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  Content Warning



⚠️ Content Warning




This book contains sensitive content that may be distressing to some readers. Themes explored include:





	
Age regression as a trauma response








	Eating disorders and disordered eating behaviors








	Parental neglect and emotional abuse








	Self-harm and suicidal ideation








	Mental illness and inpatient psychiatric care







These topics are portrayed with emotional depth and realism, including scenes that may be triggering. Reader discretion is strongly advised.




If you or someone you know is struggling, please reach out to a trusted mental health professional or contact a crisis line in your area. You are not alone.
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The rain continued to pour heavily as I walked up the sidewalk towards my house. Fat drops smacked my face, soaking through my shirt, adding weight to each step. The streetlights flickered in the storm, casting quick, jittery shadows that kept me company as I hurried forward. The old maple in front of the porch swayed violently, its branches clawing at the night. 




On the steps sat a red duffel bag. My stomach clenched at the sight. I ran up, splashing through puddles, and stopped to catch my breath. The bag was mine, the zipper slightly open, and I could see a familiar blue sweater crumpled inside. 




Taped to the door was a note. The paper sagged with the rain, ink smudging and bleeding. I peeled it off, and the edges tore slightly, leaving a white scar on the wood. The words struck like a slap, each one heavy and hard. “Don’t come back. Don’t call. You’re not welcome.” It wasn’t signed, but it didn’t need to be.




I crushed the note in my fist, the wet paper forming a tight ball against my palm. Of course they’d waited until I was at therapy to do this. Three hours of talking about my “episodes,” my “delusions,” only to come home to find I had no home anymore.




My parents had been looking for this moment since I turned sixteen and started seeing things they couldn’t. The whispering shadows in corners. The figures that followed me to school. They’d called it attention-seeking, then rebellion, then drugs. But last week’s official diagnosis had given them the perfect justification. “Psychosis” was a word they could use at church, at dinner parties, with relatives. “Our son became dangerous,” they would say, shaking their heads. “We had no choice.”




I slumped down beside my duffel bag, rain washing over me. The medication bottle in my pocket felt heavy. Dr. Stevens had been so hopeful today, talking about “management” and “support systems.” What a joke.




I didn’t know what else to do but attempt to call Dr. Stevens.




My trembling fingers could barely navigate the phone screen through the rain and tears. I hit Dr. Stevens’ contact and pressed the phone to my ear, huddling under the small overhang that no longer protected my home.




“You’ve reached the office of Dr. Helena Stevens. I will be out of the office until Monday for a conference. If this is an emergency, please contact the crisis line at—”




I hung up before the automated voice could finish. A sob tore from my throat, raw and desperate. The rain mixed with my tears until I couldn’t tell which was which. My shoulders shook as I buried my face in my hands, the phone slipping precariously in my wet grasp.




After several minutes of uncontrolled crying, I wiped my face with a soggy sleeve and scrolled to another contact. Alex. We’d decided six weeks ago that we needed space, that my increasingly erratic behavior was too much for him to handle while finishing his degree. The breakup had been mutual on paper, but we both knew he was the one who couldn’t do it anymore.




I hit call anyway.




“Hey, it’s Alex. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you when I can.”




The beep sounded, and I found my voice somehow. “Alex, it’s me. I know we’re… taking time apart, but something happened. My parents… they kicked me out. I don’t have anyone else to call.” My voice cracked. “I’m sorry to dump this on you. I just—”




I gave a soft sigh, pulling the phone away from my ear to end the call. My thumb slipped on the rain-slick screen, hitting “save” instead of “end.”




“Shit,” I muttered, frantically jabbing at the screen. The message had already been sent. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”




The last thing Alex needed was my voice in his voicemail, dumping my homeless tragedy into his carefully reconstructed life. He’d worked so hard to build boundaries between us. Now I’d just bulldozed right through them with my pathetic plea.




I shoved the phone into my pocket and leaned against the door that was no longer mine. The rain had started to ease, but the chill remained, seeping through my clothes and into my bones. My duffel bag wasn’t waterproof; everything inside would be damp by now.




Standing up, I hoisted the bag onto my shoulder. Its weight felt like all my failures compressed into one sad package. Where was I supposed to go? The shelter downtown had bedbugs last time. The twenty-seven dollars in my wallet wouldn’t get me a motel room.




The medication bottle rattled in my pocket as I stepped back into the rain. Dr. Stevens had said the pills would help quiet the voices, help me distinguish between what was real and what wasn’t. But they couldn’t fix this—couldn’t give me a roof, couldn’t make my parents understand that their son wasn’t choosing to be broken.




I started walking, no destination in mind




* * *




I stared down at my phone, I was nearly half way across town I knew they had a local homeless shelter around here somewhere.




The red brick building loomed into view. It was once a church—the stained-glass windows testified to that—but a worn sign now read “Community Shelter.” I hesitated outside, the rain a steady patter, before pushing through the heavy doors.




Inside was warmer, at least. The musty smell of old carpet mingled with the scent of wet clothing. A woman at a metal desk looked up over the rims of her glasses. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she wore a sweatshirt that said “Hope Volunteers.” 




“Hi, there,” she said, smiling kindly. “Can I help you?”




I nodded, shivering. 




She looked at me closely, her eyes softening. “Sweetheart, how old are you?”




I hesitated. Lying wouldn’t help me much here. “Sixteen.”




Her face fell a little. “This one’s for adults,” she said gently. “But I can call a police car to take you to the adolescent shelter. It’s just the next town over.”




I froze at the word police. 




“Oh, wait!” I said, patting my pocket. “Oh man, I think my friend just called me back.” I pulled out my phone, pretending to read a message. “Yeah, he says I can stay with him tonight. Sorry about that.”




Her concern deepened. “You sure, honey? It’s no trouble to call.”




But I was already walking backward, nodding and thanking her. Once outside, I let out a long breath. The streets were quiet and wet, and no one seemed to be following me. I couldn’t risk the police getting involved, not after last summer. 




I trudged away, the weight of my duffel bag pressing harder against my shoulder. The rain had lessened to a drizzle, but my spirits remained soaked. Water pooled in the gutters, reflecting the dull glow of streetlights. I kept walking, past darkened storefronts and the occasional car swishing by. 




My phone buzzed in my pocket, and my heart lurched with hope. But it was only a weather alert. Flood warnings until morning. Of course. 




I shoved my free hand deep into my jacket, trying to keep it warm. The jacket had been a birthday gift from my parents when I turned fifteen. I wondered if they’d picked it out together, if they’d been as united then as they were now in getting rid of me.




I turned down a side street, thinking maybe I could sleep under the bridge by the train station. It wouldn’t be the first time. My bag thumped against my back like an accusation. 




Another buzz from my phone. Was it Alex? Maybe he’d listened to my message. Maybe he’d—




Another weather alert. I hated this phone. I hated myself for being desperate enough to leave that message in the first place.




I crossed the tracks and found the old path that led to the bridge. The river was high and fast, the rain having swollen it to a churning brown. I ducked beneath the concrete overpass. The ground here was dry, and the noise of the highway above was constant but not unbearable. 




I let my bag fall to the ground and sank into the seat with a thud. A chilly breeze swept over me, causing me to shiver, but it was just enough to keep me going.
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The rain came down like grief, unrestrained and battering. I walked through it, head bent against the deluge, as the gutters overflowed and water swirled around my ankles. The streets were emptying, people hurrying for shelter, their hoods pulled tight, umbrellas snapping like wounded birds. I felt them glance at me, the boy alone in the storm, and then look away, hurriedly. 




My hair was plastered to my forehead, and the cold was creeping in from all sides, nibbling at my skin. I couldn’t tell if it was the rain or my own breath that I was shivering out, white and faint in the air. A car drove by, sending a wave over the curb, and the splash hit me full on, leaving me blinking and dripping. I didn’t have a jacket; I didn’t have anything except the clothes on my back and the forty dollars stuffed in my pocket, wet and already fraying at the corners. 




The pawn shop had opened early, its neon sign flickering against the washed-out morning. I had stood there, dripping, while the man behind the counter frowned at the pills. “I can give you forty,” he’d said, shrugging apologetically. “Weather like this, not a lot of demand.” No demand for living longer. That was funny. 




Now, the sky was darker, the clouds lowering, and the whole city seemed to be surrendering to water. Storefronts were shuttering, lights going dim. I kept walking, my shoes squelching, the cold burrowing deeper, the ache settling into my bones. I’d thought maybe I could stay with Todd, but he was weeks gone, off to college, probably drunk somewhere warm. 




I passed the library, its doors clanging shut, and the squat brick buildings of downtown, whose windows reflected the bruise-colored sky. The rain hissed relentlessly, soaking through everything, blurring the world until it was just me stumbling through the wet, my fingertips a strange shade of blue. This was what broken felt like, this cold and this empty, and the weight of it pressed down as hard as the rain.




My strength gave out at last and I slid down the wall of a vacant garage, my back scraping the wet brick, my knees drawn to my chest. The motel was so close, just another block, but I hadn’t eaten since yesterday’s lunch, and the emptiness inside me was a gnawing thing, carving me out. I stayed there, huddled, my vision hazy, the rain pounding in my ears. My bones felt like glass, and I wondered how long it would take to shatter.




The street was a river sloshing by, the lights from the few passing cars turning into weak yellow streaks in the air. I felt like I was dissolving, a watercolor boy smudged and washed away. I was afraid to stand back up, afraid I wouldn’t make it, and that the city would see me there, too weak to even move. I told myself I just needed to rest, just a minute, until the dizziness passed.




And then, they’ll find you, a voice in my head chimed. They’ll find you here, and what then? I shook my head, trying to clear it, but the voice crept back in, slick and needling. Maybe they already know. Maybe they’ve been watching you since the pawn shop.




My heartbeat drummed faster, matching the staccato rhythm of the rain. I glanced up and down the street, peering through the downpour, trying to see if anyone was there, if anyone was following. I rubbed my eyes with the heel of my palm, watched the shadows dance behind my eyelids like ghosts.




Blood rushed at my temples; the world pulsed with it. They know already, don’t they? The pills are how they know. The tracking devices, the ones your father made. Even now, they’re watching. Even now, they’re waiting for you to come crawling back. I gasped, the suddenness of it staggering, and my hand shot out, splashing into a cold puddle. The shards of a broken bottle glinted in the streetlight, jagged edges catching the glow. 




I reached for one, its sharpness slicing clean, and I dragged it across my skin. The heat of the cut spread quick and hot, a bright streak in the blur of cold. I waited for it to feel like relief, like freeing myself from them, but the panic surged hotter than the blood. The rain turned pink, spattering the sidewalk, and I pressed harder until my arms looked like something out of a butcher shop. 




I sat there, red pouring out of me, washing down the street in thin ribbons. The glass slipped from my fingers, useless now, and I watched my hands tremble, watched the rainwater turn crimson. It’s too late. They’ve already seen you. They’re already coming, coming to drag you back. 




I would’ve laughed if I wasn’t so afraid. I would’ve screamed. But the only sound was the rain, battering, relentless, and footsteps splashing somewhere close. They’re here. I tried to push myself up, but the world spun viciously, a carousel of black and gray. Pressure built in my head, a drumbeat louder than the storm.




“This is unit four. We have a situation,” a voice crackled, and I blinked, trying to focus. Lights weaved in my vision. Red and blue, red and blue, flashing like a warning.




“Send an ambulance,” the radio squawked. “Kid’s bleeding pretty bad.”




I sagged back against the wall, my eyes blurring shut. I thought I heard shouting, felt hands on me at last, but everything was rain and dark and running away from me.

* * *




The gauze was slipping through slick fingers, and I felt myself tugged back, back to the surface, with a choking gasp. I blinked against the too-bright light, the white ceiling tiles spinning above me. My arms jerked against the restraints, and the panic rose again. I pulled hard, feeling the leather cut into my wrists, and something beeped angrily, an alarm that matched the pounding in my head. 




Two nurses rushed in, all green scrubs and quick hands, and I thrashed, the terror at full roar now. “Easy, easy,” one of them said, but her voice was a muffled thing, like I was underwater. She flicked a syringe into my IV, and I felt the liquid seep in, a slow flood. My limbs went soft, the fight leaking out of me. I shivered, my breath catching in a sob. Warmth spread through the dizziness, a tide pulling me under. 




I sank deeper into the bed, the chaos receding to a dull hum, and I closed my eyes to shut it all out. 




When I opened them again, the room was dark. Quiet. Only the beeping and the soft scuffle of shoes in the hallway. No rain, nothing to batter me here. Another minute, another hour, another day, and I still wouldn’t be free. I licked my lips, tasting hospital dryness, and wondered how long they’d keep me this time. 




The IV dripped on, slowly, and I felt the sedative wrap heavier around my mind, a fog curling into the edges. I stared at the ceiling and counted the holes in the tiles, letting each one drag me further down. Maybe when I woke again, they’d have decided I wasn’t worth the trouble. Maybe they’d let me go.




Before I could could go down the rabbit hole, a young doctor entered, filling in a chart carefully before staring back at me.




“You’ve Calmed Down,” the doctor said, her pen moving briskly. She was thin, with glasses that perched nervously on her nose, like they might jump off at any moment. “Rough day for you.”




I turned my head away, felt the strap’s pressure across my arm.




“We tried calling your family,” she continued, quieter now. “No one’s gotten back to us yet.” She paused, like she knew how much that would hurt. “But you’re stable now. A lucky kid, all things considered.”




“I don’t feel very lucky I say, looking down at my bandaged arms.”




The doctor smiled a small, private smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You’re alive, aren’t you?” She checked the lines snaking into my veins, her fingers cool and efficient. “You’ll be out before you know it.” 




She tucked the chart under her arm, and it made a hollow slap against her side. “Why don’t you try to get some more rest?” I didn’t answer, and she was gone, the door sighing shut behind her, leaving me alone with the sound of my own pulse, out loud on the monitor.




I pulled halfheartedly at the restraints again, feeling them give a little, but there was nowhere to go. I lay there, listened to the clatter of the nurses’ shoes outside, and wondered if they’d watch me break apart, piece by piece. Or if I even needed them to, now that I was doing such a good job of it myself.
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I opened my eyes to the dim ceiling and the familiar feeling of coming apart. Exhaustion filled every corner of me, a heavy echo of how I’d felt under the bridge, under the rain. I knew I needed to get out of here, but even if they let me, just standing felt impossible. My body was done, pushed past its limit, and it dragged my thoughts with it, thick and leaden. 




The straps held my wrists down, leather cool against clammy skin. I twisted them slowly, feeling the dull throb, the way they couldn’t keep me quite still. I shifted in bed, the sheets sticky and damp beneath me. How long had I been drifting this time? Hours? Days? 




The quiet was unnerving, like the heavy calm before a storm. I pulled once more, felt the restraints ease just a little, then went slack. What did it matter if I got free, if there was nothing after? Maybe this bed was all I had left, all the future I needed. 




But no—there was Alex. There was the voicemail that he might’ve listened to by now. There was the slim chance that he’d get past his anger, his fear, and come. I clung to that, tried to, but it was a weak grip. I’d done so much damage. 




The hallway buzzed with distant voices, but no one had come in since the doctor. I turned my head against the pillow, the motion making the room reel. Pain needled through my temples. Maybe they’d leave me here and forget—that’s what I’d hoped for once, but now, I wasn’t sure. 




I pushed against the straps again, softer this time. I wanted the mark of them on my arms, the kind of hurt that said you were real, that you were being held to something. The leather creaked, and I stared at it, waiting for someone to notice, to enter, to tell me what happened next.




The door opened, and my heart jumped. A young man stepped in, a fresh suit hanging loosely on his lanky frame. He was too put-together for this, like he’d walked into the wrong room by mistake. I blinked, and he didn’t disappear.




“Daniel Robertson?” he asked, tucking his hair—light brown and too long for the suit—behind his ear.




“Yeah.” My voice was hoarse, a stranger’s voice.




“I’m August Fisher,” he said, pulling up a chair. “I’m with the hospital’s social services team. How are you doing?”




I looked at him, at his suit and his careful smile. I didn’t know where to start. “Still here,” I said finally.




“I’m glad to see you’re recovering,” August continued, ignoring the bitterness in my voice. “There are some options I want to discuss with you.”




“What kind of options?” This time it was suspicion. I couldn’t help it.




“We think you might benefit from a youth psychiatric facility,” he said, too smooth and too practiced. “A place more geared towards adolescents. It could offer you a higher level of care than the hospital.”




The harsh, bright images filled my mind, the movies and shows that turned those places into nightmares. I could almost feel the walls closing in around me before I even got there. “Like One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?” I said, sharper than I intended.




“Not at all.” August kept his tone even. “These facilities are nothing like the stereotypes. It’s a safe environment with other kids your age. Access to therapy, to support groups—things that could really help you.”




“Help me?” I felt the panic rising, a tightness in my chest. “Or lock me up?”




“Help,” he insisted, leaning forward, his hands clasped like he was praying I’d believe him. “I know it’s scary. But it’s temporary, and you’d be monitored by people who understand what you’re going through.”




“What if I say no?” I asked. “What if I want out of here?”




He hesitated, just a flicker, but I caught it. “We want you to have a say, Daniel. But given your age and what happened, you may not have as many options as you’d like.”




There it was. The dead end, the walls ahead and behind me. I’d known, hadn’t I? That it would come to this. That running was pointless.




“I need you to think about it,” August said, standing. His voice softened, as if that would make it better. “We’ll talk again soon.”




He left the room, and everything felt brighter, harsher, like it was burning me from the inside. The leather straps bit into my skin, and I didn’t pull away. I let them dig deeper, branding me with the truth of it.




A few hours later, I woke to find a pamphlet on the table beside me. It was colorful, almost childlike, the colors bright and inviting. They looked ridiculous in the sterile light of the hospital room, like they were trying too hard to be noticed. I stared at it, the cheerful cover blurring a little. “Riverside Youth Center,” it said in bubbly letters.




Underneath it, the picture of the building they wanted to send me to. There were some kids playing basketball out front, all smiles, and I imagined they were there just for the photo, just to make it look like a regular camp, like it wasn’t what it was. They thought this would calm me, the forced normalcy of it. But I saw through the colors to the wall in the background, tall and solid, and I knew what it was meant to keep in.




I let the pamphlet slip from my fingers and sighed, hoping that Alex would arrive to save me before any of this unfolded—or at least, that’s what I wished would happen.




* * *




A tap on the door startled me from my wishful thinking. It swung open, and August stepped back in, cradling a file. He looked down at the pamphlet on the floor, then back at me. 




“You’ve had a chance to think,” he said, picking it up and setting it back on the table. 




“Kind of changes the story when there’s only one option,” I muttered.




“That’s why I wanted to talk again,” August replied, calm as ever. “We’re looking into other possibilities for you.”




“Like what?” I tried not to sound too hopeful. 




“Right now, you’re listed as a temporary ward of the state,” he said, the words crisp and official. “Based on the situation, we’re moving to make it more permanent.”




The weight of that hit me. Abandoned, officially. But August didn’t slow, didn’t let me sink too deep. 




“I know it’s a lot to process,” he continued, his voice steady. “But we still want you to have some say in this, some level of control.”




“That’s what you said before.”




“Because it’s true,” he said, sitting down. “I’m giving you a choice. You can stay here, in the hospital’s psych ward, or you can be transferred to Riverside.”




“Why?” I couldn’t help the suspicion. “Why are you even giving me a choice?”




“Because I want you to feel like you still have some freedom,” August said, sincerity in his eyes. “And because it’s important that you know we’re not trying to trap you.”




He waited, letting it sink in. Letting me see he meant it.




“I’ll think about it,” I said finally, hearing the uncertainty in my own voice. 




“Take your time,” August said, standing. “I’ll be back tomorrow to talk more.”




I watched him leave, the door closing quietly behind him. They weren’t the options I wanted, but they were still mine. That was something, wasn’t it? 




All I could do was wait, hope. Maybe Alex would call. Maybe he’d show up. I stared at the ceiling, listened to the beeping and the footsteps and the faint hum of a world I was barely part of. 




The straps rubbed against my wrists, and I flexed my hands, felt the pull of it. I’d get through, somehow. I had to believe that. Even if Alex didn’t come. Even if the only roof I had was Riverside’s. Even if I was sixteen and broken and at the mercy of every choice but my own.
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Blood. It was everywhere. On my clothes, on the walls, running into the gutter, washing me away with it. But this time, I was lighter. No glass, no hands to hold it, just a million crimson drops, trickling and pounding and—




I woke with a gasp, my heart racing under the heaviness in my chest. I blinked at the beige walls, the monitor’s gentle blip needling through the last threads of my dream.




It took me a second to realize the straps were gone; I moved my arms, felt them throb with a dull ache. The dryness in my mouth was strange, thirsty. Real. The room spun a little before righting itself, and I noticed the figure slumped in a chair across from me. Asleep, dark hair hanging over his eyes, lips parted ever so slightly. He looked like he’d spent the night there.




“Alex,” I said, my voice a croak. “You came.”




He stirred, blinked at me, then straightened, pushing the hair from his face. “Daniel,” he said, relief rushing the color back into his cheeks. “You’re awake.”




It was him, really him, and not the imagined version I’d clung to, one voicemail long. He sat up and leaned forward, and I couldn’t stop staring. I’d convinced myself he wouldn’t show.




“Talked to the doctor,” Alex said, his words almost a ramble. “She said they found you in time. She said—” He stopped, like finishing the sentence meant believing the rest.




I watched him, afraid to speak, afraid the wrong word would make him disappear, like so much else.




“I should’ve been there,” Alex continued, a crack in the rush of words now. “I shouldn’t have let you—”




“You’re here,” I interrupted, and it didn’t come out as angry as it should have, as angry as the voicemail he must have heard, the one that had brought him back to my bleeding, broken mess.




He nodded, looked down at his hands, then back at me. “Are you… Are you okay?”




I almost laughed, but it came out a sigh. I didn’t know what okay was supposed to feel like anymore.




“Yeah,” I said, not sure if I meant it. “Yeah, I think I am.”




Alex’s eyes were soft, softer than I deserved. “I’m sorry,” he said, under his breath.




He couldn’t be half as sorry as I was, but I let it go, let it stay between us, unspoken, for now.




The room was quiet, more quiet than it had been since they brought me in. It buzzed, always, with what I’d lost, but now, the buzzing was less. Now, there was this fragile peace, and Alex’s breath, steady and calming, a sound I knew. One I could believe in.




“How long can you stay?” I asked, afraid again.




“As long as you need me,” he said, and a warmth filled the corners, took up the space where the cold had been. It wrapped around me and held me like a promise.




I didn’t know if I could trust it, didn’t know if I could really trust the lapse of heaviness or believe that the warmth was true and would last longer than the seconds in which I needed it. This fragile peace, this quiet that settled like a blanket around us, could disappear in a breath, in a moment of remembering. I didn’t know if I could trust him, or myself, or the awful mess that I had made of everything, and I didn’t know if the calm would hold or if I would slip again and be back in the blood, in the dark, in the familiar stinging nothingness. I didn’t know if I deserved any of it—Alex, forgiveness, the chance to try and fail and try again. I didn’t know if I could trust him or myself or the…




“Where’s your mom?” I asked at last, watching him closely.




He hesitated, then let out a breath. “Downstairs. She doesn’t think they’ll let me take you home.” His voice was small. “They still think you’re a risk.”




“To myself,” I said, less a question than an exhausted fact.




“And…others,” Alex added, embarrassed.




“I haven’t been thinking like that,” I told him, but the lie was thin, and I added, “not much,” my eyes dropping to the bandages.




Alex pressed his lips together, waiting.




A long pause stretched between us.




Finally, I raised my eyes to him. “Not…not since the rain.”




He looked relieved. “If you tell them that, maybe they’ll let you out.”




“It’s not that simple,” I said, feeling the tug of all the ways it wasn’t. “Even if they did, I don’t know if I…” I swallowed, the words sharp. “If I can.”




“You don’t want to leave?” Alex asked.




I almost said yes. I almost convinced myself. “I do,” I said quietly. “I’m just scared.”




He nodded, like he understood more than I could admit out loud.




“I’m a mess,” I said, half an apology, half a confession.




“Then we’ll clean you up,” Alex said, and his smile was real, like this was going to be easy.




I let that hope in, just a little, and it filled the room, filled me, brighter than I’d let anything be since this started. I watched him, watched the familiar way he moved, and I knew he wanted to believe it could work, that we could piece this back together.




I wasn’t sure yet. I couldn’t be. But for now, I’d pretend, at least for his sake.




* * *







I felt like we had a chance. I felt like I could, for the first time, let myself hope. 




Alex left in the morning to talk to the doctors and try to convince them I’d stay on my meds, that I’d stay safe, that we’d keep his mom posted and check in with the hospital. 




But when he came back, his face was full of apology, of disappointment. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice strained. “I tried. I really tried.”




I felt the familiar panic rise. “They won’t let me go?”




He shook his head. “Not yet. They say you’re still a risk. And since you’re a ward of the court…” He trailed off, watched my expression fall.




“They need permission,” I finished, the words like glass in my throat. “From a case worker.”




Alex nodded, helplessly. “They’re trying to contact someone. They’re saying it could take days.”




“Days,” I repeated, as if I didn’t understand. But I did. And the heaviness of it knocked the breath from me.




“It’s temporary,” Alex said, reaching for my hand. “We’ll figure it out. But Daniel, you have to promise them it won’t happen again. You have to tell them you weren’t trying to—”




“What if I can’t?” I said, and I didn’t mean to sound so scared, so small, so like I was breaking down again.




“You can,” Alex urged, earnest. “I’ll come every day. I’ll wait. Just hang on until—”




“Until what?” I said more sharply than I meant. “Until they decide to give up on me? Like everyone else?”




Alex flinched, like I’d struck him, and I wished instantly for the words back.




He took a breath. “I’m not giving up on you,” he said, wounded but steady. “I won’t.”




The promise hung in the air, thin and fragile between us.




We both went silent, both afraid of who might break it first. 




He let me go for now, but I knew it was temporary. I watched him leave again, his shoulders slumped, his determination like a living thing, and I knew he’d be back in the morning. I knew he’d wait. 




The day dragged behind him as it slipped past, and the cold crept back from the corners, filling the spaces he’d left. I lay there, the colors of the Riverside flyer garish and bright and refusing to be ignored. The quiet seeped in, pressing against my chest like a weight, like the ache of something beyond hopelessness. 




I was alone again, left with the ticking of time and the shuffle of distant feet. I turned my face to the wall, trying to shut out the sound of it swallowing me whole.
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Light broke against the window and split into sharp, piercing angles. I watched the shapes shift across the bed, their edges melting slowly into one another. Alex was beside me, asleep in the chair, his head resting against the wall, his hair a familiar mess. He hadn’t left since we talked, since he came back with that awful look of apology and told me it would be days.




All night I’d listened to his soft, steady breathing, let it bring me back when my thoughts spun out, let it fill the silence and the cold. I lay there, the straps gone and replaced by the weight of a waiting I couldn’t see my way through. Alex had tried to make me promise to eat, to sleep, but I was useless at both with so little to believe in. 




I watched him shift in the chair, half-hoping he wouldn’t wake. I didn’t know if I could face him, if I could keep pretending it would all be okay. Even if he promised, even if he stayed, how long before any of this was real? 




My arms ached, dull and constant, but not so bad against the bigger ache of everything else. I turned my head from the heavy light, felt it press against my back like another accusation. They were coming for me at Riverside too; I knew they were. The hope was thin, and I’d heard it break before. 




Alex murmured, half in a dream, his eyes fluttering open. 




“Hey,” he said, arranging himself. “How long was I out?”




“Not long,” I lied, watching him rub sleep from his eyes.




“I’m surprised they didn’t kick me out while I was… you know.”




I shrugged, but managed a weak grin. “I think they know better by now.”




He leaned forward, filling the chair with his height. “Have you eaten?” he asked, concern creeping in. “They brought you something, right?”




“They brought it,” I said, not adding how it sat on the tray, untouched, unpalatable. How everything tasted like hospital. 




Alex frowned but didn’t push. “My mom’s gonna bring some real food later,” he said, hopeful. “She thinks I need a shower.”




“She’s not wrong,” I said, gently.




He laughed, and it filled the room for a second, a better sound than the beeping, the breathing, the heaviness I couldn’t shake.




“Hey,” Alex said, more serious now. “How are you feeling?”




“Like I can’t wait that long,” I blurted, and his face twisted, hurt for me in a way that twisted my own chest.




“You can,” Alex said softly. “You will.” He reached for my hand, and I let him take it even though I shouldn’t, even though I knew the danger of holding on to him, to anything. “I’m right here, Daniel. I won’t let you do this alone.”




“You can’t keep them from sending me,” I said, the words flat and dull, like I felt. 




“No,” Alex admitted. “But I can be there when you come out.”




“And until then?” I said, stubborn and scared and ashamed.




“I’ll be right here waiting,” Alex replied, his face full of a promise I needed to believe. “I won’t leave you here to do this by yourself,” he repeated, his voice strong but his eyes soft on me.




I lay there, feeling his hand wrapped around mine, feeling his words wrap around the small hope they were sending me to. His fingers curled tight, like they could hold me together through the hours, through the days.




A knock at the door interrupted the moment. I tensed as it swung open, half expecting news I didn’t want to hear. 




August stepped in, that same easy calm to his voice. “Hey, Daniel. Think I could steal you for a second?”




Alex glanced at me, then back at August. “I’ll go get some coffee,” he said, letting go of my hand reluctantly. I watched him leave, my chest tightening with the distance that thinned between us.




August settled into the chair Alex had occupied, his suit still crisp, his presence as collected as ever. “We’re making progress,” he said. “There’s a spot for you at Riverside. We can transfer you as soon as tomorrow.”




I felt the breath leave me, the walls closing in.




“They’re ready for you,” August continued, seeing my panic. “As soon as you’re willing.”




“What if I’m not?” I asked, defiant, trembling.




August leaned forward, his eyes softening with unexpected gentleness. He reached out and patted my head lightly, the gesture awkward but sincere.




“I understand your reluctance,” he said, his voice low and steady. “But sometimes the only way forward is through the most difficult path. The facility isn’t a punishment, Daniel. It’s a stepping stone.”




I stared at my hands, the bandages stark white against my skin. “It feels like I’m being locked away.”




“Think of it as scaffolding,” August replied. “Sometimes we need external structure until we can build our own.”




Through the doorway, I caught sight of Alex shuffling back, hair mussed, two coffee cups clutched in his hands. His eyes were heavy with exhaustion, dark circles prominent beneath them. He paused at the threshold, uncertain whether to interrupt.




I looked from him to August, then back again. The weight of Alex’s devotion hung in the air between us—his sleepless nights, his unwavering presence. How long could he keep this up? How long before I dragged him down with me?




“Okay,” I said quietly, the word barely audible. “I’ll go.”




August nodded, relief visible in the subtle relaxation of his shoulders. “We’ll get the paperwork started.”




As he stood to leave, Alex slipped back into the room, setting one of the coffees on the bedside table. “Everything alright?” he asked, glancing between us.




“I’m going to Riverside,” I said, unable to meet his eyes. “Tomorrow.”




Alex sat down heavily, reaching for my hand. “I’ll visit every day they’ll let me.”




“That’s just it,” I whispered, finally looking up. “I don’t think you should.”




His face fell. “What?”




“I want to get better, Alex. I want to be well—for you, for us.” The words tumbled out, fragile and raw. “But I can’t do that if I’m just holding on to see you. I need to… I need to learn how to be okay on my own first.”




“Daniel, you don’t have to push me away to heal,” he protested.




“I’m not pushing you away,” I said, squeezing his hand. “I’m asking you to let me find myself again. I’ve been drowning for so long, and I’ve been pulling you under with me.”




Alex’s eyes glistened. “I don’t mind—”




“But I do,” I interrupted. “I want to be someone who deserves you. Not someone who needs you just to survive.”




The silence stretched between us, heavy with everything unsaid. Finally, Alex nodded, a small, reluctant movement.




“How long?” he asked, his voice breaking slightly.




“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I’ll call when I’m ready. When I can stand on my own two feet again.”




August returned, a small stack of forms in his hands. Daniel stared at them, the papers looking like something heavy and impossible to finish. Each line held a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep, each empty space waiting for his name, binding his future to something out of his control. August offered a pen, and Daniel’s fingers shook as he reached for it, knowing that every stroke meant letting go of Alex, of the fragile comfort he’d only just begun to feel. 




He hesitated, then scrawled his signature, the letters jagged and uneven, as if even the ink could sense his fear.
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The van window felt cool against my forehead as I counted telephone poles, each one a mournful metronome marking time until my freedom ended. Outside, the world rushed by in streaks of green and gray, indifferent to the fact that I was being delivered to my new cage.




“I spy with my little eye,” I whispered to myself, “something beginning with F.” Fence. Fields. Future. Fucked.




The driver glanced at me in the rearview mirror, his eyes flickering with what might have been concern or just professional detachment. He hadn’t said much since we left the hospital, just asked if I needed a bathroom break an hour back. I’d declined, afraid that stopping might give me ideas about running.













OEBPS/bcb75b5bc3685854146ee1722e75870797a3b251_smallRaw.jpg
BLUE

VOLUME ONE
BY CASEY WILLIAMS






OEBPS/images/bcb75b5bc3685854146ee1722e75870797a3b251_smallRaw.jpg
BLUE

VOLUME ONE
BY CASEY WILLIAMS






