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Part One: The Third Floor Chapter 1
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The First Collision

The First Box 1999

Dawn had been working out of town all week, but as she stepped through the front door on Friday evening, her mind was already drifting toward the poolroom. The sounds of her boys laughing and splashing pulled her forward, and she quickened her pace, eager to join their chaos.

Derick intercepted her, a human wall of anxious affection.

"Hey, you're finally home," he said, pulling her into a tight hug. "Before you see the boys, I need to tell you something."

"What is it?" Dawn's voice sharpened with immediate worry. "What happened? Is everything alright?"

"It's nothing terrible," he reassured her, stepping back. "We just had one of those weeks, and well, Kale got hold of some scissors and..."

"Oh no, what did he cut?"

"Well, both dogs got a bit of a trim, but they wouldn't hold still. They look like a couple of chewed-up pom-poms." They shared a brief, nervous laugh.

"Is that all?" she asked, relieved.

"Unfortunately, no. I caught him before he did too much damage, but he gave himself a haircut, too."

"How bad is it?"

"It's not too bad, but he cut into the side, right down to his scalp. Your Mom offered to fix it, but she took one look and said, 'Barber shop.'"

"Well, it's just hair. It'll grow back."

"Exactly," Derick said, following her down the hall. "It's shaved on the sides now, but the barber did a good..."

His voice trailed off as he bumped into Dawn's back. She had stopped abruptly, frozen at the entrance to the poolroom.

"Job. He did a good job," he finished, but the words seemed lost in the air.

Her jaw went slack, her mouth forming a small, unhinged oval. Her eyes, wide and glassy, were locked on Kale, who was sitting in the tub. The boy's newly shaved head made his head look like a white-knuckled fist.

"Dawn?" Derick grabbed her shoulders and shook her gently. "Hey. Look at me. Are you okay?"

Hearing him, the boys started yelling, "Mama's home!"

But Dawn was already somewhere else. The color had drained from her face, leaving her skin waxy and pale. A low, wet sound escaped her throat as she continued to stare.

"Dawn!" Derick's voice was sharp with panic. "Snap out of it! The boys are staring."

She blinked, the paralysis breaking. She shook her head once, a quick, violent flinch. "Sorry," she mumbled, her voice thin and distant, and hurried toward the splashing.

The moment lingered, a fresh burn on her vision. In the tub, Kale's newly shaved side was the key: the click of a tumbler falling into place. She wasn't seeing her son; she was seeing a spitting image of her own three-year-old self.

A raw, painful coldness spread from the center of her chest, a sudden, breath-stopping vacuum. Dawn fought the strange feeling attacking her body, a profound sadness that felt like a separate, physical force. She didn't understand the overwhelming grief pressing against the walls of her body, demanding release.

Then, the first box inside her head groaned open. A slow creak rumbled through her, and something terrible was free. Grief was unboxed and had come home to claim her.

"Dawn?" Derick's voice was soft with concern.

Just like that, she snapped out of it. "My boys, Mama's home!"

"Yay, Mama!" the boys yelled.

––––––––
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WINDWARDS FIVE (2005)

Windward Hospital was a five-story concrete castle, an awkward, brutalist structure set against the lush, windward side of Pali Mountain. The sound and smell of the ocean breeze reached the hospital, but the ocean itself was not visible from the grounds.

The third floor was Windward's psychiatric ward, with two separate units and a caged-in cement patio for smokers. The patio was dismal and gray, with tables and lawn chairs strewn about. The fresh, warm air offered relief from the icebox conditions inside, and unlike the sterile, astringent odor within, the breeze carried the island's salty, humid scent, with hints of white ginger and plumeria.

It was November 2005, three weeks before Thanksgiving, a busy time for the third floor. Five patients had been admitted after attempting suicide. Police officer Jimmy brought in two; two arrived by ambulance, transfers from hospitals on the North and West shores; and the last was brought by ambulance from an off-ramp on the H1 freeway. One man and four women arrived within hours of each other. Each had talked their way out of a 72-hour hold before, but not this time.

Mary, a 19-year-old brought in as an EDP, was fist-fighting with a neighbor. Danny, a 41-year-old, was brought in intoxicated and was believed to have jumped into the deep water on the Sandy Beach side of the island; he claimed he slipped. Karen, a 30-year-old, was released from the ICU after an OD on metformin and placed on a 72-hour hold; it wasn't a mistake. Victoria, a 22-year-old, was found passed out on the shoulder; passersby called in a dead body. Finally, Dawn, a 35-year-old who was brought in during a manic episode, threatened to drive off the cliff on Old Snake Road, North Shore.

The Cobalt Stare

The squeak of the steel door opening and the harsh, pneumatic hiss of its closing were the only sounds that could cut through the ward's thick blanket of dread.

Victoria barely looked up from meticulously painting her nails, "Maui Sunset," while perched on the edge of a floral-patterned sofa that felt as if it were stuffed with wet sand. The chipped, peeling paint on the walls seemed a direct insult to the sunny name of her polish. Legs crossed, she was encased in bright purple scrubs that fit like a glove. She was always on, always ready, and always performing a low-grade distraction, whether for the room or for herself.

"Another one for the cuckoo's nest," she muttered, not to anyone, but to the unpainted half moon on her ring finger.

At the central laminate table, Danny didn't bother to soften his response as he attempted to thread a lanyard, a mandatory "calming activity" that only made his jaw clench harder. His fists were chunky knots of muscle under the thin fabric of his regulation-issue scrubs. To him, any new face, any intrusion into his meticulously managed solitude, felt like a raw wire sparking against his nerves.

"Fantastic," Danny growled, snapping the plastic clip of the lanyard so hard it echoed. "Just what we need. More crazies on the floor."

He and Victoria maintained a fragile truce built on mutual suspicion. Both experienced the same bewildering phenomenon: losing consciousness in one location and reappearing elsewhere. The doctors called it alcoholism. Danny called it having his life stolen.

The newest arrival was being led down the hall by an overworked nurse named Kai. Kai, the dayshift CNA, was on the home stretch to her RN degree and couldn't wait to leave the third floor.

Mary, humming her favorite tune and folding her bedding into perfect squares, paused, her Pacific blue eyes sparkling in the overhead light. She always wore a bright but fragile smile, like a spotlight trying to banish shadows. The arrival of new people excited her; it meant fresh faces, new stories, and maybe a new friend.

The new patient, however, was not smiling.

Tall, with a brittle intensity that radiated bad weather, her cobalt blue eyes scanned the room, finding it lacking in every conceivable way. She didn't look scared or confused like most newcomers; she looked offended.

"This is Carrie," Nurse Kai said with forced cheerfulness. "She'll be in room 305, next to Victoria."

"Karen," the woman corrected, her voice low and scraping, as a chair dragged across concrete. "It's Karen." She pronounced it like a title and dropped her small duffel bag onto the polished linoleum with a heavy thud, the sound of finality.

Victoria flinched, mid-stroke on her pink nail. The brush slipped, leaving a stark, jagged slash of red across her cuticle—a shame. A swift, unwelcome wave of it, like cold bathwater, washed over her. It's only nail polish, but the perfection of her self- soothing ritual had been ruined. Flecks of gold shimmered with aggravation in her deep blue eyes. The new patient's intense, judging eyes felt like they were peeling back her perfect veneer, looking for the filth underneath.

Danny shoved the half-finished lanyard into the box. He felt the familiar, furious rush, the volcanic pressure building behind his eyes. He didn't know this woman, but he already hated her: for the way she carried herself, for the way she had invaded the tense, delicate balance of his space.

"Karen," Danny sneered, leaning back in his chair. "Well, isn't this special? Welcome to the party. Did you try to kill yourself, too? Or do you just spend your days being a damn critic?"

Karen turned her gaze to Danny. Not anger, not seething, just pure, distilled contempt, the kind that suggested Danny was fundamentally worthless, a speck of dust not worth crushing.

"Suicide?" Karen echoed, her lip curling. "How dare you? However, I am an excellent critic, and you, in those pathetic little pajamas and your angry little craft projects, are beneath critique. You are the kind of clutter that should have been managed long ago."

The air in the common room went still and sharp. Mary's smile flickered, then vanished.

Victoria looked from Karen's dark stare to the messy red streak on her finger, and for a terrifying second, her peripheral vision swam. The room seemed to warp, as if looking through heated glass. She's too much. I must get out. Victoria felt an overwhelming urge to run, to vanish, to distract herself until her existence was nothing but a blur of bright lights and loud music.

She sprang up, bumping the low coffee table. "I need a smoke break," Victoria announced, her voice too loud, too bright. She strode to the nurse's station, using the book as a talisman. Just get out of view. Don't let them see you.

As she walked away, Victoria heard Danny slam his chair back, his heavy footsteps following close behind. They were both running, in their own ways, from the newest arrival.

Karen watched them go, a small, cold triumph hardening her face. Excellent.

Meanwhile, in a separate unit on the same floor, behind a third locked door, the last patient was motionless. Dawn was catatonic, the ultimate attempt to avoid emotions, to exist feeling nothing. A low, rhythmic hum defied interpretation, but she felt the hospital's atmosphere transform. The freezing air was seeping into her bones, freezing her from the inside out. Five years of denial crumbled instantly while she was strapped to her bed.

A Bleeding Declaration

The fluorescent light in the beach park bathroom mirrored the coldness of the steel in her hand. Karen watched a crimson bead well up, slowly tracking a jagged path down her arm. She didn't flinch. Her breathing was shallow, hitched high in her chest. A forced control fighting the urge to panic, giving in to her need to shatter the contemptuous mask she wore for the world. This external pain was a language she could understand, straightforward and honest, contrasting the terror within.

The razor's cold steel offered a perverse and temporary solace, a familiar friend, a whisper of control in a life that felt brutally out of her hands. The mirror showed a face stripped bare, devoid of the practiced scowl she wore for the world, revealing the ache underneath. She pressed the blade to her forearm, a canvas already crisscrossed with faint, silvery lines, her cartography of past battles.

Then, the release. Blood bloomed, a vibrant, shocking crimson against her pale skin. The color evoked anger, pain, and paradoxically, peace. She was letting the pain go.

She began the inscription, a sickening pressure as she pushed, the blade biting deep. She was meticulous, slow, ensuring the cut was clean as she carved the single letter: "I." The simple line was a declaration of self, the one thing she could still claim ownership of.

Next was the second word. With deliberate, savage focus, she carved "HATE" directly below the first letter, each stroke tearing through the already protesting skin. The word was an exhalation, a desperate purge of the toxic resentment she usually contained. Each syllable, a memory burned clean. The pain was a counterweight, a reliable presence balancing the dizzying emptiness.

Finally, the last accusation. She carved "YOU" with chilling finality—a permanent declaration to the one who had finally made her shatter. This truth, more real than the lie she had lived within. The blood was now a torrent, an undeniable monument to her despair.

When she finished the last curve of the "U," she pressed just a fraction too hard. A warm, thick stream of blood pulsed out, flowing down her wrist and dripping onto the concrete floor. She gasped with surprise, not fear, just dizzying clarity. The internal knot of hate, shame, and suffocating anger had been pulled taut, scored, and finally severed. It did not feel like destruction; it felt like drainage.

The pain was not the wound; feeling the pain was the cure. She stared at the fresh, bloody scripture on her arm, a forever declaration for all to see. The volcanic pressure behind her eye, the anger she usually weaponized, was gone. And for the first time all day, she felt unequivocally quiet. The critic was silenced.

The Seeds of Doubt

Danny sought brief, unsatisfying refuge in the hallway outside the common room, slamming his shoulder against the painted cinderblock wall. He breathed hard, the image of the new, venomous Karen superimposed on the endless, maddening blackouts that brought him here.

He turned back as Mary approached, a determined, blinding smile fixed on her face. She constantly walked, pacing the hallways, spreading her cheer.

"Isn't she something?" Mary chirped, trying to inject a playful lightness into the oppressive air. "I bet she just needs a little kindness. Maybe a puzzle? I heard they have a beautiful 1000-piece seascape."

Danny's anger, already boiling from Karen's insults, found an easier target.

"Kindness?" Danny raged, slamming his shoulder into the cinderblock wall. "You know where kindness gets you, Mary? Here, with the damn white coats. Nobody likes happy fucking people, Mary. This place is a testament to the injustice."

Mary's smile faltered, a brief, terrifying crack appearing. "That wasn't necessary." Confusion flickered across her face. "I just need to focus on what matters: getting better. I will be back at work soon, back to the boys in time for Thanksgiving. They'll be so disappointed if I can't make them pecan delight."

The mention of the family she nannies for the man and his three boys, their North Shore home was like a match thrown into a gas can for Danny.

"Fucking whats-his-name," Danny spat the words. "He's why you're here, the one who called the cops about the fight. Don't you see, Mary? He knows you were defending his boys, but does he stand up for you? No! He lets you get hauled off. That's a goddamn betrayal!"

"He was trying to help me!" Mary insisted, her tone hardening. The forced lightness rapidly dissipated, revealing the panic beneath. "I mean, I was fist fighting with a grown ass man in front of the boys like a lunatic. Granted, I lost time, but he was worried I'd get hurt. He didn't know they would bring me here. I just need to pass the psych evaluation, and everything goes back to normal. Same old, same old. You'll see."

Danny took a step forward, his bulk and rage invading her personal space. "There is no 'normal,' Mary! There are only blackouts and police. Whatshisname acts like he cares while he manages your destruction! It's a setup! He threw you to the cops and then got to play the hero! That's fucking betrayal!"

"You don't know that!" Mary cried, her voice reaching a frantic pitch. "The boys need me! Their father needs me, too! He just forgets how important I am..."

A shadow fell over them. Karen, who had been listening from her doorway, glided forward, crossing her arms. A look of profound, icy contempt etched her features."Oh, he knows," Karen pronounced in a chilling alto, her voice low. "He's known all along what those boys need. Mary, he hasn't forgotten; he simply doesn't care. Not about you, anyway. Your entire narrative is based on a lie you're too weak to drop."

Mary whirled to face the newcomer, her face contorted with confusion and a desperate need to maintain her cheerful facade. "Stay out of this; you don't even know them! You just got here!"

Karen smiled thinly, a contemptuous line on her face. "Oh, but I do, Mary. I know the look in his eyes. He's always assessing how worthless you are, watching for your hand tremor and distant gaze, calculating the best moment to take control. He's not a hero; he's an opportunist, feeding you the trauma that leads you to drink."

The words landed like physical blows. The combined weight of Danny's bitter accusation and Karen's venomous conviction was too much for Mary's thin shell of optimism.

He is waiting. He's an opportunist. Betrayal. The babies need their nanny, Mary.

The conflict tore at her. Mary clutched her arms around her stomach, rocking. Her Pacific blue eyes, moments ago wide with desperate optimism, were now pensive and blue- gray.

Victoria, who had paused on her escape route down the hall, watched from a distance. Danny and Karen looked like two sharks circling a sinking victim.

"Derick's a nice guy," Mary whispered, her voice thin and reedy. "He's ... good."

"He called the police on you!" Danny stated flatly, sealing the coffin of her belief. "Don't you dare minimize that betrayal!"

"He called the police on his property," Karen corrected, her voice dripping with malice and cold finality. "He's simply maintaining control."

That was it. The final pinprick. The dam broke.

Mary's body convulsed once, a sharp, silent tremor. Her determined smile vanished, wiped clean. Her shoulders slumped, the light going out of her eyes like a snapped filament. The frantic energy dissolved, replaced by an unbearable, crushing weight.

The woman standing before them was now small and frail, steeped in a palpable aura of profound, hopeless sorrow. The shift was absolute: her eyes, moments ago a fragile, optimistic Pacific blue, now welled up with huge, clear tears that tracked paths down her cheeks from a deeper, more tempestuous Atlantic blue. The abrupt shift was a visceral experience: an icy dread prickled on the skin as the air thickened. This physical and psychological manifestation signaled Liz's arrival, the aspect that clutched the raw despair and loss of control Mary had always rejected.

"Oh, God," Mary whispered, her voice a low, aching moan. "The boys ... I'm going to miss the holidays. I need to cook, be there. And the baby ... he smells like cinnamon and the ocean, and I haven't hugged him in weeks. This isn't helping. This is just..."

Liz didn't just weep; she was weeping. She embodied the absolute despair of loss, of missing moments in life she could never retrieve.

Danny recoiled immediately, his face flushing, the initial anger cooling into a sick, confusing dread. The target of his rage had vanished.

Karen stared at the crumpled figure. A flicker of something unreadable, perhaps a dark recognition, crossed her face before she swiftly masked it.

Victoria, watching the shocking transformation, felt her chest tighten. This, she felt, was what happened during her blackouts, how lost time slipped away. The person in front of her was not the same person who had been folding blankets five minutes ago. The shift was too sudden, too complete.

Overwhelmed by the three observers, Mary sank to the floor, pulling her knees tight against her chest. She hid her face in her arms and rocked, a soundless, endless expression of pure grief.

The three patients stood in shocked silence, united only by the profound, terrifying realization that they had just witnessed not an argument, but a collision of something deeper.

A Study in Control

The silence following Mary's collapse was a ticking bomb. Danny was frozen with guilt. Karen watched with cold calculation, and Victoria remained rooted in stark, terrifying awareness.

Before any of them could react, Mary could escalate, or the nurses could rush in, Jimmy entered the common room.

He wasn't in scrubs but in the dark blue polo and charcoal slacks of a Unit Flow coordinator. He carried no clipboard or medical badge, only a plain envelope. He moved with a focused, almost military precision.

He didn't just look at the scene; he took a full, instantaneous inventory of every patient's posture and every object's position. In a single, economical glance, his quartz-blue eyes asserted his authority.

"Alright, people," Jimmy said, his voice a low, steady baritone that cut through the hysteria without raising its volume. "Dr. Wu is requesting an immediate, mandatory group session. It's too hot in here for this kind of drama."

He knelt beside Mary, his action gentle but firm, placing one hand on her shoulder. "Liz, you're fine," he said, his voice low and constant. "The crisis is contained. Let's get you up. We're going outside."

As his hand brushed her arm, the shock of the shift reversed, catalyzed by his stabilizing presence. Liz's shoulders straightened, and the raw despair receded, replaced by a confused flicker.

"The... the twins?" Liz murmured, the grief still thick in her throat.

"They're safe. Everyone's safe," Jimmy affirmed, helping her rise. "Now, I need everyone's attention. Grab a cover-up if you need it. We're heading to the patio for the next thirty minutes." He made eye contact with Danny, a look that wasn't hostile but demanding. "Danny, you too. Victoria. Now."

His control was absolute, his professionalism so complete it bypassed their emotional filters. 

Danny's resistance dissolved immediately, the heat of his anger replaced by grudging compliance.

Victoria, recognizing the shift away from the dangerous emotional space, exhaled in relief and followed suit.

Karen watched him, her icy stare unnerved by his absolute efficiency. He's not staff, she thought. He's a perfect machine.

The woman who walked with Jimmy toward the caged door was no longer Liz, but once again the brittle, hopeful Mary. Her eyes were still red and puffy, but a fragile smile was attempting a shaky reappearance.

"Thank you, Jimmy," Mary said, straightening her wrinkled shirt. "I just got...overheated. It's much too stuffy in here."

Jimmy nodded, ignoring the dramatic shift in her persona. He didn't acknowledge Liz, Mary, or the argument. He guided the patients, including Karen, who remained silent, her eyes never leaving Jimmy through the electronically secured door.

The transition was immediate and visceral. The concrete patio, enclosed by high chain link fencing, was undeniably depressing, but the air was a rich, warm balm. A strong, salt-tinged breeze swept over them, carrying the dense perfume of ginger and plumeria from the jungle below. The tropical warmth eased the institutional chill of their anxiety.

––––––––
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THEY CALL ME EIGHTH

Jimmy pulled up a plastic chair and sat facing the four patients.

"Forget the last five minutes," he instructed, his tone shifting subtly from authoritative staff member to a calculated group facilitator. "We're focusing on the here and now, not the 'there and then.' This is a required exercise for all of you who've been experiencing...displacement."

He looked at each of them. "I know why you're here. Sometimes, you feel like time has been stolen. We need to ground you, which means connecting you to solid memories, not recent ones. We're going back far. I want one brief childhood memory from each of you."

He started with Danny, the most volatile. "Danny, what is the earliest, strongest image you have of yourself as a child? Something you did, something that was yours."

Danny's face contorted with rage. "They called me the eighth, just a damn number in a line of nine mouths, always too late for food, too small for decent hand-me-downs. When the folks finally dropped dead, not a dignified exit, just gone, it wasn't grief I felt; it was a sickening certainty that the chaos was just getting started. The world didn't mourn; it just decided where to shove the refuse."

"They tore us apart. Nine lives, nine separate pieces of garbage to sweep under the rug. I was dumped in a children's home, four years of concrete walls and rules spat out by people who couldn't care less if you lived or died, four years of watching the clock, marking off days like a prisoner, waiting for something, anything, to break the lock on the outside world. They stole my childhood, traded it for a cot and mandatory silence."

“Then, without warning, my two older brothers appeared, looking like ghosts and smelling like trouble. There was no tearful reunion, just a shared look of burning hatred for that suffocating cage. I didn't ask for permission, didn't say goodbye. Like scared, desperate animals, we simply ran, clawing our way out of that state and heading south to Florida. We took what we needed and never looked back. That was my escape, not freedom, but a change of scenery for the fight.”

I was fourteen. Fourteen years old, and the only thing I owned was the fury in my gut. There was no time for school, no time for being a kid. The moment we hit that humid air, I was hustling. I found a spot on a painting crew. Fourteen. Covered in cheap latex paint, breathing fumes, climbing ladders twice my height, doing a man's work for pennies, but those pennies were mine. Every agonizing brush stroke was a middle finger to the system that abandoned me. I wasn't saved; I saved myself. And I haven't forgiven a single soul for forcing me to do it.”

Danny sat forward, tucking his hair behind his ears. The breeze was cooling the fire in his veins. He hated this, but Jimmy's directness was hard to deny.

Jimmy nodded once, his expression neutral. "Thank you, Danny. That's a powerful memory. Now, Victoria, you go next."

Secret Lives

Victoria shifted on her hard plastic chair. The memory of the collision inside was fading, replaced by the immediate need to charm and distract. She smoothed her purple scrubs and began flirtatiously. "My earliest memories are of a woman, a man, and me. I'm naked and jumping on the bed. The woman disappears into the bathroom, and I have to play sex games with the man. I must have been three, I think.”

Feeling the weight of her own words, she rambles on, “Another memory I have is when I was around seven, and my mom's best friend's stepson coaxed me into the cornfield. He whipped out his dick and told me to suck it. I think I did it right, 'cause after that he kept taking me to the cornfield." She shifted in the chair, feeling the group's eyes on her, and she shut down. "That's all I got for now."

"I appreciate the detail," Jimmy said, his eyes unwavering. "Mary? How about you?"

A Single Brown Bag

Mary pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them tightly. "Okay, so I was four, you know, old enough to sense a disaster was coming but way too young to stop it. All I heard was this frantic tick-tock of the clock as I stared at a plain brown grocery bag Mr. Tan Shoes put at my feet. That bag? That was it. My whole life reduced to a single brown bag."

Mary looked so small and vulnerable, telling the story that the group could practically see little Mary, feeling that knot of anxiety in their own chests.

“The silence finally broke, not with a door slam, but with a sound I swear I still carry in my teeth. My baby brother screamed not a hungry or fussy cry, but a single, cold shriek of utter terror that snapped me out of my trance. I looked up just as 'Miss High Heels' arrived," Mary made dramatic air quotes.

"The sharp clicks on the old wooden floor belonged to a tall, silent woman who scooped up my little brother and headed for the door. I didn't think; I just moved. I ran, dove, and clung to her ankles."

“Mr. Tan Shoes tried to pull me off, and then I heard my Papa call my name. It sounded like breaking glass, the only thing that could have made me let go. I scrambled toward him, desperate for his familiar scent, that feeling of safety. I ran into his arms, and our tears met on his neck.”

Mary swallowed hard, taking a deep breath, fighting to compose herself. "He held me so tight, then set me down and turned me to face him. My little four-year-old body was shaking, and his huge hands held me steady. Our eyes met; his sky-blue eyes were shining. He lowered his enormous frame to my level, the world shrank to the ferocity of his gaze."

"Sweet girl," he said to me. "Promise me, baby, promise me you won't let today, or any other day, steal this from you. He placed his hand on her heart and said, “You have the most amazing and powerful love inside. Promise me you'll do whatever it takes to hold on to that love. Don't let anyone take it from you. Someday, you will inspire the world with your love."

"He gave me a huge, searing hug. It felt like a final brand of protection and affection. I almost reached the door when my stomach flew into my throat. The simple, devastating truth hit me with the force of a tidal wave: I would never see him again."

The room was silent as the group absorbed Mary’s energy.

Jimmy finished writing on his envelope. He looked up, his gaze sweeping over them, finally landing on Karen. "Karen," he said, "your turn. A childhood memory."

Forget about Them

Karen met his gaze, the contempt still in her eyes, but mixed with a strange, unwilling respect for his authority. She paused, savoring the moment before delivering the memory that would cut deepest.

My mother died two days before her thirty-fourth birthday. The world went from noisy to silent, a silence that screamed. My father went to the bar where she worked. The void she left was a physical thing, a black hole where light used to be. He asked her for a birthday drink, a tradition. She cursed him, humiliated him, and threw him out. He returned with a Springfield 22 shotgun and shot her twice. That's when my hatred began, a constant, low hum of despair.”

“Afterward, I remember the sound of leather shoes: Those fucking Tan Shoes. That's all he was to me: a blur of expensive tailoring and shiny, heartless movement. He took my older brother, Liam, and me to the Simmons' house. They had many children, and the chaos felt safe, almost warm. But for those two weeks, I was lost, except for Liam. He was my big brother, my breath, my witness, the only familiar thing in a universe that hadn't gone completely cold. He was my warmth, my shelter. We clung to each other, an army of two, surviving. Every minute with him was a perfect, blinding jewel I kept safe inside my heart.”

“Then the day came. I was sitting on the porch, legs swinging, attempting happiness, waiting for Liam's smile when the black car that monster pulled up. Mr. Tan Shoes emerged and tossed a crumpled, empty brown paper bag onto the dusty ground near my feet. "Pack up," he said flatly. "You're leaving."

“Crushing grief overwhelmed me. "But Liam isn't home yet. I can't go without him." My voice was small, swallowed by the wide, empty yard. He looked down at me with indifference, worse than anger, and said, “I needed to forget: forget Liam, forget my father in prison, forget my dead mother.”  He called it my "chance to move on," my "better life." He was talking about abandoning the only love and history I had left, destroying the joy I had just rediscovered. I was lifted, helpless, and placed in the back seat.”

Karen shakes her head with disgust. “As we drove away, his voice came from the front, cloyingly sweet: "You're a cute kid, you're only four, you'll find a better home." That feeling, the moment I knew Liam would come home and find me gone, without a trace, without a goodbye... that's the tremendous grief that never leaves. It's a pendulum eternally swinging between the agonizing, beautiful memory of his presence and the crushing weight of his absence.”

"And what I learned that day," her tone was conclusive, "was to love nothing, need nothing. Don't be vulnerable, because if you are, the world will confirm what you already know: you are fundamentally disposable, and the only sensible response to being alive is pure loathing for the system, for the father, for the weakness that lets you get hurt, and especially for anyone peddling the lie that love somehow saves you."

The patio fell silent again, but this time the tension was different. A strange energy enveloped them.

Danny, who shared the sense of abandonment and the need to fight, felt a grudging kinship with Karen's fury, even as her contempt stung. He saw the fire in her, the anger that was almost his own.

Mary was shaking, not from grief, but from the systemic dismantling of her foundation, lies, not magic, not love. The memory Karen shared contradicted her own idealized image of a mother who was gone and the promise she made to her father.

Victoria chewed on her lip, a flicker of genuine fear overcoming her distraction. Danny's "refuse" and Karen's "worthless" mirrored her buried shame. Karen's dark memory also sparked a fierce urge to protect the girl she'd seen.

Jimmy watched them all, his neutral expression unchanged. He made one last note on his envelope.

"Okay," Jimmy said, standing up. "The session is over. Excellent work, all of you. That's enough for today. The depth of those experiences is... significant."

He didn't offer comfort or therapy. He offered the next step back into routine.

“I want you all to spend the rest of the hour focusing on the present—what you can see, what you can touch. No more time traveling. You're here, on the Third Floor, in Honolulu. You are dismissed.”

He waited until Danny, Mary, and Victoria headed back toward the common room door, leaving Karen alone on the patio, savoring the devastation she had sown.

As Jimmy reached the door, he looked back at Karen. Their eyes met, and for the briefest moment, the professional veneer cracked. A shadow of weariness, of immense responsibility, crossed his face, acknowledging the most dangerous guard dog in the yard. "I know who you are, and I know what you're up to."

Jimmy turned on his heel and closed the door behind him. I'd better watch that one; she's going to be trouble for everyone.

The Mirror and the Monster

Danny found Karen alone on the patio, still standing by the chain-link fence, looking out over the jungle like a prisoner of war surveying the wire. She had the air of someone waiting for a challenge. He was no longer running. The raw edge of his own fury, stoked by Jimmy's exercise, met her cold contempt with a new, grudging curiosity.

He walked over, stopping a foot away without a slam or a sound. "So, the great critic is quiet," Danny sneered, his voice low. "Trying to figure out how to package all that misery and sell it as performance art?"

Karen didn't move, her cobalt stare fixed on the distant hills. "You mistake quiet for observation, Danny. And your misery is transparent; no packaging necessary. It's a cheap, common cut of rage."

"And yours is a designer, I suppose?" He shoved his hands deep into his scrub pockets. "You sit there, judging me, judging Mary, even Victoria, calling us clutter and worthless. You just finished telling us you were throw away. The brown bag, the forgotten brother, all of it. So what? You got a monopoly on being a victim? Why the hell are you the way you are, Karen? Why the contempt? Why not just... hurt?"

Karen finally turned her head, her eyes drilling into him. But the usual flicker of immediate fire was replaced by a dangerous, surgical coldness. "Hurt is weak. It's what Mary does," she said, her voice dropping to a low, chilling alto that demanded attention. "You ask why I am this way? I am the result of it. I am the physical residue of every lie, every sweet, poisonous promise made by people in power."

She crossed her arms, a shield of bone and cotton. "You think my contempt is an invention? It's not. It's a mirror. When that pathetic man told me I was 'a cute kid' who'd 'find a better home, it was a lie he spoke, while actively abandoning me. I absorbed it. When my father showed me the ultimate act of self-loathing by destroying the only love he had, I absorbed that, too."

Danny's initial anger faltered, replaced by the uncomfortable, acidic burn of recognition. 

Karen went on, "Every time someone promises love, then delivers betrayal. Every time the system calls it 'moving on', when it's just throwing you away; every time someone uses a smile to conceal a transaction... I take it in,"

Karen continued, her voice gaining a desperate, almost pleading intensity beneath the ice. "I am not the one who generates the hate, Danny. I am the one who recycles it."

She stepped closer, invading his space, forcing him to hold her gaze. "You call me mean? I am only as mean as my father was cruel, as my mother was selfish, as that man in the black car was indifferent. I am simply wearing the collective wound of everyone who has ever lied to me. I despise you because you believe Mary's lie of hope. And I despise myself, because I know that the monster you see is the only thing that managed to survive."

Danny flinched, not from her proximity, but from the sudden, terrifying clarity of her sentiment. The fury he'd always considered his shield now felt like a clumsy, cheap imitation of her controlled despair. Karen saw his reaction, the momentary fissure in his wall, and a small, cold triumph returned to her eyes. She didn't need an apology or pity; she needed a witness, and for a fleeting moment, Danny was it.

She turned back to the fence, dismissing him. "Go back inside, Danny. Reclaim your cheap rage. You can't handle the truth of why we're all here."
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Chapter Two: A Village of Feelings
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Unit A: Dawn's Isolation

Unit A was supervised and structured to minimize stimulation, but Dawn's room was the quietest space in the hospital—a single-occupancy room near the nursing station, often used for observation. Dawn lay in the bed, clinically diagnosed with temporary dissociation resulting from extreme alcoholism. Her eyes were sometimes open: wide, flat, and fixed on the ceiling tiles. She was immobile and, by all physical metrics, emotionless.

Dawn arrived at Windward intoxicated and manic after her husband of fifteen years called the police, reporting that she had threatened to drive off a cliff on Old Snake Road. Her husband, Derick, had been waiting for the opportunity to have her committed, claiming she was out of control. A series of suicide attempts and her drinking had pushed him to his limits. He had told her to move out three days prior to this incident—a crushing blow for Dawn.

Dawn arrived just before midnight, acting as if she were a star on the red carpet, doing a Miss America wave and accepting an invisible tiara. She thanked her fans, and the staff found her entertaining, but she did not know where she was or what had taken place that day. Unfortunately, Dawn's good cheer and mania turned into pure rage when the staff wanted her to remove her wedding ring.

A shot of sedative calmed her to sleep, but when she woke up the next morning, she was a different person altogether. Dr. Haynes caught up with her while she was trying to eat breakfast. Dawn's withdrawal was so severe that her hands were shaking vigorously, and she could not get food into her mouth. The doctor offered her medication for the withdrawal, and Dawn responded with guarded hostility and sarcasm.

Dawn was a hot mess and beautiful, with her perfect skin, perfect teeth, athletic body, a smile that brightened the room, and eyes the color of a sky blue crayon. However, her outer beauty was being overshadowed by an internal hate and hostility toward everything and everyone, an extreme emotional swing from the Miss America she was the night before, a swing written off as being drunk, and now sober.

She understood that she had been committed and wouldn't be leaving until the doctors gave their approval. Days had passed since she had moved, eaten, or responded to anyone. She simply lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, her mind rewinding and replaying moments from her life.

Dawn had experienced a difficult childhood, having been adopted at a young age by a judgmental and often cruel mother and a distant father.

––––––––
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STRAWBERRY POP-TARTS

The scent of Pine-Sol and lemon oil usually signaled that Dawn was on a cleaning spree, a logical sign that the house was calm. But the calm was shattered when the black rotary phone rang on the fourth ring, just as Dawn, fourteen, was polishing the last of the living room's end tables.

It was a man's voice, a voice of authority. The police.

Dawn leaned against the black kitchen counter, gripping the receiver so hard her knuckles were white. "Yes, this is Dawn," she said, her voice artificially flat, already trying to sound older.

"We have a boy here, Jack, who gave us this number. He was caught shoplifting at the Alpha Beta on Juan Tabo. He took... a package of Pop-Tarts." The officer's tone was heavy with a weary professionalism that felt like judgment. "We need a parent or guardian to come down and pick him up."

Dawn's mind raced. Sarah was gone, swallowed by one of her unpredictable, multi-day disappearances. Chuck, their stepfather, was at work. There was no one else.

"Can I come get him?" Dawn asked, keeping her pitch low. "I'm his older sister."

A pause hung on the line; the cleaning chemicals choked her. "As long as you're eighteen, ma'am, yes."

**Eighteen.**Dawn was a freshman in high school, but a Pop-Tarts-stealing younger brother was an emergency that required lying.

"Yes," she lied smoothly, her heart thumping against her ribs. "I'm eighteen."

She quickly changed into adult attire and adopted a look of bored responsibility. The transformation was complete.

The next obstacle was transportation. She found her friend, Kelly, who had a beat-up Ford Pinto and unquestioning loyalty, and within ten minutes, they were speeding across Albuquerque toward the police station.

The precinct smelled of stale coffee and industrial disinfectants. When the officer finally led Jack out, Dawn almost laughed. He looked tiny, perched on the edge of a plastic chair, his sandy hair mussed, his eyes wide with a combination of shame and fright. He was clutching the empty, crumpled Pop-Tart box.

The officer looked from Dawn's severe hairstyle to her business-casual slacks, and back to her impassive face. "Sign here," he instructed, sliding a release form across the counter. He didn't ask for an ID. He didn't question her age. He just wanted the situation resolved.

As they walked out into the harsh New Mexico sunlight, Jack didn't look at her.

"Just Pop-Tarts?" Dawn asked, her voice soft, the earlier performance gone.

"Strawberry," Jack mumbled, staring at his sneakers. "I was hungry."

"Yeah, well," Dawn said, slinging her arm around his skinny shoulders. "Next time, tell me. I'll make you a sandwich."

It was a small, fragile moment of solidarity forged in the shadow of Sarah's neglect. Dawn got Jack home, put him to work weeding the backyard, and sealed the event away as a secret kept tight between the "Wonder Twins."

Two years later, when Sarah finally learned the truth not from Dawn, but after Jack was arrested for another, more serious theft, she didn't mention the Pop-Tarts. But Dawn remembered. She remembered the lie, the silk blouse, and the officer's weary eyes. This was the first time she had stepped into the parents' role, and she had done it perfectly. She just hadn't done it for Sarah.

A Voice is Freed

The muffled sound of footsteps interrupted the silence of Dawn's room. Dawn could smell the scents she associated with Victoria: cherry-almond and coffee.

Victoria felt the profound and immediate difference in the "low stimulus" area the moment she crossed the threshold into Unit A. The very atmosphere seemed to shift, becoming colder, heavier, and undeniably quieter, a space meticulously stripped of the manic, almost palpable energy that radiated from the inhabitants of the adjacent ward. Unit B, which she had just left, was a cacophony, a veritable circus of characters loud, expressive, and unapologetically bursting with chaotic energy.

Unit A, in stark contrast, was an enforced haven of muted, unsettling calm. The silence here wasn't peaceful; it was oppressive, a vacuum where excitement and expression had been forcefully drawn out. The environment, a sterile landscape of pale colors and hushed movement, didn't just surround her; it actively crept into her skin, seeking to dull her own internal spark. She could already feel the heavy, soporific quality of the air pressing down on her thoughts. She had expected to find relief in the quiet, but instead, Victoria was met with a deeper, more insidious dread: in this carefully controlled, lifeless setting, she fully expected to reach a point of complete madness, not through overt chaos, but through the slow, suffocating monotony of enforced tranquility. This was not a place of healing, but of profound psychological isolation.

The nurse whispered, "Victoria, you'll be working on some art therapy here," and set up a small plastic box of charcoal and paper on a table. "Dawn, the other patient, isn't responding. She won't bother you."

Victoria, usually quick with a flirty comment or a sharp retort, felt the urge to distract herself from vanishing. Silence reigned. It feels too real in this space. Victoria thought: I dislike the silence here. Touching these art supplies feels like I'm playing an electric guitar. I cannot be silenced; my mind will run away.

She sat down, but instead of touching the charcoal, she focused on the figure in the bed separated only by a curtain that was always left partially open: Dawn. She looked pale, almost translucent.

I wonder what her deal is? She looks like they sucked the life out of her. She has beautiful skin. Her hair is the same as mine, just curly. Humm.

Victoria felt a peculiar, unsettling pull toward the still form. It wasn't pity; instead, a profound familiarity bewildered her. She felt she knew this person, and yet she didn't. She needed to talk, to externalize the unsettling feelings the group session had stirred up. Since Dawn couldn't talk back, Victoria reasoned, she was the safest confidante.

Victoria spoke, leaning her chin on her hand and focusing on a speck of dust on the table rather than Dawn.

"You see, I was moved here because they felt I was 'overstimulated.' They think I'm just flash and noise, all surface." She let out a short, hollow snort. "Miss Dawn, do you know what's truly awful? What really sucks?" I know you know. Victoria's head sprang up, inspired. "It sucks to be beautiful." That's right, one more time. "It sucks to be beautiful."

Victoria ticked off the points, reciting them less like personal complaints and more like a defensive manifesto, trying to intellectualize the constant feeling of being exposed and judged. While fixing her hair, Victoria said, "For starters, beautiful people are treated differently." Dawn's eyes, fixed on the ceiling, remained wide open. She didn't move.

Victoria picked up her bangs as if she were looking in a mirror. "And then you're judged by everyone. You're always expected to look beautiful. You can't just have a crappy day or put on sweatpants. If you don't keep up the act, you're judged for letting yourself go. If you do keep it up, you're vain. It's an exhausting, pointless loop."

A sigh escaped Victoria as she touched her face. "And God, the exhaustion. Learning to ignore eyes. The constant peering. It's like you're permanently under a spotlight." She paused, her voice dropping to a near-whisper, touching her shame. "There are different kinds of looks, too. The children look in awe, like you're not real, like a fairy tale they can't touch. That's easy. But the men..."

Victoria trailed off, swallowing hard. "The men look at you with eyes of what they will do. It's not admiration. It's possession. They don't see you; they see a blueprint for their own desire. And because they only see the surface, they think you exist for them." Dawn's heart fluttered for
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