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  For the ones who learned too young how to be strong.

May you find the courage to rest,

the safety to be small,

and the softness that was always your right.







  
    
      “Forgive others, not because they deserve forgiveness, but because you deserve peace.”


    

    
      - Jonathan Lockwood Huie
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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 behaviours








	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 suit felt foreign against my skin, the fabric stiff and unfamiliar after months of hospital gowns and comfortable sweats. I tugged at the collar as I sat in the formal office, surrounded by polished wood panels and certificates hanging in neat rows. The release board members shuffled through papers, their voices creating a low murmur that seemed to bounce off the walls without including me in their conversation.




“Patient shows remarkable progress in individual therapy sessions,” one of them read aloud, as if I wasn’t sitting three feet away. “Incident reports have decreased significantly over the past four months.”




“Mental health evaluation indicates continued need for structured environment,” another added, flipping through what I assumed was my file. “Dr. Michaels notes strong therapeutic alliance and engagement.”




I kept my hands folded in my lap, staying silent as Dr. Michaels had advised. This was my first biannual review, and his words echoed in my mind: In twenty-two years at Riverside, I’ve never seen anyone approved on their first review. Healing takes much longer than six months, Daniel. The purpose is more to show the board that their investments in patients are worthwhile.




The older gentleman at the head of the table cleared his throat, and the room fell quiet. His gray hair was perfectly combed, his suit more expensive than anything I’d ever owned. When he looked at me, his eyes weren’t unkind, but they held the weight of decisions that had shaped countless lives.




“Daniel,” he began, his voice measured and professional. “You’ve made excellent progress during your time at Riverside. Your therapist speaks very highly of your engagement and growth.”




I felt a flutter of hope, quickly tamped down by the memory of Dr. Michaels’ warning.




“However,” he continued, and there it was, “we believe it would be too risky to release you at this time. You’ve shown improvement, yes, but stability requires more time to establish.”




The words hung in the air. Six months ago, this would have devastated me. Six months ago, all I wanted was to get out, to prove I was fine, to return to a life that probably never existed the way I remembered it.




“You do have the option to appeal for early release Against Medical Advice,” the gentleman added. “However, as a ward of the court, convincing a social worker would be… challenging.”




I nodded, surprised by how calm I felt. “I understand.”




“Very well then. We’ll reconvene in three months for your next review.”




The bus driver was waiting outside when I emerged from the building, still wearing the suit that now felt like a costume I was eager to shed. He didn’t ask how it went – probably saw enough of these reviews to read the outcome in a patient’s posture. The drive back to Riverside was silent, the familiar landscape rolling past the windows as I processed what had just happened.




Strangely, I wasn’t devastated. Six months ago, I would have wanted to go home – but where was home now? My father had made it clear I wasn’t welcome. My sister was slowly rebuilding trust with me, but that was fragile, new. Alex… Alex was trying to get better too, and maybe that meant we both needed to focus on ourselves for now.




At Riverside, I had friends. Real friends. Blue, with his childlike wonder and fierce loyalty. Dr. Michaels, who saw potential in me when I couldn’t see it myself. Even Gerald and Marcus, who made this place feel less like an institution and more like… well, not home exactly, but somewhere I belonged.




Maybe I wasn’t ready to leave after all.




Back at Butterfly Wing, I headed straight to the dorm room I shared with Blue. He was still in therapy – his individual session with Dr. Chen always ran long on Fridays. I grabbed a change of clothes and headed for the shower, grateful to wash off the formality of the day.




Under the hot water, my mind began to race. The review, the suit, the board members discussing my life like I was a case study rather than a person. But more than that, I thought about what Dr. Michaels had said about showing progress, about proving their investment worthwhile. Was I making progress? Some days it felt like I was swimming upstream, fighting against currents I couldn’t even see.




After I dried off and changed into comfortable clothes, I found myself at the orderly desk where Susan was handling the afternoon shift.




“Hey, Daniel,” she greeted me with her usual warm smile. “How did it go today?”




“Could I… is Dr. Michaels available for a drop-in session?” I asked, avoiding her question.




“Let me check.” She picked up the phone and had a brief conversation. “He’s got some time now if you’d like.”




Dr. Michaels’ office felt like a sanctuary after the sterile formality of the review board room. The familiar gaming setup was already waiting, two controllers plugged in and ready. He didn’t ask about the review immediately – instead, we launched into a co-op game, our characters working together to navigate a puzzle-filled dungeon.




“So,” he said after we’d cleared the first few levels, his tone casual but attentive. “How are you feeling about today?”




“They said no,” I replied, focusing on manoeuvring my character through a narrow passage. “Which you already knew they would.”




“How does that sit with you?”




I paused the game and set down my controller. “Weirdly okay? Six months ago, I would have been furious. I would have demanded to know why, would have argued with them, maybe even thrown something.” I laughed, but it wasn’t bitter. “Today I just… accepted it.”

“That sounds like growth to me.”




“Does it? Or does it sound like I’ve given up?”




Dr. Michaels leaned back in his chair, studying me with those perceptive eyes that always seemed to see more than I was saying. “Daniel, six months ago, your definition of progress was escape. Getting out, getting back to ‘normal,’ proving everyone wrong. What if I told you that real progress is choosing stability over chaos? Connection over isolation?”




“I never thought about it like that.”




“What would you have lost if you’d left today?”




The question hung between us as I considered it. Blue’s friendship, the safety of routine, the support system I’d built here. My relationship with Dr. Michaels himself, the steady progress we’d made together. Even the small victories, like learning to manage my anxiety, or the way I’d started helping newer residents feel welcome.




“A lot,” I admitted. “I would have lost a lot.”




“Healing isn’t about getting back to who you were, Daniel. It’s about becoming who you’re meant to be. And sometimes that takes longer than we expect.”




We played in comfortable silence for a while, our characters working through increasingly complex challenges. It felt like a metaphor – the way we had to trust each other, communicate, try different approaches when the first one failed.




“Dr. Michaels?” I said as we wrapped up the session.




“Yeah?”




“Thank you. For everything.”




He smiled, but there was something in his expression that made me pause. “Daniel, I need to let you know – I’ll be taking my annual leave starting Monday. Two weeks.”




The words hit me like cold water. “Two weeks?”




“Dr. Chen will be covering any urgent sessions, and Gerald has been briefed on your progress. You’ll be fine.”




But as I walked back to my dorm, I wasn’t so sure. Dr. Michaels had become my anchor, the steady presence that helped me navigate the more turbulent waters of recovery. Two weeks felt like an eternity.




I was still processing this news when Gerald approached me in the hallway, his expression more serious than usual.




“Daniel, can I talk to you for a minute?”




“Sure, what’s up?”




He guided me to a quieter corner of the hallway, away from other residents. “We’re getting a new arrival on Monday. I wanted to give you a heads up because… well, Blue might have some difficulty with the transition.”




“What kind of difficulty?”




Gerald sighed, running a hand through his fraying hair. “The new resident is also a DID system, and they have a little alter. Blue hasn’t had good experiences sharing space with other littles. He can get… jealous. Protective of his caregivers’ attention.”




My stomach tightened. Blue’s emotional responses were always intense, but I’d never seen him jealous before. “Tell me about the new resident.”




“Name’s Leo. Non-binary, fifteen years old physically. Their little alter is about six years old. They wear pull-ups rather than full diapers like Blue.” Gerald paused, watching my reaction. “They’re quite reserved, very quiet. They’ve had a rough time at their previous placement.”




“Are they scared?”




“Probably. New environments are hard for anyone, but especially for trauma survivors with DID.”




I thought about my own first days at Riverside, the overwhelming fear and confusion. “Will Blue be mad at me if I try to be kind to Leo?”




“Possibly. But that’s not your fault, and it’s not something you should avoid doing. Leo will need support, and you’ve become good at helping newer residents feel welcome.” Gerald placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Just be patient with Blue. Reassure him that he’s not being replaced, that your friendship with him isn’t threatened by kindness toward others.”




“What if he has a meltdown?”




“Then we’ll handle it, like we always do. That’s what we’re here for.”




When I returned to the dorm, Blue was already back from therapy, sitting on his bed with his stuffed elephant clutched to his chest. One look at his face told me everything I needed to know – he’d heard about Leo.




Blue’s emotions were always easy to read. His autism made him emotionally transparent in a way that could be both endearing and challenging. When he was happy, his whole face lit up. When he was upset, there was no hiding it. Right now, he was scratching at his forearm – a tic that appeared when he was particularly stressed – while his AAC communicator lay beside him on the bed, its screen glowing softly.




“Blue, hey,” I said gently, sitting on my own bed facing him. “How was therapy?”




Blue reached for his AAC communicator, his small fingers moving quickly across the screen. The device’s calm electronic voice spoke: “They told me. About new person. Little like me.”

“Yeah, Gerald mentioned it to me too. Leo, right?”




Blue’s scratching intensified as he pressed buttons on his communicator. “You like them better than me?”




“What? Blue, no. Why would you think that?”




But even as I asked, I could see the spiral beginning. Blue’s breathing was getting faster, his movements more agitated. His fingers fumbled on the AAC screen, pressing buttons frantically. “Take you away. Gerald away. Like them better. Newer. I am…” But he couldn’t find the words he needed, his distress making it harder to navigate the device.




“Blue, that’s not—”




The communicator hit the floor as Blue swept it aside in frustration. “Not fair!” he managed to vocalise, the words torn from him in his distress - one of the few times I’d heard his actual voice. Suddenly he was on his feet, pacing the small space between our beds, his hands flailing as he struggled with emotions too big to express through his device. “No want them here!”




“Blue, please, just listen—”




But he was past listening. The tantrum that had been building erupted all at once – tears streaming down his face, his hands flailing as he struggled with emotions too big for his little alter to process. The stuffed elephant went flying across the room as Blue collapsed onto his bed, sobbing and hitting the mattress with his fists.




I pressed the call button on the wall and tried to approach him, but Blue was lost in his panic. Within moments, Gerald appeared in the doorway, taking in the scene with practised calm.




“Hey, buddy,” Gerald said softly, moving slowly toward Blue’s bed. “It’s okay. Let’s get you some help with those big feelings.”




From the supply closet, Gerald retrieved a pair of soft mittens – not restraints, exactly, but a way to keep Blue from hurting himself when his emotions overwhelmed him. Blue didn’t fight as Gerald gently slipped them over his hands, then lifted him onto his lap in the desk chair.




“There we go,” Gerald murmured, beginning a gentle bouncing motion while humming something low and soothing. “Let it out, Blue. All those scared feelings. It’s okay to be scared.”




Blue’s angry cries gradually shifted to heartbroken sobbing, his body shaking with the force of his emotions. Gerald continued the gentle rocking motion, his large hands steady and comforting on Blue’s back.




“Daniel,” Gerald said quietly, not stopping his soothing motions, “can you hit the hallway call button? We need someone to bring a mild sedative.”




I did as he asked, then stood helplessly watching as another orderly arrived with medication. Blue barely resisted as they administered it, his sobs gradually quieting as the sedative took effect. Within minutes, he was asleep in Gerald’s arms.




“Will you help me get him settled?” Gerald asked, and together we transferred Blue to his bed, making sure he was comfortable and safe.




“Is he going to be okay?” I asked as Gerald tucked the blanket around Blue’s sleeping form.




“He’ll be fine. This is hard for him, but we’ll work through it. DID systems often struggle with feeling replaced or abandoned. It’s not rational, but trauma responses rarely are.”

Gerald settled in for the long haul, pulling up a chair beside Blue’s bed. When the night orderly arrived for shift change, Gerald waved them off.




“I’m staying with him tonight,” he said quietly. “He’s showing no signs of calming down, and he’s going to need continuous monitoring and likely more sedatives as the night goes on.”




I closed the connecting door between our rooms and tried to settle down for the night, but sleep proved elusive. Our rooms were right beside each other, connected by a door in the middle that we usually kept open. Tonight, I’d closed it to give Blue some quiet space to rest, but I could still hear him through the thin walls.




Every hour or so, as the sedative wore off, Blue would wake crying. Not the angry cries from before, but heartbroken, frightened sounds that cut through me. Through the walls, I could hear Gerald’s gentle voice, soothing and reassuring, and occasionally the quiet arrival of another orderly with additional medication when Blue’s distress peaked beyond what comfort alone could manage.




By 3 AM, I was exhausted from listening to Blue’s cycle of distress, and it was clear that Gerald was going to be there all night, professionally managing the situation. The sounds from Blue’s room told me he was still struggling - no signs of the deep, peaceful sleep that would indicate he was truly calming down. I made a decision that felt both necessary and heartbreaking.




I made my way to the orderly desk, where the night shift supervisor was quietly handling paperwork.




“I need to request a room change,” I said quietly. “Just temporarily. Blue’s having a really hard time, and I think my being next door might be making it harder for him to settle.”




The orderly looked up from their charts, glancing toward the hallway where Blue’s room was. They could probably hear the ongoing distress as well. “We can move you to room 12 - there’s an empty bed there. Let me get the paperwork started and we’ll help you move your things safely.”




Within a few minutes, another orderly arrived to help me gather my belongings and transfer them properly to the new room. As I packed, I wondered if I was doing the right thing. Was I abandoning Blue when he needed me most? Or was I giving him the space he needed to work through his feelings without the added pressure of worrying about my reactions?




I left a note on his nightstand: Blue – I’m in room 12 if you need me. You’re still my best friend. Nothing will ever change that. – Daniel




Then I quietly slipped out into the darkened hallway, hoping that sometimes the kindest thing you can do for someone you care about is give them room to feel their feelings without having to worry about yours too. I’d return in the morning to check on him and face whatever came next.




Dr. Michaels was leaving for two weeks. Blue was struggling with changes I couldn’t control. Leo would arrive soon, scared and vulnerable in their own way.




But as I settled into my temporary new space in the pre-dawn darkness, I realised something had shifted. Six months ago, I would have seen all of this as evidence that I didn’t belong here, that I needed to escape. Now, I saw it as part of the complex reality of healing – messy, unpredictable, but ultimately about learning to navigate relationships and change.




I wasn’t running away anymore. I was just… adjusting. Making space for the people I cared about to have their own experiences and feelings. And maybe, sometimes, that was its own kind of progress.
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Even with the increased dosage of sleeping medication, rest wouldn’t come. I lay in the unfamiliar bed in room 12, staring at the ceiling as shadows shifted across the walls. Every sound in the hallway made me tense – footsteps, quiet conversations between orderlies, the distant hum of the building’s ventilation system. But mostly, it was the absence of sound that kept me awake. No gentle breathing from the bed beside mine, no soft rustling of Blue shifting in his sleep, no familiar presence just a room away.




My mind raced in endless loops. Was Blue still crying? Was Gerald still with him? Had they given him more sedatives? The questions churned through my thoughts, making sleep impossible despite the medication coursing through my system. When I did manage to drift off, it was only into fitful, light sleep punctuated by dreams of Blue calling for me through his AAC device while I stood trapped behind glass, unable to reach him.




By morning, I was more exhausted than when I’d gone to bed. The pale dawn light filtering through the window felt harsh against my tired eyes as I gathered my few belongings. I needed to get back to Butterfly Wing, back to the familiar space where I could at least be near Blue’s room, even if he wasn’t in it.




The walk through the corridors felt longer than usual, my legs heavy with fatigue and worry. But when I reached Butterfly Wing, something felt wrong immediately. The ward was peaceful and quiet – unnaturally so. After the chaos and emotional intensity of the night before, this calm felt artificial, like the stillness after a storm that leaves you wondering what damage has been done.




I made my way down the familiar hallway to Blue’s room, our room, pushing open the door with trembling fingers. Empty. The bed was neatly made, his stuffed elephant nowhere to be seen, his AAC communicator gone from the nightstand. The space felt hollow, abandoned, and panic began to rise in my chest like cold water.




Without thinking, I pressed the on-call button on the wall, my breathing becoming shallow and rapid. Within moments, Sarah appeared in the doorway, her expression gentle but tired – she’d probably been dealing with the aftermath of last night’s crisis.




“Daniel,” she said softly, approaching with the same careful manner she used with all distressed residents. “I was expecting you might come looking for updates.”




“Where is he?” The words came out more desperate than I’d intended. “Blue – where did they take him?”




Sarah pulled out a small notepad – something the orderlies often used when they needed to communicate detailed or sensitive information clearly. She wrote quickly, then showed me the page: Around 4-5 AM, Gerald moved Blue to the Neurodevelopmental Support Ward. He has his own low-sensory room there. Better environment for his current needs.




I read the words twice, processing them slowly through my exhaustion. The Neurodevelopmental Support Ward – I’d heard of it but never been there. It was where residents with more complex neurological or developmental needs received specialised care.




“Can I visit him?” I asked, though something in Sarah’s expression already suggested the answer.




She shook her head apologetically and wrote another note: No visitor rule for that ward. It’s about maintaining calm, controlled environment. Sorry.




I nodded, trying to process this information without letting the disappointment and stress show too much on my face. Blue was getting the care he needed, that was what mattered. But the thought of him being somewhere I couldn’t reach, somewhere I couldn’t check on him or offer comfort, made my chest feel tight.




“Is Gerald available?” I asked, grasping for some connection to someone who could tell me more.




Sarah shook her head again. Night shift. He’s sleeping now.




Of course. And Dr. Michaels was on his annual leave. I was truly on my own with this worry, this guilt, this crushing sense of having somehow failed my best friend.




“Thank you,” I managed to say, though my voice sounded hollow even to my own ears.

Sarah gave me a sympathetic look before heading back to her duties, leaving me standing in the empty doorway of Blue’s room. The silence felt oppressive, pressing down on me like a weight. I retreated to my own room – the one I’d abandoned in the night – and collapsed onto my bed.




The worry settled into my bones, a constant ache that made everything feel harder. My skin began to itch, a familiar sensation that I’d learned to recognise as stress manifesting physically. Without really thinking about it, I began scratching at my forearm – just light touches at first, barely noticeable. But as the minutes ticked by and my anxiety continued to build, the scratching intensified.




The motion was almost hypnotic, repetitive and soothing in a way that temporarily quieted the chaos in my mind. Scratch, scratch, scratch. Each pass of my nails across the skin provided a momentary distraction from the guilt eating at me. Had I made things worse by moving rooms? Should I have stayed, tried harder to comfort Blue? Was he wondering where I was, feeling abandoned?




The scratching grew more insistent, more purposeful. Small tears appeared in the skin, tiny beads of blood marking the tracks my nails had made. The physical pain was almost a relief – something concrete and immediate compared to the nebulous emotional turmoil I couldn’t seem to control.




“Hey, is Blue around?”




The voice startled me, and I quickly pulled my sleeve down over my arm. Standing in the doorway was a boy I recognised from Blue’s D&D group – one of the few peers Blue had connected with outside of our friendship. He was maybe sixteen, with curly brown hair and kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses.




“Oh, um…” I scrambled for a response, not wanting to explain the whole situation. “He’s in therapy right now.”




The boy nodded, but his attention had shifted to something else. His gaze lingered on my arm, where despite my attempt to cover it, a small spot of blood had seeped through the fabric of my sleeve.




“Hey,” he said gently, his voice taking on a different tone – one I recognised as the careful approach of someone who’d been where I was. “You shouldn’t do that.”




I looked down at my arm, then back at him. There was no judgment in his expression, just concern and understanding.




“It’s hard to stop once you’ve started,” he continued, rolling up his own sleeve to reveal faded scars along his forearm. “I know what it’s like to spiral. But it doesn’t really help, not in the long run.”




We looked at each other for a moment, two teenagers in a psychiatric facility, both carrying our own damage, our own ways of coping with pain that felt too big for our bodies to hold.

“Thanks,” I said quietly, meaning it despite the hollow feeling in my chest.




He nodded and left me alone, probably understanding that sometimes the best thing you can do is acknowledge someone’s struggle without trying to fix it.




For a few more minutes, I continued the scratching motion, the repetitive action providing a temporary escape from the weight of my thoughts. But the boy’s words echoed in my mind: hard to stop once you’ve started. I knew he was right. I’d been here before, knew how quickly self-harm could become a compulsion rather than a choice.




Eventually, exhaustion won over anxiety. The lack of sleep from the night before crashed over me like a wave, and I finally collapsed into deep, dreamless sleep. But even as unconsciousness claimed me, the guilt lingered. Guilt that it hadn’t taken much to push me back into old patterns. Guilt that while Blue was struggling in an unfamiliar place, I was here falling apart instead of being strong enough to handle the situation.




The room felt too quiet, too empty, too much like the hollow space that loss carves out inside you. Blue was getting the help he needed, but I was lost, adrift without the anchor of his friendship, without Dr. Michaels’ guidance, without any clear sense of what I was supposed to do with myself.

I’d thought I was stronger now, more resilient. Six months of therapy and growth, and yet here I was, scratching at my skin like I had in those first desperate weeks after my father kicked me out. Maybe healing wasn’t as linear as I’d hoped. Maybe setbacks were just part of the process.

But knowing that didn’t make the weight in my chest any lighter, or the empty room any less lonely.
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I jolted awake, my heart hammering against my ribs as if trying to escape. The nightmare clung to me like smoke—fragments of shadows and screams that I couldn’t fully grasp yet couldn’t shake either. My chest heaved as I gasped for air, the familiar ache of terror still pulsing through my veins. It had been months since the last one—months of peaceful sleep I had foolishly taken for granted. This one felt different, more intense, as if it had been building all this time, waiting for the perfect moment to crash over me.




I shifted in bed and immediately froze. Something was wrong. My pyjama pants clung to my legs uncomfortably, cold against my skin. The pyjama hit me like a physical blow, and shame flooded through me so fast it made me dizzy.




I had wet the bed.




The sheets beneath me were damp and cooling, the acrid smell unmistakable in the quiet darkness. My face burned with humiliation as I lay paralysed by the reality of what had happened. I was seventeen years old—seventeen—and I had wet the bed like a child. The progress I thought I’d made, the control I believed I’d regained, all of it felt like a lie.




Without thinking, my hand moved to my arm, fingers finding the spot where I’d scratched earlier that day. What had started as a small cut from my earlier breakdown was still tender, raw and vulnerable. Almost automatically, I scratched deeper, pressing harder into the existing wound, desperate to redirect the overwhelming shame into something physical, something I could control. The sharp sting was almost a relief—at least this pain made sense.




“Daniel.”




The voice was soft but unmistakable, and I froze with my hand pressed against my arm. Gerald stood in the doorway, backlit by the hallway light. How long had he been there? How much had he seen?




I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. My hand was still on my arm, and I could feel the wetness that wasn’t just from the bed now—warm and sticky between my fingers. The shame crashed over me in waves. Not only had I regressed, but Gerald had also caught me worsening the cut. The small wound had become a deep gash, and all the trust we’d built felt like it was crumbling.




Tears came without warning, harsh sobs that shook my entire body. I curled in on myself, trying to disappear entirely. The smell of urine mixed with the metallic scent of blood, and I wanted to die from the humiliation.




Gerald moved carefully into the room. He didn’t rush or comment on the smell or the mess; he just took care of it. When he reached the bed, he gently took my wrist, turning my arm toward the light to inspect the damage. Concern was clear in his eyes.




“It’s okay,” he said quietly, voice steady. “These things happen, Daniel. You’re not in trouble.”




But it wasn’t okay. Nothing about this was okay. I was supposed to be getting better, moving forward, not sliding backward into behaviours I thought I’d left behind. The sobs came harder; I couldn’t form words through the choking humiliation.




Gerald disappeared briefly and returned with fresh clothes—clean pajama pants, a new shirt, and something else that made my face burn with shame: a pull-up. I hadn’t needed one in weeks, not since the early difficult days when everything felt out of control. Seeing it again felt like sliding backward down a mountain I’d worked so hard to climb.




“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Gerald said, setting the clothes on my desk chair. He stripped the damp sheets with practised efficiency, bundling them up without fuss.




I sat on the edge of my mattress, hugging my knees, watching him work. The cuts on my arm throbbed, dried blood flaking against my skin. Everything felt surreal.




“Go take a shower,” Gerald said gently, fitting a waterproof mattress protector over the bare mattress. “Take your time. I’ll have fresh sheets on when you get back.”




I nodded mutely and gathered the clean clothes, including the pull-up that felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. The walk to the bathroom felt endless, each step a reminder of my failure.




In the shower, I stared at my arm. The cut, worse now, stung under the hot water. I scrubbed with force, trying to wash away not just the accident but the shame that felt soaked into my bones.




When I emerged, dressed and wearing the pull-up, Gerald had remade my bed. He took note of my arm, now clean but visibly worse.




“Daniel,” he said gently, “we’re going to have to move you to the Acute Crisis Ward.”




The words hit like a physical blow. It had been almost two months since my last stay there. Going back felt like admitting defeat, announcing that I was too broken to be fixed.




“I know this feels like a step backward,” Gerald continued. “But it’s not a punishment. It’s a different kind of support, one more appropriate right now.”




I wanted to argue, but the evidence of my relapse—red lines across my arm and the protective undergarment—was undeniable.




We walked through familiar hallways that now felt foreign. The doctor on duty, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes, cleaned my cuts with stinging antiseptic. Each dab felt like another mark of shame.




“These aren’t too deep,” she murmured, applying antibiotic ointment and butterfly bandages. “They should heal if you keep them clean and don’t pick.”




The walk to the Crisis Ward felt like a death march. Fluorescent lights were harsh; the echo of shoes against linoleum sounded like gunshots. The ward was exactly as I remembered—heavier doors, smaller reinforced windows, everything more institutional. The nurse assessed me clinically and led me to a sparse room: bed, bolted desk and chair, a small bathroom. Safety measures everywhere reinforced how unsafe I apparently was.




As she explained the rules, my hand reached for my arm unconsciously. She noticed immediately.




“Daniel, stop that,” she said firmly, pulling out padded mittens. “These are temporary until we can ensure your safety.”




The mittens felt bulky and alien, removing my only control. Gerald squeezed my shoulder before leaving. “This isn’t permanent. You’ll get through this, Daniel. You’ve done it before.”




Alone, wearing a pull-up and mittens, I felt further from recovery than ever. I sat on the bed, staring at my bandaged arm, trying to remember hope. Outside, the stars shone as they had in Butterfly Wing, but everything felt different—smaller, darker, uncertain.




The nightmare that had started it all seemed a lifetime ago, but its echoes still reverberated through me. The night stretched ahead, long and uncertain, and all I could do was wait for morning and hope for some measure of redemption.
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The crisis nurse’s footsteps echoed down the familiar hallway as she escorted me back to Butterfly Wing. Two days. Two entire days in the Acute Crisis Ward, and I felt like I’d aged years. Every muscle in my body ached with exhaustion, and my mind felt foggy, like I was moving through thick water.




“Here we are,” the crisis nurse said gently as we reached my room. “Get some rest, Daniel. You’ve been through a lot.”




I nodded, barely managing a mumbled “thanks” as she left. The door clicked shut behind her, and suddenly I was alone again. The silence felt both welcoming and overwhelming after the constant noise and chaos of the ACW.




I looked down at myself—still wearing the same clothes I’d had on when they took me to the crisis ward, still in the same pull-up that had somehow managed not to leak despite everything. I should change. I should put on fresh pyjamas, get a clean pull-up, brush my teeth, do all the normal evening routine things. But I couldn’t bring myself to move beyond dropping my few belongings on the desk.




Instead, I just collapsed onto my bed, not even bothering to pull back the covers. The mattress felt like heaven compared to the thin, plastic-covered bed in the ACW. I closed my eyes and felt myself sinking into sleep almost immediately.




My last conscious thought was about Blue. God, I hoped he was okay. The anxiety about him had kept me awake most of those two nights in crisis care. Every time I’d tried to sleep, my mind would race with worry—was he eating? Was he having nightmares? Did he think I’d abandoned him? The questions had churned endlessly in my exhausted brain, making real rest impossible.




Now, finally back in my own space, I let sleep take me.




Giggling. High-pitched, childish giggling pulled me from the depths of sleep. I blinked groggily, momentarily disoriented. The room was dimmer now—I must have been asleep for hours. The giggling continued, drifting in from the common room.




Curiosity overrode my exhaustion. I dragged myself off the bed and padded barefoot to my door, opening it just enough to peek out. The common room was partially visible from my doorway, and I could see Gerald standing with another orderly I didn’t recognise—a woman with short gray hair and kind eyes.




Between them stood a boy, maybe 5’2”, clutching what looked like a stuffed lion to his chest. He couldn’t be much younger than me, but something about the way he held that toy and the sound of his laughter made him seem much smaller. As I watched, he giggled again at something Gerald said, the sound pure and innocent.




Then he noticed me looking.




The boy immediately buried his face in his lion stuffie, peeking out at me with wide, curious eyes. I felt a familiar flutter of social anxiety—meeting new people was always awkward, especially when I was still half-asleep and probably looked terrible.




Gerald caught sight of me and smiled apologetically. “Sorry about the noise, Daniel. We’re just giving Leo here a tour of the facility.” His voice was warm and familiar, the same tone he’d used when he first showed me around this place. “Just like we did for you when you first arrived.”




I rubbed my eyes, still feeling the weight of exhaustion. “It’s fine,” I said softly, my voice hoarse from sleep. The giggling hadn’t really bothered me—if anything, it was nice to hear something happy and carefree after the grim atmosphere of the crisis ward.




I retreated back to my room, closing the door gently. Leo. So that was the new resident. I fell back onto my bed and was asleep again within minutes.




When I woke up the second time, late afternoon light was filtering through my window. I felt marginally more human, though still drained. My pull-up had held up through all the sleeping, which was a small relief. There was something about not having to deal with wet sheets on top of everything else that made me feel just a tiny bit more in control of my life.




Still, as I sat up and stretched, I couldn’t shake the familiar self-consciousness that crept in whenever I thought about it. What would someone like Blue think if they saw? A little who trusted so completely, who saw the world with such innocence—would he understand? Or would it just be another thing that made me different, another reason to feel ashamed?




I shook my head, trying to push away those thoughts. Gerald had told me once that plenty of other people here dealt with the same issue. “More common than you’d think,” he’d said matter-of-factly. “Nothing to be ashamed of.” Here, at least, most people didn’t judge. They understood that everyone had their struggles, their coping mechanisms, their ways of getting through each day.




I stood up and walked over to my wardrobe, pulling out a fresh set of clothes. The standard-issue stuff—nothing special, but clean and comfortable. I wasn’t at Level 5 anymore, so no personalized clothing privileges. I shrugged internally. It didn’t really matter what I wore anyway.




As I started to undress, reaching for clean underwear from my drawer, a voice suddenly piped up behind me.




“Pullup.”




I froze, my face going bright red in an instant. Slowly, I turned around to find Leo standing in my doorway, watching me with open curiosity. His lion stuffie was tucked under one arm, and those wide eyes were fixed on me with innocent interest.




Before I could stammer out any kind of explanation or excuse, Leo did something that made my embarrassment spike even higher. He matter-of-factly pulled down his own pants, revealing a pull-up decorated with cartoon characters that was obviously wet—the color-change indicator was completely smudged.




“I wear pullups too!” he announced cheerfully, as if this was the most normal conversation in the world.




I felt my mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. “I—it’s not—I mean—” The words tangled in my throat, my face burning with mortification. How do you explain to someone that you’re not like them, that your pullups aren’t about age regression or comfort but about a stupid medical issue that you can’t control?




“Daniel wears them for different reasons than you do, Leo.”




Gerald’s calm voice from the doorway was like a lifeline. I hadn’t even heard him approach, but there he was, stepping smoothly into the awkward situation with his usual composed manner.




“Some people wear them for comfort—like Leo here,” Gerald explained, his tone matter-of-fact and non-judgmental. “And some people wear them to be safe—like Daniel.”




The simple explanation somehow took the sharp edge off my embarrassment. It didn’t make it disappear entirely, but Gerald’s calm acceptance of the whole situation helped me breathe a little easier.




Leo pulled his pants back up and looked at me with renewed interest, clutching his lion tighter. “So you’re like me, but different?” he asked, tilting his head to one side. “Do yours have pictures?”




“No,” I managed, my voice still a bit shaky. “Just… plain ones.”




“Oh.” Leo considered this seriously. “That’s okay. Plain is good too.” He paused, studying my face with that unsettling directness that some littles had. “Are you sad? You look sad.”




The innocent question caught me off guard. Was I sad? Embarrassed, definitely. Tired, absolutely. But sad? “I’m just… tired,” I said finally. “I’ve been away for a couple days.”




“Where did you go?”




“Leo,” Gerald intervened gently, “remember what we talked about? Sometimes people need some quiet time, and it’s not polite to ask too many questions right away.”




Leo nodded solemnly, but I could see he was practically vibrating with curiosity. Something about seeing that I was “like him”—even if it was different—had clearly made him more interested in me. There was a look in his eyes that I recognized from Blue sometimes, that instant trust that littles seemed to develop when they decided someone was safe.




“Can we play later?” Leo asked suddenly, bouncing slightly on his toes. “After you’re not tired anymore?”




The question was so earnest, so hopeful, that I found myself nodding despite my exhaustion. “Maybe,” I said. “If you want to.”




“I do!” Leo beamed, hugging his lion. “Lion wants to meet you too. He’s shy, but he likes nice people.”




Gerald smiled at the exchange. “Alright, Leo, let’s let Daniel get changed and settled in. You can play later if you both feel up to it.”




As they left, Leo waved at me over his shoulder, still clutching his stuffie. I waved back, feeling slightly dazed by the whole encounter.




The rest of the day passed quietly. I managed to shower and put on clean clothes, feeling more human with each small act of self-care. The embarrassment from earlier had faded to a dull background hum, replaced mostly by a kind of bemused acceptance. This was my life now—unexpected encounters, awkward moments, and the strange comfort of being around people who understood, in their own ways, what it meant to need extra support.




As evening approached, I found myself in the common room with a book, trying to read but mostly just letting my eyes drift across the pages. I was still exhausted, but the crushing weight of the past few days was starting to lift slightly.




“Daniel?”




I looked up to find Leo hovering nearby, his lion tucked securely under his arm. He’d changed into pyjamas decorated with cartoon animals, and his hair was slightly damp from what must have been bath time.




“Do you still want to play?” he asked quietly, suddenly seeming younger than his fifteen years. “We don’t have to if you’re too tired.”




I closed my book and looked at him—really looked at him. There was something vulnerable in his expression, a kind of hopeful uncertainty that reminded me painfully of Blue. Maybe that’s what made me nod.




“Sure,” I said. “What did you want to play?”




Leo’s face lit up instantly. “Blocks! Or we could color. Or Lion really wants to show you his favorite hiding spots.” He paused, considering. “What do you like to play?”




I realized I didn’t really know anymore. It had been so long since I’d played anything, just for the sake of playing. “Whatever you want,” I said finally. “I’m not picky.”




We ended up sitting on the floor with a set of large foam blocks, building a castle that was more creative than architecturally sound. Leo chattered away as we worked, telling me elaborate stories about his lion’s adventures and asking me simple questions that I found surprisingly easy to answer. There was no judgment in his eyes, no expectation that I be anything other than what I was in that moment.




“Lion says you seem nice,” Leo informed me seriously as he placed a block on top of our wobbly tower. “He’s usually right about people.”




“Thank you,” I said, and found that I meant it. “That’s… good to know.”




For the first time since leaving the Acute Crisis Ward, I felt a small flicker of something that might have been normalcy. Not happiness, exactly, but a kind of quiet connection that reminded me why places like this existed. We were all struggling with something, all trying to figure out how to exist in a world that didn’t always understand us. But here, in this moment, building an impossible castle with foam blocks while a fifteen-year-old little told me stories about his stuffed lion, it felt like maybe that was okay.




Maybe we didn’t have to have it all figured out. Maybe it was enough to just be here, together, building something that would probably fall down but felt important anyway.




As Leo carefully placed the last block on our tower and it miraculously stayed upright, I felt myself smile for the first time in days. It was small, tentative, but real.




“Good job, Lion,” Leo whispered to his stuffie. “We made something beautiful.”




And somehow, despite everything, I thought maybe we had.
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