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      Hi, my name is Constance Fay. Two years ago, I was captured and forced into Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital against my will. But I was made to believe it had been my choice.

      Here is my story.

      The thing about Bellevue, is that nothing is what it seems, at least, not on the inside.

      I was admitted into the hospital for one reason, but soon enough, I started doubting what that reason had been. I was fed lies and was left broken and confused. My skin was violated against my will, and the feeling of needles piercing through me continue to haunt me to this day.

      I was used like a lab rat, abused, lied to, and it felt like torture, even worse than any nightmare I ever had. I used to feel so much that, at times, I wouldn’t even be able to think straight, and nightmares would cloud my judgement. Pills after pills were fed into my system, and I didn’t even know what I was taking. I felt afraid most of the time, and darkness took over constantly. I didn’t know what was real and what was a nightmare.

      Maybe it was all a nightmare.

      I did meet someone, though. Someone who would change everything, someone who taught me how to laugh again, and reminded me what it was like to be alive. We spent our days together, helping each other heal and remember. Trying to figure out what was real and what was not, sifting together through our memories to try and figure out the truth. The truth about ourselves. The truths about the hospital and it’s director, Dr. Theodore Faulkner.

      Our torturer.

      But all that is forgotten now. Thinking about it is almost like looking at a movie through a dirty glass. I can remember everything that happened. I remember the stingy pain of needles being plunged into my skin, the black ink spilling down the walls, the nightmares, the pills being shoved down my throat. I remember the last time I saw him. The last time I saw Kai. I remember blood, so much blood. But the dread is gone.

      When I think about it, about every single memory of my time at the hospital and what came after, the drama that came before and led me there… I feel nothing. I’m happy.

      So stupidly, irrationally happy. Everything’s fine. So, I look back in my journals, endless documents of those days. On all the pain and dread. I let it all sink in; I let it get into my skin. But it doesn’t. I’m happy, so I place my father’s gun against my forehead while I read.

      Everything’s fine. Just fine. Perfectly fine.
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      The night was dark; the crows were cawing in the far distance. A quiet whimpering disturbed the eerie silence that fell heavy on the bleak and solitary hospital room inside the adult ward of Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital. Inside, lied a young woman, me, my appearance sickly thin and pale. My frail body was curled up on a small metal bed frame, my breaths flowing heavily from my mouth.

      I didn’t know what was going on, or why I was so frightened, but my mind was stuck in an empty dream, floating in a pool of black, aimlessly. It was a thick black oozing liquid that took over everything. A heavy darkness that surrounded me, pressing into my body, stealing the air out of my lungs. And inside that darkness, a pair of glowing yellow eyes watched me. Waiting, watching, piercing me.

      Needles were stuck into my arms, stabbing me over and over. A knife, a small bottle of pills, a bottle of something else. A blanket, restrained in my arms, screaming. So much screaming. The beeping of machines all around me, a sterile and eerie room, the walls black with the oozing liquid, but that seemed wrong. They should be white. There should be lights shining into my eyes.

      And suddenly, a casual smile tried to get to me through all the darkness, a sincere piece of happiness ripping through the blackness with teeth and nails, but the black mass took it, ate it. It took him, and I was left alone once more. Alone in the emptiness of it all.

      However, it wasn’t the darkness and the shadows that left me whimpering in fear for hours on end; I was used to all that. They usually went away when I wrapped the security blanket I had kept since childhood around me, keeping me safe.

      No, it was what lurked beyond the darkness that kept my sweat and tears pouring, draining my essence until I became the void that lurked around me. Every emotion that I couldn’t feel bombarded me, and no matter how hard I screamed, it all just wouldn’t stop. I desperately wanted to be free from it all. I was willing to try anything.

      I continued to toss and turn, my blanket falling over onto the cold cement floor. I then shivered from the sudden chill blowing into my room. The shiver quickly turned into violent shakes, forcing me awake. Three in the morning was never the best time for me. What was I even doing? I didn’t belong here.

      I tried to keep myself warm, wrapping my slender arms around my emaciated body. I sat up and felt my oversized white jacket slipping off one side of my shoulder. As I scanned the room for anything unfamiliar, my heart began to beat quicker in my chest.

      However, as expected, there wasn’t much to be seen. Nothing but a chair and a doorless closet, filled with the same monochrome colored clothing I had been wearing for the past several months. Hell, this cell of a room barely had a window to shine the moonlight in, only a thin sliver of glass pressed against the thick walls. And the light above me? Nothing but dimness as it flicked on once every twelve hours. Sometimes I wondered if a prison cell would’ve been more spacious.

      My head was pounding, and my bladder felt ready to explode. Walking over to the bathroom every night proved to be a nightmare. None of the inmates, I mean patients, were allowed the privilege of their own private bathrooms, forcing us to travel down several halls just to empty ourselves out. But making that trek during the nighttime proved to be much worse than during the day. When the lights were out, the crazies came out too, turning my trip to the bathroom into a nightmare on death row.

      As I stood up from my bed, my legs almost crumbled beneath the weight of my body. The room spun like crazy around me as I tried to steady myself from falling by grasping onto the metal post. Even in motion, the chill continued to pierce against me. Why won’t it leave me alone? I turned toward the sliver of the window and hissed as the cold bit into my skin. I tugged at the jacket, pulling it over my shoulders again, just to watch it slip off.

      God damn.

      My stomach twisted and turned as I proceeded toward the wooden door. However, the pain was so unbearable, like sharp knives stabbing into my wounds. I doubled over with a groan, trying not to throw up, blood or bile, God only knew what. It felt like days since I last ate anything; not like anything was going to come up, anyway.

      I picked myself up, but time after time when I tried to stand up, my stomach cramped, causing even more pain than before. I tried taking a few deep breaths again, hoping that the pain was just due to nerves.

      After a few deep breaths slowly through my nostrils, and trying not to focus on the agonizing pain, I finally straightened my body up, ready to try again. I took no more than two steps before the pain forced me to hunch over yet again as I tumbled down and dragged my feet across the cold flood. It felt like I hadn’t moved in months, my joints and muscles so weak I didn’t even know how I was still standing.

      Several agonizing moments later, I finally reached the wooden door and pressed my forehead up against it, letting out a loud groan. My body was still shivering. I couldn’t understand why everything was so fucking cold. For a moment, I thought about crawling back over to the metal frame and grabbing my blanket off the ground, but I knew I didn’t have the strength to make it. The added weight would just hold me in my place.

      Reaching my right hand up along the door, I frantically searched along the board for a handle. No luck. Nothing but splinters and glass. After several more tries, I gave up and slid back away from the door, staring at the object with my own eyes. No wonder I couldn’t find a handle; there was no handle to grab onto, nothing resembling an actual door other than the few hinges along the side of the frame. I remembered a handle; why wasn’t it there?

      “Hello?” I called out hesitantly, hitting my hand against the door with every ounce of energy I could muster up.

      The sound of my palm slapping against the metal echoed through the room, and an unbearable ringing started in my ears. I squeezed my eyes shut, focusing on anything but the pain, and continued knocking with the little strength I had left.

      Then I saw it, a shadow, the creepy shadow in my dreams. I shifted my body back in tension and fear. I heard scraping against the other side of the door, a panel sliding over to the left before bright yellow eyes came into my vision. My eyes burned from the intensity of the creature’s eyes, and I flinched back even more, stumbling over the jacket that had completely fallen off my shoulders.

      “Hello?” I asked again but with little confidence.

      Despite the haunting shadow, at least that confirmed that I wasn’t alone, I wasn’t sure if this bright-eyed creature was any better than solitude, but maybe my imagination was just running amuck. Either way, I had to find out what was going on. I didn’t belong here, yet, here I was, with no answers or hint of a way out.

      “Hello? Can you help me? Why am I here?” I called out once again, expecting another response of silence, when I heard a deep voice call out.

      “Back up, darling,” the voice of a man called out, his voice squeezing into the room through the small constructed window.

      I frowned, ignoring his warning and only stepped closer to the door. I could hear chiseling and scraping on the other side, and was curious as to what was going on. I reached over to the spot where the sound was coming from, just to quickly pull my hand back into my stomach and wince.

      “What the hell? You scraped me!” I shouted in pain as red marks formed along my fingertips. “Tell me what’s going on, right now!”

      “I warned you to back up,” his voice was deeper this time, and sounded like he was trying not to laugh.

      “I want answers,” I responded.

      It was a wonder to me why I was trying to be defiant. It probably would have been easier to get answers if I listened to him, but my head was too heavy to even attempt to think straight.

      He let out an annoyed sigh and then disappeared.

      Confused, I pressed my forehead against the door and tried to look out past the window into the hallway, but all I could see was a door right across from mine and the walls on either side of it.

      “Please!” I called out into the hall.

      I jerked my head back and nearly stumbled to the ground. The sudden movement caused my stomach to cramp again, but it didn’t hold a candle to the fear that shook the rest of my body. A stick with a metal-pointed end was sticking through the slot, and the bright-eyed man wielding it laughed again. I held up my hands and lowered my head as a sign of obedience.

      He was a monster, laughing like a maniac with his twisted teeth and scary eyes. He was a nightmare that came to reality to haunt me.

      A second later, as if on a timer, the door unlocked and slid open. I watched as two white shoes came into my line of vision, and I slowly traveled up the length of the man’s body and settled on his face, successfully taking him all in.

      His eyes weren’t as bright as I thought they were, and his shadow was nothing out of the ordinary like the one in my nightmares. He wasn’t very tall, and his face looked pinched. Like his mother squished his cheeks together too much as a child, and it stayed like that for the rest of his life.

      He was still holding the stick, jabbing the pointed end into his own hand to look menacing. Or maybe he was just holding it. It would have worked if he weren’t wearing rainbow scrubs. Finally, he let out a sigh and dropped the stick to his side, tapping the tip of it against the ground.

      “Good morning, Ms. Fay,” he said in a falsely sweet smile as he took a large step toward my direction, the sound of his step trembling against the Earth.

      I stepped back, wanting to keep a good distance between us. Given the dimensions of the room though, I figured that would be nearly impossible to do. My eyes darted to the stick he still held in his hand and wondered what he would have done if I continued to rebel.

      “Ms. Fay, do you know where you are?” he asked, looking around the room. Disappointment crossed his face when he noticed that the blanket was on the ground. “Tsk, you know that you have to keep this room clean. It is not yours.”

      I was about to tell him off, order him to give me some answers, and let me out of here, but all that came out was, “What do you mean this isn’t my room?”

      He gave me a tired look before bending down to pick the blanket off the ground. I almost lost it when he brought it up to his nose and sniffed it before placing it back down onto the bed.

      “You’re just a guest here,” he spoke with such sincerity. “You wouldn’t stay at a friend’s house and just leave all your belongings scattered across their floor, now, would you?”

      Suddenly, I saw it again. The bright glow deep inside his eyes sprouted up once again, a glow so bright that it blinded me, a sharp pain zipping across my head as I stumbled back and scraped my skeletal knees against the sharp frame of the bed.

      The man rushed forward, grabbing hold of my shoulders and steadying me. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      My body froze. His hands felt so cold, like a block of ice, and up close, his eyes looked even more menacing. I struggled to look him in the eyes. My body was shaking faster than ever, but I didn’t want to risk making a move that would potentially get me killed.

      My heart pounded faster as I saw him reach inside his body, my instincts telling me a knife was on the other side. If he was willing to stab me before, what’s to stop him from doing it again?

      “Whoa, whoa! What are you doing? What is that? Are you trying to kill me?” I shouted as I tried to twist my body away from him, stopping when I heard the sound of a simple click.

      A simple flashlight.

      “Calm down, Ms. Fay. It’s just a flashlight. I just need to make sure your vitals are stable.”

      For someone who was just accused of attempted murder, he sounded awfully calm. He grabbed the back of my head to keep me from jerking as he flashed the blinding light straight into my eye.

      “Nothing too out of the ordinary,” he said as he clicked the light off. “How are you feeling today?” He checked my pulse with two fingers against my wrist while he waited for an answer.

      So much had happened in such a short period of time that I couldn’t tell the difference between my fear and my confusion. I climbed up and slumped my limp body back against the wall and closed my eyes. Everything was piling up in my head so quickly that I couldn’t focus on what to say next. It was beginning to be too much, and all I wanted to do was lie in bed underneath the blanket until it sorted itself out again.

      “Ms. Fay. Ms. Fay, wake up! You’re dozing off again,” I heard a voice whisper deep inside my head again as my body was jostled.

      I opened up my eyes slowly and saw the bright-yellow eyes once again, my pale skin turning a shade of green in response. I covered my mouth and breathed through my nose quickly to dispel the feeling of vomiting right then and there.

      “Stop, please stop,” I begged against my hand.

      I looked up at him, and he quickly withdrew his hand from my shoulder. “I’m feeling sick to my stomach,” I muttered, letting my hand fall onto my lap. I stared down at the lines on my palm for a moment before looking up again. “Why am I here? Where am I?”

      He clasped his hands behind his back, his voice suddenly soft. “You are at Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital. You were brought in a few months ago after you threatened to set your parents’ house on fire with them and yourself in it, well, according to your file, anyway. I’ve only just been assigned to your care. Your family didn’t feel safe with you around, so they sent you here. You don’t remember?”

      I frowned in disbelief. That didn’t make much sense. Why would I be at my parents’ house? I was twenty-seven. Was I staying over? The last time I had been with my parents was for Christmas. Was it around Christmas?

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I told him. “Why can’t I remember that?”

      “It was a traumatic event for everyone involved, and your brain must have blocked it out from your working memory,” he told me. “It happens all the time with patients who experience trauma.” He checked my eyes again before standing straight. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      Before I could get another word out, the door was locked again, and the strange man was gone. I blinked a few times and shivered again. I grabbed the blanket that was now balled up on my bed and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      Left alone in my room, my head started spinning, and I thought I could hear voices whispering to me.

      “Bellevue is a dark, dangerous place,” they told me.

      “You should get out of here; you’ll never be the same ever again.”

      I pressed my hands against my ears, trying to shush the voices in my head. I didn’t know much about Bellevue Hospital, but I vaguely remembered the stories. I remembered people whispering about this place, about weird experiments being done in the dark basement, about people leaving not the same way they entered.

      But how could I know what was real and what was not? Had I really heard any of that, or was it just my mind conjuring up stories because I was scared? More than scared, I was terrified. I couldn’t remember where I’d been the last three months of my life, if what the mysterious man with yellow glowing eyes had said was right.

      In that precise moment, I could barely remember the night before, or even the dream I just had a few minutes prior. So, how could I know if anything my mind was whispering to me was even real?

      “You know what’s real; you just need to push past the fog,” a male voice whispered inside my head.

      No, no, no. I couldn’t do that. There was too much pain behind that curtain of fog; that fog was what was keeping me sane. But, was I even sane? I wanted to scream out loud; the burning in my lungs was getting unbearable.

      What was real? What was not? I wanted out. I needed to get out of this horrible cell. The walls were pressing in on me, and the voices wouldn’t shut up.

      Just as my eyes were getting too heavy to keep open, as the walls were finally closing in on me, killing me, the door unlocked again. I lifted my head and watched as the same man came in with a glass of water and some pills. I looked down at the small white pills and gulped. I had never been a fan of taking medication. It felt wrong going down my throat no matter how I took them.

      “I don’t want them,” I told him quietly.

      “I’m not asking. I’m telling,” he told me. “Take the pills. They’ll help with the headaches and the nausea. Swallow them, and I’ll take you out to the yard.”

      “The yard?” I asked innocently.

      The pills rattled inside the cup as he shook his head. “With the other patients. Non-violent, of course.”

      “I don’t want to—”

      “You have to. Take the pills so we can get going.” He sighed.

      It was clear that he had enough of me already.

      “I’m not taking them! I’m not taking anything you’re giving me! You’re trying to kill me!” I yelled all of a sudden, all the fear and anger I was feeling exploding out of me as I knocked the cup out of his hand.

      “Ms. Fay, that was very rude,” the man said in a calm tone, almost too calm. He moved over to the floor and picked up the pills, his eyes never leaving me. “Please, take them. Trust me, you’ll love the yard. You haven’t been out there in a long time; the sun and fresh air will be good for you.”

      I cowered back against the wall, looking at him with huge scared eyes. “You’re not lying to me? I can really go outside?” I asked in a small, shattered voice.

      “You have my word,” he said solemnly.

      I swallowed hard and snagged the pills he had picked up, and the water as well, as he stretched his hands out closer to my face. The pills rolled around the bottom of the cup, and I let out a shaky breath. I closed my eyes before tossing the pills into my mouth and chasing them down with the entire cup of water.

      The pills forced their way down my throat, scrapping the inside of my throat on their way in, and I focused on the man’s chest. The feeling made me gag, and I had to do everything in my power not to send them back up. It was causing tears to form in my eyes.

      The man sighed and popped his hip out to the side.

      “I hate when you’re dramatic,” he mumbled almost too low for me to hear, snatching the small cup away from me.

      Did he really say that? Or was it all inside my mind? He waited until the pained expression left my face before helping me to my feet.

      “Alright, come on.”

      My body was still shaking as I leaned more into him than I would have liked to, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t care. It slowly got easier to walk though as the medication started to take effect.

      As we approached the gates, I could hear loud screams and what sounded like a trashy reality show. I glanced up at the man.

      “Do I have to?” I asked, not sure how I was going to like this.

      I felt anxious and uneasy about seeing people; I felt like I’d been alone for so long.

      He gave me a smug look before helping me stand straight again and opening the door.

      “You don’t have a choice, Princess. Go out. You’ll like it.”
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      I looked around the yard when I stepped out, and I scrunched up my nose as I was assaulted by the smell of at least fifty people crammed into one tiny gated yard. At least, it wasn’t as cold as my room was. The sun was warm against my skin, and that was a relief. It felt like a blessing to have the warmth tickling my skin, and I closed my eyes against the brightness for a second, taking in the pleasant sensation.

      Everyone crammed in that weeded yard looked just as miserable as the next. There were some people tearing the skin off their bodies, others pulling out strands of hair. However, as I looked at the other patients, I realized that most of them looked painfully normal. There were a few who were facing walls or muttering to themselves, but a lot of them just looked like regular people, just like me.

      But something in my head told me that they weren’t normal. I wasn’t normal either apparently, but I didn’t feel like they probably did. I turned back to the man and swallowed hard.

      “I don’t belong here,” I said quietly so the others wouldn’t hear.

      The man raised his eyebrow. “You threatened to burn a house down. I’m afraid you do belong here,” he told me.

      He pushed me gently into the yard with a wink before walking away and locking the gate behind him.

      I stumbled forward, feeling eyes turn to look at me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm myself down. It was probably just my paranoia. As soon as they caught a quick glimpse of me, everyone who had first turned looked away. It still felt like everyone was staring at me though, and it made my stomach twist.

      It took a few seconds for me to regain my composure, and I started to walk toward the chair that was pressed against the far wall that faced the outside world I so much struggled to remember, a world I couldn’t remember ever living in.

      My memory was getting the best of me. I couldn’t remember being stuck in this hospital for more than a couple months, so why couldn’t I remember life anywhere else but here? I could picture the faces of my family, my parents, and a few facts about my life, but I couldn’t remember the exact moment I was admitted into the hospital, or why, how I had gotten here.

      I settled into the chair as I saw other patients do the same, all wishing they didn’t belong here. I looked over to my left and saw a pair arguing, most of the sounds high-pitched and animated. Sometimes I wondered, was I crazy before coming here, or did all of this drive me there, a constructed stage to bring seemingly normal people together just to brand them as insane?

      I did remember something that seemed to be from when I first got here, maybe the first few weeks. A burly woman, or at least I hoped was a woman, had tried to start a fight with me to assert her dominance. But I wasn’t about that life, that drama. I didn’t come here to get pushed around like a prisoner. I’d respond much better to those who were civilized and treated me like a decent human being.

      Then again, the yellow-eyed man did tell me that I had threatened to burn down my parents’ home. I didn’t think I was even capable of something like that, but apparently, I was. Did I actually start the fire, though? Would that make me a violent patient, a criminal, instead of someone who acted impulsively and lost control in that very moment?

      The questions clouding my brain were starting to hurt my head again, so I turned my focus to the people around me, instead. There were honestly too many of them for the size of this dinky yard we were in. It was barely larger than the size of the cold room I had been sleeping in.

      It became hard to keep track of who was who too, but some of their faces were vaguely familiar. There was a woman who looked oddly similar to me, dressed in the same oversized white jacket that I was wearing. The bottom was torn and frayed like mine from when I kept picking the exposed threads out and putting them in a pile.

      There was also a guy to my right who kept watching and imitating a nurse. The nurse wasn’t doing anything, except maybe talking with the other nurses. She had a silly smile plastered on her face, completely ignorant of the weird people doing weird things in front of her. She seemed so immune to it all, but maybe that’s how it was after a sane person was exposed to the crazy for such a long time.

      The guy would watch the nurse and then use a crayon to write something down as quickly as he could. Whenever the nurse looked over, he’d put the piece of paper under his leg and look away like he wasn’t doing anything. The nurse would always give a knowing smile before shaking her head and going back to her conversation with the other nurses.

      It was so odd.

      There was an older man in the farthest corner from me. He was sitting at a tiny table with two chairs, in front of a chess board. He’d think for a while, move one of the white pieces, and then he’d jump chairs, going to the other side of the table and thinking for a long time before moving a black piece. He kept repeating the same pattern, thinking, moving, and then changing from one side of the board to the other. He’d run his fingers through his ashen hair every once in a while, and then bite his lip. His lips would then move slowly, as if he was talking to himself, and the sight made me so nervous I had to look the other way.

      A few feet away from me, there was a girl sitting on the floor. She couldn’t be more than eighteen years old. There were no kids in this hospital, so that’s why I knew her age, but in all honesty, she was so frail and small that she seemed to be barely fourteen. She had a stack of dry leaves from the trees as well as little sticks, and she spread them out all over the floor. They were classified by shape, color, and size, a perfect arrangement of dead nature. It was oddly satisfying to watch her measure the leaves against each other, over and over again.

      I kept looking around, trying to find little details about the people around me. There was one guy that seemed completely out of it. He was talking to himself, settling down closest to the outside world. He was sitting on the grass, his legs folded over each other, with his feet resting over his knees.

      I tried to strain my hearing to see if I could pick up on his words, but the arguing couple next to me was getting louder and louder. I kept watching him though, trying to figure out what he was on about. It took me a while, but I finally realized he wasn’t talking to himself, but rather talking to the tree on the other side of the fence. He was gesturing with his hands as he was telling it a story, or that’s what I thought.

      I sighed, happy that I wasn’t like any of them. If I were, then I would rather not be seen by anyone. I would be happy living away in the little room they had me trapped in. It would be less embarrassing that way.

      “People watching, huh?” a handsome man asked as he fell into the spot next to me.

      I jumped and looked over at him. I wasn’t used to feeling so jumpy, and I wasn’t sure if my heart could take another scare, especially not after the events from the morning. I looked at the man before me for a moment before turning my head away from his radiant smile.

      “I’m not here to talk.”

      The man frowned and shifted on his seat. He looked out to everyone around us. The frown didn’t last long, and he was smiling again.

      “Oh, come on. You have to talk to me. I’m the most interesting person here,” he teased. He nudged me and quickly leaned back at the disgusted look on my face. “I’m only playing. I’m probably the most boring person you’ll ever meet.”

      “Then why are you even talking to me?” I sighed, wiping a hand across my arm where he’d touched me.

      He clearly didn’t get the hint.

      He shrugged innocently and held out a hand. “I’m Kai Hastings.”

      I stared at his hand before looking up at him. I gave him a loose handshake before pulling my hand back into my lap.

      “Constance Fay.”

      “I know,” he said with a wide grin.

      My frown matched the size of his grin. “What do you mean? How do you know?” I asked.

      I didn’t like someone new just knowing who I was. It was different when it was a nurse, a doctor, or the creepy man with bright yellow eyes who seemed to know so much about my existence here. He probably had seen my file a million times in the few months that I had been here.

      But this was a man I just met. I couldn’t remember ever seeing him in the hallways before, not like I had many memories of them, anyway. He was someone who shouldn’t know anything about me. As far as I knew, the only place I’d spent time in since I got here was in my room.

      There was no way that he could know me. Was there? Had I been in this yard before? Why couldn’t I remember that? I felt like I had been in this same chair before, like I was having some sort of déjà vu.

      Kai shrugged his shoulders and leaned back against the chair beside me. He pushed himself up before falling onto his foot after he tucked it underneath himself.

      “I just know things,” he told me. He tapped a finger against his temple as he winked. “It’s a superpower of mine.”

      “Oh, great, another crazy one,” I murmured.

      I turned away and caught sight of a woman trying to flirt with a nurse to get a double dosing of her daily meds.

      “I’ve got a secret for you,” Kai told me despite my blatant attempts at ignoring him.

      He poked my arm when I didn’t look over. His finger pressed almost directly against the bone, and the smile disappeared quickly from his face.

      When I turned, he quickly turned it back to his megawatt smile. He didn’t want me to see him concerned or upset. It wasn’t the right time.

      “Stop touching me,” I growled, pushing his finger away.

      “But I’ve got a secret,” he insisted.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “I know that you do. Do you want to know why?”

      I groaned and pulled my knees to my chest to hide my face away.

      “Please, leave me alone,” I practically begged.

      A nurse walked over to us with a frown on her face.

      “Is everything alright over here?” she asked, looking between the two of us.

      “Yes,” Kai said before words could exit my mouth. “We’re just talking. You know how it is. Sometimes people bicker. Don’t worry about it.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the words fell back down my throat as the nurse started walking away. I turned slowly to face Kai.

      “We’re not bickering. I want you to go away, and you’re refusing to leave.”

      “I only want to talk, Constance,” he told me. He softened his smile and lowered his head a little to look more welcoming. “I promise… that’s all I want to do.”

      I let out a heavy sigh before turning to fully face him.

      “Fine.” I gave in.

      “Fine?” he asked, his smile widening again.

      “Yes! But I don’t want to hear about any secrets you have. I don’t need some crazy guy whispering conspiracy theories in my ear.”

      I’d overheard one of the crazies arguing about the government hiding the fact that there were lizard people living among us and posing as politicians to take over the Earth. I didn’t need any further craziness like that.

      “That’s fine with me,” he told me. He wiggled a bit as he got more comfortable in his seat. He looked around the room, biting his lip before nodding. “Okay, who do you think has been here the longest?”

      “I think I’m going to have to go with the man talking to the tree,” I responded, giving in as I knew he wasn’t going down without a fight.

      Surprisingly, we continued talking for the rest of the day. I didn’t want to admit that I enjoyed his company, but I did. He seemed more normal than the people surrounding us, though, some of them didn’t seem to be too far gone, which was good.

      I was simply happy to have someone to talk to, even if for a little bit. As I curled up in my stiff, cold bed that night, I figured I could survive my short stay here.

      At least, I hoped it was short.
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      The next morning, I found myself in the same spot as the day before. I was one of the first ones in the yard and couldn’t be less thrilled. Despite the length of time, it was difficult to see how people could remain so occupied with absolutely nothing to do other than pick at our own fingernails. It also felt a lot smaller than the day before. With all these people, I found it easier to toss and turn in my own bed.

      I struggled to relax and remain in my own thoughts with so many people trying to have conversations around me all at once, screaming at each other. I wanted so desperately to ask one of the nurses to let me go back inside to spare my mind from this trash around me. But after getting rejected and ignored so many times, it just seemed like wasted breath to try again at this point.

      I was chewing on my nail as I continued to stare at the bickering couple before me. My eyes were glued to the woman on the left like a screw, the one who I thought resembled me. She was a very odd-looking woman, her hair tied in six different hairstyles, and her clothing torn only on one side. When she saw me staring, she came over to me and stood a few inches away, looking down at me.

      “You look like I used to when I was younger,” she said, and then started to chew on her nail.

      I looked up at her, and then looked back down. I didn’t want to talk to her; I wasn’t in the mood to make any friends here, and God damn, if I find out I have a relative here.

      “What’s your name?” she asked me. “I’m Cadence; you can call me Cady if you want. I don’t remember if we’ve met before.”

      “Constance,” I said in a low voice, feeling too rude not to reply to a direct question. “And you can call me Connie if you like it better.”

      “Great. We are friends now.”

      With that, Cadence walked away and stood by the outside fence, her eyes lost in the distance as she seemed to stare into nothing. She seemed smarter than the rest of the patients somehow, like she was hiding something that no one else knew about.

      Kai walked into the yard not too long after that and spotted me. He grinned and bounced over to me before falling into the seat next to mine. He laughed as I bounced slightly from the startle that he gave me. I almost felt like I was having a heart attack, if the pills I had been forcibly taking didn’t already push down any emotions I had left inside my body. He propped his elbow up on the back of his chair and turned his eyes to the same couple before me.

      “You know,” he started, successfully scaring me out of the trance the quarrel had on me. “My aunt used to behave like this all the time, always bickering and never accepting defeat, even though she knew she no longer had any ground to stand on.”

      I held a hand to my chest with my eyes shut as I took in steady breaths. My eyes opened only when he stopped talking, and he turned to look at me.

      “You have got to stop scaring me,” I told him.

      I didn’t want to be related to anyone in here… except maybe Kai.

      “Sorry, it’s a problem of mine. I’m just too quiet. I always snuck up on my parents as a kid without trying, and my older brother told me it’s what gave my dad the heart attack that killed him,” he told me.

      I held a hand up between us and shook my head. “I just got so much information about your family in such a short amount of time. I think we need to talk about both incidents separately, and then I should be able to digest it.”

      Kai laughed quietly and nodded. “Alright, alright,” he told me, trying not to laugh more. “My Aunt Shelby was my dad’s older sister. She was an adorable little lady, but she was also crazy, old, and cranky. She was that typical lady in the neighborhood who knew everything that was going on with everybody else, even if she had no business in any of them. She loved the gossip as much as she loved her bickering. It didn’t really matter what she believed in; she’d always go against whatever point we were trying to make. If I said salads were healthy, she’d find something against them and tell me I couldn’t only live on salad if that was all I ever ate. Eventually, I’d give in and end up seeing that they weren’t really that healthy, right?” Kai kept talking and talking, his eyes never leaving me as he told me story after story about her aunt’s silly arguments against everything and everybody.

      He moved onto talking about his father after that, telling me about how he’d died of a heart attack all of a sudden. It had taken a really hard toll on his family, and his mother had to struggle to keep the family afloat while working two part-time jobs at the same time. He talked about her with longing admiration, and I could tell that, despite their differences, they’d had a great and loving relationship.
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      As the day went on, I found myself hanging onto every story Kai had told. He had a lot of them, too. It was like I was living inside a story book. It made the day go by much faster, and I barely noticed if we had already had our morning pills and lunch or not. All the hours of the day seemed to fuse together, and I lost track of it, not really knowing which part of the day I was stuck in.

      When we were settled on the chairs again, probably after lunch, I decided to take on the story telling. There was something that had been bothering me since I woke up the day before.
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