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​CHAPTER 1: Lost in the Madhouse
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“Go away,” I snapped, my voice echoing into the nothingness. “I’m finally having a decent moment, and you’re about three seconds away from ruining the upholstery of my mind.”

“No, Zeda,” she countered, her voice a low, jagged blade. “I’m done living in the basement of your secrets. I’m tired of holding up the foundation of your 'evil' while you play house.”

I rolled my eyes, scanning the pitch-black horizon. “Then by all means, shout it to the world, sweetheart. Get it all out. Does that make you feel better? A nice, therapeutic scream?”

“Oh, I guess I’m the idiot here?” she hissed. “It’s midnight. We’re in a field with zero witnesses. Who is supposed to hear me, Zeda? The grass?”

“Not my problem. You want something off your chest? The mic is live. Go nuts.” I was about to tell her exactly where to shove her 'revelations' when the world started to fray at the edges. A horrific, rhythmic scraping sound—metal on tile—began to climb up my spine. My body locked, my muscles turning to lead as that awful, high-pitched squeak vibrated in my teeth. The girl in front of me didn't just walk away; she began to dissolve like wet ink in a storm. Her light brown hair—the exact, haunting shade of my own—flickered like a dying light bulb.

I reached for the memory of her, but the field was gone, replaced by the cold, sterile smell of bleach and the reality I’d been trying to outrun. "This is you, isn't it?" I bellowed, putting every ounce of my frustration into a shove that should have sent her flying. She didn't fall. Instead, she let out a high-pitched laugh that tangled with the scraping sound until the two noises became a single, vibrating cord inside my skull. It was the sound of metal screaming against bone.

I snapped awake, the nightmare shattering like a dropped mirror. The harsh, fluorescent reality of my room rushed in to fill the gaps, but the squeak stayed behind. It was real—the familiar, grating protest of a dusty old medicine cart being muscled down the hall by one of the lazier nurses. I could almost feel the floorboards groan under the rhythmic thud-thud of her heavy clogs. Then, the sound died. The silence that followed was worse—tense, heavy, and expectant.

Knock. Knock.

"Zeda," a voice called through the heavy door, muffled but unmistakable. "You have a phone call." 

“YES!” I screamed, the word tearing out of my throat as I bolted upright. My bare feet smacked against the cold, institutional tile floors that always felt like they were sweating. I didn't care. I jammed them into my slippers, yanked the door open with a groan of protest from the hinges, and practically leveled the nurse standing in the threshold.

"Sorry! Non-negotiable emergency!" I yelled over my shoulder, my slippers slapping a frantic rhythm against the floor as I sprinted down the dim, flickering hallway. 

Her shriek for me to stop was just background noise, a distant radio station I wasn't tuned into. I knew it was her. It had to be Mom. I reached the wall where the grungy, yellowed phone hung like a relic. I snatched the receiver, pressing it so hard against my ear I could hear my own pulse. “Hi, Mom! Can I tell you about this dream? Why I can’t wait for you to come get me?”

"Zeda, it's—"

The voice was cut short by a mechanical click, followed by the hollow dial tone. I looked up, vision burning, heat prickling behind my eyes. The nurse’s grubby, sausage-like finger stayed clamped on the receiver hook, unyielding.

"Are you fucking serious?" I roared. The hope from five seconds ago curdled into rage—my jaw tight, fists clenched. She didn't flinch. She set her hands on her hips, face a mask of bureaucratic self-importance.

"One," she began, stabbing the air with a meaty finger, "don’t ever talk to me that way. Two, you know damn well there is no running in these halls. And three—the only thing that matters—you nearly bowled me over, which was beyond rude."

A wicked grin carved itself across my face, icy and furious enough to cut. I invaded the nurse's space, mirroring her 'Bureaucratic Guardian' pose with a trembling, clenched fist on my hip.

"One," I said, ticking it off with a mocking tilt of my head, "I apologized—more manners than you've earned in a lifetime. Two, I'll speak to you however I want, especially when you rudely hijack my call. And three—the important one—" I let my eyes drag up and down her frame. "I doubt my hundred-something pounds of 'psychosis' could knock over your four hundred pounds of bitterness."

Her face—caked in a shade of red lipstick that screamed 'midlife crisis'—contorted into a mask of pure rage. The muscles in her neck corded with the effort not to scream.

"That's it," she hissed, her voice vibrating with malice. "I was going to be nice. I was going to let you off with a warning."

She held out her hands, making that familiar "come hither" motion. It was the signal. The orderlies were already moving. If I were going to the Box, I’d earn it. I landed a hard jab right in the center of her doughy, red-smeared face. My knuckles thudded against the vanity.

As my fist left her cheek, the world closed in. I was restrained, sweat and starch all around me. A needle stung my arm, and the lights melted. The hallway stretched, the nurse's face blurred red, and then it all went black.

Consciousness returned like a physical blow, leaving my body screaming in protest. The usual post-sedation disorientation settled in—that hazy, "where-am-I" dance that had long since become second nature—before the cold truth sank in, I was back in my dungeon. 

The four walls were a dark, starving blue, so empty of light they seemed to suck the oxygen out of the air. It was a perfect void. My bed, a stiff mat on screaming springs, was a cruel joke. The hallway provided the soundtrack: the wobbly thud of the medicine cart. I hated that sound. It was the omen of the chemical haze—more pills meant to drown my brain in a lukewarm soup of nothing.

I swung the door open and leaned against the frame, biting down on a scathing remark as I spotted who was piloting the rattling cart. The sarcasm caught in my throat, replaced by a jolt of surprise. It was Jackie. Relief cut through my resentment, sudden and sharp, softening my entire posture.

"Yes," I whispered to the empty air—a faint, genuine pull at the corners of my lips replacing my practiced scowl. The 'Hawk' nurses—the ones who treated every pill like a high-stakes bomb disposal and triple-checked my tongue as if I were a world-class escape artist—were nowhere to be found.

Not Jackie. She was the only one here who didn’t look at me like a specimen. To her, I was just a person waiting for a delivery. Jackie moved with sturdy, womanly confidence—all curves and presence. Around two hundred pounds, she wasn’t much larger than me, but she carried it with a grace I hadn’t mastered. Her skin was rich, beautiful caramel, a shade or two lighter than mine. Her long black hair, once the same stubborn brown as mine, was usually tucked into a messy bun. But the smile? That was the only thing in this building that wasn't fake. 

It was beautiful, kind, and lethal if provoked. In a world of white coats and clipboards, she was the only one who treated me like a person, not a patient. 

I loved her for it, with a ferocity that surprised me. She finally reached my door and looked up, her face a soft map of compassion.

Her eyes twinkled with a rare, mischievous light. "Should I be putting on my boxing gloves now?" she joked, her hands dancing in a playful fighter’s stance.

A genuine chuckle escaped my lips—a sound that felt foreign in this hallway, where silence usually pressed in. Settling into the moment, I responded, "Nope," leaning my shoulder against the doorframe. "You know I’d never pull that with you. But Nurse Lipstick was practically begging for a makeover."

But in a blink, the mood shifted. Jackie’s smile vanished, replaced by weary concern. "I get that, Zeda," she sighed, her voice dropping to that maternal register that always made my defenses stall. "But that look doesn’t suit you. Now, every nurse will have an escort. They’ll be circling, waiting for one false move to put you down. Didn’t we talk about this? Things only get better if they stop seeing you as a threat."

Her words lingered between us, tension stretching the space. She wasn't wrong. I was days away from a 'Get Out of Jail Free' card, and I was currently trying my hardest to set the board on fire. I’m not actually a mean person, despite what my file says—I’m just allergic to stupidity. Unlike the actual residents of this boutique loony bin, I’m not a 'nutcase.'  They’re genuinely struggling with reality. I'm having issues with the people running it; that may not last much longer. 

My release date flashes at the end of the tunnel—unless I just earned myself a contract extension. I muttered, "No more acting out," more to myself than her. From here on out, I'm a model citizen.

"Go eat," Jackie said. "And keep the knuckles in your pockets."

I headed to the cafeteria to ingest the nightly insult called 'dinner.' It was mushy, unseasoned slop—a grey, lukewarm mystery lacking both flavor and dignity. Disgusting, a culinary crime scene that made me long for a home-cooked meal.

Dinner was 'mystery meat' and beans. Whatever animal donated these hot dogs must have died of exhaustion. Wrinkled and pale, they looked like trash rescues. The beans were worse—a shimmering mound of orange-tinted regret.

I grabbed a link from the tray, skipped the 'slop-of-the-day,' and picked an orange from a large bin near the milk cooler, hoping it might actually contain a vitamin. Claiming a seat at one of the bolted-down tables, I found it felt more like a morgue slab—cold, sterile, and haunted by the ghosts of a thousand depressing conversations. 

Just waiting for the next weary soul to lay down their tray and pick at a meal they didn’t want, it sat in anticipation. I was halfway through my 'autopsy' of the hot dog, wishing for nothing more than the quiet of my blue-walled dungeon, when I saw her. Sarah.

A girl whose mouth didn't have a 'stop' button. At six-foot-seven, Sarah was a skyscraper, making my five-foot-six frame shrink to four feet beside her. 

She had long, sandy hair and a pencil-sharp nose—pretty, in a fragile way. Stare too long, and her nose seemed to grow, ready to skewer. Her light green eyes sparkled with barely contained mischief. Sarah arrived at twenty-one, entering my life suddenly after twenty years spent grounded in reality. 

Then, just after her twenty-first birthday, something changed—a mental switch flipped, and everything she knew dissolved. She went from galas to gurneys, from high society to screaming at strangers about a stolen baby. She was a beautiful, tragic monster: a woman who’d lost her mind searching for a title she’d never get to keep.

The final straw for her parents—a family so wealthy they joked about having a butler for their other butlers—came after her breakdown: a kidnapping. Sarah took a stranger's infant to James Welworth's mansion, the famous actor with the million-dollar chin and a heavenly PR team. She stood on his doorstep, claimed the baby was theirs, and demanded he 'do right by his family.' That incident changed everything for Sarah—and those around her, including me.

After that blockbuster stunt, her parents washed their hands of her and never looked back. Tired of their pedigree in tabloids, they found the grimmest, most budget-deprived hole and dumped her here with me—out of sight, out of the social column, and now, in my reluctant care.

As if my life weren't already a dumpster fire, I now had to watch the daily highlight reel of Sarah’s imaginary life. Living with her became another chapter in my own ongoing troubles.

It was a never-ending loop of grand shopping sprees in Milan, wild Vegas benders, and A-listers chartering private jets just to witness her existence. Every story was more exhausting than the last, and I hated every single one. 

Hugging the wall, I ducked my head and quickly walked down the hallway, desperately hoping to reach my room without being noticed. It didn't work. That six-foot-seven beacon of delusion closed the distance almost instantly.

"Zeda!"

The cheerfulness in her voice was a weapon. FUCK, I thought, the word echoing with thunderous frustration as I stopped and turned around, facing her straight on with a glare sharp enough to wound.

"Hey, Zee, want to go out with Suzy and me tonight?"

My lips thinned into a razor-wire line. "Who the hell is Suzy?" 

Sarah giggled, a sound like glass breaking. "Silly goose! You know who she is. Suzy Summers!"

My eyes rolled, and I almost saw the back of my own head. "The lingerie model. Sure, Sarah. And I'm the Queen of Sheba. Look, the only 'party' you’re going to tonight is time with a sedative and a blanket."

I turned and started walking away, but she didn't get it. She followed, her big smile not fading. She dropped her 'victory dance,' her expression shifting abruptly to heartbreaking pity. 

"It's a shame you're so miserable," she whispered, her voice now low and gentle. "You never want to play. We always have a great time."

"You're a real social butterfly," I replied, my tone dry as a laugh escaped. "But I'll pass. My imaginary friends are all booked for a séance, and I'd hate to be rude."

"Are you sure?" she asked, the sarcasm bouncing off her like a rubber ball. "I'm inviting Lola, and my cousin Jessica is picking us up in a helicopter!"

"A helicopter? Bold move," I said, arching an eyebrow. "But I'm grounded. Doc says my brain's not flight-certified yet."

Sarah shook her head, as if I were a charity case. "It's the hallway. Too dreary. Or the clothes—you've got nothing to wear. I'd be suicidal too if I dressed like a janitor."

I stopped. "Sarah, shut up and leave me alone," I snapped, pivoting to walk away. She scurried after me like a persistent, six-foot-seven shadow.

She switched to a pleading tone. “Zee, I’m trying to help! Come to my castle. I’ll give you a dress and some war paint. I really don't like the look on your face right now.”

I turned, a slow, predatory smile creeping up. “The look on my face is the only thing preventing me from rearranging yours.”

"Such a temper," she said, waving a hand dismissively. "But Lola wants you there. Just think about it." 

She skipped away, her 'unappetizing' offer hanging in the air like the smell of the cafeteria beans. Sarah used only Lola’s name because she knew it was my sole weakness. Lola was the only person here I endured—a forty-two-year-old with an eight-year-old’s mind. She still had an imaginary friend, whispered to cracks in peeling paint, and played with shadows. 
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​CHAPTER 2: Among The Unhinged
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Sometimes I wondered how I’d landed in a zip code dense with trauma. No one knew Lola’s story; she was simply here already when I arrived. She taught me survival, so I vowed to be her one protector in this place. I skipped the movie and collapsed onto my bed, wishing for a blackout. Instead, panic hammered at my door.

"What now!" I screamed.

Sarah burst in, face pale. "Lola’s spiraling," she whispered, real panic in her eyes. "Rhonda’s on the warpath. She’s going to her now."

I didn’t wait for shoes. In grip socks, I sprinted for the East Wing with Sarah looming behind me like a blonde skyscraper. The air was thick with trouble—the kind that scars. We skidded to a halt, both muttering, "Oh, shit." A nightmare scene: Lola versus Rhonda. One child-minded, one predatory. Both still as statues. 

It was a battle of wills: eyes locked, fists clenched, radiating enough intensity to power the asylum. Here’s a quick file on Rhonda: a thirty-eight-year-old “Bombshell” with a perfect haircut and a nasty habit of listening to voices in her head. 

For example, she tried to carve up her brother at twelve, nearly toasted her aunt, and held a vendetta against domestic animals—RIP three dogs and a turtle. 

At two hundred twenty pounds, she was a wrecking ball in a bob. Unpredictable as lightning in a trailer park, Rhonda was twice as destructive when she snapped. The irony was suffocating. 

Rhonda hated Lola because they looked like brown-skinned twins: same jet-black hair, same pie-shaped faces, matching dimples. If you ignored the fire in Rhonda’s eyes and the innocence in Lola’s, you’d swear they were the same person. 

Still, Lola couldn’t compare—she was a little girl in a woman’s body who wouldn’t hurt a fly, making their faceoff like a hawk circling a sparrow. Trying to ease the tension, I stepped between them and asked, "Can I help you settle this?" My voice was steady, despite the rush of adrenaline.

"Mind your business and walk away, Zeda!" Rhonda barked.

"Don't talk to her like that," Lola countered, her small voice surprisingly firm.

Rhonda laughed, a cold sound. "I'll handle both of you if I have to."

With Rhonda threatening, I felt my patience snap. My fist balled up instinctively. "Keep dreaming, Rhonda. You don't want to dance with me. Lola, honey, what is she talking about?"

"She's a psycho!" Rhonda yelled before Lola could speak. "Talking to walls, pretending she's a bird—it's pathetic. And now she's accusing me of stealing? Saying I have her things? Well, she's about to get a broken nose to match that broken brain."

I stepped in front of Lola, mirroring Rhonda’s sadistic glare with a heat of my own. “Stabbed eight times? Choked until your eyes bulge? Or a slow rot in a basement closet?” I let a slow, devilish grin spread across my face. “Pick your poison, bombshell.”

Rhonda looked at me speculatively, her bob barely moving. “You wouldn't dare.” I stepped back, palms up, clearing a path to Lola. “Make a move. See what happens.” She hesitated while Lola yelled out, “She’s only mad because she thinks I told the walls she has a penis.” 

Sarah laughed loudly. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” 

Lola bounced on her heels, giggling. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her!”

The air in the hallway shattered with a full-throated, feral shriek. “I DON'T HAVE A PENIS!” Rhonda screamed, lunging for Lola with blind rage. I intercepted her mid-air. In one fluid motion, I snaked my arm around Rhonda’s throat, locking in a sleeper hold. I squeezed, watching the world fade from her eyes—not to kill her, just to hit the 'off' switch on the nuclear reactor. Within seconds, she went limp in my arms.

​I dropped the 'Bombshell' like a sack of flour. Adrenaline surged as my heart pounded in my chest, not yet slowing. Then the orderly’s voice boomed from the shadows below. “What’s going on down there?” Panic is a hell of a drug. The three of us stood, rooted, sharing the cold vision of isolation and the phantom sting of the Thorazine needle. The footsteps pounded closer, fear staining our faces. 

Without a glance back, Lola pointed at the end of the wing, her face set, at a rusted door that promised something even darker than isolation—Dead Man’s Land. Without a second thought, the giant gripped my hand, the child snatched the fighter’s arm, and together we bolted into the dark, fear and hope twisting inside us. 

We didn't weigh the options; panic powered our feet. Linking tightly, we sprinted toward the one place the staff was too afraid to follow. Near the exit, Lola squeezed my hand. “It’s okay,” she whispered, calm in the chaos. “They’re my friends.”

I didn’t have the breath to argue. Sarah and I shared a look of horror. The East Wing’s 'Dead Zone'—abandoned to the shadows years ago, where staff refused to pass the gate. The door yawned open, inviting us into a black hole.

“I’m out,” Sarah whispered. “It’s too dark. I can’t.”

I tried to swallow the lump of panic in my own throat, my nerves prickling with anxiety. I looked from Sarah’s pale, terrified face to Lola’s radiant one, jarred by the difference. Lola’s smile, impossibly calm, was the scariest thing in the room. “Don’t be silly,” she whispered, her voice eerily gentle. “They will light the way.” A chill threaded through my fear, confusion, and disbelief.

We stepped inside. The door snapped shut, a cold, spectral draft brushing my neck. We linked hands. A sickly shimmer of light bled through the dark, casting long, skeletal shadows that writhed across the walls. The place was a tomb—smothered in decades of dust, filth, and spiderwebs. The stench of decay pressed against my skin—almost alive. My heart pounded so violently, I was sure anything lurking in the dust could hear it.

The air in Dead Man’s Land didn’t just reek of rot; it tasted like corroded metal and stagnant lungs. I sensed the local spirits—the discordant, lingering remnants of the 'incidents'—stirring. They prowled, catching our adrenaline like sharks to bloodied water. My heart wasn’t just pounding; it was a dinner bell for the darkness. 

Don't show it, I told myself, my knuckles white as I gripped Lola’s hand. Don't let the shadows smell the fear. We were closing in on the first bend when Sarah’s voice tore out of her throat. 

She screamed—not a normal cry, but the sound of someone watching their soul get extinguished. As she did, Lola jerked her hand free from mine and bolted into the blackness, her head down, never looking back. 

“Lola!” I croaked, reaching after her, but she was already gone—just a blur ahead. Sarah, shaking, followed, and I stumbled after her. 

Our cries bounced off the dust-heavy air as the chase turned feverish. Each corner we turned led to another identical, rotting corridor. My legs turned to lead, my eyes blurred with tears, and as I pushed us forward, the darkness behind us grew teeth. It all felt endless, like we were running toward our own funerals.

The moment our momentum died, the silence of Dead Man’s Land rushed in like cold water. We were gasping. Our lungs burned with the taste of ancient, mold-heavy air. I scanned the darkness, searching for a door—a vent—anything that didn't look like a dead end. Then Sarah’s scream hit a register I didn’t realize the human throat could produce. I didn’t see it at first; I only felt Sarah’s body yanked, almost off her feet. 

I looked down, breath snagged. A hand—ashen, shriveled, impossibly long—clamped around her ankle. It didn’t resemble flesh; it looked like wet parchment wrapped on rusted wire.

“Zeda! Get it off! Get it off me!” Sarah wailed, her tall frame swaying as she clawed at the air. I didn’t hesitate. Seeing the hand, I slammed my heavy grip-socked heel into the translucent wrist clutching Sarah’s ankle. No bone snapped—only a sound of crushed leaves. 

The grip slackened just enough for Sarah to yank her foot free and scramble back across the filthy floor. As she retreated, the floor didn’t just creak—it exhaled beneath her. The shimmering light Lola promised flared from a faint glow to a throbbing, pulsing violet. It didn’t reveal a way out; it revealed what had doomed this wing to abandonment.

They weren't standing—they were merging. Figures began to bleed out of the water-stained wallpaper: grey, featureless shapes, twitching like a broken film reel. They had no eyes, but their collective focus locked onto the frantic rhythm of my heart.

“Lola!” I roared, my voice cracking. “Tell them to stop!” as I swung mindlessly at the suffocating dark. 

“They’re just curious, Zee,” her voice drifted from behind me, eerily melodic, like a lullaby hummed in a graveyard. A scream ripped out of me, raw and primal, due to Lola’s small, cold hand clamping my arm. “They haven’t had anyone to play with since the doctors stopped coming. We have to go. Now.”

We scrambled toward a vent—a narrow, rusted rectangle that looked far too small for three people, especially a six-foot-seven wreck like Sarah. "This will be a bit snug," Lola announced with a terrifying lack of urgency, her tone oddly cheerful, as if she saw the escape as another playful challenge. She slid in like a shadow. 

I followed, my grip socks slipping against the cold, greasy metal. Behind me, Sarah was an unspooled engine of panic, her breathing a series of ragged, terrified whimpers as she pushed us forward, convinced the darkness was inches from her heels.

We tumbled out into the North Wing—the 'good' part of the bin. The air was sharp and still, a complete 180 from the suffocating decay we’d just left. We lay there, three ghosts in grip socks, gasping for air that didn't taste like death. We were safe, or as safe as you can be in a locked ward. But the horror stuck with us. As we shuffled toward Sarah’s room, I kept looking at my hands, waiting for them to start shimmering.

The door to Sarah’s room clicked shut, a thin plastic barrier against the cosmic rot we’d just escaped. I collapsed against the wall, my lungs still feeling like they were coated in grey silt. Sarah was a heap on her bed, her tall frame curled into a trembling fetal ball.

Then there was Lola.

She stood in the center of the room, humming a soft, melodic tune as she smoothed out the wrinkles in her scrubs. She looked like she’d just returned from a pleasant walk in a meadow, not a terrifying sprint through a corridor of ghosts. 

There was a calmness in her eyes—almost satisfaction, as if she’d just finished a game that went her way. She spotted a stray thread on her sleeve and plucked it off with clinical focus, her mood undisturbed.

“Do you think they’ll have the good pudding tomorrow?” she asked, her voice bright and untroubled. “I really hope it's vanilla.”

I stared at her, my jaw hanging open. I was still tasting the copper of my own fear, while she worried about the cafeteria menu. The "friends" who had nearly claimed Sarah’s soul were already deleted from her hard drive. To Lola, the nightmare hadn’t been a haunting—it was a playdate, a game she enjoyed, making sure no one got left behind. 

She hopped onto Sarah’s vanity stool, swinging her legs as if urging us to move to the next round. “That was a long walk,” she chirped, giving us a wide, toothy grin. “I’m sleepy now. Zee, can you tell me a story before I go back to my room?”

“A story?” I rasped. “Lola, a hand grew out of the floor and tried to drag Sarah away. Your 'friends' aren’t curious—they’re predatory.”

Lola tilted her head, her expression blank and sweet, but there was a flicker of pride in her eyes. “I don't know what you mean, Zee. We were just playing hide-and-seek. And I won! No one got hurt—see?”

Sarah let out a half-sobbing laugh from the bed. “Hide and seek, my ass, Lola. You talk about playing with your imaginary friends while we were being hunted. I was dragged. I was beaten half to death."

Lola just blinked. She shifted her weight, glancing between me and the doorway, her eyes wide, clear, and terrifyingly vacant of understanding. “What is she yelling about? Is she among the unhinged?” she asked me, genuinely baffled by Sarah’s meltdown.

“Lola,” I rasped. I pressed a hand to my chest, my voice sounding like I’d swallowed glass. “Dead Man’s Land. Forget the 'friends' and ignore Sarah’s claim that she was beaten to death.”

“I was!” Sarah snapped, her eyes welled with indignant tears. 

“She’s being very dramatic, Zee. Is it because she's so tall?” Lola said as she walked over and patted Sarah’s hand. 

“EXPLAIN,” Sarah and I shout.

Before Lola could utter a word, a sudden commotion drew our attention down the hall. The air shifted, tense and expectant, each of us caught in the uncertainty of what came next. As a voice cut through the air, sharp and official: “CODE GREEN!”

​ The alarm for a Code Green is a sound I’ll hear in my nightmares. It’s the sound of doors locking and freedom vanishing. I stood paralyzed, thinking of my mother and my siblings. Ten years of missing birthdays and holidays, and I was about to throw my ticket out the window for a girl who talked to walls and a giant who believed in helicopters.

Ms. Stacy didn't even wait for an answer before she pushed into the room. She looked at the three of us—covered in a smudged grey, greasy soot of the East Wing. "Found them," she clipped into her shoulder-mic. "Cancel the perimeter check." 

She looked at us like we were particularly stupid children. "You want to tell me why I’ve got half the staff looking for jumpers while you three are playing dress-up?"

"We just lost track of time," I said.

"Is that right?" Ms. Stacy stepped closer. She reached out and plucked a thick, grey spiderweb off Lola’s shoulder. "And I suppose this is the new 'vintage' look? Where were you?"

"Here," Sarah lied, shifting her weight and looking at the ceiling.

"In this room," Lola added, folding her arms tightly.

"Nope," Ms. Stacy replied, her gaze dropping to our feet. "Because the last time I checked, Sarah doesn't keep six inches of East Wing dust on her floorboards."

I shot her a look, unimpressed. "If you know, you know. Can we go?"

"Fix the attitude, Zeda. I'm the only thing standing between you and the Box."

Leaning on the doorframe, I calculated leverage. “We were in the cafeteria. Vlad’s cookie stash. It’s a whole thing.”

"Impossible. The doors are secure."

“Secure for people who follow the rules,” I countered, my voice low and dangerous. “But I know a few staff members who treat the Warden’s office like a cheap motel. When you spend ten years watching people who think you're invisible, you learn exactly where the 'foolproof' barriers fail.”

Ms. Stacy’s face turned a violent shade of crimson. She realized she wasn't talking to a patient; she was talking to a witness. "Go," she hissed, her breath coming in frantic hitches. "Both of you. Directly to your rooms. Don't let me see you again tonight."

She fumbled with her radio, her hands trembling as she fabricated a story about 'missing' Sarah's room in her first sweep. We were in the clear—until a voice whispered over the airwaves: The immediate threat was gone, but then the radio crackled again. “Copy that. But how do we explain the situation with Rhonda?” The channel went silent. No one had an answer for the woman I’d left limp on the floor.

What words would Rhonda wake up with? Would they be the truth, or a hallucination born of a chokehold? If the staff believed her, I’d be taking a one-way trip to White Island, where the fashion was strictly straitjackets. 
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​CHAPTER 3: The Release 
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When morning broke, I woke with a jolt. I felt dangerously refreshed, but the clarity brought a spike of pure paranoia. Three days. Seventy-two hours until the gate opened for the first time in a decade. I couldn't afford a single hairline fracture in my record.

I moved through my morning routine with mechanical precision. In the cafeteria, Lola and Sarah were already flagging me down, their panic so loud it was practically a neon sign. I sighed and sat, bracing for the impact.

“They’re taking Rhonda to the Island,” Sarah blurted before I could even touch my tray. “She’s totally blank, Zeda. She woke up swinging—sent an orderly to the ER. They think she’s finally snapped.”

My mind went flat. I stared into the middle distance, the same question looping like a broken record: Is she really a blank slate, or is this the most dangerous performance of her life? And if I leave in three days, who is going to keep these two from being swallowed whole? 

That was all I was concerned with as my last night in the East Wing approached. Oddly, it was a blast—a word I never thought I’d use to describe this cage. I felt lighter than air, talkative and sharp, drifting from table to table like a guest at a party. I was finally allowed to leave.

I played games and had real, human conversations, soaking in the life around me one last time. But every time I looked at Lola or Sarah, a small part of me ached. I was the one getting the "special day." I was the one the nurses were whispering about.

“Tomorrow’s the big one for Zeda,” I heard a nurse say, her voice lacking the usual clinical coldness. It was real. After ten years of missing everything that mattered—Wilson’s milestones, Nicole’s life, Lyn’s strength—I was finally being invited back to the world. I fell asleep that night with a smile that felt permanent, even as the shadows of the North Wing tried to creep back in.

The final morning arrived in a rush of salt and sunlight. Leaving was a triumph, but one edged with sorrow. Saying goodbye to Lola and Nurse Jackie felt like leaving fragments of myself behind. Sarah gave me a final, crushing bear hug, and for the first time in a decade, I lowered my guard and hugged her back.

“Put me down, you giant,” I joked, my voice a mixture wreck of laughter and tears.

As the heavy doors groaned open, time seemed to pause. Then, seeing my family’s smiles—bright, warm, real—my heart sank before it soared, electric energy igniting me like a Christmas tree. I didn’t walk; I sprinted to my mother, sister, and brother.

Ten years of missed birthdays, cold nights, and my father’s torment were finally over. March 9, 2008, was my first sunrise of freedom. “I missed you all so much!” I collapsed into their arms, overcome by perfume, laundry soap, and crisp air. 

The shadow of my father was gone. I was finished with the madness and clung to Wilson’s hand, my tears joining the relief around us. As we drove away from the institution, I didn't look back. I stared at the trees, the cars, and the people on the sidewalk. Everything was in motion, and for the first time in ten years, I was moving with it. Mom wanted a destination for food. I told her to pick—I just wanted something that didn't taste like a cafeteria. Nicole didn't hesitate: “Lando’s!”

Seated and served, I went into Manager-mode, interrogating them between bites. Nicole was thriving with her salon. Wilson, once eager to save the world as a social worker, now planned to challenge it as a lawyer. I  braced for the dream to end—happiness had never belonged to us. Growing up meant surviving my father’s drinking and the hollow ache of poverty; joy was something for other families.

Now, it’s oddly his absence that makes these moments possible: the laughter, the sense of victory, the simple brightness in the room. The truth is, we’re free to smile only because he isn’t here. With him gone, the darkness has finally lifted, and for once, the light feels like it might last.

I watched them, feeling the weight of the past years dissolve. For so long, I’d worried my leaving had broken










​“Quando a rainha brasileira deixou de gostar de chocolate?” I asked. Wilson burst out laughing, his voice traveling through the high ceilings of the mini-mansion. When did the Brazilian queen stop liking chocolate? Mom repeated out loud, stopping us with just one look.

​“Quando eu comecei a ver as pessoas pelo coração delas, e não pela raça. Pode parar de falar do meu marido agora,” she said, her voice gentle but firm. (When I started seeing hearts instead of race. Now quit talking about my husband.) 
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