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Author’s Note
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To the young heart who feels overwhelmed, burdened, or broken—
this story is written with you in mind and prayerfully wrapped in God’s love.
Mental illness is not a sign of weak faith, nor is it something to be ashamed of. Don’t allow the pressure of peers to cause you to think or feel otherwise.
In Scripture, we see the cries of David, the sorrow of Elijah, the anguish of Job. God was not distant from their pain—and He is not distant from yours.
You may feel lost at times, unheard, or misunderstood by those around you.
But I want you to know this deep truth: God sees you.
He knows your every thought, your every tear, and He still calls you His own.
You are not forgotten. You are not too much. You are not alone.
If your mind feels like a storm you can’t control, take heart—Jesus is in the boat with you. He is the One who calms the winds and waves, and He still works miracles, even in the unseen battles of the soul.

Please don’t carry the weight alone. God places people in our lives—pastors, counselors, doctors, mentors—not as replacements for Him, but as vessels of His care. Reaching out for help is not a lack of faith. It is an act of courage and obedience to the God who calls us into healing.

Your story isn’t over.
You are deeply loved.
And even in your struggle, you are being held.
“For I am the Lord your God who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you.” – Isaiah 41:13
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Prologue
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The hallway of the Covington Asylum, known as “The Big Hospital”, smelled of bleach and something sour that clung to the back of the throat. No matter how many times I came for a visit, it always felt like my first. Each step echoed against the sterile tile, too loud in the silence, too final. A nurse guided me toward the end of the corridor, where a single chair sat in front of the one-way glass window. 

“No knocking or pounding on the glass.”

That’s all she said. As if I didn’t already know the rules. She stepped back towards the door we entered through and took her place behind me and stood as if on guard. I guess, when you think about it, this was actually like a prison.

I sat down and stared. It was like being inside of the Polar Bear exhibit at the zoo, only this was no Polar Bear.

She sat slumped in a chair, her arms limp at her sides, her face empty as if someone had hollowed her out and left only the shell. A nurse spooned something soft into her mouth, wiping the drool that slipped from the corner of her lips. She didn’t even blink when the spoon clattered against her teeth.

My stomach twisted. This wasn’t the aunt who once sang me to sleep, who brushed my hair with slow, patient strokes. That woman was gone. Erased. What sat in her place was... a mindless puppet, drugged and tethered to staff who treated her body but ignored her soul.

I bit down on my tongue, holding back a sob. I wanted to scream. I wanted to slam my fists against the glass and make someone—anyone—pay attention. But no one here cared. To them, Linda was another patient lost to her own mind, another nameless file in a thick cabinet of tragedies.

But to me, she was everything. Anger and sorrow boiled up, hot and sharp, but it twisted into something else. Something stronger. Something venomous.

A low bitter laugh escaped me.

“Are you ok Miss?” the nurse guard asked.

“Yes, I’m fine. Just clearing my throat from the dryness in this room.” 

They all thought I was just a sweet, gullible teenager—the dutiful niece visiting poor, broken Aunt Linda. They thought my tears made me fragile. That my shaking hands meant weakness. Let them think that. Let them underestimate me. 

Because while they drugged my aunt into nothingness, I was already planning. Already imagining. Already sharpening every ounce of pain into a blade. And one day, the people who did this would feel my wrath!
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Chapter One
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The air always felt heavier when grown-ups whispered.

I figured that out a long time ago—before I turned ten. Whispering never meant anything good. It was like their voices carried secrets that were too big for the room. That’s why I followed my mom’s voice down the hallway that day, silent as a shadow. My socks made no sound against the wood floor. I stopped outside the sunroom, the door barely open—just enough to hear.

Sunlight spilled through the tall windows, catching little pieces of dust in the air. Everything looked so still, like a painting. 

Mom sat on the loveseat; her hands wrapped around a teacup she wasn’t drinking from. Next to her was Karla. My dad’s ex-wife. The one who only came around on afternoons that felt...quiet in a weird way. Like everyone was pretending nothing was wrong. But something was definitely wrong.

“She’s not sleeping well,” Mom said, her voice low. “She wakes up crying but doesn’t remember why. Gets attached to me one minute, then locks herself in her room and says I’m suffocating her.”

I froze. They were talking about me.

Karla leaned forward. “How long has this been happening?”

“Months,” Mom admitted. “But it’s getting worse. Sometimes she just disappears. Her eyes go blank. She blinks like she’s waking up from somewhere else. She’s only ten, Karla. But it’s like she’s already drifting away.”

My chest tightened. I knew that feeling. The floaty one behind my eyes. The way everything got fuzzy, like I was underwater. I remembered forgetting whole conversations, places I’d just been. Sometimes I looked in the mirror and didn’t recognize myself. It was like pieces of me went missing and came back rearranged.

“I’ve seen this before,” Karla said. Her voice changed like she was remembering something that hurt. “In Evan.”

My dad. A silence fell, thick like a blanket. I pressed my ear closer to the doorframe.

“I didn’t want to believe it was genetic,” Mom whispered. “I told myself it was just a phase. But this feels deeper than mood swings.”

Karla sighed and put her teacup down—the tea still untouched.

“When I married Evan, it didn’t start this way. He was charming. Intense. He made me feel like I was the only person in the world who mattered. But that kind of love—it   came with a cost.”

I peeked through the door. Karla’s eyes were staring past Mom, like she was digging through old memories she didn’t want to find.

“He always needed reassurance. If I was quiet, he thought I hated him. If I smiled at someone else, he’d accuse me of betrayal. One day he’d cling to me like I was the only thing holding him together, and the next, he’d vanish into himself. Or worse.”

Mom’s voice was small. “Worse how?”

“He’d rage,” Karla said quietly. “Over nothing. He’d yell until he lost his voice. Break things. Slam doors. There were nights I locked myself in the bathroom because I didn’t know which version of him I was going to get—the man I loved or the storm inside him.”

I felt dizzy. The floor felt tilted under my feet.

“I tried to help him,” she went on. “But he said I was the problem. That I was too sensitive. That I was making it up. He made me feel like I was the one going crazy. And when he started trapping me—blocking doors, pushing past my voice—I stopped trying to fix him. I started trying to survive.”

I wanted to stop listening. But I couldn’t.

“She says she hears whispers,” Mom said. “Says people are watching her when she’s alone. But when I ask about it, she breaks down. She thinks I’m accusing her. Her moods shift like lightning, Karla. One minute she’s laughing, the next she’s shaking. Sometimes she says there are other versions of herself. Like she’s not just one girl.”

Karla’s voice dropped to a whisper. “That’s exactly how Evan described it. Like being trapped in a house where none of the doors stay shut.”

I backed away from the door, heart pounding. My face was hot. My fingers felt numb. They were talking like I wasn’t even real. Like I was something to be solved. A case. A warning.

“She’s not dangerous,” Karla said. “But if this really is like Evan...it won’t just go away. She’ll need real help, Charis. You’ll have to teach her how to live with it before it overtakes her.”

Mom’s voice cracked. “She’s just a little girl.”

“I know,” Karla said softly. “In a matter of speaking, so was I when I realized something was wrong with him. I was so innocent and accepting of him that I couldn’t see it. I was so embarrassed and felt so stupid that I kept it to myself and became trapped.”

The words echoed in my head. Trapped. Broken. Falling apart.

I turned away slowly, like the hallway might collapse beneath me if I moved too fast. Something inside me was splintering, and I knew they could see it. Maybe they always had.

I didn’t want to be like him. I didn’t want that storm.

But what if it was already here? What if it had already begun?

I didn’t have any answers. All I knew was that they were right about one thing. Something in me was changing. And it scared me. 
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Chapter Two
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"Evan was faithfully committed to the therapy, meds, and group support. It wasn’t perfect, but he committed to it—really committed. And he did change, Charis. In ways I didn’t think were possible."

I stopped in my tracks at the sound of my dad’s name again. Mom's voice sounded surprised at Karla’s answer when she asked her if she noticed a change in my dad. 

“But why didn’t you two  try again?”

There was a pause. Karla stared at the tea she never drank.

"The time I noticed he really started healing, was when the storm had quieted. He was gentler. More aware of himself. But the truth was we built a marriage on broken beams. Even if he had the tools by then, the house was already gone."

I felt something twist in my stomach.

“So the damage was too deep?” Mom asked.

"It was more than damage," Karla said, her voice tightening like she was pressing the truth out of her own ribs. 

"It was who we became in the middle of it. He unraveled. I braced. That kind of bond? It’s not love. It’s survival. And you can’t rebuild trust on top of fear. You have to walk away from it."

She wasn’t crying. But I could tell she’d cried those words before. Maybe to herself. Maybe in the dark. 

"But if he was better..." Mom said gently, "why not at least try again?"

Another pause before Karla answered.

"Because healing doesn’t mean you go back to what broke you."

Her words punched through me. I leaned closer, afraid I might miss the rest.

"Evan even told me once, ‘I don’t want you to feel like you owe me forgiveness in the form of a second chance.’ And he was right. Just because he finally became the man he should’ve been, it didn’t mean I had to be the woman who paid for everything that came before."

I blinked hard. My throat was thick.


“He really said that?” Mom asked.


"He did. And honestly," Karla added, "I was finally learning how to breathe again. How to be myself outside of his orbit. Going back would’ve meant losing that. Losing me. And I had already given too much of me to hold him together."

My chest burned from holding my breath. I released it quietly. 

They were talking about my dad, yes. But they were also talking about me. About what they saw in me, what they were afraid of—a storm, a shadow, a legacy.

“And now...now you’re seeing pieces of that same storm in Ava,” Mom said softly.

Karla didn’t answer right away. When she did, it was barely a whisper, but I heard it anyway.

"I am. And it scares me. But this time we see it early. She’s not alone. And maybe—maybe that makes all the difference."

I backed away from the door, eyes stinging. The hallway blurred a little around the edges. I didn’t know if I felt angry or grateful. Or both. All I knew was that the people I loved were carrying pieces of my pain like it was a thing they had held before. A thing they knew how to name. How to fear. And maybe, just maybe...how to fight.
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Chapter Three
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I shut my door and backed away from it like it might explode. My fingers were shaking. My Dad has mental illness, like me.

I sat on the edge of my bed, but I didn’t feel the mattress. I didn’t feel anything, really. Just this weird, spreading numbness in my chest, like something was pulling the plug on the inside of me. I pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around them, but it didn’t make me feel any smaller or safer. I just felt unreal.

Karla said my dad had the same things. The blank stares. The vanishing. The rage. The confusion.

“He unraveled,” she said. “And I braced.”

Unraveled. That word stuck to the roof of my mouth like gum I couldn’t spit out.

I met my dad when I was five. Before that, I had no idea who he was. Whenever I asked about him, mom would only give clipped answers, no stories, no memories to share. And now I knew why.

She wasn’t trying to protect him. She was trying to protect me. Or maybe she was just scared to admit I might be like him.

“She zones out,” Mom said. “She wakes up crying and
she hears whispers.”
I buried my face in my knees.

Those weren’t lies. They were real. I just didn’t know they were scary until now.

The floaty feeling. The blank spaces. The moments when I’d walk into a room and forget why I was there or see my reflection and swear she was someone else. The way my hands would tremble out of nowhere. I thought it was just me being weird. Me being me.

But now? Now it had a name. And that name belonged to him. Dad. Evan.

I stood up too fast, and the room spun a little. I stumbled toward the mirror. There I was. Sort of.

I watched the reflection—my face, everyone said, like his. High cheekbones. brown eyes. the same unruly hair that never obeyed a brush. Skin the color of old paper warmed by sun.

But the longer I stared, the less the glass felt like a friend. There was a wrongness in those eyes. They sat too still, as if something behind them were watching me through a pane. I tilted my head; the head in the mirror tilted back, but later—slower—like the echo of a movement. Wrongly timed. Off.

“Are you me?” I breathed. “Or are you him?”

No answer came from the silvered surface. Then the slip began—the one I dread.

It’s not a fall; it’s a peeling away. The world loosens, the edges blur, and I drift above my skin, an uninvited witness to my own life. I feel detached, weightless, as if someone else is trying on my shape.

This time it took me quickly. My knees folded; my spine met the carpet before thought could catch up. The room thinned and I found myself in a place between things—like a remembered dream where the rules have been stolen. Sound stretched and flattened: too loud and too distant at once. Breath came in little scraps. My fingers clawed at the floor, hungry for purchase. The floor did not answer.

Then the whispering began—not from outside but from inside the glass, or perhaps from inside me. A familiar voice narrowed to a single thread: There’s something wrong with you. It will only get worse.

“No,” I mouthed through gritted teeth. “No. Stop.”

I could not scream. Could not cry. Could not reach. I was sealed inside myself, a spectator pressed to the inside of my skull, watching someone—or something—wear my face.


A hollow thud reverberated through my skull, not sharp


like knuckles on wood but heavy and distant, as if the world itself had rapped against me.

“Ava?”

Mom. Her voice was so close, but I felt galaxies away.

“Are you okay?”

“No,” my mouth formed, but nothing came out. I couldn’t speak. Not yet. Because the worst part wasn’t what they said about him, the worst part was how familiar it felt. Like, maybe that storm wasn’t just in me. Maybe I was the storm. And I didn’t know how to quiet it anymore.
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Chapter Four
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“Ava, wake up, honey. Your father will be here shortly to pick you up.”

Her voice again—still close, still pulling me back from the storm’s edge.

My eyes shot open, and I looked around frantically, blinking rapidly, trying to bring my vision into focus. Where was I?

“Sweetheart, your dad will be here soon to pick you up. He’s taking you out for your birthday, remember?”

My birthday. Another one. I’m in my bed, fully clothed. I remember now—I had another episode.

When I was ten, the storm always slammed me to the ground, throwing me into closets or against the cold edge of the carpet. It raged like it wanted to shake me loose from myself. 

Now, at sixteen, it’s different—but no less cruel. Sometimes it lets me stay in bed, staring at the ceiling, pretending the world is steady. Other times it circles like a predator, waiting for the moment to strike.

The storm hasn’t left me. It’s only grown smarter. Louder. Hungrier. And I know it’s not finished with me yet.

“Come on Ava, before your father gets here!” 

“Ok! Ok! I’m up!” 

If my mom realized I had blacked out from another episode, she never said anything. Maybe she knew. Maybe she didn’t want me to feel worse than I already did.

As I got older, the episodes came more often—sometimes with warning, sometimes without. But I learned to manage the signs, especially the subtle ones. I figured out how to steady my body just long enough to get to my room before the worst of it hit. Lying flat on my bed helped keep me from falling or drawing attention. It was the only place that felt safe to lose control.

Mom homeschooled me, and neither she nor my dad ever let me go anywhere alone. They said it was just to keep me safe, but I knew the truth—they were afraid I’d have an episode in public, where strangers would see. So, staying close to home became the rule. And my bed? It became my hiding place. My anchor.

The last time I did have one in public was at the age of fourteen with my dad. He managed it so well that you couldn’t tell I was going through anything.

It happened fast. One minute, we were walking through a farmer’s market—him holding a cup of honeycomb ice cream in one hand and a jar of hot pickles in the other, raving about how opposites “activate the tastebuds”—and the next, my legs locked up.

Not like cramping. Like freezing. Like my body had hit a wall and couldn’t remember how to be mine.

My chest tightened. My fingers twitched, and the left side of my face started that slow, invisible throb. I knew what was coming.

And we were in the middle of everything. People. Sounds. Color. Movement.

My vision blurred at the edges. The light started pulsating too bright, then too dim. My body stuttered—small tremors first, then those tiny, jerky spasms that made my shoulder jump and my fingers flex.

I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t.

I just stood there, staring at a booth of sunflowers like I was deciding whether or not to buy one. But my insides were slipping.

And that’s when I felt dad’s hand on my back, steady and gentle.

“Here,” he said, easy as anything, like we were just bored with walking. “Let’s take a seat.”

He guided me to a bench near the edge of the path, mostly shaded, mostly empty. Not a single edge of panic in his voice. Not even concern on his face. Just that chill, casual tone like this was all part of the plan.

I sat stiffly, my hands starting to flutter a little in my lap.

He shifted his body slightly, blocking me from passersby.

“Close your eyes,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to talk. Just breathe. I got you.”

I did what he said. Not because I trusted the moment, but because I trusted him in it. Somehow, that was new. Big.

His hand never left my back. He kept his tone low, calm.

“I used to name the sounds around me,” he murmured. “One person talking. A bike bell. A bag rustling. I’d name them, one at a time, to remember where I was. It helped me come back.”

I listened. Birds. Someone laughing. A child crying softly. The soft buzz of a fan by a vendor’s stall.

My breath slowed just enough to feel like mine again.

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, acting like he was just resting. Not guarding me. Not covering me. Just being there.

A couple walked by. He gave them a small smile. No one looked at me. No one stared.

They didn’t know. They couldn’t tell. Not with the way he made it all look so normal. Like nothing had happened at all.

Five minutes later, the spasms stopped.

I blinked, wiped at the corners of my eyes where I hadn’t even noticed tears forming. My legs still felt like gelatin, but I was back. Mostly.

“You good?” he asked, still not looking directly at me. Still giving me space.

I nodded, then added, “Yeah. I think so.”

He stood and offered me the ice cream.

“It’s just a little melted,” he said smiling at me. 

I took it.

We didn’t talk about it. Not right then.

He didn’t make a speech. Didn’t tell me how strong I was. He just made sure I didn’t feel exposed or broken.

And somehow, that meant more than any speech ever could.

“So, how does it feel to be sixteen?” my mother asked, more excited about it than I was.

I stood up from my bed and said, “Hmm...I’m not sure yet. So
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