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ZIBBY

The air in the ward is too still, like it’s holding its breath for all of us. Fluorescent lights hum, their pale flicker painting the walls a kind of hospital gray that swallows every color except the blues of gowns, the pale greens of blankets, and the hollowed-out skin of kids who, like me, ended up here by accident and by fate. It’s a place built from gridlines and glimpses, where you are always visible but never fully seen.

The ward is its own geography, charted in lines of linoleum, corners of shadow, and doors that only open from one side. The floor tiles stretch beneath me like gridlines on a map, each square a reminder of where I am, where I cannot go. Every step falls on another pale square, a quiet rhythm of confinement, like walking across graph paper someone else has drawn my life on.

Every angle of the corridor feels observed, the way coordinates are always fixed on a chart, never free. The nurse continues to walk me down the entry hallway until we reach the center of everything: the station. It rises from the intersection like an island made of glass and laminate, square and enclosed, its walls transparent but impenetrable. The glass booth of the nurses’ station sits at the center like a lighthouse, always lit, always watching. Inside, two nurses lean over clipboards, their pens scratching quick and steady, like the sound of rain tapping at a window. A computer hums softly, its blue light glowing against their faces.

The counter is cluttered with pill bottles lined in neat rows, tiny white labels catching the fluorescent glare. Behind them, shelves of locked cabinets stretch floor to ceiling, as though every answer to our brokenness has been bottled, cataloged, hidden behind a key. The station smells faintly of antiseptic and coffee—sterile and human all at once. A half-empty mug sits precariously near a stack of charts, a lipstick stain ghosting its rim.

From this island, their eyes lift and lower constantly, watchful and unblinking. I realize, standing there, that they can see every door, every stretch of hallway, every one of us. We live under their gaze, whether we notice it or not. The narrow windows in each door remind me of ship portholes—small, sealed circles of sight into other people’s storms. Each rectangle of reinforced glass is less a window and more a peephole into loneliness. Behind the porthole glass, faces float up like fish in an aquarium, vanishing again before I can name them.

One nurse, a woman with tired eyes and a badge clipped too close to her heart, looks up at me. Not unkind, but not quite soft either. “You’ll come here for your meds,” she says, her voice carrying a practiced rhythm. “Morning, noon, and night. Don’t forget.” Her words sink like a clock striking the hours, reminders that my body now belongs to a schedule not my own.

As we move past, I glance back once more. The glass reflects me faintly, pale and blurred, as though I’m just another figure to be charted, monitored, and signed off at the end of a shift. And yet, even under the fluorescent watch, I feel something stirring in me like an ache or a whisper. Not just to be observed, but to be seen.

They take me to a bedroom that doesn’t feel like mine but is supposed to hold me as though it were. Cracks spider across the ceiling like rivers drawn on an atlas, but none of them lead out.  The walls are a dull, pale cream that peels in shapes that look almost like countries, though the borders are blurred and dissolving. And the window only cracks open a few inches, as if even the air is rationed here. A twin bed waits in the corner, its metal frame pressed too close to the wall, sheets starched so stiff they might as well be folded paper.

A woman with a clipboard follows me in as her shoes squeak against the linoleum, the sound much too loud for a room this small. She doesn’t sit, not yet. Instead, she watches me lower onto the bed as though I might shatter, or explode, or vanish altogether.

“Elizabeth Holloway,” she asks?

“Zibby,” I respond abruptly.

“Zibby,” she says, reading my name like she’s tasting it. “Let’s go through some questions.”

I nod, though my throat feels sewn shut.

She asks about allergies, past hospitalizations, and medications. Her pen moves fast, scratching little black rivers across the intake forms. Then the questions shift to those more subtle but heavier. “Do you eat regularly? Do you hear thoughts that aren’t yours? Do you ever think about hurting yourself?”

I give answers like stones dropped in water—short, blunt, sinking quickly. It’s the truth, but clipped. If I say too much, I’ll drown in her gaze.

When she asks why now, I stare at the ceiling where those hairline cracks crawl like tiny maps. “Because I stopped being able to stop,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. It feels both too much and not enough.

She writes something down. Doesn’t look up. The silence grows a second skin around us. Finally, she glances toward the dresser, which is a narrow piece of furniture bolted to the wall, with drawers that only half-close. “You can keep your clothes in here. No shoelaces, no wires, no sharp objects. The nurses will check.”

Check—such a simple word for intrusion. I already imagine strangers’ hands combing through the things I brought: the notebook where I sketch maps of places I’ll never go, the sweatshirt that still smells faintly of my best friend’s perfume, the battered paperback I keep rereading because it knows me better than people do.

When the intake is finished, she leaves me with silence, clipboard pressed to her chest as though it might protect her from everything I didn’t say. I sit on the edge of the bed, palms pressed against my knees. The room feels less like a room and more like a waiting space between worlds. I tell myself six weeks. Just six weeks. But even here, in this sterile box, I feel a compass shifting inside me, pointing toward something unknown. And though I don’t know it yet, the map of my first love will begin in this very room, under the flat hum of fluorescent light, in the spaces left blank by every answer I didn’t give.

I force myself to keep repeating that it’s temporary, as in six weeks, maybe less. It’s a pause in my life where time folds in strange ways. But even before the first group session, even before the nurse hands me a plastic fork at lunch so I don’t do anything dangerous with it, I feel it: the sharp edge of a shift. Something about this place, about the way the corridors echo, tells me that what begins here will not end neatly. And then, when she leaves, I drift toward the window in the door.

Across the hall there’s another door with another window. Through the glass I see him. A boy sitting on his bed, hunched forward, elbows balanced on his knees. His hair falls in a dark curtain that almost hides his face, but not enough to conceal the quiet heaviness of his posture. He doesn’t look out, doesn’t seem to notice me watching. His fingers trace something invisible on his jeans, like he’s drawing secret maps only he can comprehend. The sight is fleeting. It’s just a moment, just a shape of another life, but it anchors me because for the first time since walking into this place, I don’t feel completely alone. I press my palm lightly to the glass. My reflection overlaps with his silhouette. Two ghosts across the hall, separated by walls and rules, yet tethered by this one glance.

Later, I find myself in the dayroom. The hum is low and endless, the television murmuring cartoons no one watches. A clock ticks too loudly, stretching each minute into an hour. Plastic chairs scrape against the floor, bodies sinking into them as though stitched into the same waiting fabric.

He doesn’t look up. Not yet. But something shifts inside me all the same. If there is such a thing as coordinates of fate, I think they must be drawn like this: a narrow pane of glass, a boy I don’t know, and the silent certainty that I will.

I meet him in the quietest possible way. Nico. He’s bent over a puzzle, pieces scattered like broken stars across the table. His dark hair falls again into his ice blue eyes, and he doesn’t look up when I walk in, but the air between us moves as if my presence has drawn an invisible line across the floor. I pause, hovering at the threshold, wondering if he feels it too.

Our first words aren’t much. “Corner pieces are the hardest to find,” he says without looking up.

“Not if you start with them,” I answer, surprising myself with the boldness of my voice. And just like that, I’m caught in the beginning of a map I don’t yet know how to decipher.  

I sit across from him. We don’t say much after that. Our silence becomes a fragile bridge, suspended by puzzle pieces, the scrape of cardboard against cardboard, the faint buzz of the fluorescent lights.

Around us, the ward carries on: a nurse wheeling a cart of meds, a boy rocking in his chair, a girl tracing circles on her arm with the cap of a pen. But here at this table, with Nico’s quiet filling the spaces between, the world shifts.

Dinner comes sooner than I wish. The smell hits first with that of overboiled vegetables, bread gone stale at the edges, something metallic beneath it all. Trays wait at the counter, each carrying the same divided compartments: pale slab of meat, peas gone dull, bread that crumbles too easily.

We shuffle forward with the others, trays clattering in line. Faces flicker past—hollowed, restless, brittle as paper. A boy grips his tray like it might vanish if he loosens his fingers. A girl hums into her sleeve, eyes darting from shadow to shadow. A laugh breaks out, sudden and jagged, startling everyone nearby, and then disappears just as quickly. The staff hover like sentinels, guiding, watching. One nurse sets a carton of milk on my tray. Another reminds a boy to eat slower, her voice low but steady.

We carry our trays to a table where I sit across from Nico. The lights buzz overhead, the noise of the room pressing in, but across from him it feels muted, almost manageable. Neither of us speaks. We prod at our food, our silence the same fragile thread as before. It’s thin, but there.

By the time trays clatter back into bins and chairs scrape across the floor, as we pause back at the puzzle on the table. It’s here where I’ve memorized the curve of his mouth when he smirks faintly at a puzzle piece that fits, the way his quiet folds into mine without breaking it.

Then the walk back to our rooms is softer, though the corridor hums with the same fluorescent heartbeat. Patients file away like shadows returning to corners. The nurse’s keys jingle, supply room and meds room doors click, and the ward exhales.

I step into my room. Across the hall, he steps into his. Through the narrow slice of glass, our outlines flicker once more.

By late evening, when I’m lying in the narrow bed with the starched sheet pulled to my chin, I replay it: the look, the smile, the way my body tilted toward his without asking permission. It’s ridiculous, I tell myself. We are just two broken kids in a place built for brokenness. Nothing real grows here. And yet, something already has. If there is a cartography of first love, I think it must begin like this: not with fireworks, but with a faint line sketched in pencil across a paper no one else can see. A line that leads you, even in the dark, toward someone you didn’t know you were already searching for. 

I venture outside my room to get a nurse to accompany me to the bathroom, as is required with my eating disorder diagnosis, so I don’t vomit up my food. The hallway stretches ahead of me, longer than it should be, its walls a pale, indifferent color that eats sound. The air tastes faintly of bleach and plastic. Every door looks the same, but each narrow rectangle of glass holds its own mystery. The first door I pass reveals a girl curled tight on her bed, her knees pressed against her chest, lips moving silently. She rocks back and forth in a rhythm that makes me think of waves, except there’s no ocean here—just the relentless tide inside her.

Across and down the hall, a boy stands at his window, forehead pressed to the glass, eyes fixed on the slice of sky it offers. He doesn’t blink when I pass. He might be trying to memorize the white stars in the midnight blue, afraid they will vanish if he looks away. Farther down, another patient stumbles out of his room, guided gently by a staff member in scrubs. His feet move slowly, dragging, like he’s learning gravity all over again. His hospital bracelet catches the light, a band of plastic declaring his name and number.

The staff move differently from the patients; they’re quicker, with purpose, but always watching. One man carries a clipboard and checks doors as he walks, his shoes tapping a rhythm of authority. Another woman crouches to tie a patient’s shoelaces into a double knot, her voice low and steady, like she’s done it a hundred times before.

I pass a girl with tangled hair sitting cross-legged in the hall, sketching something frantic and jagged on the back of an old worksheet. No one tells her to stop. Her pencil scratches like it’s trying to carve open the silence.

Each stranger is both close and far, as though we all exist in the same glass jar but can’t quite touch. Faces flicker past me like blurred photographs, fragments of stories I’m not allowed to hold yet. I return to my doorway. And then when I glance across the corridor, I see him again. The boy from earlier. The one across the hall. Still perched on his bed, still writing invisible lines into his jeans. For one heartbeat, I think he feels me watching, though his eyes never lift. A quiet gravity pulls at me anyway, a recognition I can’t explain.

A nurse nudges me forward, her voice brisk: “Hurry along. Nothing interesting to see.” But his outline stays with me even after I turn into my room—like a shape cut into the map of this place, a landmark I know I’ll return to. Back in my room, I sink onto the bed. The mattress sighs beneath me like it’s tired of holding so many bodies, so many stories. The nurse’s footsteps fade down the hall, and silence settles in like a thick blanket I can’t quite breathe under. 

I stare at the ceiling, at the cracks shaped like fragile rivers. Those lines of a map, though none of them lead out. And my mind drifts outward past these walls, past the bolted windows, back to the world I left behind.

The outside feels far away, yet it presses in from every direction: the hollow sound of my mother’s voice when she realized she couldn’t stop me, the tight-lipped arguments whispered behind closed doors, the way my best friend’s laughter thinned to worry until she stopped calling altogether.

The hospital didn’t come out of nowhere. It came from nights when food felt like punishment, when mirrors cut sharper than knives, when silence in my chest grew so heavy I thought it might bury me alive. It came from the morning I couldn’t get up, not even when sunlight begged me through the curtains. The morning when my body was a locked box and my mind its own guard. And so here I am, six weeks in a place where time is measured by medication cups and group schedules. Six weeks in a place that insists I am not a danger to the world, only to myself.
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