⁠—”

      The man waits in silence.

      Sighing, I say, “I hurt, sir. I hurt a lot.”

      “That’s understandable, considering what you’ve been through.”

      Again: that double meaning.

      What sounds like papers shifting comes through the other end of the phone. Then Paton is saying: “I wanted to touch base with you and ask about the accident. Drug screens came back clean, so you don’t have to worry about that. Tell me what happened.”

      I do. Slowly and in careful detail.

      When I finish, Paton sighs and says, “Hell of a storm, wasn’t it?”

      “It was, sir.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t hit a telephone pole or a lamppost, son. You must’ve had someone watching out for you.”

      The words sting a little more than they should. “I guess so, sir.”

      “Anyhow,” Officer Paton then says, “I just wanted to check in, get a full story from you. You don’t have to worry about anything related to the accident from here on out.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Be well, Mister Thomas.”

      “You, too,” I say and hang up a short moment later.

      I lower the phone to my side and turn my head to gaze out the window, at the place where my—Dad’s—old blue Mustang would be, and instantly feel like crumbling.

      Stay calm, I told myself. Everything’s going to be okay.

      How true that is I’m not so certain. But regardless, I know I cannot dwell upon it.

      Turning, I start down the hall to my room and halfway there find myself grinding to a halt at the restroom normally reserved for guests. It is through that cracked door that I catch sight of myself in the mirror, and in that mirror I see the extent of my injuries in full.

      My face is swollen. My right eye is black. A bruise stretches down my cheek from that eye and extends into my stubbly jawline, offering the impression that I hit the airbag rather hard.

      Better than the steering wheel, I think.

      A flicker of light causes me to lift my eyes toward the mirror.

      “What—” I start to say.

      Then it hits me: or, rather, it hits the cross dangling from my neck, inspiring a bead of light to flicker out from the cross and bounce back at me from the mirror.

      I will always be with you,
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