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Room 204

The fluorescent lights hummed their eternal, tuneless song. Room 204 was alive with its particular brand of pre-class chaos—earbuds being shared like secrets, girls laughing at something on their phones, someone throwing a balled-up paper at someone else's head. The usual theater of adolescence, performed with practiced indifference.

And at the last desk in the left row, right next to the window—always the window—sat Mark.

Or more precisely, collapsed onto his desk.

His arms were folded into a makeshift pillow, his cheek pressed against a textbook he hadn't opened in two weeks. Messy blonde hair hid most of his face. He wore his usual black hoodie—the one he never took off, not even on the hottest days of September, as if it were armor protecting him from something invisible. Something that lived inside him, not outside.

He wasn't fully asleep.

His eyes were open—barely—staring at the brown wood grain of the desk without seeing anything. He existed somewhere between consciousness and absence, in that grey zone he knew all too well. The zone where you were technically awake but spiritually absent. Where the body breathed but the self had already left the building.

Three weeks since he'd eaten a full meal. Four days since he'd kept down what little he managed to swallow. He'd stopped counting the hours of sleep. Numbers, ironically, had become meaningless—even to him.

—-
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Mr. Hayes walked in carrying a stack of graded papers in one hand and his coffee mug in the other. A man in his early fifties, round glasses permanently perched at the tip of his nose, with a way of looking at equations like they were old friends he hadn't seen in years. Mathematics had never disappointed him. People had, occasionally. But numbers? Numbers were reliable. Numbers didn't pretend to be fine when they were falling apart.

He stood in front of the whiteboard, took a breath, and swept his gaze across the room.

He stopped.

Mark.

Always Mark.

Mr. Hayes smiled—a smile carrying equal parts exhaustion and stubbornness. Twenty years of teaching had taught him that real genius always arrived wrapped in a problem. That the brightest minds often came in the most damaged packaging. He'd seen it before. The brilliant student who couldn't function. The prodigy who burned too bright, too fast.

He'd seen it. He'd recognized it. He'd never once done anything about it.

He wrote a complex differential equation on the board, then said in his usual calm voice:

"Mark."

Nothing.

"Mark. Page one-oh-three."

Nothing.

A few students laughed under their breath. Sarah—sitting in the adjacent seat, the one who always smelled like vanilla and worry—glanced at Mark, then at Mr. Hayes, her expression caught somewhere between concern and discomfort. She'd watched his hands tremble. She'd watched his cheeks hollow out. And she kept wondering: when was the last time he smiled? When was the last time he looked at her the way she looked at him? But she said nothing, because a boy who looks like he's disappearing leaves those who care about him with nothing but silence.

Mr. Hayes raised his voice exactly one degree:

"Mark."

Mark moved this time. He lifted his head with a slow, painful effort, as if his neck were carrying something heavier than a skull. As if gravity had suddenly decided to hate him personally. He looked at Mr. Hayes with eyes that held a strange fog—not the fog of sleep. Something else entirely. The fog of someone who had been asking himself why bother for so long that the question had stopped being a question and become a state of being.

"I'm... tired, sir."

His voice came out rough, hoarse. The voice of someone who hadn't had water in a long time. The voice of someone who had been screaming into pillows at 3 AM, screaming until his throat gave up, until even rage became too exhausting to maintain.

"I know, Mark." Mr. Hayes said with practiced calm. But he didn't know. He didn't know about the divorce that had happened two years ago and still felt like yesterday. He didn't know about the silent war at home, the two houses, the two lives, the zero belonging. He didn't know about the mirror Mark avoided, the body he was trying to make disappear, the math that used to be his sanctuary and was now just another thing he was failing at.

"But the equation doesn't know that," Mr. Hayes continued. "Come solve it."

Come solve it. As if solving an equation could solve a life. As if the beauty of derivatives could fix the derivative of a broken home.

Mark moved.

He pushed himself up from his chair slowly. The world tilted. The fluorescent lights became halos, then stars, then nothing. His blood sugar—what little remained—plummeted. His heart, already beating an irregular rhythm from malnutrition, stumbled.

One step.

Then another.

Then—

There was no dramatic crash. No gasp-worthy collapse. Just a quiet folding—knees first, then the rest of him—like a building that had been eroding from the inside for so long that when it finally gave, it simply... went down. No thunder. No spectacle. Just gravity, finally winning.

Mark hit the floor before anyone could move.

The room went silent in an instant. The kind of silence that follows when the background noise of a life suddenly stops. The kind of silence that makes you realize you've been hearing something all along without knowing it.

Sarah was the first one on her feet.

"Mark—"

Mr. Hayes was already crossing the room, coffee mug forgotten somewhere behind him, kneeling beside the boy who lay pale and motionless between two rows of desks. The boy who was sixteen and looked sixty . The boy who solved equations in his head faster than anyone in the state but couldn't solve the simplest equation of all: how to keep existing.

"Someone call the office. Now."

He pressed two fingers to Mark's neck.

A pulse. Weak. Faint. But there.

He exhaled.

Then he looked at Mark's face—really looked at it, maybe for the first time outside of a math problem—and noticed something that made his stomach drop.

The dark circles weren't from one bad night. They were a topography of months. A map of sleeplessness.

The hollowness in his cheeks wasn't from skipping breakfast. It was from skipping life. From a war with food that Mark was losing on purpose.

Whatever was happening to Mark had been happening for a long time.

And no one had noticed.

He hadn't noticed.

He had seen the genius. He had seen the perfect test scores, the elegant proofs, the way Mark could see patterns in chaos. He had seen the student.

He had never seen the boy.

"Mark?" he whispered, touching the pale face. "Mark, can you hear me?"

Nothing.

And in that nothing, Mr. Hayes felt something crack inside him. Not a dramatic break. A quiet erosion, like Mark's. The realization that he had been teaching for twenty years and had never once seen.

The equation on the board stared back at him. Beautiful. Perfect. Solvable.

The boy on the floor was none of those things.
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The first thing Mark noticed was the smell, antiseptic and decay, the particular perfume of places where people came to be fixed but often just waited. He opened his eyes to white, ceiling and walls and light that hummed like a dying insect, an IV line running from his left arm to a bag of clear fluid, and he followed its path with his eyes like a geometry problem, point A to point B, cause to effect, collapse to hospital. He remembered the floor, the wood grain growing larger, then the ceiling tiles, then tow hours of nothing while his body decided whether to keep going, and the monitor beeped its steady verdict: still alive, still here, still counting.

The door opened and Mr. Hayes entered carrying two plastic cups of water, and behind him a man in a charcoal jacket with a fresh coffee from the lobby, Richard Calloway, his father, the coffee fresh because life continued, because you could hold warmth in one hand while your son was unconscious in a room three miles away. "Mark," his father said, not a question but a confirmation, and "Hi, Dad," Mark answered, his voice rough from disuse.

Mr. Hayes set the water down and looked at Richard, then at Mark, then back at Richard, the silence between them heavy with accumulated gravity. "Mr. Calloway," he said, stepping closer to the door, "before you go in, may I speak with you?" Richard's jaw tightened, that muscle near his temple jumping like it always did when tolerating something unwanted. "Make it quick."

They stepped into the hallway leaving the door ajar, standing under fluorescent lights where the same tuneless hum from Room 204 played in a different key. "I've been trying to reach you for weeks," Mr. Hayes said, keeping his voice low. "Left messages at your office, at home. Mark hasn't been himself for months, depleted, withdrawn, stopped eating from what I can see, and today before he collapsed he looked at me with eyes that..." He stopped, found different words. "He's not okay, Mr. Calloway, and I don't think he has been for a long time."

Richard's grip on his coffee tightened, the cardboard crinkling. "There's been a divorce," he said, his voice dropping into that register for difficult conversations. "Two years ago. It's been difficult. Mark took it hard. He's sensitive. Always has been."

"Is he getting help?"

"He's fine."

"He collapsed in front of thirty students."

"He's fine," Richard repeated, louder now. "He's a teenager. They go through phases. They get dramatic, they—"

"Mr. Calloway." Mr. Hayes cut him off, something he rarely did. "With respect, this isn't a phase. I'm not asking as his teacher. I'm asking as someone who watched a boy fall today and realized he'd been falling for months while everyone watched. Don't let him keep falling."

Richard stared at him, the muscle in his temple jumping again. "I think I know my own son," he said. "And I think you're overstepping." He turned and walked back into the room, coffee in hand, shoes clicking against linoleum with the rhythm of a man who had somewhere else to be.

Mr. Hayes stood in the hallway and didn't follow. He had said what he needed to say, and now the saying was done, and whatever happened next was not his to control. Do you know him? he thought. Because I'm not sure either of us does. He left the hospital then, his graded papers still in his car, his twenty years of teaching mathematics suddenly feeling like twenty years of missing the point.

Inside the room Richard sat in the chair beside the bed. "Mark," he said, his voice quiet but carrying an edge. "What happened?"

Mark looked at the ceiling. "I'm just tired, Dad."

"Tired? You were unconscious. The school called me saying you collapsed." Richard leaned forward, his coffee forgotten on the tray table. "What's going on?"

"I'm fine," Mark said, automatic, practiced. "Don't worry about me."

"Don't worry?" Richard's voice rose slightly. "You're in a hospital bed with tubes in your arm. Of course I'm worried."

The door opened. Elena stood there, her coat too thin for October, her makeup smeared from crying in the car, from driving across town with tears blurring the road, from hearing the news from Richard's voicemail because Richard had called her after the school called him, because the chain of communication in their broken family was always long and tangled and too late. She moved past Richard
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