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    To the children who ask brave questions,and the grown-ups who learn to answer with presence, not perfection.To every soul who stayed—not to fix, but to witness.Not to lead, but to listen.And to the ones who carry love forwardin lunchboxes, in drawings, in gardens,even after the world has changed.This story is for you.

— Berns Pen 
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Chapter 1: The Man in Suite 9
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The rain had been falling since dawn, soft and steady, like a nurse’s whisper. Inside the private hospital’s east wing, everything gleamed floors polished to a mirror sheen, walls adorned with muted art, and silence so pristine it felt curated.

Suite 9 was the largest room in the building. It had its own thermostat, a private balcony, and a view of the city skyline that no patient ever looked at. The man inside had arrived two nights ago, escorted by two bodyguards and a personal physician. His name was Percival Alonzo.

He was seventy-three, sharp-eyed, and sharper tongued. A man whose empire spanned real estate, finance, and logistics. He had built his fortune on precision and control, and now, after a sudden cardiac episode, he found himself in a place where neither applied.

The nurses called him “Sir” with a stiffness reserved for royalty. They moved quietly around him, afraid to disturb the air. Percival didn’t speak unless necessary. He didn’t ask for help. He didn’t smile.

He spent his days reading reports brought in by his assistant, watching the stock ticker on his tablet, and ignoring the tray of food left untouched at noon. The only sound in Suite 9 was the occasional beep of the heart monitor and the distant hum of rain.

Until one morning, something changed.

It began with a knock—not from a nurse, but from a child.

“Hi,” said a voice, small and bright. “Are you the grumpy man in the big room?”

Percival looked up, startled. Standing at the door was a girl no older than seven, wearing a yellow raincoat two sizes too big and holding a plastic lunchbox shaped like a panda.

“I’m Celyn,” she said, stepping inside without waiting for permission. “Mama says you’re important. But you look bored.”

Percival blinked. “Who let you in?”

“Nobody,” she said cheerfully. “I go where I want. The nurses like me.”

She walked to the window and peered out. “Nice view. But you’re not looking at it.”

Percival opened his mouth to protest, but something in her tone—unapologetic, curious, alive—made him pause.

Celyn turned to him and smiled. “Mama sells lunch to the doctors. I help her sometimes. Do you want to see what’s inside my panda?”
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