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I DROPPED THE STILL-smoldering filter onto the ground and crushed it out with the toe of my sneaker. Back and forth, back and forth, the toe of my shoe went, grinding the filter and its dreg of tobacco into dust that was taken by the breeze. I watched it go. I loved to watch the dust swirl and move into the daylight. Life was calm and good, and they said things were looking up some.

That is when I first saw her, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Instant, bang, love at first sight. No doubt in my mind, no room in my heart for anything else; just like that I knew and knew well what my destiny was going to be. We would fall in love and it would be amazing and pure and romantic as pigs in shit. 

Her hair streamed downwards and was caught by the same breeze that my dust had wandered off in, so that it flowed like the gentlest of rivers. Each tendon and ligament and other bits of her neck under her wonderfully smooth skin all strained hard, chording like piano wire. It pulsed and rippled as she fought against the leather band that crossed her forehead. Her fingers, the nails bright day-glo pink, made claw shapes that were still beautiful as they struggled against the bonds that restrained her wrists. The wide leather strap across her chest crossed her body just under her breasts, accentuating them enticingly under her white floral cotton gown. 

I turned to her and waved, a happy wave, a hello wave, the kind of wave you give the love of your life right before you ask them to marry you. I had, secretly, practiced that wave in the mirror a lifetime ago. She turned and, glimpsing the motion of my hand out of the corner of her eye, spoke to me.

"You stupid motherfucker! Release me! Help me! Fuuuuck! Get me, ugh, out," she strained and tensed, trying to rip the leather straps free, "what good are you, you piece of shit?" The orderlies shook their heads and Jim waved at me. It was a sad wave but it was also a hello wave. "Shitbag!  Kill them, release me!" They pushed her through the doors, while discussing medication under the volume of her cries. The doors swung shut behind them, and I stood, giving a last glance in the direction my dust had traveled. I walked to the doors myself and put a hand on the bar. "Simon B. McGee" the glass door read. It wasn't real glass. It looked like glass, but it was much, much stronger. They told us so once. The other door, the one I never used because it made me feel bad— didn't like that door—read "Mental Health Facility" and completed the name. No one called it the Simon B. McGee Mental Health Facility, though, unless people in very nice suits were around. Otherwise we all, even the staff, called it "McGee's" and left it at that. 

I walked in and waved at Sally, who was working reception that day, and nodded briefly in Clyde's direction. I didn't like Clyde much. He worked security and he had helped a lot of us at one time or another, but something about him made me feel wet inside, like a sack of something not quite solid. Loose. I hurried on and went in my room to figure out how I would meet up with my dream girl again. Maybe she'd be in my group. Or maybe she enjoyed a rousing game of ping pong. I liked ping pong, because the ball was small; and yet also very white and it bounced. I also liked golf, but there was nowhere to play golf. 

I paced and thought about it for a while. Ping pong balls and my mystery woman with no name, and bouncing and Clyde. They didn't quite add up to anything useful, but I felt sure that they would some day. 

I sat on my bed and lay down to think better. I think better lying down. I needed to request a change in medications, my current ones made my thoughts too hard for me to follow; I used to be so sharp witted. Of course I also used to believe that John Quincy Adams was out to kill me, so things can change for the better. These days I knew it was Abraham Lincoln who was going to kill me one day. Not today, he was waiting for the time to be right. That was how he worked. "Honest Abe" indeed. They couldn't fool me with all the ping pong balls in the world. 

Clock number three buzzed and that meant it was time for dinner. Clock number one told me to wake up; clock number two was for breakfast, three for dinner and four for bedtime. I took lunch when I got hungry. 
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MY EYES SKITTERED ACROSS surfaces and the walls seemed to move in on me. They loomed, moving too fast for me to track, until I realized that the only thing moving was my eyes and my head as I tried to find a space to belong, somewhere in the space I already occupied. The off-white color of the painted brick was streaked with blacks and reds and grays. What looked like scorch marks and blood met up with grime and soot, the mixtures working to coat the walls as completely as they could. I felt sick just looking at it, my stomach starting to churn as fast as my eyes had moved. Suddenly a single thought came to me out of the depth of sickness and lurching: I wasn't sure how I had gotten here. I thought I knew where I sat, my back against another wall just gazing across the hallway to study the mosaic of wrongness. The corridor felt familiar, but that was wrong too. The lights didn't flicker so much as they had gone out and occasionally forgot, coming back on for a harsh fluorescent burst of stark relief driving me into fits of blinking and head turning.

I curled my legs up, tucking my knees under my chin, and just stared blankly at the wall, trying to piece it together, trying to come together. Things had, obviously, gotten worse. Had I caused it?  Was this all my fault after everything?  I didn't know, I didn't have the tools to process and I ached for them, I really wanted to rent them or lease them perhaps from some higher being, just for long enough to understand what was going on. I shook my head and tried to fit everything together like a puzzle of a kitten hanging onto a tree: thousands of little cardboard shapes, each one a mystery by itself. I couldn't find an edge piece at all.

I had been taken back to the room. I had that piece right in my grasp when I reached for it. I had it and lost it again. I dug until I located myself, remembering what felt like a key day, a while back. The sun shone brightly then, brighter than it did now, but maybe it had always been dimmer in reality and simply more stunning in memory. A lot of things seemed to sparkle in retrospect.

I stood, shakily, and put a hand against the wall behind me, palm down. I wrenched it away quickly, almost too quickly, causing myself to stumble. A sticky wet sensation slid against my flesh. Biting my lip, I turned around to confirm what my skin made me think: the wall I stood against was as bad as the one I looked at. What must the rest of the place look like?

Was she ok?

The thought burned through my mind, charring its way up to my consciousness like a comet falling in reverse, making my stomach lurch again.

Was she alive, injured, lost, trapped, worse?

The possibilities pounded at me, reminding me of how I felt, back at the beginning. If it could be called a beginning. If it had happened. If this was—no! It was too easy to get lost in the thought train, too quick a trap to spring on my mind. Thinking along those paths would squelch me down and reduce me to uselessness. I didn't have to be useless anymore. 

I walked down the hallway, wincing and squinting as the lights gave another show of luminescent force. Realizing that I was walking down the hallway towards the dining room I let instinct take over, gratefully only half noticing the signs that were a combination of pried and burnt off the walls. My bare feet scraped against grit and small sharp debris from the walls and, I confirmed by looking up, ceiling. When had my feet become bare?  Footwear should rank near the least of my worries, I knew. I repeated it to myself until I could, if not believe it, accept the concept. Then I stepped on something that gave a bit as my foot came down on it, something that felt like flesh. I went still, debating the sense of bothering to look, for a few seconds. I found I could hear a crackle and hiss from the dining room in front of me in the silence created by my lack of movement, and closed my eyes in a weak attempt to block everything
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