Fading into the Fog
	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Instead of separating with a space use an asterisk line. 





[bookmark: Timber_Cottage]CHAPTER ONE
Timber Cottage
[bookmark: _GoBack]
[bookmark: The_door_to_the_cottagethey_ca]Week 1
The door to the cottage—they call them that, cottages—is heavy wood with an old metal knocker and a metal barred window, like one of the old houses you see in movies. It looks nothing like the rest of the house. Cottage. The exterior is pink stucco with a dark, sloping roof up to a point in an almost circle. The windows are new and the trim is perfectly white. Very modern. I like the door better. Until I have to go in. 

They're waiting for me inside. I can see them through one of the whitewashed windows. Not expectant waiting; they're all going about their daily business, but they know I'm coming. And they are prepared. As I step over the threshold and the heavy barred door shuts behind me, it starts. 

One girl in grey sweatpants, smiling and saying "Welcome" as if I was walking into a restaurant and wanted to be seated, takes my things and beckons me down a small hall toward a semicircular study center with a long desk, chairs, computers, and phones. I think she said her name was Alisa? There are doors on either side of the small hallway and as we reach the study center, I realize it's more of a command center. Signs on the pillars read "NO RESIDENTS ALLOWED", though there is no door to block people from entering. It looks like the long desk, facing toward a large living/dining/kitchen area, had a glass barrier at one time, but it has been completely removed. 

My lawyer begins talking to the large woman behind the desk, Emily, about the 'intake'. She seems like the boss.  I think about my mom, who isn’t here to drop me off because of some lame excuse. She was present enough to apply for me to come here. The lawyer didn’t seem happy about it, but she was cheery enough on the drive. Why did I let this happen to me?	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Was her lawyer their first or did he come in with her?

My mom applied to this place for me—on the advice of the lawyer—instead of a maximum of 12 months in juvie and probably probation when I plead guilty. It’s supposed to be quicker and easier than juvie, so I just went along with it. Apparently, it takes a lot to get in here; I had to write a letter saying why I wanted to be here and everything. Not that it was that hard; I’m good at flowery writing. My lawyer said my letter was the reason they let me in. So, I actually did do this to myself.  

More girls in sweatpants start moving about with purpose. One lets me use the phone on the outside edge of the command center desk to call my mother—"Hi mom. Yep, I'm here. No, no problems. Ok, see you."—and sits next to me on the desk, listening. Once I am finished, I realize two others are taking my things to a small office behind the NO RESIDENTS ALLOWED sign. One asks me where my pj's are so she can get them for me. If they find my poetry, they’ll think I’m crazy. Thankfully, they just toss it aside. 

At the same time, I realize 13 other girls are eating lunch across the room and discussing me. I can't quite hear what they are saying, but they are looking openly at me, like a dog entering a wolf's den. Great. They all seem to have their territory, sitting in small groups. One girl sits at the breakfast bar that separates the kitchen from the living room, alone. She doesn’t seem sad, though. That’s something we seem to always get wrong: alone doesn’t equal sad.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I would use notice.

Before I can finish analyzing the scene before me, I am shuffled around the cottage for a tour by one of the sweatpants girls. I have to see a room that could be mine (that I can't sleep in for at least two weeks), know where the den is, know where medications are dispensed (which I won’t need because I don’t need meds), know where the garage is, get a quick briefing of the rules (don't go places you shouldn't, don't say things you shouldn't, don't wear things you shouldn't, don't do things you shouldn't), and then I am summarily introduced to the throng of girls in the dining room. I can't catch all of their names, but the girl in the grey sweatpants—Alisa—says it won't take long to learn everyone's name and invites me to eat some spaghetti and meatballs she made for lunch.  	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I think this sentence is too long and cumbersome. 

Just as I sit down next to a blond girl--Erin? I think--I am called to the command center, which is a great nickname, by Emily in a big, booming voice that made me jump out of my chair and spill my spaghetti all over, um, Erica? I start to apologize and clean up the spaghetti when Emily, amplifying her voice a bit more, says "Rowan, I asked you to come meet Devon. Don't keep us waiting." The spaghetti is all over the table and I look at Erica--that's right, I figured it out--but she says, "Dude, you'd better get over there. Quick." 

“Rowan, you’ll learn soon enough that when I ask for you, I expect you to hustle. I don’t have all day to wait on you.” Emily says, flatly.

“Sorry, I spilled and—”

“I’m not fond of excuses, Rowan.” We stare at each other, neither of us breaking eye contact. I’m challenging her, and I know it. She knows it, too. But before she can say anything, I slowly nod and cast my eyes down. This ought to be an interesting relationship.

“OK. Now that’s settled, Rowan, this is Devon. She’s our cottage therapist. She’ll be working with you here on cottage and she’ll be your only individual therapist.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Is this the right word? 

“Hi,” I mumble, sizing her up. 

Devon is a small, very blond, very birdlike woman. She is wearing at least six inch wedges and a tailored black pant suit with a blue and green silk shirt. The kind that rich people call a blouse. As I walk toward her, offering my right hand, she smiles, but it seems tinged with cold, somehow. Like she is a little frozen around the edges. I tingle a little as I take her hand for a vigorous up and down greeting. I don't think I like Devon. 

Devon and Emily start to talk about how Timber Ccottage works, like it's some sort of game you play, and Devon gives me a quick rundown of the therapy. Almost constant group therapy, run by Emily and the staff—the girls in sweatpants—weekly specialized groups run by other cottage's staff and therapists (off cottage), and weekly individual sessions with Devon. 

“It’s like 40 hours a week, at least, of some sort of therapy. A full-time job.” 

When I say this, both Devon and Emily laugh, as if I made a joke, and say, "Well, I guess it is sort of your job, now."

*********************

[bookmark: _M520113759]

[bookmark: I_wake_up_to_the_sun_coming_th]I wake up to the sun coming through the large East facing widows in the dining area. I can't remember where I am, but there is a huge vaulted ceiling with skylights and a desk on my left with a sweatpants girl and a guy sitting behind computers. Then I remember: residential treatment.

I am on a mattress in the living room, a few feet away from the command center, behind the circle of couches. I wasn't allowed to sleep in a room last night because I could apparently run away or hurt myself. "Just a standard precaution," Alisa said, cheerily. "Everyone has to. In a couple of weeks, you'll be in your room, nice and cozy." 

I feel more like hurting myself or running away out here than I would in a room, with a real bed and a bathroom. The sweatpants girl gets up with a clipboard and notices I'm awake. "Hey, Rowan. I'm Sara. Did the sun wake you up?" She didn't wait for a reply, continuing to whisper. "Sorry about that. Hopefully you'll be in a room soon. Most kids put their pillows over their eyes to sleep once the sun comes up. You've got about 30 minutes until wake up, so maybe try and go back to sleep." With that cheery matter-of-fact statement, she moves quietly away, checking each door and marking down notes at each. When she is done, she heads back behind the command center and begins to talk to the guy next to her. They’re whispering, so I can’t make it out, but I think it has to do with me. Don't ask how I know, I just know. I have a knack for reading people. My Leigh Ann says I get it from my dad. It comes in handy. Especially now. 

Leigh Ann, my mom, used to be my role model. She was smart, kind, and a hard worker. My dad died when I was four, so I hardly remember him. Sia and Max don't remember him at all; they were only a year old. 

But my mom was great. She did everything for us. We had a nice house, next to a stream, that she said my dad's life insurance paid for. She worked a full-time job, but it never seemed like she didn't have time for us. She was always taking us to piano lessons, soccer practice, and the movies. We were kind of the perfect family. And Tthen she met Roger.

Roger is a douchbag. I knew it from the moment Leigh Ann introduced him to us that he was trouble. He was a slick guy, always knew what to say and how to smile, but it never seemed real. He was always playing a role, giving a performance. By the time Leigh Ann introduced him to us, though, she had already fallen for him. I think the whole, "Do you guys like Roger?" question was just a formality. She had already made up her mind and Roger moved in a few months later. 

I hated Roger. He never once yelled at me, punished me, or even scolded me. But I hated him. Six months into his living with us, he began to say mean things about Leigh Ann. "You're gaining quite a bit of weight, maybe you should go on a diet," he would say after dinner, or "Don't wear that to work, it makes you look like a slut." 

A few months after that, the fights started. Not that they didn't fight before, but not like this. These were all out brawls. The screaming was unearthly, like demons. At first, it was both of them. Eventually it was only him, while Leigh Ann tried so hard to pacify him. To keep him from hitting her. To keep him away from us. 

But Roger never touched us, me and Sia and Max. He ignored us, like we were invisible. I started taking them out to the stream, or to the park when I heard the demons coming out. I would take them to the movies or we would go to Mrs. Hempstock's farm to play with her dogs and kittens. 

One day, after school, we came home and Leigh Ann was lying on the couch crying. I went to comfort her, but Roger was there. He growled at me to get out, and I did. I took Sia and Max up to their room and set them up with a movie, but then I crept to the top of the stairs, so I could listen. She lost her job. Between the sick days (being beaten to an inch of your life makes it hard to go to work), pay advances (Roger always seemed to need more money), and lateness (can't leave the house until Roger is satisfied) her company had enough. And Roger was pissed.

That was the end for my mother. I think that day, on the couch, with Roger screeching like a Balrog at her, her kids huddled upstairs scared, and no job, she broke. It was the scariest moment of my life. I heard her stop crying and stand up on the creaky living room floor. Roger was still screeching and he had started throwing things. I heard Leigh Ann's creaky footsteps move toward the kitchen, Roger screaming louder, heavy footfalls rushing to follow her. There was a huge crash, like the whole hanging garden of pots and pans had careened into the kitchen island. And then. Silence. 

I will never forget that silence. It felt like the whole house had moved into an abandoned metro tunnel, heavy and muffled. I couldn't even hear the twins' movie anymore. 

After what felt like hours under a weighted blanket, I slowly stood up and walked down the stairs. My movement must have triggered Leigh Ann's movement, because before I was in the living room, she had the phone in her hand and was talking to someone. 

"Yes, I need an ambulance. My boyfriend is unconscious. He attacked me and I hit him with a frying pan. Please hurry." She was in shock, shaking and sweating and pale. She saw me walking toward the kitchen and shook her head. I knew that meant to not come any closer. I knew that she didn't want me to see what had happened in the kitchen. I was only 12, after all. But I had to. I had to see Roger. 

He was on the floor of the kitchen, laying on his side. The circle of pots and pans hanging from the ceiling had fallen down onto the island, spilling over to form a shower of kitchen hardware around him. He looked peaceful. More peaceful than I had ever seen him. There was no blood, but he wasn’t breathing. 

Leigh Ann stood beside me with the phone and we stared at the man, on our kitchen floor, while the twins watched a movie upstairs and the dispatcher asked over and over, "Ma'am, are you still there? Ma'am? Can you hear me?"	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You need an asterisk line 
*********************

[bookmark: I_am_startled_by_a_singsong_vo]I am startled by a sing-song voice chanting “Girls, it’s time to get up. Breakfast is ready.” It’s Sara. I must’ve fallen back asleep. I take the pillow off my face and see sleep-zombies in the form of girls coming one by one out of the rooms around the common area—that’s what they call it here, a common area. It seems like no one is really awake or ready to be up, but they all march to the tables or the breakfast bar with their plates of scrambled eggs, oatmeal, and toast. As I watch all of this, still half dreaming, Sara’s face suddenly blocks my view. “Hey, sleepy head! Glad you were able to get some more sleep. Breakfast is getting cold, though, so you’d better head up and grab some. We’ll tidy your bed up after,” Sara said, smiling genuinely the whole time. You can tell when someone is really smiling because they smile with their mouths, their noses, their cheeks, and their eyes. Everything crinkles, like a thrown-away piece of paper. 
 
I hate mornings. Did I mention? I hate them. So, Sara's crinkly smile is the most irritating thing I can imagine right now. I roll over, pulling the pillow back over my head, and grunt something to the effect of "ugh no uh."

Sara, though, is persistent. "Hey, Rowan. I know it can be tough to get up this early, especially in a new place with new people. But we've got to get you up and ready. We have a big day scheduled and you'll need to eat something. Breakfast is over at 7, so you'd better grab some before then." 

With the pillow still over my head, the voices and noises begin to get louder and louder. The girls seem to be more awake now, and there is no way I'm getting back to sleep. Not out here, in the common room. 

The eggs are good, scrambled perfectly so they are fluffy and not dry, just like Leigh Ann used to make. "Constant vigilance," she would say, quoting Harry Potter "You need constant vigilance to make great scrambled eggs." The girls at the tables are starting to seem not very friendly. They all greeted me last night during what is called "group". We all sit on couches or chairs, residents and staff, in a circle in the common room and talk about things. It's supposed to be therapeutic, or at least that's what Devon and Emily said. I can't remember everyone's name yet, but Erica, the spaghetti girl from yesterday, seemed warm. And Amanda, a girl who seemed to be naive, but sweet, said she'd help me get used to it here. 

This morning, though, the cliques are obvious and it is very clear that I am not part of one. There is another girl at the breakfast bar with me, the same one from yesterday. I think her name is Kalah, and she has been here the longest of any of them. She’s on her second year. Yeah, you heard me. Her second. And she may not even leave at her 2nd anniversary, in five months, or so she said last night during introductions. That could be why she is up here, with me. 

It’s hitting me, now. That I am here. That I am here for at least 10 months. Or maybe even longer. I'm stuck in this place until I am OK. Until the people running this place and the judge say I'm better. I have no say in any of this. 

After breakfast is over, right at 7 am, just like Sara said, we get dressed and ready for the day. I don't have an assigned room yet, and I'm still on observation, so I have to use the staff's bathroom, which is in the hallway toward the old front door, just down from the command center. First, though, I have to drag my mattress back into Kalah's room, where it came from, and get my things from Sara, who—along with Glen, the guy—have gone through it all and taken out any contraband. I am not allowed my phone or the razors I brought, nor am I allowed the makeup. Some of my clothes are gone. Two new staff come in—Rachel and Nick—during this exchange and explain that I will get some of my makeup back when I have earned the privilege., Until then,but the rest of it will go in storage above the command center until I leave. I will also not be allowed a razor, until I am off observation, and then it will be one provided by the staff and turned in at night. All of this was explained to me yesterday, but I can't keep everything straight in my head and it's all getting to be too much. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This is a kind of long sentence and may cause some readers to become confused trying to follow it.

"Are you serious?" I ask. "I'm not going to hurt myself with a razor and what I am I going to do with makeup and clothes?" I know I sound like an annoying teenager, but I can't stop myself. Did I mention I hate mornings? 

"This is ridiculous. I'm not even here for that crap. I seriously can't have my clothes or a razor? What about my journal?" 

At this point the new staff get pretty serious. Their faces start to smooth out and become expressionless and they stand a little taller, a little straighter. I'm not sure why, but it intimidates me a little. 

"Rowan," says Rachel with a small amount of concern showing in her face, mostly around the eyes, "I know this is hard to understand and get used to. The rules here are for the safety of everyone, not just you. And we are here to help you get through all of this so you can get back most of your stuff." She then turns, with a smile, and picks up my journal. “You can have this, though.” 

Nick stands tall and taught, ready to pounce, a little behind and to the right of Rachel. I consider his stance and Rachel's real concern, no matter how faint, and decide to back down on this one. 

"Fine.” I glance at my bags, crossing my arms across my chest “At least I get to keep my books. What do I do now?" 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line
*********************

[bookmark: Tests_At_8am_sharp_Devon_walke]Tests. At 8am sharp, Devon walked through the old wooden door, with the metal knocker, and said good morning to all of the girls and staff. I had gotten my mattress put away and was clothed and ready for the day by then, as were all of the girls. But they were wearing grungy clothes. As Devon hustled me into her office, Rachel and Nick started getting out cleaning supplies and handing out assignments. I guess we are cleaning this morning, but no one told me. 

Devon sits in her office chair and motions for me to sit on the leather couch across from her. Her office is right next to the den, a little kitty corner from the beautiful front door. The decor in this room is darker than the rest of the cottage, I notice. While outside is painted white with light wood accents and colorful upholstery, this office is all dark wood and leather. The walls are white, but the paintings and decorations are all darker. It isn't an unpleasant darkness; it reminds me of an old library, or a man's study from 100 years ago. 

So, I sit, and I wait. Devon turns to her desk and types something on her computer.  "Give me just a minute, Rowan, I have some things for you." 

"OK." 

"Here," turning from her computer she produces a huge stack of papers. "These are some tests and questionnaires I'd like you to fill out. It will give us a chance to get to know you and see where you are at right now."

"Where I'm at?" I ask, confused.

"Mentally and emotionally," she says, with a smile. "We want to make sure we know how you are feeling, right now, so that we can keep track of any progress you make. We use these tests to help determine when residents are ready to leave."

"So, if I do worse on these tests later on, I won't be able to leave?" I am really not liking the sound of this.

"No, not exactly," Devon says with a concerned frown. I can tell she is trying to figure out the words in her head. "Psychological tests are there to help us make decisions about when residents are ready to graduate. They can really help us understand what is happening with you mentally and emotionally so we can help you in the right ways. The decision about when a resident is ready to leave, though, is not just based on this, but on the team; me, our psychiatrist, Emily, the staff, and your outside group leaders."

"OK." I am not 100% convinced, but I don't think arguing with a shrink is going to be a good idea. Especially one I don't know, yet. “What about after my sentence is up?”

“Obviously, after your 10- month sentence is done, your continued treatment would depend on your mother. She will then be able to decide, with you and us, whether you are ready to go back home.”

Great. So, I’m here for the next 10 months and after that my fate is up to Leigh Ann. Not the optimal situation. Devon doesn’t wait for me to reply to this lovely revelation.  

"OK, so I will set you up out at the breakfast counter to get these done. You won't have to do any deep cleaning today, just do your best to answer the questions honestly. After that, I would like to sit down with you and get to know you a bit better. Does that sound good?"

I study her smile, not quite as crinkly as Sara's or Rachel's, and made a decision. 

"Sure." 

These tests are weird. I mean, some of them are straightforward, like a personality test I've taken, on the Internet, before designed to show me who I really am (INFJ, if you’re wondering). The others ask questions like "I have had no difficulty starting or holding my bowel movement, true or false?" What kind of a question is that? What are they trying to figure out that they need to know about my bowel movements? 

I am now an hour and a half in and I have answered so many questions. This one test is 567 questions! And that's just one of them. I don't think I'll ever be done with all of this. I have found out that I am easily awakened by noise, that I enjoy detective or mystery stories, that I don't think you should always be guided by your dreams, and that I had no idea the number of strange things that people do and, I assume, get in trouble for. 

The girls are done with their deep cleaning—more lingo--of their rooms and are now outside with Nick and Kate, while Rachel is here with me. Kate got here right before deep cleaning was done. I'm not sure how the staff schedule works here, but it seems complicated. And I'm still doing these tests. 

Here comes Devon, again, to ask how I'm doing. I hate that she keeps interrupting me. It makes it take so much longer.

"How are you doing, Rowan? Do you need any help? Any questions?" The same questions she'd asked three times before. 

"Nope. I'm just trying to answer honestly and get it done," I said. "I'm nearly there."

"Oh good. Please bring it all to my office when you are done." 

Why? Why is she pestering me? I could just put down random answers and not read the questions, but then I might not get home, ever. I'm starting to think, between the tests and the badgering, that I might be going a little crazy. I mean, is it bad if I see faces in inanimate objects, like clouds? Does that make me crazy? What about my daydreaming and wanting to get things done right? Ugh. Stupid tests.

Devon smiles at me when I enter her office, a real, genuine smile this time. Crinkles and all. 

"Oh, good, you're finished! Now we can have our little chat."

"OK." 

"Did you find the tests difficult?" She asked, like she asks this all day every day and is bored with it.

"No, just long and weird, sometimes."

"Weird, how?" This seems to pique her interest.

"Like, why do you need to know about my bowel movements? How does that tell you anything about my mental and emotional state?" I’m a little irritated, but I try to keep it out of my tone. Again, arguing with a shrink doesn't seem like a smart move.

"Well, I think you are referring to the MMPI-2. That test tells us a number of things, including whether the person taking it is lying or is not taking it seriously. Some of the questions may have seemed odd, but they do have a purpose. Some of the other tests, like the Myers Briggs Personality Type Index, are meant to help us get to know you."

"OK."

"So, let's get to know each other better, since I am going to be your therapist while you are here on Timber cottage." I’m not so sure about this whole therapy thing, but I guess I have to play the game.

"Sure."

"Would you like to tell me a little about yourself?" Devon’s smile seems a little forced.

"Like what?"

"Maybe what you like to do? Or about your family?"

"I like reading, writing poetry, and riding my bike. My dad died when I was little."

"Oh, I'm so sorry to hear that." Great. Sympathy.

"Yeah, I guess. I didn't know him that well."

"I see. So, you didn't know your dad that well, but what about your mom and siblings?"

"Well, Leigh Ann was awesome. She always took us to practice and watched movies with us. Max and Sia are 13 now and are starting to get annoying, but I still like to hang out with them. We watch old B movies and make up our own dialog." I didn't realize how much I miss my twin siblings until this moment. But I don’t want Devon to see me cry. She’s nodding at me with a sad, knowing look on her face. 

"So, it seems like you have a great relationship with your siblings. What about your mom?" She obviously picked up on the ‘was’ part of my description. 

"We're close." 

"Can you tell me about her?"

This is where I didn't want this conversation to go. I don't need to discuss my family's drama with a total stranger.

"She's tall, brunette, and has a weird sense of humor." This sounds safe.

"You use that word a lot: weird. What do you mean by that?" Devon isn't giving up.

"Like, she used to play jokes on us that most people would think were weird." 

"Oh, OK." Yes. She gave up. "Alright, Rowan. Well, it was nice to have a little time to chat and get to know you. I'll have a look at your answers this weekend and on Monday you'll meet with Dr. McManus, our campus psychiatrist.

"A psychiatrist? Why? I don't need meds. What the heck is this place?”

"Oh, it's standard. Everyone sees her at least once a month, to make sure everything is ok. Don't worry, she's a very sweet lady."

“I don’t really care how sweet she is, I don’t need medication. I’m fine.” This is so much crap.

“Rowan, you’re in residential treatment after being arrested on a drug charge. Now, in my experience, there’s always something going on underneath the drug use. Our job is to find out what that is so we can help you not only with the drugs, but also with whatever stuff is holding you back.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Nice pacing with the reveal. 

Wow. I didn’t think she’d go straight to the drugs like that. “There isn’t anything underneath this. I’m just here to do my time and go home.”

“Unfortunately, Rowan, here it is more than just doing time. It’s about working on whatever issues you have and feeling better. We need to make sure you’re ready to head back into the real world and not rely on drugs to get by.”

“So, you’re going to give me drugs in here when I’m in here for drug charges? That’s such crap.”

Devon abruptlysuddenly stands and opens the door, beckoning me back out into the hall. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I think you should change this word to abruptly. Suddenly often implies a major change in pace. 

"Have a wonderful weekend, Rowan. I'll see you on Monday." She’s pissed, but she doesn’t want me to know. Our eyes lock for a moment, hers amber and unwavering. Again, I back down first. Shrink and all.

I stalk out to the common room. It’s 3 pm and all of the girls are inside and just started a movie. Sitting down on the edge of the group, I can see out of the corner of my eye Devon, talking quickly and quietly to another staff member that I don't know yet and motioning to me. I am starting to get a really uneasy feeling about this place.







[bookmark: Getting_Started]CHAPTER TWO
Getting Started

[bookmark: So_I_know_now_how_the_staff_sh]Week 2
After a week here, I’ve figured out how the staff shift changes work. Let's start in the morning: two staff come in at 7am and they stay until 3pm. Another staff comes in at 10am and doesn't leave until 6pm. Two new staff come at 3pm and don't leave until 11pm. The overnight staff, the ones who watch us while we sleep, come in at 11pm. Now, this can all be moved about on weekends or if there is something going on, but we always have at least 3 staff during the day and 2 at night.

Why is this important, you ask? Well,Figuring all of this out it helps me to start to understand how this place works, even though there is a lot I still need to learn. I saw Dr. McManus yesterday and we talked briefly about how I have trouble sleeping and she asked about the drugs. I told her I’m not an addict and I really shouldn’t be here—which is the truth. She decided I needed to be put on a low dose of Seroquel at night, for my insomnia. When I asked what they would do if I refused to take the meds, Dr. McManus frowned and said, without feeling, “If you refuse your meds more than three times in a row, we’ll have to take you to the hospital for stabilization.” Basically, I get three strikes, then I’m out. Then Dr. McManus added “We may end up adding Abilify if we don't see improvement in symptoms." 

I don't even know what my symptoms are. No one has told me, not even Devon. I have a file now, I saw Sara putting it together last night in the command center. But I can't see my file. I asked Devon this morning, before I was called up to take my new meds. 

"The file is for us to keep track of your treatment. It has a lot of jargon and things you wouldn't understand or may misunderstand in it. If you have any questions about your treatment plan, I'll be happy to fill you in during our sessions." 

That's all I got, and no one else is saying anything more. Even Emily. She scowled at me when I asked about my file after meds this morning and told me Devon had already answered that question. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This is not a complete sentence. 

So now I have a session with Devon once a week, Criminal Thinking group on Wednesday, and CBT group Mondays. I'm not allowed off of mainfloor, the term used to describe sleeping in the living room on a mattress on the floor, until I've been safe for two weeks. 

This place sucks. The only other girl that talks to me is Kalah, but I don't know if she really likes me. Not that it matters, because I am not here to make friends. I need to keep my head down and get back to Max and Sia as soon as my sentence is over. Hopefully before Leigh Ann messes them up, or worse, gets busted. 

We are supposed to hook sprinklers up in the back yard and have a make-shift water park this afternoon, complete with slip-n-slide. Until then, though, we have group. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This feels like a strange shift from the comment about Leigh Ann. 

We all sit together in a circle around the living room. Staff usually sit on the high stool-chairs from the breakfast bar. Today's topic is an issue that I know nothing about; Tamara and Sidney—roommates—had a fight last week, before I got here, and they still haven't worked it out. But first, check ins.

“OK, girls. Let’s get started.” It seems like Rachel is leading the group today. “Why don’t we start with Rowan? How are you settling in?”

“Um. Fine, I guess.” I don’t like talking about myself. I prefer the written word.

“Rowan, this is a safe place and we are all here to support each other. I understand not all of us will always want to share, but I think it’s time we started to hear from you.” Everyone stares at me, letting the silence hang heavy. 

“Um. I don’t really have anything to say.”

“I find that hard to believe.” Thomas says.quips.

I bristle. “Who are you to tell me how I feel?” 

“I’m not. But we all have stuff going on here, so I don’t think you’re any different.” He responds.

“I just don’t see any reason I should be compelled to talk when I don’t want to.” My arms and legs cross in front of me, closing me off.

“Rowan,” Rachel says gently, “We aren’t trying to force you, but we also don’t know much about you. And treatment depends on us all opening up and helping each other. If we don’t know what’s going on with you, we can’t help you.”

Silence.

“Dude, just say something.” A small, blond girl snaps, obviously irritated with me. I guess I’ll have to give them something.

“Fine. Ease up. Um. I guess, I miss my brother and sister?” I’m offering up as little as possible, but still telling the truth. Hopefully they’ll get off my back now. 

“OK, that’s a good start. How are you dealing with the feelings of sadness?” Crap. Follow up. OK, you’ve got this. 

“Um, trying to distract myself, I guess. I don’t know.” My eyes fall to the floor. I don’t want to do this.

“Distraction. Ladies, is that one of our DBT skills?” Lots of nods. “Good. OK. Anything else, Rowan?” I shake my head no. We move on, checking in with each girl in turn. And thenFinally, it’s Sidney’s turn.

“I’m still pissed.” Her hands are clenched and she is obviously trying not to yell.

“Is this still about Tamara?” asks Thomas. Apparently, Sidney and Tamara have been at it for almost a week now, but they haven’t been able to solve it in group.

“She’s still being such a bitch. She calls me a slut under her breath and I’m over it!” It’s almost cartoonish, her anger, like there will be steam coming out of her nose and ears any second now. 

"Tamara," says Thomas, "Why is it that you are still calling Sidney names?"

"Because she is a stupid slut!" Tamara fires back. Sidney fumes across the room, but is managing to stay silent.

"OK, let's not start calling names in group," Rachel chimes in, "I can see that you're still upset, Tamara. So, let's get to the bottom of it. What really is the issue with you and Sidney?. Because we all know it isn't over makeup."

Tamara and Sidney sit silently, looking at their shoes, while the rest of the group looks on, almost expectantly. Rachel and Thomas look over at Anna, who is making lunch in the kitchen, and Anna nods, slightly. Rachel nods to Thomas, who takes a big breath in.

"Tamara, could this really be about Justin?" All eyes whip toward Thomas, shock mixed with awe on their faces. Obviously, no one was expecting this.

"What!? No! Why would you even say that!?" Tamara half yells, half whines.

"Well, we all know that you were dating him, but that you broke up a couple of weeks ago," Rachel gently says. "And there are rumors going around that he now likes Sidney.

Sidney's eyes don’t move from her shoes, but her ears, peeking out of her dark mass of curls, begin to turn red. 

"I can't believe you guys would say that! Jesus, this is messed up!" Tamara yells. at the staff members. 

"I know it's embarrassing, Tamara. We don't mean to put you on the spot, but we have to figure out what's going on with you and Sidney or it will get worse," Rachel says, with more empathy than I think I've ever heard in someone's voice. "We really just want to find a solution so that you aren't miserable all the time."

"I'm not miserable! I'm fine. She's the one who's being a bitch!" Tamara shouts, spitting the last word at Sidney. 

"Language," Anna says matter-of-factly from behind the counter.

"Screw you," Sidney says, quietly. "Just because he likes me now." 

Tamara's face screws up and she starts to stand up. Thomas quickly stands in front of Tamara and begins talking to her in a calm voice. Anna is suddenly next to me and Rachel's posture shifts from almost bored to erect. These guys don’t mess around.

"Tamara, I know this sucks. I know that you really liked Justin and I know that having a relationship here, in this place, is not easy. But hitting Sidney isn't going to make it better. I don't want you to get into trouble over some guy." His voice seems to become more gentlegentler as he goes on.

"He isn't just some guy! I really like him!" Tamara says as she bursts into tears, "It's not fair that he just drops me and then starts flirting with her!"

"Sidney is your best friend, Tamara," Rachel chimes in, "Right?"

"She was." Tamara is now sniffling into the tissues Amanda handed her. Anna moves quietly back to making lunch and the tension in the room seems to melt away a bit.

"Um," I start, not knowing what the heck I’m doing, "Can I say something?" 

Everyone stops and looks at me as if I’m the creature from the black lagoon. Rachel is the first to snap out of it. "Of course," She says, "This is your group, too, Rowan."

"OK. Thanks. Um, I know I don't know you guys that well yet, but it seems to me this guy is trying to play with you two. I mean, why dump someone just to go after her best friend? It doesn't seem like Sidney is actually interested in this Justin dude, right?" Sidney gives a non-committal shrug. "So, what's the point? Other than to cause some drama and maybe get Tamara to be jealous or get her in trouble? It just seems too soap opera to not be planned. If I were you two, I'd compare notes on what he has said to you both and see if it all adds up."

There is a second of complete silence, and then Kalah speaks up. "I've been telling you guys Justin's slippery for months. He’s playing you." 

"So, Tamara, Sidney, what do you think about Rowan's observations?" Rachel asks.

"He has been acting really clingy and asking a lot of questions about Tamara," Sidney says., "Even though I don't want to go out with him, I swear." She directs that last bit toward Tamara.

"He has been talking about you in front of me a lot, too. Do you tell him stuff about me?" Tamara asks Sidney.

"No. I know we're fighting, but ho's before bro's, right?" Sidney smiles a bit. 

"OK, so it seems like Justin might be messing with you girls, for whatever reason," Thomas says, "So I wonder if you two can work this out, now?" Both girls nod. "OK. Now I just want to say, before we end the group, this is why we don't allow dating here on Timber cottage. Not only can it interfere with your treatment, but these guys are here to get help, too. I'm not sure they're in the best place for relationships." As Thomas talks, all the girls roll their eyes. But it makes perfect sense to me. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You use this phrase “on timber” or “on cottage,” if this is on purpose you might want to give the reader insight into why you say “on” instead of “at.” 

*********************

[bookmark: I_have_therapy_with_Devon_toda]I have therapy with Devon today, right after group. I’m not sure what to expect. I don’t know what therapy consists of, especially when it comes to sitting in an office across from someone who obviously knows how to mess with people’s heads. It’s like being in a Sherlock Holmes novel, but being the subject of his scrutiny rather than being on his side. 

“Hi, Rowan. Please, have a seat.” Devon motions to the worn leather couch across from her office chair. She seems relaxed today, no trace of the anger from our first meeting when she basically kicked me out. “So, I heard you had some great insights in group, Rowan.”

“I guess.” Well, she’s jumping right in, huh?

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“I just noticed that the dude who dumped Tamara was messing with her, using Sidney to do it. It happens all the time. Guys suck.”

“Wow.” Is she actually impressed? “That’s a really great analysis of the situation. How did you figure that out?”

“Well, like I said, guys play that game all the time. I’ve seen it a lot.” Especially with Leigh Ann, but I’m not going to say that. “And the way Sidney was acting seemed guilty, but not because she liked the guy, really. Tamara was obviously super jealous. So, add up jealousy, guilty best friend, and recent breakup with a guy, and it seemed to fit.” I’m actually pretty proud of this analysis. A little Freudian, maybe, but still. 

“You seem like you know how people work, Rowan.”

“Yeah, sort of. It’s my business to know what other people don’t know.” I smile at my Holmes reference. Devon seems confused, but presses on.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I would clarify Sherlock Holmes. Some readers may not make the connection. 

“Sort of? It seems like you teased out the problem better than the two girls themselves!”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Is this the right word for this sentence?

“I guess.” Now I’m a bit embarrassed. Too much praise.

“Well, I’m impressed. How is it that you come by this talent, do you think?” She seems to actually want to know.

“I don’t know.” That’s a lie, I do know why.

“You don’t know?” She’s asking me to trust her. At the moment, I guess I don’t have any reason not to.

“Well, I guess I’ve always had it, a bit, since I was little. But it’s gotten easier over time. Almost second nature.”

“So, you’ve used it a lot as you’ve grown up?” Devon is leaning forward, now. Super interested.

“Yeah. Mostly with Leigh Ann.”

“You mean your mom?”

“I don’t call her that at the moment.”

“Why not?” Her nose wrinkles a bit when she can’t figure something out.

“She doesn’t deserve it.” Slight recoil on that one. 

“OK. So, your mom, is it OK if I still call her that?” Nice rebound.

“Yeah, you can.” Like I can make her stop?

“Right.” She leans forward, one hand holding her chin, the other on her lap. Kind of like the Thinking Man statue. “So, your mom was unpredictable, so you had to learn how to read her moods?”

My turn to recoil a bit. “How did you know that?”

“Rowan, I’ve been doing this for a while and you aren’t the first girl I’ve seen who has needed to develop the skills to predict a parent’s behavior. Usually it’s because of abuse or drugs.”

“Leigh Ann never hurt me. We did get in some pretty intense fights, but she’s never hurt me or Max or Sia. I don’t think she has it in her.”

“So, it was drugs.” Too close, Rowan. Too close. 

“A guy.” That’s the truth, just not the whole truth.

“A guy?” Ha! Back on the defensive. Not bad, Rowan.

“Yeah. Her boyfriend.”

“Was he abusive to you?”

“No.”

“To your mom.” Not a question. Wow, she doesn’t skip a beat.

“Yeah.”

“OK, so your mom has a boyfriend who was abusive and this affected your mom enough that you weren’t sure how she was going to be with you. That sounds really hard, Rowan.”

“Yeah, I guess. I figured it out.” She’s pretty good. I might have to be a bit more careful.

“Well, it seems like you had some trouble along the way.”

“Um. Yeah.” I have a drug problem, remember?

“Rowan, I can understand if you don’t want to talk about everything right now. I know it must be hard to trust us here. But I want you to know that we are here to help you. And unlike home, everything here will be pretty predictable.” 

“Yeah. I’ve started to get the schedule down.” Phew, she gave me the out.

“Good.” Devon leans back, relaxed again. She got what she wanted. “So, I wanted to ask you what you would like to work on while you are here? Some treatment goals, so that we can track your progress and get you to a place that you are happy with and the court is happy with.”

“OK.”

“Do you have any ideas of what you might want to be working on?”

“Um. I don’t know.” But of course, I know. Getting back to Max and Sia.

“OK. Well, do you want to know what the court would like you to be working on? That might help you set some of your own goals.”

“Sure.” This should be good.

“OK. They want you to be working on your addiction and they want you to be in family therapy to work on your relationship with your mom. What do you think about those goals?”

“Seems about right, I guess.” Like family therapy is going to work.

“What seems right to you?”

“Well, the drug stuff is why I’m here, so that makes sense. And the judge did say she wanted me to get to the bottom of my problem, which I guess she thinks is Leigh Ann.”

“What do you think, Rowan?”

“About what?” What is she trying to get at?

“About what is at the root of your drug use?” Crap. I have to give her something. Think, Rowan!

“I guess Leigh Ann.” Didn’t I already say this? Now I look stupid. 

“OK. So what kind of goals do we want to set around your relationship with your mom? What do you want to work on with her? What is the thing you’d like to change the most about your relationship?”

I don’t even think about this one. “I guess I want it to be back to the way it was.” Truth again. Tread lightly, Rowan.

“OK. What was your relationship with your mom like then?”

“She was happy. I mean, she had a good job, but she always had enough time for us. She took us places and we played in the yard. I could tell her anything. She was my best friend.”  Ugh. Why am I tearing up?

”You want your best friend back?” Devon is leaning back again.

“Yeah. I want her to listen and be there and care.” Wow. Maybe there is something to therapy, after all. This is really getting close to home. 

“Of course, you do. We all want our parents to care for us.” Devon’s face is soft and open. She is being very nice.

“I guess I just want to be able to rely on her again and not have to be the parent.”

“What is it, do you think, that is keeping her from being the parent?” Crap. Too close again. This is hard work, keeping up the lie.

“I don’t know. She’s lost. It’s like she is a completely different person since…”

“Since what?”

“Since Roger.”

“Her boyfriend?” I nod. “Are they still together?” I shake my head.

“What happened?”

“He died.” I don’t want to relive this again.  

“That’s awful. Do you want to tell me about it?” She seems genuinely concerned and I can’t help but let some of it out. 

“She killed him. In self- defense. I think he would have killed her, but she killed him first.” 

“Wow, Rowan. That’s really traumatic. How did you and your mom deal with this?” 

I’m gushing now, no filter. “She changed. Even more than when he was hitting her. She became a different person. She doesn’t come out of her room unless she has to, she doesn’t talk to us. I take care of Max and Sia.”

“That’s a lot to take on as a teenager. It’s no wonder you’ve learned how to read people and turned toward drugs.” That knocks me back to the lie. 

“I guess.” 

“So, Rowan. It seems like there is a lot of trauma in your life that hasn’t been talked about or dealt with.” 

“Sure.” Get it back under control. Don’t give her too much.

“So, what if we make it our goal to help you move past this trauma and make it a family therapy goal to work with mom on moving past her part of it? That way maybe we can help you feel better so you won’t have to turn to drugs.” Devon pulls out a notebook.

“OK.” 

“What do you think that would look like?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if you have moved past this trauma, how do you think you would feel and act?”

I honestly have no idea what that would look like. “I don’t know. Happier, I guess?”

Devon writes something down on her pad and looks back up at me. “Great. Anything else?”

“I guess I’d start thinking about university.”

“Great!” She’s beaming at me now, like I’ve done a trick right the first time she asked it of me. “So, we’ll make it our goal for you to consistently score above a ‘6’ on a 10- point happiness scale and work toward university applications. Sound like a plan?”

“Sure. That sounds like it’s doable.”

More notes. “OK. And with your mom. What would that look like, do you think?”

“She’d have to be stable. Have a good job. Be taking care of Max and Sia. And she’d have to  take responsibility for her part of this.”

“OK. And what would be your part of this healing of your relationship?”

“I don’t know. I guess I could start calling her mom again, if she started acting like it.”

“Perfect.” She finishes her notes with a flourish. “So, why don’t we work on you two communicating consistently, see if mom will get her own therapy, and make it your goal to call her mom again when she is holding down a good job, taking care of Max and Sia, and is able to take responsibility for her past actions. I also think we should think about adding forgiveness to our goals.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This sentence is way too long. Run-on sentence

“What do you mean?”

“I mean forgiving you mom, when she’s done the work she needs to do.”

Um, I don’t think so. “Why? She’s the one that can’t get her shit together to be a mom.”

“Rowan, I know. But forgiveness isn’t really for her.”

“What do you mean?” I can feel my forehead wrinkle.

“I mean, if your mom can do all the things you’ve said, and you continue to be angry at her and push her away, who is suffering?”

“She is.”

“So are you.”

“How?”

“Because you don’t get your mom back.” Wow. That’s heavy. Like Dalai Lama heavy. Or Aquinas. 

“You don’t have to agree to it right now, but it might be something we talk about later on, OK?”

“OK.”

“All right. That is what we will do, then. I know you are in Criminal Thinking Group, but I think I’d like to take you out of it.” 

“Why?” Gosh, my forehead is going to be like a Shar Pei before this session is over. How does she keep shocking me?

“Because I don’t think your drug issue is anything that they will be able to help you with. You were put in that group because of your criminal charge, but I think you’d be better served by focusing on CBT and on cottage DBT skills, at least at first. I think CBT is going to be more helpful and applicable for you, especially since we are dealing with trauma.”

“OK. If that’s what you think.” Not gonna argue with less therapy. Nope. 

“Good. Now, is there anything else you want to talk about? How you’re settling in? If you’re having trouble with the other girls or the staff?”

“I don’t really know anyone yet. I’m still trying to get my bearings, I guess.”

“I can understand that. This is really different to what you are used to.”

“Yeah.” I’ve really got nothing else at this point.  

“OK. We’ve done quite a bit of work today. I’m sure you’re a bit tapped.” She is good, with that knowing smile. “Let me know if you need any help. I know the staff are always here for you, too., Sso, please get to know them. They’re your best resource here.”

“I will.”

“All right, then. Our time is up and you need a bit of time to decompress.” While I’m opening the door to leave, she continues,

“Rowan. You can count on us. Really.” 

“Thanks Devon.” Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.  

[bookmark: My_little_group_performance_se] My little group performance seems to have given me a measure of credibility with the girls and the staff. Rachel calls me aside, while I’m dishing up lunch, to let me know she’s impressed at my insight.

"I'm just good at reading people, that's all," I say.

"Well, I think that might come in handy, here," She says, and smiles. 

I notice Tamara and Sidney seem to be back together, comparing notes on Justin. I'm apparently no longer allowed to sit at the breakfast bar as many of the other girls are beckoning me to sit with them. Erica is the loudest, so I head toward her table. I’m not here to make friends, I remind myself. I’m here to do my time and get out, for Max and Sia. 

"That was pretty bad-ass," She says as I sit down. 

"I guess." I'm really not sure why it’s such a big deal. 

"No, really. I mean, you've only been here three days and already you're leading groups like a staff. Dude, that's awesome." 

"I just read people. I didn't mean to lead anything," I stammer, trying to find my footing here. Do I want to be like a staff? I'm still not sure of the protocols here.

"No, dude, it was cool. We've been trying to get those two to knock it off for weeks now, and in one minute you shut them up, so thanks."

Erica starts telling me all about Timber cottage and what the unspoken rules are. Emily is a hard-ass and even though she seems to care, she doesn't do a great job of showing it. She also has favorites. Tamara is one of them, which is why she didn't get in trouble for dating Justin, even though she's only been here 6 months. 

“Oh, and the worst staff are Rachel and Christian. Christian loves restraints and Rachel is a goody- goody that thinks she’s all that.”

“What do you mean ‘he loves restraints?’”

“Some staff are like that. They get off on it or something. I don’t know. Just be careful around him. Otherwise most of the other staff are whatever. Alisa is pretty cool, though.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You never explore this in the story. This could be an interesting vehicle for the beginning of Rowans deterioration. 

“OK.”

“Now, these girls are another thing. They’re all ridiculous.”

Erica is telling me everything I need to know about each and every girl. I feel like I should be taking notes. 

"Sidney's 14. She's been here for about 6 months now, and she is here because she was on drugs, mostly marijuana, and her mom used to be a heroin addict. She acts tough, but really, I think she'll give in pretty soon."

"Give in?" I ask. 

"Yeah, like start doing what they want. I don't know if you know this, but treatment here means doing things the way they want you to, saying the things they want you to. Once you do that for a month or two, you are on the road to graduation."	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I feel like this should be retouched on. Maybe after Erica and Rowan stop talking and before Rowan losses everything. Could be as simple as Erica saying, “I told you to fall in line. Now you’re screwed.” 

"Oh. I thought it was supposed to be relationship based DBT where you learn skills," I say, stupidly. Erica just rolls her eyes at me and continues.

"Tamara got here with Sidney, which is why they're friends. But she's only 13. She's got bipolar, on a bunch of meds. She's usually pretty cool, but she snaps easily. Lots of restraints."

"Restraints?" I ask, a little scared. Christian, apparently, likes doing restraints.  

"Yeah, if you start trying to hurt yourself or damage the cottage or hurt someone else, they hold you down on the floor or on the couch until you calm down. It sucks. Don't do it," Erica says, getting serious. "Anyway, Jasmine cuts herself. Don't know why, except she likes the attention, I think.  She's a 6- month-er too. She's 16, but acts like she's 13."

"Megan, she's the last of the 6- month-ers, has some pretty messed up stuff going on. She's on, like, 12 meds. And when she goes off them--and she likes to do that as a form of protest--she gets super freaky. Saying things like she's gonna kill certain staff and bathe in their blood. Messed up stuff."

"Wow," I say. This is getting a little too deep for me.

"Amanda basically just got here," Erica continues, like I didn't say anything. "She came in with Crystal, Bobbi, and Briana. She's super naive, but she's 16. The staff mess with her about stuff, like boys and politics. She has diabetes and doesn't manage it very well,. oOn purpose."

"How do you know?" I ask. 

"Because she does stupid stuff like eat watermelon without telling staff and then has to be shipped to the hospital. Who does that on accident?" Erica explains, clearly exasperated with me.

"Oh. I see." I don't really see, quite, but I don't think it will take long. I am starting to be a bit suspicious of Erica and her motives for telling me all of this the way she is, but I still want to know, so I let her continue.

"Crystal is slow," Erica says, matter-of-factly. I give her a bit of a look. "I know I'm not supposed to say that," she says, a bit defensively, "They tell us to say cognitive issues, but she just isn't all there. She tries to be sneaky about stuff like makeup and boys, but she just can't get away with it. I think she's here because of drugs."

"Briana is the icing on the cake with the new ones. She was only supposed to be here for two months, but they've extended her stay. And she's not happy about it. I guess we'll see where that goes. She doesn't have great impulse control." I see a weird smirk on Erica's face as she gives out that last detail. But before I can comment, she's moved on.

"Bobbi is here for the obvious; she's knocked up."

"She's not just fat? How old is she?" I asked, incredulous. It hadn't crossed my mind that kids my age still got pregnant. Isn’t this why we have sex ed?

"No, stupid. Can't you see it's just her belly. And sShe's only 15. Other than that, I think she's just self-absorbed. Emily hates her. Like really. But I think she'll be out soon, when the baby is born."

"And then there is the older group, we came in together almost a year ago," she said, almost a brag. "Jessica is the oldest, other than Megan. They're both 17. She has issues with authority that got her into trouble at school. But she's gone all dark-side."

"What?" I ask, confused.

"She's doing what they want her to do. Complying with treatment. So, she'll probably be out soon. She's a bit arrogant, if you ask me."

"Shelby is interesting. They say she is borderline, which basically means she's crazy. She loves you or hates you and can get pretty violent. She broke her bathroom mirror a few months ago, and when staff came in to grab her, she sliced herself with the shards. All up and down her arms." 

"Holy crap!" I said, maybe a little too loud. The rest of the girls looked at me like I was talking to myself on the subway. 

"Shut up!" Erica said. "If you can't handle this, I'll stop."

"No. No. I just was shocked, that's all," I explained, trying to keep her talking. "I'm cool, really."

"Ok. But keep it down," she replied, obviously annoyed and maybe thinking I wasn't as cool as she thought.

"So, Taylor has a temper and can take anything personally. But, she's really cool. She yells and screams a lot, but she apologizes now and will help you out with anything. She is Emily's favorite, hands down. She's pretty gullible, too."

I couldn't help but notice Erica always said something mean about the girls and seemed to be telling me their weaknesses, as if she was cataloging them for some reason.

"Ok, so I guess it's just you and Kalah left."

"Yeah. I’m here because my mom needs a break. I'll be out soon, when she realizes she misses me. I basically know everything and Emily loves me, so you'd be good to stick with me," Erica said, not quite convincingly. "But Kalah, she's been here so long, I don't think she'll ever leave. And Emily hates her almost more than she hates Taylor. Kalah has boy problems and her mom can't control her. She's dated, like, 6 boys since she's been here. It's crazy."	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You don’t really show Kalah’s issues or the reason she is sticking around so long. This could be something you explore in the middle of the book. Maybe you could make her stand out more as the reason why Rowan doesn’t trust the system. 

After lunch and the intense rundown of my cottage mates, we are all pushed outside to do, well, whatever. There is a big field in the middle of a ring of cottages. Timber is in the back, farthest from the highway. On either side of the other cottages--two girls' cottages and two boys' cottages--is nothing. We are in the middle of nowhere, so there's nowhere to run. But, back to the field. It is huge, probably at least a football field plus some. 

All the girls break back into their cliques. Erica goes with Briana and Crystal to play football with Thomas. Some of the other girls are drawing on the sidewalk with chalk while Rachel watches. I notice Kalah start to walk around the sidewalk that circles the field, and I jog over to her. 

"Hey, can I join you."

"Sure. If you want. But I don't really want to talk. Can we just be quiet?" 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I would drop this sentence. I think it would be an assumed requirement to hang out since she already mentioned she doesn’t want to talk. 

"Sure. I can do that."	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I would just say “no problem.”

As we are walking in circles, I notice Kalah keeps looking at one of the boys lounging outside one of the cottages. Aspen cottage, if the sign is correct.

"Who is that?" I ask, forgetting about the quiet rule.

"What? Oh, that's Tyler." She doesn't volunteer any more information, so I shut up and continue walking. After another half-lap, she continues, "He's 17. He's here because his step-dad beat up his mom and tried to kill him, but Tyler almost killed his step-dad instead."

"Wow," I say, "That's crazy. Why would he be here? Isn't that self-defense or something?" 

"Exactly!" she exclaims, "He was just trying to help his mom. It's his step-dad that should be locked up. Not him. He's a good guy."

"That sucks," I say, not knowing what else to say.

"Yeah, but he's leaving soon." 

"Oh? How long has he been here?" 

"Eight months. He's done really well here, obviously, since he didn't actually do anything wrong." She sounded half-proud and half-sad talking about Tyler.

"You guys together?" I ask, even though it's obvious they are, or were.

Kalah suddenly stopped walking and looked at me intensely, holding eye contact for what seemed like minutes. Finally, like she had made some sort of decision about me, she quietly said, "We were. But now that he's leaving, I don't know. He's distant. It's like he's pushing me away. And I don't know if I'll ever get out of here."

"I'm sorry," I say, "I can't imagine trying to make something work in this place, let alone after you get out. That's tough."

"Well, I guess that's why you don't get yourself put into one of these places, right?" She said, with a hard edge of sarcasm, "Or at least that's what I'm told all the time."

"If it's ok, can I ask why you are here?" I venture, gently.

"It's no big secret, and I'm sure Erica has already given you her version, from the way you two were huddled together at lunch." 

"Yeah, she did say some stuff, but I don't like to take gossip at face value. I'd rather hear it from the source."

She studied my face again, looking for a lie. "OK," She said, cautiously, "I'm here because my mom decided that my fights with my step-dad and my boyfriends were too much for her. If you ask her, she was worried I was going to end up like Bobbi. But I think my step-dad told her to get me out of the way so they could be together without having to deal with a kid."

"Dude, that's harsh. What was up with your step-dad?"

"He's just an asshole. He hates kids and never wanted them. He thought that my dad would take me when he married my mom, but my dad never really wanted kids either. He was always on my case, always calling me a slut. So, at some point, I decided to fight back. Not physically, but I didn't let him get away with talking to me like that anymore. After that, he convinced my mom I was out of control and she sent me here."

"Damn. Sounds a lot like my mom's ex." 

"Really? How?"

I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I could trust her. I had a hard time reading Kalah. I knew I couldn't trust Erica, and was starting to get a read on the other girls, but Kalah was a bit of a mystery still. She had trusted me, though, so I decided to return the favor. 

"Well," I started, "he hated me and my little brother and sister. Seemed like we were always in his way. He was always angry with us for something or acting like we didn’t exist. Leigh Ann—that’s my mom--tried to be the buffer, you know. But, eventually, he started to become violent and took all of that anger out on Leigh Ann. He banged her up pretty bad a couple of times, before the end."

"Geez. That's horrible. I don't know why all of the fairy tales are about wicked step-mothers. It seems like it's always the step-fathers you have to worry about."	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This is a smart comment. I love it!

"Yeah. I guess." I was lost in thought, remembering all of the times Roger had beat Leigh Ann, all of the times I tried to keep Max and Sia out of it. And the end, after the big fight. That's what really led me here. But I'm not ready to share that, yet. Not even with myself. 

"Hey,. Dude. Rowan." I roused myself from my thoughts.

"Yeah?"

"You got kind of lost there. You ok?"

"Yeah. Just memories. I'm good now," I assured Kalah.

"OK. Hey, look, you're kind of cool. Not like most of the other girls that come in here. I'm glad we'll be roommates." After that declaration, Kalah and I continued to walk quietly in circles.







[bookmark: The_Restraint]CHAPTER THREE
The Restraint

[bookmark: How_are_we_all_doing_today_Tia]Week 2
“How are we all doing, today?” Tia, the counselor from Leaf cottage is the leader of my CBT group. I’m not sure what to expect; I don’t have Internet to google anything anymore.

“That good, huh?” Tia replies to our silence. “Well, today we’re going to get started on our Trauma Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group. This group is a safe place to help you feel better about upsetting or confusing events that you have experienced. You will get to draw, write, talk, and maybe even act here. You will learn many important things about upsetting/confusing events, feelings, relaxation, and how to stay safe. You will also learn a lot about yourself: your thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and strengths. Do you all have any questions about this group?”

“What is Cognitive Behavioral Therapy?” I can’t help myself. I have to know.

“I’m glad you asked that, um—”

“Rowan.”

“Rowan. CBT is a form of therapy that is based on the cognitive model: the way that individuals perceive a situation is more closely connected to their reaction than the situation itself. This means that our thoughts about what happens to us are more important than what actually happens. An important part of CBT is changing unhelpful thinking and behavior.”

“OK.”

“Thanks, Rowan, that was a great question. Any others? None? OK, well, I would like to start every group with a quick relaxation exercise. This can help us to relax our bodies and minds to get into the right state of mind for our group. OK?” Shrugs and nods all around.

“Perfect. Here we go. Let’s all get in a comfortable position in our chairs, or maybe you want to sit or lie on the floor.” Tia unfolded a piece of printer paper from her folder. 

“Begin by focusing on your breath. Inhale and exhale. Breathe deeply in... breathe slowly out.”

My breath is jagged, almost like the heartbeat on a monitor. I’m not sure this is going to be helpful. I can’t let my breath out slowly. Oh, geez, I’m not doing this right.  

“Enjoy being here in the present with no demands on your time or energy. Take a long, slow, deep breath in... hold for a moment, and slowly exhale.”

OK, Rowan. It’s ok. Just breathe. That’s all she’s asking. 
 
“Continue  with  slow, calm breaths, allowing your body to soften into the ground a little deeper with each exhalation. Bring  your  awareness  to  your  toes  and  feet.  Imagine  a warm, soothing  sensation  spreading from your toes down the arches of the feet and into the heels and ankles. Let go.”

I can feel the warmth moving in between my toes. It’s helping me breathe slower, less raggedly. I’ve got this.
 
“Invite the shins to sink down into the calves as the calves connect with the earth. Release any tension in your knees. Relax the back of the knees, the sides of the knees, the top of the knees. Feel your entire leg relaxing, growing heavy and sinking deep into the ground. Soften  your belly. Feel  the  warmth  gently  spreading  outward  filling  your  torso.”

The warmth is spreading. This is pretty neat.

“Bring  your attention  to  your  heart.  Allow  your  chest  cavity  to  expand  providing  space  for  your  heart  and lungs to perform their proper function. Broaden  across  your  collar  bones.  Allow  the  shoulder  blades  to  sink  down  the  back  as  your arms grow heavy.”

Tia pauses here and I realize my breathing has changed. As I’m focusing on the rest of my body, on the warmth, my lungs have taken over. As soon as I focus on this, my breathing becomes uneven again. Crap! 

“Release any tension in your elbows and wrists. Relax each and every-one of your fingers. Focus on the base of your throat. Lengthen the back of the neck. Feel the warmth spread into your jaw, cheeks and forehead. Allow the inside corner of your eyes to sink down and the outer corner of your eyes to pull wide. Relax the crown of your head.”

Wait what is the crown of my head? Can I relax it? Oh no, now I’m tensing up again. Ugh, this isn’t helpful at all!

“As you inhale imagine the breath beginning in the soles of your feet, gently coming up through the legs, torso and all the way to the crown of your head. Exhale and allow the breath to flow down your body, down the legs and out the feet. Again, breathe from the soles up your feet, up the  body, finally reaching  the  crown  of  the  head.  Then gently  descend down, as  the breath carries away any lingering tension out of the body through the feet.”

OK. This is nice. It’s like a wave, flowing over me and rushing back out to the open sea. Over and over again, the waves of warmth washing away the tension. 

“Enjoy this feeling of peaceful relaxation. Continue with this whole body breathing scanning silence for a few moments.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Is this the right word?

As the waves lap over me, I start to lose my grasp on the material world. My mind floats with the waves, taking me deeper and deeper into the water. My whole body is weightless, riding the waves like a sailboat with no sail. I don’t need to navigate or steer, I’m just letting the water take me where I need to go. A small chime breaks through the silence. The waves recede and I’m back in my chair. Tia continues her prompting.

“Inhale deeply, exhale slowly with an open mouth sigh. Once more. Inhale filling your lungs completely. Exhale with an open mouth sigh. Reach your arms overhead and give a good morning stretch.”

Wow. I feel much different than I did walking into this group. Stretching, I can feel my body in a way I’ve never experienced before, almost like it’s alive. Duh, it’s alive, but like, each part of my body is it’s own living being. The rest of the group is like Charlie Brown adults—wah, wah, wah. All I can think is I wanna do that again.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line


[bookmark: Sleeping_on_mainfloor_sucks_Th]Sleeping on mainfloor sucks. Thank god it’s almost over. I'm a light sleeper, and the overnight staff keep lights on in the command center all night. I finally worked up the courage to ask to move my mattress further into the living room to get away from the light, and they helped me pick an appropriate spot. That doesn't mean I don't wake up every 15 minutes when they do their rounds.

"Hey, Rowan. Sorry. We're trying to be quiet." Carly, the second overnight tonight with Sara, said.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Confusing sentence

"I know." I say, sleepily and maybe a bit more harsher than I meant it. It's been weeks now, and I can't get any amount of quality sleep. It's starting to make me grumpy.

"OK. Well, if there's anything else we can do, let me know." Carly said as she walked over to Megan and Bobbi's room for checks. 

I hate not being able to sleep. It means the memories can slip in easier. 

Leigh Ann didn't go to jail; they knew it was self-defense. Roger beat her and isolated her and the DA knew that. He wasn’t a real likable guy, you know.

So, we moved. Leigh Ann wouldn't say, but I think it was because she couldn't be in the kitchen anymore. It was like it was haunted for her.

We moved to an apartment in the city where Leigh Ann worked. It was cramped, a little grungy, and loud. I couldn't sleep the first six months because of the traffic and sounds of other tenants echoing through the walls. 

Leigh Ann was kind of paranoid in those days. She kept a knife by the door and kept drilling us on not letting strangers in and keeping the doors and windows locked, even when we were home. She started to lose weight and we didn't spend as much time together any more.

I've had a lot of time to think about it, and I'm pretty sure she was afraid of Roger, even though he was gone. I don't know what happened with the police or what was said, but I'm pretty sure he threatened her, or us, at the end. It's like she couldn’t get it out of her head. 

It was my 13th birthday, about a year after we moved, that I knew something was really wrong. 

Leigh Ann came home from work and went straight to her room, leaving Sally's money in the bowl by the door, next to the knife. She didn't come out at all that night. I knocked, the twins softly called to her from outside the door, but there was nothing. I spent my birthday worried that my mother was hurt, or going crazy, or just didn't love us anymore.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Who is Sally? 

The next morning, before school, she apologized and gave me my present; a copy of The Ultimate Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy, the complete edition with all 5 books. It felt hollow, somehow, even though I'd been wanting it for months. 

Everything got worse after that night. She locked herself in her room more and more often. Sometimes she didn't come home until late, and Sally had to cook us dinner and help us with our homework. When we did see mom, she seemed spacy, like she was somewhere else. 

I started to pick at her. Mom, why do you lock yourself in the room? Mom, we need your help with homework. Mom, Sia and Max need you. Mom, what are you doing? Mom, stop it. 

At some point she stopped making excuses and started yelling. One night I refused to eat hamburger helper that she had put almonds in for some reason. I'm allergic to almonds. She screamed at me for half an hour. Max and Sia ran to the room, scared of her. I screamed back. Then she slammed the door to her room and I heard her throwing up in her bathroom. 

I cried the rest of the night, thinking I had made my mother sick. I vowed to be better. To be less needy, less hostile. That lasted about three months. 

She got worse and worse. One day, she came home in a good mood with a green leafy plant in her arms. She gave it to me and said, "Here, Rowan, please water this while I get ready." I had an audition at school for the play, so we had to be there at 4:30 sharp.

I looked at the little card in the soil of the plant. It was a Pathos. It said to keep in indirect light and to only water when the soil is dry. I touched the soil, which was pretty damp, and set it on the table. I finished getting ready and was waiting by the door when she came out. 

"Did you water the plant?" She asked, sweetly.

"No, it said..." I started to explain and she freaked out.

"What do you mean, no? I asked you to water it before we left. Why couldn't you just do that?" She was yelling at me now.

I broke. I couldn't keep it inside anymore. This was ridiculous.

"Stop yelling at me. You won't even listen to me! You just jump straight to the conclusion that I am wrong, that I did something wrong!" I was screaming now.

"Don't you dare talk to me like that. I'm your mother, you do as I tell you!" Her face was red, now, and we were in a full- blown screaming match. 

I started to cry, as much out of confusion and hurt as anger. I couldn't understand why she couldn't just let me explain. Why she had to assume I was wrong. Why she had to yell. 

"I'm done with this. Get in the car. We'll be late." Her tone was clipped and cold.

"No. I'm not going like this!" I was red, blotchy, and puffy from crying, not to mention my nose was running like crazy. No way I was going in public like this, much less to an audition.

"Get in the car. Now."

"No." I was adamant. She stomped over to me, grabbed my arm, and started dragging me toward the door. When she opened the front door, I attached myself to the door frame.

"Let go! We are going whether you like it or not!" 

"I'm not going anywhere like this. Leave me alone!"

I'm not proud to say that at this that point, names were called, on both sides. But her names were pointed. Worthless, ungrateful, useless. I'm sure our neighbors were watching out of their peep holes, appalled. 

I won, eventually. She got tired and I ran back into the house and cried in our room. Thankfully, Sia and Max were at a friend's for the night. This was supposed to be for me and mom. 

She was unrecognizable to me. Whatever had happened in that kitchen and with the police after had changed her, slowly, but surely. That night I realized my mom was gone. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This sentence has an odd flow. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line 
[bookmark: Last_night_was_rough_So_little]Last night was rough. So little sleep, so many memories. And not the good ones. Sara begins to walk over to wake me up, but I have been awake for hours. I sit up before she reaches me and say, "I'm up."

"OK, Rowan. You alright?" 

"Yup. Not much sleep." 

"Huh. Well, don't you have another appointment with Dr. McManus next week? Maybe she can up your sleep meds." Sara frowned with concern as she said this.

"Yeah, maybe."
[bookmark: Ive_gotten_the_routine_down_no]Week 3
I've gotten the routine down now and have a bit of an idea about the staff. The stuff that Erica told me about the girls comes in handy, sometimes, but I don't hang out with her anymore. I mostly just stick with Kalah. 

Today is deep cleaning, rooms. That means we have a checklist that staff give us to clean in our rooms, they check out cleaning supplies to us, and we deep clean our rooms. It's the first time I've cleaned a room because it's the first time I've had a room to clean. It’s heaven! I can shut the curtains so the light doesn’t wake me up at 5 am like it did on mainfloor!. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Not a complete sentence.

I did get to stay in Kalah's room, so that makes things easier. We work well together, especially in group. I've realized Kalah is usually called upon by the staff to help deal with the other girls' issues. They say it's because she's been here so long, so she should know. They also say it's helpful for her treatment. And since that first random advice session I gave in group, I've been more vocal. Usually to back Kalah up. 

Kalah and I grab our checklist and make a quick plan. She knows this list almost by heart, but we have to check everything off anyway, so we take one sheet. I'll do the bathroom stuff and she'll do the rest. We don't split it by side of the room because that just takes longer, or so Kalah says. And I don't have much to go through, anyway.

We listen to a lot of different music. Kalah hates country and I hate Christian, so we avoid those at all costs. Otherwise, it’s fair game. Kalah is really into pop and pop-punk, which is ok. I like some of the heavier stuff—as long as there’s no screaming—and classic rock. I also really like the 90’s pop sensations. I can’t tell you why, I’m just fascinated with Britney Spears and the Backstreet Boys, although punk covers of their songs are almost always better. We put on loud music to clean; it makes it go faster, I guess.

Kalah and I have a cleaning playlist that Alisa helped us make. We can’t have MP3 players because they have Internet access, but we can have CD players. I think Alisa thinks we are crazy because our playlist is so, uh, varied. We have everything from Christiana Aguilera to Duran Duran. It’s awesome. Kalah and I both really dig Fall Out Boy, so when Sugar, We’re Goin Down comes on we flail around like we’re at a concert, grabbing brushes and pens to use as microphones. Christian rolls his eyes at us during a room check and Kalah runs up to him, grabs his arm, and tries to get him to join us. 

“Kalah, I’m not going to gyrate with you two. Not only do I think this music sucks, I have to check on the other girls.”

“Come on, Christian. It’s fun. Have some fun with us!”

“Yeah, Christian. We can change the song to something you like!” I add.

“Just hurry up and get your room clean. It’s a disaster in here.” He leaves us to continue his checks.  

We are done a whole half hour early, so the staff check our work and give us half andan hour to get ready and have free time. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You might want to have a transition sentence between when Christian says clean and when they are done with the room. 

Free time is the best thing a staff member can give out. It means you are almost free for a little while. No routine, no chores, no forced groups, no activities, just freedom to do what you want. It seems so small, but even I am delighted to have been given this small amount of normalcy. Kalah and I decide to do each other's hair. We can't have makeup or wear most of our clothes, so styling our hair is the only way we can really express ourselves. 

Her hair is a beautiful auburn that is so dark it looks brunette. In the sun, though, you can see that it’s actually red. She has it cut to her bra clasp in long layers that frame her face. The red brings out the flecks of green in her hazel eyes. 

“I wish I had your hair!” I exclaim as I play with her hair in front of the bathroom mirror. That’s one of the great things about our rooms here, the whole wall behind the sinks is a mirror.

“Yeah, except it’s fine, so it breaks all the damn time and if it gets too long I look like I have a rat hanging out in my split ends. Yours is so thick and full. I’d kill for it.”

“Whatever. My hair is a remarkably common shade of mouse-brown and is like a sea-creature on steroids. I love your hair.”

“Rowan, you don’t like a lot about yourself, do you?” My hands stop moving in her hair and we make eye contact in the mirror.

“I guess it’s been a long time since anyone else has liked anything about me. It makes it hard to like yourself.” Wow. Where the heck did that come from?

“Well, I like you. I think you’re beautiful and kind and smart. So there.” Her tongue pops out of her mouth at me. I return the gesture. Before you know it, we are running around the room hitting each other with pillows. I’m so glad I found a friend here. 

While we are playing pillow fight, Christian comes in to tell us to calm down and to not be so loud. I guess our teenage silliness and laughter is just too much for him.  




[bookmark: After_lunch_group_is_focused_o]After lunch group is focused on skills building. We are working on mindfulness skills from DBT. It's supposed to help us feel calm, I guess, like in CBT group. We have apples from lunch and Denise is leading us through an exercise. This is her thing, it seems.

"First, I want you to just feel your apple. Run your fingers over it, rub it against your cheek, noticing the sensations you feel. Is the apple soft, cool? Maybe it's a bit rough in places, maybe you feel some bumps. Whatever you feel, just notice how it feels in your hands."	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You use “feel” twice in the same sentence. 

We all start rubbing apples. It's ridiculous. Briana and Erica are stifling laughter. Christian gives them a cold stare. He's a hard-ass.

"Now, I want you to look at your apple and notice what you see. Colors, shapes, shades. What does the apple look like, other than just an apple?," Denise quietly instructs. 

Again, Briana and Erica are snickering under their breath. I can see Tamara and Sidney start to crack smiles from the corners of my eyes. This is not going well.

"Now I want you to break the skin of your apple with a finger nail. Feel the juice seeping onto your finger. Bring that finger to your nose and smell the fragrance of the apple on your fingers."

That was it. Briana started it, and it spread, first to Erica, Tamara, and Sidney, then to the whole group. I couldn't even control it. We all burst into unfettered laughter.

Denise seemed confused, Rachel is trying not to laugh with us, and Christian looks pissed. 

"This isn't funny," he bellowed.

"OK, girls," Rachel interrupts "I can understand your laughter, but let's be respectful to Denise and continue the exercise."

Some of us are able to get ourselves under control, but Briana and Erica laugh even harder. Briana begins almost cackling, she’s so out of control.

"That's enough, Briana," Christian says. "Get yourself under control."

But it’s clear Briana is unable to stop. She has impulse control and emotional regulation issues, so it's really not her fault. Her mom drank when she was pregnant, Emily had told us. 

"OK, Briana, maybe we need to take a break," Said Rachel, trying to gently maneuver Briana out of the circle to go calm down.

"Dude, we're just laughing," Erica says, in an incredulous tone. Briana catches on quick.

"Yeah, I'm just laughing. Leave me alone." She defiantly sits back down on the couch and continues to laugh hysterically.

"I know you are laughing, but it is disrupting the whole group," Rachel calmly says. "Let’s head into the den and see if we can calm down a bit." Briana seemed almost inclined to follow Anna who moved from the kitchen at Christian’s bark.

"Really?" Erica chimes in, "You're going to punish her for laughing?"

Briana bristles visibly and forcefully continues laughing. She sits down hard on the couch next to Erica and won’t budge.

Christian heads over to Erica. "OK, Erica, I think it's time we separate you two. You aren't helping."

"Dude, I didn't do anything," Erica decries, almost as if this is the most ridiculous thing she has ever heard.

Rachel looks over her shoulder, “Erica, stop.”

“Shut up. I didn’t do anything.” Erica obviously is trying to get Rachel to respond. Instead, Rachel rolls her eyes and shifts her attention back to Briana. 

Denise and Anna start to round the rest of us up to go into the den. Rachel is trying to reason with Briana in gentle, soothing tones, but she is too riled up. Christian continues to try and get Erica to leave Briana and Rachel, but she continues to refuse and blame staff for being “unfair.” The more she does this, the more agitated Briana gets. I can see her eyes beginning to turn wild, almost not human. 

As we move into the den with Rachel, Briana begins to scream "Leave me alone!" and Erica eggs her on with "You can't do that to her, she was just laughing." 

Briana dashes behind the command center, Rachel close on her heels, Denise frantically trying to get the rest of us in the den. I sit on a couch in view of the command center—it’s the only place left. 

Briana is frantically running around the command center, rifling through things and saying "I'm not doing anything, you can't restrain me!" Anna picks up the phone, not taking her eyes off of Briana, and calls for back-up.

We can hear Erica laughing and yelling at Christian from the living room. 

"Leave me alone, you can't touch me, I'm just sitting here!" She yells at Christian, who is presumably trying to get her to move.

Briana starts to throw things and babble about leaving her alone and her rights. Rachel calmly stands next to her, gently trying to coax Briana to take a breath and move to her room. 

It’s just when another staff from the boy’s cottage arrived that Erica really throws her weight in. She appears at the other side of the command center, Christian trying to block her with his body, to egg Briana on.

"I can't believe you're doing this over us laughing. You guys are assholes!" She then turns and heads toward her room, Christian in toe. I'm sure there’s a triumphant smirk on her face. 

"Assholes! You can't do this! I was just laughing!" Briana picks up on Erica's refrain seamlessly. As the new male staff start to move into the command center, Briana picks up a laptop cocks it back behind her shoulder like a baseball bat, brandishing it at Rachel. To her credit, Rachel doesn’t flinch or move away, but is still calmly talking to Briana, trying to soothe her. 

“She’s such a jerk!” Erica shouts from her room, watching Briana hesitate to hit Rachel.

When Briana's arms start to move forward, Christian appears out of nowhere, grabbing the laptop from Briana's hands. 

"What the?. Leave me alone!" Briana continues her assault on Rachel, who has her arms up, ready to take a blow. Before Briana can make contact, the two guys grab her by both arms, push her knees out from under her from behind, and take her down to the floor. She has three large, burly males holding her down. Two of them are unknown to her. The other is Christian, who loves restraints. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Are you going to finish this sentence?

Briana screams and fights. Denise and Anna are doing their best to keep us occupied; we started a movie on a laptop and some of the girls are playing board games. But the screams and struggle coming from the other room are stifling. 

Kalah sits next to me with her head down and is looking at me under the waterfall of her hair. Her hazel eyes have deepened into a muddy green and her face is almost slack, except the small furrow in her brow. I feel the way she looks. 

Rachel finally gets Erica pulled in with us so she can monitor the restraint, Erica yelling at her the whole time.

“You can’t do this! You’re crazy! No wonder we all hate you!” Most of her vitriol is directed at Rachel. 

“What are they doing?” I ask Kalah, as Rachel walks around Briana, asking questions and writing down the answers.

“When you get restrained, they have to monitor your heart rate and your breath rate to make sure you aren’t going to pass out or have a heart attack. They also ask you if you want a drink, check that you are getting blood flow to your hands and feet, and try and make sure you’re basically alive.” She explained.

“Oh. Well, at least they do that.” She didn’t respond. 

After about 45 minutes, Briana finally gives up. Probably from sheer physical exhaustion. Christian and the loaner staff let her up, slowly, and walk her to the couch. They give her water and some crackers and Christian sits with her, both of them talking in low tones. 

“Is that normal, almost an hour?” I ask Kalah again.

“No. They have to call Dr. McManus to hold you down longer than 20 minutes.”

“Oh. And Christian, talking with her and stuff. That’s nice.”

“I guess. It’s basically a rundown of what you did wrong and how to not do it in the future. At least that’s what it was when I was restrained.”

“You got restrained?!”

“Once.” I give her the single raised eyebrow, but she nods toward the hallway where Rachel is coming toward us. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Is this meant to be a space? A new Scene? 

[bookmark: Chelsea_and_Kate_come_in_seemi]Chelsea and Kate come in, seemingly aware of the restraint, at 3. They seem on edge, but tell us that we can choose a movie to watch on the big screen in the living room. That is probably the wrong thing to do. Shelby, Megan, Bobbi, and Erica start to argue about what movie we should watch. Bobbi wants to watch a RomCom, Shelby wants an action flick, and Erica wants to watch 8 Mile, again. Megan doesn’t have anything in mind, she just doesn’t like any of the proposed titles. Erica starts to get heated and Kate steps in to choose a movie for us. It’s Saved. Not something I’m interested in, but I’m feeling a little numb so I’m not gonna argue. 

Christian and Rachel don't leave like usual. They are doing paperwork or talking with Briana, who is sitting in the den, within view of the command center. Right where I was sitting earlier, watching the whole of the chaos.

I can't concentrate on the movie. It's something about a girl and her questioning her faith, I think. She throws a Bible at someone, and I half-heartedly laugh. I'm thinking about the restraint. About the violence of it. About Rachel's reaction to being hit, like it was inevitable and normal. 

Where am I? What kind of place have I been put in, where kids can be dropped to the floor like that? And what the hell is Erica doing, pushing Briana on like that? It's almost as if she enjoyed it. She's sitting with Tamara and Crystal now, laughing at the movie as if nothing happened. As if she didn't just push a girl to become so out of control she almost bludgeoned a staff member with a computer. 

“Kalah, how is everyone just OK with this?” I can’t get my head around the way everyone just moves on, like it was just an argument.

“You get used to it, after a while. I hate it. I think some of the staff like it, but mostly I think they just go numb to it. You can see it, after a while. They come in full of energy and hope and after the fifth or sixth restraint, their eyes go dull.” Kalah’s eyes were starting to fill up. “It’s like they can switch on and off. Right now, Christian and Rachel are turned off, numb. But tomorrow they’ll be back, almost like normal.”

“What do you mean, almost?”

“I think you lose a little bit of spark every time this happens. After a while, I don’t think there’s enough spark left. Like Emily. They get tired. UsusallyUsually, that’s when they quit. I don’t blame them.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle this.”

“You will. You just have to remember to keep your spark locked up where no one can take it from you.”


[bookmark: Everything_is_a_bit_foggy_now_]Everything is a bit foggy, now. I took my meds before bed and I can't seem to concentrate on anything. I blame the restraint. I can't get it out of my mind. It's the only thing I can focus on, the only thing that is clear and sharp in my mind. 

Briana, cocking the computer behind her shoulders. Erica, screaming about what's fair and right, smirking behind everyone's back. Rachel, facing down an assault by a girl with no reaction, no anger or fear, just bracing for the impact. Briana, screaming as she is pushed to the ground by two grown men. I can't seem to get those screams out of my head. Screams, pathetic and drenched with fear. 

I'm awake, suddenly. The light is streaming through our window, falling on my face. I fell asleep last night to the sound of Briana's screams echoing through my brain. Fun stuff. 

Somehow, though, I still feel foggy. Like I can't quite hold on to my thoughts. It'll pass. I just need to wake up.

Everything is normal when Kalah and I head out to breakfast. Briana is already up and talking with Sara while she cooks eggs. The other girls are groggily making their way to the tables. There is no hint of the trauma of yesterday, except in my head, where I can still hear her screams. 






[bookmark: Screams]CHAPTER FOUR
Screams

[bookmark: In_your_own_time_make_your_way]Week 6
“In your own time make your way back to a seated position feeling calm, refreshed and relaxed. Now, you can open your eyes and make your way back to the circle.”

With everyone back in the circle, Tia starts group. “OK. How did everyone do with their homework this week?”

“I had a hard time placing the feelings in my body.” Nate started us off.

“OK. Raise of hands, who else had this trouble?” Over half the group raises their hands.

“Great. Did anyone have trouble listing feelings? No? Alright, then, I think maybe it’s time to do another exercise to see if we can get in touch with how our feelings and our bodies are linked.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This scene slowed the pace a ton and it really doesn’t show any real change right now. Yes, she doesn’t feel the same but I think you need to get rid of it or turn it into a larger scene where she is trying to figure a way to get out of there or struggles with the focus and questions why they do the exercise. 

Tia instructed us to sit comfortably and close our eyes.

“First, let’s focus on our breath. I want you to notice if it’s shallow or deep, long or short, fast or slow. Don’t try and change it, don’t try and make it do something different. Just notice how you are breathing, right now.”

My breath is deep, but fast, like hyperventilation. It feels like I’m trying to pull in all the oxygen from the room to keep me awake. My heart beats fast, trying to keep up with my breath.

“Great. Now we are moving down into our bodies. Do you feel the air in the room? If you do, where do you feel it? Is it cold? Just notice where the air is moving over your body and how it feels.”

I can feel the cool A/C tickling my arm hair, brushing it back from the skin. It feels pleasantly cool, not ice cold like some A/C. The A/C in our apartment was stuck on 50 degrees, so unless you turned on the heat it was always freezing. We had to wear sweaters and long pants to stay comfortable. I never felt the air on my skin in that place. It makes a difference.

“Now, I want you to scan your body again and see if there is anywhere you feel heat? Maybe your feet are warm in your shoes or your tummy is warm from digesting lunch. Just notice any place there is warmth.”

I’m having a hard time with this one. I don’t feel warm anywhere. I’m wearing shorts, sandals, and a t-shirt. The A/C is keeping me cool. I guess my mouth is warm? The inside, not my lips. If I put my finger in there, it would definitely feel warm, like an oven. It’s also wet, I realize I’m constantly having to swallow my saliva to keep from drooling. Interesting, I’ve never really noticed that before. And my tongue is pushed up against the roof of my mouth. My tongue feels warmer than the rest of my mouth, except when I swallow. 

“Great job. Now, I want you to see if there is anywhere in your body where you feel pressure. Maybe your legs or hands are crossed, maybe you feel the pressure of your body pressing into the chair. Whatever place of pressure you feel first.”

My shorts are pushing into my thighs, not quite uncomfortable. I didn’t notice that this morning when I put them on. I think I’m starting to gain some weight. Crap. I’m going to have to start paying attention to what I’m eating. Maybe I can ask for more salads and less mac n cheese. My butt is also starting to really feel the pressure of the chair. It’s cushioned, but not enough. The more I relax, the more it uncomfortable my butt gets. Maybe I need to change positions?

“Awesome, guys. Let’s scan our bodies one more time and see if there are any places of tension. Maybe your back is tightening up to keep you upright, maybe it’s your feet, tensing up on the floor, or maybe you’re clenching your hands. Wherever you’re feeling it, just notice it. Just like our breath earlier, don’t try and change it. Just notice it and feel it. If that becomes too uncomfortable, you can bring your attention back to your breath.”

My shoulders are super tense. I can feel them pulling toward my ears. I feel like slouching forward to relieve some of the pressure. The more I focus on that tension, the tighter it is becoming. I can feel the muscles behind my shoulder blades bunching up and the muscles right below my neck pull up harder toward my ears. It’s starting to get painful. I hunch forward. I can’t help it. I need some relief. 

“Feel free to move, shift, adjust in any way you need to. Just feel your body, feel your breath. Remember, there’s no wrong way to do this.”

I continue to hunch over, almost touching my forehead to my knees. It feels better, here. Still tight, still a bit painful, but less. I can feel it starting to ease. 

“Great, guys. Now I want you to bring your attention back to your breath. Notice how you are breathing now. Has it changed? Has it stayed the same?”

I’m breathing more even, now. Still deep, but a little longer, filling my lungs and emptying them. My heart is still beating fast, though. That’s been happening a lot more lately. 

“Alright, lets all stretch a bit and start working toward opening our eyes. How do you all feel after that exercise?”

“More relaxed.”

“Tired.”

“Tense.”

“Cold.”

“Good. These are all great observations. Why do you guys think I had you do that exercise?”

“Our homework was to write down our feelings and then show where we feel them in our body, so I guess this is a way to figure out where our feelings are in our body?” I’m pretty sure I’m right.

“Very good, Rowan. This was a way to help you start to feel your bodies. Our bodies have a way of telling us what’s going on, even when we don’t quite get it up here.” Tia motioned to her temple. “Now, let’s talk about some of the things we’ve been feeling in our bodies this week and what that might be telling us about our mental and emotional states, OK?”

I wonder what my body is telling me?

[bookmark: Im_still_hearing_Brianas_screa]I’m still hearing Briana’s screams at night. If not for the Seroqel I don’t think I’d be sleeping at all. Not something I’m proud of, that. I don’t want to be on any meds. It’s getting to the point that Kalah is noticing.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: So, there needs to be a couple scenes before this. Scenes that are portraying Rowan struggling with the PTSD from the Restrain. It should portray how small things are setting her off and how she internally is becoming nervous and ready to have this problem fixed or leave. 

“Dude, you are up really late.”

“I know. I can’t help it.”

“What’s up?” I hesitate, and Kalah picks up on my apprehension, “Come on, Rowan. Who the hell am I gonna tell?”

“It’s not necessarily who you’re going to tell.”

“What’s the problem then?”

“You might think I’m crazy.”

“Aren’t we all crazy? That’s why we’re here.” Kalah smirked.

“Seriously, Kalah. This is a big deal.”

“OK. OK. I surrender.” Kalah’s hands shoot into the air. “I’m not going to judge you, Rowan. Really. Now what’s going on with you?”

“I’m hearing Briana’s screams.”

“What?”

“From the restraint. I keep hearing her screams. Not all the time, just at night after the lights go out. I can’t seem to stop it.”

“Dude,. tThat’s tough.”

“You’re telling me.”

“So, what? You are reliving it or something?”

“Not really. I just hear her screaming in my head. What do I do? I can’t make it stop. I’m even using that relaxation thing Tia does in CBT group, but that doesn’t help.”

“OK. Well, I think you should just keep it to yourself. It’ll probably go away on it’s own.”

“And if it doesn’t? I can’t keep sleeping 4 hours a night, man.”

“OK, OK. I hear you. Um. I don’t know. Maybe talking about it will help. I know when I was having trouble with some shit that went down on a visit, talking about it made the thoughts quiet down. I don’t know, dude! I’m not a therapist!”

She is right. She’s not a therapist. “Maybe I need to talk to Devon about this.”

“Um. You know how I feel about Devon.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You should have a scene before this that shows how Kalah and Devon butt heads and Rowan witnesses another side of Devon but justifies it because of Kalah’s attitude toward Devon and that Devon has been on her side. 

“I know. You don’t trust her. She’s the reason you’ve been here for over two years. But she’s been helpful to me so far—other than the drugs. I don’t have any reason not to trust her.”

“Alright. Your decision. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I walked out of the room feeling better having made the decision to talk to Devon. I paused at the doorway, looking back at Kalah. “You’re paranoid.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You should change it to, “I think your just being paranoid.” 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Maybe add another scene of Rowan just tired and fed up with this lack of sleep and PTSD screaming thing, before she sees Devon. Could be during the outing to the town or something. 
[bookmark: Im_having_a_hard_time_sleeping]“I’m having a hard time sleeping.”

“Oh? Any particular reason?” Devon perked up at my sudden switch of topic. I’ve been waiting, scrutinizing, trying to see any of the suspicious behavior Kalah has warned me of in this room. I see none of it. We’ve been talking about how Leigh Ann folded into herself and left me to become the mother in the family. I’ve been talking about the pain and how much I just want to be a kid. I think it’s time, though.

“I think I’m having a hard time with Briana’s restraint.”

“OK. Can you tell me a little more about that?”

“I’ve never seen anything like that in my life. I know what Leigh Ann did to Roger, but this was different. It wasn’t self-defense and it was horrifying. Briana’s screams were so, I don’t know, feral. Like a wounded animal that just needs help. And rather than help her, they held her down like a criminal.”

“Rowan, you know that Briana almost hit Rachel with a computer. It was self-defense.”

“Except she’s a kid and they’re adults.”

“I understand how this can be concerning. And I know it can be traumatic. Even the staff have these reactions, sometimes. We go over every detail, dozens of times, after each restraint and work out how it could be avoided in the future. Trust me, no one wants to do that. No one. But we can’t let anyone hurt themselves or someone else, either.”

“But do you have to throw them to the floor and hold them there, screaming like that?” I can feel myself becoming defensive, angry. Keep it together, Rowan. 

“Rowan, it is the only way to keep everyone safe and not hurt anyone.”

“So, you’re saying they didn’t hurt Briana?”

“She may have had some soreness from fighting, but she wasn’t hurt, no.”

“She had bruises on her arms for a week.” I’m starting to wonder why she is arguing with me. Usually Devon sees my side.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You might want to think about having another scene with Devon after the Restraining incident but where she doesn’t bring up the incident. So, we as readers can see that Devon and Rowan seem to have good relationship before this incident is brought up. That would make this scene more profound. 

“Rowan. I am sorry. I really am. I wish it was different. I wish we didn’t have to have restraints at all, but sometimes they are necessary for everyone’s safety.”

“That’s such BS. No one needs to hold a kid down on the ground while they are screaming for help and that you are hurting them. She was in pain and she was afraid. That is not the same as dangerous.” What the heck? I can’t believe she’s saying what happened was OK.

“Rowan, I can’t help but notice you are very emotional about this.”

“Of course, I’m emotional. How can you hear screams like that and not be emotional?.”

“So, is this what’s keeping you up at night, then? The idea that it shouldn’t have happened.” 

Moment of truth. Either I trust Devon to help me, which she has been doing, or I trust Kalah that she’ll screw me over. I have to go with my gut on this one, sorry Kalah.

“It’s not just that.”

“OK.”

“I can’t sleep because I—I hear it in my head.” There it is. Out in the open. No turning back now. 

“What do you hear, Rowan?”

“Briana’s screams.”

“OK. Can you describe it to me? When it starts, what they sound like, anything you can tell me about this?” Devon seems genuinely concerned. She’s going to help me after all!

“It happens at night, when everything is quiet. I take my Seroquel and go to bed, and they start. They start softly, like they’re at far away from me. And they get louder and louder until it sounds like she’s screaming in my head. It’s like she’s in there, with my thoughts, trapped and in pain. All I can hear, over and over again, is ‘help me’ and ‘you’re hurting me’. The louder she gets, the more it starts to hurt, like a migraine. I can’t help but feel so scared and sad for her, my chest starts to squeeze like I’m about to cry.” I’ve been using my CBT group techniques to try and understand what’s been happening, what my body is telling me. So far it hasn’t helped.

“And how long does this go on for?” Devon’s forehead is wrinkled with genuine concern. 

“It depends. Some nights it stops after a few minutes, some nights it can go on for an hour. Afterward, I feel drained, like I’ve just run a mile, but my adrenaline is pumping so much it takes me forever to get calmed down enough to sleep.”

“OK. That sounds really awful, Rowan. Why do you think you are hearing these screams?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that when it happened, when Briana was restrained, I felt the same way. The more she screamed, the more my head hurt and I felt like crying. It’s like I’m reliving that moment. Maybe I should have stopped it. I don’t know.”

“Rowan, Briana’s restraint wasn’t your fault. There wasn’t anything you could have done.” Her voice is gentle, almost soothing. It doesn’t soothe me.

“I could have tried to help. Maybe tried to help her calm down. Maybe talked to her so that she didn’t have to get restrained. I could have told the staff to let her go. There are so many things I could have done, but I didn’t!” I can feel my heart racing now, and my words are coming faster. “I should have done something. I am was a part of the triumph of evil. I personified Burke’s quote ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’ I am the good man who did nothing.”	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Is there a reason this is bolded?

“Rowan, I know this is hard for you. I think it might be a good time to take a few breaths and regroup. Let’s do it together. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. And out. Good, let’s do a few more breaths together and then we can continue.”

We sit in the dark office, breathing together until Devon is certain I can continue without the passion exhibited earlier.

“OK. So, Rowan, I want to be honest with you.”

“OK?” Where is this going?

“I’m quite concerned about these screams and some of the other symptoms I’ve been noticing.”

“What do you mean?” Now I’m concerned.

“Well, as we’ve talked about, you seem to alternate between sadness and passion quite frequently.

“Yeah, because I’m trying not to be too upset about being in here. I’m not sure why you’re bringing this up again.”

“Well, that rapid cycling of mood, with the addition of auditory hallucinations, makes me worried about Bipolar disorder. And I’ve seen a few instances, including today, where you’ve been in what’s called a hypomanic episode.” No.

“What are you saying? This is ridiculous! I’m not Bipolar!”

“Rowan, I know this is hard to take in. And I’m not saying that I’m giving you the diagnosis yet, but I do want you to see Dr. McManus again, just to be sure.”

“What? You mean to get more meds?”

“If Dr. McManus agrees with me, it is likely that she will prescribe some antipsychotics and maybe a mood stabilizer to help with the screams and the mood swings.”

“No! I don’t need any more meds. I’m already having trouble with the Seroqel. We talked about this!” Kalah was right. How could I trust this woman? She just wants to label and drug me. 

“Rowan. I know we talked about this, but that was early on, before we started to really see all of the mood swings. The team and I have been keeping an eye on you and all of the staff have reported seeing you depressed and hypomanic. And now, with the auditory hallucinations, I think we need to be taking this seriously.”

“I trusted you! I can’t believe I trusted you! I’m not Bipolar, I’m a kid who is in here for no reason and saw another kid thrown to the ground and held there while she screamed for help!”

“Rowan, I know you are frustrated right now—”

“Frustrated? I’m furious! I’m not taking any more meds, period.” Full stop. Not happening. My fingers bite into my palms and my face is flushing. Don’t do anything stupid.

“Rowan, please. I’m not betraying you. Do you remember what I told you during our first session?”

“Obviously it wasn’t true.”

“Rowan, I said I was here for you, that you can count on me to help you through this. And you still can. Look,” Devon raises her hand to stop me from interrupting her, “I don’t know what Dr. McManus will say, and I can’t tell her what to do. But I can let her know of your preference for no more medications.”

“You can?” I can feel my fists loosening, slightly. 

“Yes. I can’t promise anything, and I actually think some medication might help you feel better, but,” Her hand came up again, forestalling my objection, “I will take into consideration your strong feelings about being medicated and pass that information on to her and the team. Does that sound like a compromise?”

“I guess so.” Now I’m pretty sure she’s trying to play me, but this is at least something. Maybe I can get out of more meds, if I play my cards right. “But I want to make my case to the team, too, so they can hear it from me.”

“I think that’s a perfectly reasonable request, Rowan. I will be sure to talk to Emily about it.”

“OK, good.” A chance, at least. A chance. 

“Now, I know that was hard and it was our first real conflict. How are you feeling about our relationship right now?” Devon’s tone switches from firm to casual, like I didn’t just scream at her. 

“Fine, I guess. I just don’t want to take any more meds.”

“I know that sometimes hearing things we don’t want to hear can be painful, especially from people we trust. I really would like to still have your trust, Rowan.”

“OK.” I’m done with this session. 

“OK,” Devon’s shoulders slump, “Well, we can maybe start with that next time, huh?”

“Sure.” 
[bookmark: Devon_and_I_have_family_therap]Week 7
Devon and I have family therapy on the phone, but it’s clear Leigh Ann’s on something almost every time we talk. Devon never catches on and I never say anything. That would blow my cover. We fight almost constantly, usually about whether she is taking care of Max and Sia, or about how stupid I am for not doing more, not getting better. I stopped calling this woman mom a long time ago because she is not the mother I knew. She’s Leigh Ann; drug addicted, abusive, and messed up. She’s the reason I’m here.

“Rowan, I need you to be honest with me. I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me.” It’s my day for individual therapy. I loathe coming into this room, now. It’s like a dungeon. I’d rather be out cleaning the oven than in this room. 

Kalah was nice enough to not say ‘I told you so’, but I could see she was thinking it. 

Devon keeps asking about the arrest. After she realized that I wasn’t going to be as bubbly and forthcoming in therapy after her betrayal, she’s been less subtle about what she wants to talk about. We’ve talked about Roger and the kitchen, at length. 

“That’s probably what triggered your Bipolar, Rowan. A trauma like that can affect us in all kinds of ways. But how did you get involved in drugs?” 

“I don’t have Bipolar!”

“Rowan, Dr. McManus and the team agree with the diagnosis. And it isn’t a judgment. It’s just a word to help us categorize your symptoms and do the best we can to help you.”

“Yeah. Help me. By medicating me.”

“You won’t know that until you talk to Dr. McManus in a few days. Rowan, fixating on the medication isn’t helping you with the screams or with the trauma you’ve faced with your mom. I just want to help you move past this.”

I’ve been pretty cooperative, considering. We’ve talked about the girls here and how I don’t fit in. We’ve talked a little bit about how I think there’s something weird going on with Briana and Erica. We’ve talked about Leigh Ann, even. But she won’t let it go, the arrest, and I don’t want to tell her. Not now.

“Rowan, really. We need to get to the bottom of this. If you can’t talk to me about your drug problem, we can’t move forward. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about it.” I can’t help but think of my hearing. Devon’s badgering feels just like being in court, being questioned by the judge and prosecutors like you don’t actually matter. The judge didn’t like me very much, especially after I fought for my innocence on one charge.

“Ms. Delauney, you are very quiet in the face of some very serious charges.”

“Yes, sir.” I glanced at my lawyer.

“Don’t look at her for your answer. I want to hear what you have to say for yourself.” Thankfully I’d gone over this with Leah, my lawyer, when we met before my hearing. I didn’t tell her the whole truth, of course, but she advised me to be as truthful as I could.

“Yes, sir.” I had to force myself to look at him. “I don’t really have much else to add to what they’ve said,” I gestured toward the prosecutors. They just spent the last half hour grilling me over every detail they could think of. It felt like persecution, not prosecution. 

“So, you agree that you were driving under the influence of methamphetamine and had paraphernalia in your car at the time of your arrest?”

“I wasn’t high while I was driving, but I did have a pipe and the baggy.” I won’t go that far, no matter how much I want to save Max and Sia.

“Interesting.” The judge scratched his stubble. “Well, it seems that you’ve plead guilty to the possession charge and not guilty to the DUI charge, but I have a hard time believing that.” 

“I’m sorry, your honor, but it’s the truth.” I was starting to get a little passionate and Leah gently touched my arm to reign me in.

“Young lady, I would advise you to keep your head. I have to side with the prosecution on this; you are guilty of both charges levied against you.” It was a blow. Didn’t he hear all of the evidence? “Now that we have that out of the way, I see that your mother has applied to a residential treatment facility in lieu of juvenile detention?”

“Yes, your honor.” Leah took over, thankfully “As this is Ms. Delauney’s first offense and she is still a minor, we believe drug treatment will be more beneficial than incarceration.”

“And you, Ms. Delauney, agree with this?” His dark eyes seemed to pierce my soul, and I didn’t even really do anything.

“Yes, your honor. I even helped my mother with the application.”

“Good, then. No, Mr. Marsh, I understand your want of harsh sentencing, but a first offense is a great opportunity for rehabilitation. Ms. Delauney, you will spend 10 months in Woodland Children’s Home Residential Treatment facility for drug addiction treatment, after which time you will be subject to 6 months probationmonths’ probation. Court is adjourned.”

My fate was sealed with the sound of his gavel.  

“Rowan?” Devon’s voice is softer, now, as I come out of my reverie. “Rowan, I can’t help you if you won’t let me.”

“I don’t want to be put on drugs.” It’s the only thing I care about, but Devon sighs and sits back in her chair, like she’s finally given up.

“It’s out of my hands, now, Rowan. I’m afraid neither of us has control of your medications; that’s up to Dr. McManus.” 

Story of my life. 






[bookmark: Skydancer]CHAPTER FIVE
Skydancer

[bookmark: I_have_been_on_Timber_cottage_]Week 8
I have been on Timber cottage for two months, now. I saw Dr. McManus yesterday and she upped my Seroquel. She also added Prozac, Abilify, and Lamictal in a complicated step up schedule. This whole thing will take two months and by then I will be on ‘therapeutic doses’ of all four medications. Dr. McManus said the Lamictal would help me feel more "even", the Prozac will help the the depression, and the Abilify will help with the “auditory hallucinations.”. I knew it! I shouldn’t have told Devon about the screams. Kalah was right, I shouldn’t have said anything to her, ever. Why did I trust her? 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This would sound better as “at” but I am unsure if you had a reason for this. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You wrote that she went with her gut by telling Devon. So, this statement is contradictory. 

I told Dr. McManus the truth, because I was sure Devon had already talked to her. I also told her that I thought my feelings were kind of normal when one is thrown into a treatment facility with 13 other girls who get restrained, but the Dr. said she was worried about Bipolar—damn it Devon—due to my test results, the staff observations, and my own reports. I don’t feel Bipolar. I told her, and I told Devon, that I don’t need all these meds. They didn’t listen. 

So, this morning I started all my new meds. No matter what I say, no matter my concerns or my protests, I’m forced to take these meds I don’t need. I didn’t like being on Seroquel to begin with. I think part of my scream issue is from the Seroquel. But most of the other girls are on more meds than me. Megan is on 13, I think she said. It's no wonder she feels so out of it.

“Rowan. Where did you go just now?” I was startled out of my memories by Devon’s voice. She was looking at me with a furrowed brow and a slight frown.

“Nothing. I just spaced out.” Devon and I have no relationship now. 

“Rowan, come on. I know there’s something going on. You’ve been quiet for almost 20 minutes now, even though I can see you’ve got something on your mind. I can’t help you if you won’t tell me what’s going on with you.”

“Nothing is going on with me.”

“Rowan, there is a lot going on with you. Last time we talked about the screams you were hearing and about your anger with your mom. Why don’t we pick up there?” 

“You know what, can we just finish this next week? I’m feeling a bit fuzzy.”

“What do you mean, fuzzy?” Devon was interested now. Score one for Rowan.

“Like, I don’t know. Just like I’m just off my game.”

“OK. Well, you’ve just started your new medications. They might effect youaffect you in different ways until we get you on a stable therapeutic dose. Let’s give it until you are on the right doses and see how you adjust.”

“I just don’t feel like I need them. The meds.” A half-hearted attempt.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Odd sentence, it is incomplete. 

“Rowan, we talked about this. Dr. McManus has formally diagnosed you with Bipolar Disorder. On top of that, you are hearing screams at night that aren’t really there. Like I’ve told you, we are here to help you with all of that. But we need to get you stable, first, so that you are able to focus on the underlying issues we’ve talked about. I know you are having a hard time adjusting to some of the things here on cottage and this new diagnosis. However, in order for this all to work, you have to keep talking to me. I can’t see if you’re making progress if we don’t keep talking about why you are here and where you are at.”

“You know why I’m here. You know what’s going on with me. What more do you want?” She’s really starting to irritate me.

“Rowan, you know this is a process. We have to take it slow. I know you aren’t doing drugs in here, so I want to help you with the underlying trauma so you don’t re-offend when you get out of here.”

“I am doing drugs, just not voluntarily.” Take that.

“Rowan, please don’t say it like that. Of course, you have a say in this. I just want to get you onto the right doses before we decide if the medications are helping or not. I don’t want you up all night hearing screams.” She seems genuine, but I can’t trust that anymore. 

“I’m not crazy. I don’t need these medications. The only reason I’m having a hard time sleeping is because a girl was slammed to the floor in front of me and I don’t know exactly how to process that.” My anger is starting to heat up. I don’t need this.

“Rowan—”

“Can I go now? It’s 2pm.”

“Rowan, I really want to try and figure this out.”

“We can pick up next week. Can I go?”

She could see I wasn’t giving in. “OK, Rowan. But you need to start talking more in cottage group about yourself, not just commenting on others’ treatment. That’s your homework for the week, OK?”

“Sure thing.” I was out of the dark, cramped office before she could say anything else.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Need to split with asterisk line. 

[bookmark: Were_doing_an_activity_today_R]Week 10
We’re doing an activity today. Rachel, Alisa, and Nick are really excited about it and Christian is interested. We have four staff on daily now, because of Briana. She gets in restraints almost daily, thanks in part to Erica. I’m still awed at how these people don’t see her manipulation. I just try and stay away from them as much as possible. Kalah, Bobbi, Sidney, Amanda, and I are the only ones not to be in some sort of restraint in our time here. The rest get into conflicts fairly easily. Impulse control is an issue for adolescents, I understand, but this is just chaos.

Briana is in group today, though, so the staff have planned something they said would help us gain insight and maybe bond. 

“OK ladies, it’s time. Let’s head outside.” Rachel has a huge smile on her face as she floats outside.

“Please line up on this side of the sidewalk. We’ll explain the rules when you’re lined up and listening,” Alisa says. 

Nick reads out the rules. “This activity is simple. One of us,” he gestures to Alisa and Rachel,” will read a statement. If you agree with that statement or have experienced that statement, you will cross the sidewalk and turn to face the remaining participants.”

Alisa becomes serious. “We have two rules. This is a SILENT activity. There will be no side conversations, giggling, snickering, or even faces. If we can’t do this, we will stop the activity and have quiet time.”

We all enthusiastically agree to be silent in order to escape quiet time. Quiet time is worse than chores. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: You should have a scene prior to this that shows the audience Rowans aversion to quite time and how she feels about it. 

“The second rule is respect. This is a confidential activity. No one will discuss this activity outside of the activity unless someone asks you to talk about their experience. Got it?” We all nod, getting curious.

“OK. We’ve all got some statements, and I want you to be as honest as possible when deciding whether or not to cross the line.”

Before each statement is “Cross the line if you…” We start out with easy things. Your favorite flavor of ice cream is vanilla, like to play sports, like to be creative? Then they got a little more serious, like if you’ve cried in the past week or if your parents are divorced.  It got pretty quiet and intense after that.

“Cross the line if you’ve ever been in a physical fight.”

Everyone but Jessica, Amanda, and I cross the line. After a few seconds, they all come back. 

“Cross the line if you have ever been bullied.”

We all cross the line. Who hasn’t?

“Cross the line if you have ever bullied someone.”

Some of us hesitate, thinking about past behavior. In the end, everyone but Amanda crosses the line. We all look back at her, irritated and envious of her innocence.

“Cross the line if you ever saw someone being bullied and did nothing.”

This time it was all of us, Amanda included.

“Cross the line if you find it hard to say “no” to your friends.

Tamara, Sidney, Taylor, Bobbi, Jasmine, Crystal, and Amanda cross the line. I stay, with Jessica, Megan, Shelby, Kalah, and Erica. I wonder how many of us are actually lying to ourselves.

“Cross the line if you have ever felt depressed.”

Again, another unanimous answer, though with some hesitation. We all have felt depressed, at one time or another. But I think some of us wonder what it will look like in our treatment to admit this. 

“Cross the line if you have ever seen a family member excessively use drugs or alcohol.”

I had to cross on this one. Amanda, Crystal, Jasmine, Shelby, Sidney, and Taylor join me. We nervously look at each other, and at at the six girls across the sidewalk. There is some pity, maybe, for us. Definitely empathy for each other. It feels scary, but comforting to know I’m not the only one. 

“ Cross the line if you have ever used drugs or alcohol.”

Crystal, Sidney, Shelby, Taylor, Kalah, Tamara, and Jessica all move to the other side of the sidewalk. Wow. I had no idea there were so many.

“Cross the line if you have a family member who’s died.”

Taylor and Erica cross the line. I’m surprised that Erica is being so honest. It makes my heart melt for her a bit.

“Cross the line if sometimes you get scared.”

We all cross, and this time it feels different. It feels less silly and more, well, warm. 

“Cross the line if you have cried in the last week.”

Tamara, Jessica, Shelby, Bobbi, and Megan cross. This is the first time I’ve seen Megan cross for the ones that aren’t unanimous. I don't cross because I can’t seem to cry anymore. Or maybe I don’t need to.
 
“Cross the line if you are worried about your future.”

Surprisingly, not everyone crosses for this one. Kalah, Jessica, and Taylor all stay behind. I guess it makes sense, these girls have been here the longest and have their treatment pretty much figured out. It makes an interesting role model moment.
 
“Cross the line if you feel like your family is proud of you.”

This time it is the opposite; only a few cross. Jessica, Taylor, and Sidney are the only ones to cross. That has to be a nice feeling.
 
“Cross the line if you have a grown up in your life that you really trust.”

Shelby, Tamara, Crystal, Jasmine, and I all stay back. I feel so lonely.

“Cross the line if you’ve had a boyfriend or girlfriend.”

Amanda and I are the only ones to stay back. Crap, this is getting super personal and not very fun for me. I don’t think I want a boyfriend. Ever. 
 
“Cross the line if you’ve ever stayed in a relationship that wasn’t working for you.”

Amanda and I are joined by Jessica and Erica. At least that’s the plus side of never having a boyfriend, right?

“Cross the line if you’ve ever lied to someone you care about.”

This one I had to cross for. But not for what you think; I have to lie all the time to Sia and Max, even in here. It hurts, but I also know that the truth would kill them. I start want to cry, thinking about them. No tears come. I miss them so much. I almost miss the cue to cross back over the sidewalk for the next statement. 

“Cross the line if you’ve ever regretted doing something to someone you care about.”

I guess it wouldn’t have mattered if I didn’t cross back. I’m on the opposite side of the sidewalk, again. Everyone but Erica is over here with me, though. That feels better. 

“Cross the line if at any point you were uncomfortable admitting to something so you didn’t cross the line even though the statement was true for you.”
 
This one’s interesting. I did feel uncomfortable, but not admitting things. I still feel uncomfortable getting so intimate with these girls, in front of four staff, and not talking with them about it. The silence is a double-edged sword. I don’t cross, and neither does Kalah, but the rest do.

“OK, guys. Thanks so much for that. You did amazing. I’m really proud of you. Seriously. You handled that like adults, so good job. Now, I want to sit out here in the sunshine and have a quick debrief about this. Sound ok?” Alisa motioned for us to sit in a circle around the side of the cottage, out of earshot of the boys who had just come out to play soccer in the field.

“That was stupid.” Erica jumped right in.

“Why do you say that, Erica?” Rachel asks.

“It doesn’t mean anything. So, we all went through some messed up stuff, so what?”

“Well, isn’t it interesting to know that a lot of these girls have gone through some of the same stuff you have?”

“Why? They don’t know my life.”

“I understand that, all of our experiences are different, but at least you know you have had similar experiences. You aren’t the only one.”

“I don’t care.”

“That’s crap, Erica.” Tamara chimed in. “You have feelings just like the rest of us.”

“OK.” Erica’s sarcasm dripped from her mouth. 

“Alright. Let’s not argue about it. Erica, I think it’s pretty sad that you didn’t get anything out of this activity.” Rachel is really trying, here. It’s like pulling teeth.

“Sad? OK, sure.”

“Yeah. I think you’re missing out on building some really helpful relationships.”

“I don’t need anybody’s help.”

“OK. We’re moving on.” Rachel is getting a bit frustrated and Erica latches onto it right away.

“What, so just because I don’t say what you want me to say means I don’t get to talk?”

“Erica, you did talk. You said you don’t care and that the activity was stupid. Now I’d like to hear from some of the other girls.” Rachel turns her gaze toward Sidney.

“So, I’m honest and I get punished for it?” Erica is almost yelling now. 

“Erica, I’m not punishing you. I’m just trying to get to everyone. You’ve made it clear that you didn’t like this activity, so why don’t you let some of the other girls speak?”

“That’s bullshit, dude.”

“Alright, Erica. I think it’s safe to say you didn’t like this activity, right?” Alisa jumps in before things start to escalate. 

“Yeah, it was dumb and a waste of time.”

“OK. Is there anything else you want to share?”

“Yeah, when can we go play football?”

“After the group is over.”

“So—” Erica began to argue.

“And the group will be over sooner if we can get through sharing. So, we’re gonna move on to some other girls, unless you have something else to share?” Erica was beat, and she knew it. She always listens to Alisa.  

“Sure, I’m done.” But she gave Rachel a menacing glare the rest of the group.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Need asterisk lines 
[bookmark: So_that_was_intense]“So that was intense.”

“Yeah, not something we usually do. I guess Alisa still has some spark left.” Kalah smiles at me. We are reading on the couch and I have something on my mind, otherwise I wouldn’t interrupt.

“Hey, I have a question for you.”

Kalah looks at me, grabs her bookmark and closes her book. I guess my face says this is serious.

“Shoot.”

“I’m starting to feel weird.” I don’t know what to say next.

“What do you mean, weird?” Kalah says after a second of silence. 

“I guess, foggy, heavy. Like I’m underwater.”

“Like, spacy?”

“Yeah, but not just spacy. Like I can’t concentrate because there’s something in the way. Like there’s something blocking my brain.” I don’t feel as much either, but I don’t want to put too much on Kalah.

“Shit. OK. Wait, they upped your meds, right?”

“Yeah, they put me on Abilify, Lamictal, Seroquel, and Prozac. They’re saying I’m Bipolar.”

“That’s crap. Dude, that’s just like them. To medicate you until you can’t argue back.” She looked sharply at me.

“Have you talked to anyone about this, besides Dr. McManus and Devon?”

“No. I didn’t even want to bring it up with them, but it seems to be getting worse. It’s like I can’t really feel much anymore. And I’m not even on my full dose, yet.” I guess she can handle it. 

“OK. Look, there aren’t a lot of people in here that will take you seriously. You’ve got to be smart about who you tell this to.”

“What do you mean?”

“A lot of the staff, the directors, they don’t care. They want you to be numb, complaint. It’s easier for them. They’ll say it’s because you’re getting worse and they’ll advise that you are put on more meds. So, don’t talk to any of our staff about it. Except maybe Alisa. And Rachel. They’re both pretty trustworthy.”

“You’re sounding like this is some sort of conspiracy.”

“Rowan, come on. Of course, it’s a conspiracy. You’re on 4 meds, but a lot of the other girls are on, like, 8, or 10. You think all the girls in here need all those meds? The anti-psychotics and mood stabilizers? ” I hadn’t thought about it like that, but once she said it, I could see the sense of it. 

“OK, so what do I do?”

“Well, if they say you’re Bipolar you’re gonna have to act even.”

“Even?”

“Yeah, like, no mood swings. Level. The only way they lower your meds is if they see symptoms go away.”

“OK. But I think the meds are making me more irritable. It’s like my emotions are fading away, trapped behind a glass wall. I can see them, I know they’re there, but I’m losing my ability to touch them, to experience them. More and more it’s just numb or mad. I feel like I’m going crazy”

“Shit. That’s not good. Rowan, I think you’re gonna have to talk to Dr. McManus. She’s not a great psychiatrist, but I don’t think she’s a bad person. Maybe you can get through to her.”

“That’s it? That’s my option?” Kalah shrugs and re-opens her book. 

I try to continue reading, but I can’t. It’s hopeless, I guess. I talk to Sia and Max—and Leigh Ann—for 15 minutes every week. We don’t talk about it, either. Leigh Ann sounds better, like she’s figuring it out. Maybe?. At least she’s better than the day I got arrested. 

It was after school one day. I had to take Sia and Max to their lessons; piano and soccer. I drove them everywhere in those days, since I got my license. Mom was just holed up in her room or at her new job, waitressing. We barely made enough together to keep the apartment and Sia and Max doing their things. I worked after school and on weekends at a pet store in the mall. It was all I could get since all the waitressing jobs went to older people who were fired from their better jobs, like Leigh Ann. The economy’s bad, I guess. 

After I dropped off Max—his field is closer to work—I started my commute to the mall. The other moms chip in to shuttle Sia and Max home because they know Leigh Ann and I work late. They’re both 13 now, so I don’t have to worry so much about them being home alone. They know how to cook and basically take care of themselves. They’re not as spoiled as it sounds.

The outlet mall I work at is almost out of town. They built it a few years ago, before the whole banking thing happened, and now it does booming business because everyone is looking to save some money. The reason I’m ok working in a pet store is that we adopt shelter animals and then re-sell them to people who have money and don’t want to stoop to adopting a shelter dog. It’s kind of a scam, I know, but it’s a scam for the greater good, at least for the animals. No puppy mills, I checked. Not something I’d be involved in, at all, ever.

Anyway, because it’s so far out, it takes—took—me a good 20 minutes, 40 if traffic was bad, from Max’s soccer field. That day, traffic was light and I was making good time. I was listening to Haelstorm, a heavy metal band with a female singer, and I was rocking out. I took a left turn at a light and forgot to put on my signal. Next thing I knew, there were red and blue flashing lights in my rearview. I couldn’t hear the siren over the music, but I figured I should pull over to let them pass.

On the shoulder of the 6 lane, 50mph road, I realized the cop was pulling in behind me. I started to panic, looking frantically for the insurance and registration. I didn’t know where Leigh Ann kept it, or if she kept it current. I hadn’t ever thought about it. I should have.

The cop came to the window as I was fumbling around in the glove box and tapped on the glass with his knuckles. When I looked over, he was making the ‘roll down your window’ mime. I reached over and hit the automatic window button. 

“Woah. Miss…down…please?” I couldn’t hear him, so I shrugged and turned down the music.

“Thank you. Can I see your license and registration, please? You failed to signal at that last light.” 

“Yeah, I’m just trying to find the registration and insurance.” I continued to shuffle through all the papers overflowing from the glovebox.

“Miss, can I see your license and registration please.”

“Yeah. Uh, here’s my license.” I reached into my wallet and thrust it at him, “I’m getting the rest, just give me a minute.”

“Miss, I need your registration please.”

“Give me a minute. I know it’s in here, somewhere.” I shifted my search to the center console.

“Miss, please, I really need to see your registration and insurance.” He was being nice, but I just couldn’t find it. Finally, I flipped down the driver’s side visor and there they were, both the registration and insurance cards. Unfortunately, a small baggie fell from the visor to my lap. I didn’t notice, I was just so relieved to find the cards. The cop perked up.

“Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to exit the vehicle.”

“What? I have the insurance and registration here.”

“Miss, please exit the vehicle.”

“Why?” I was so confused.

“Miss, exit the vehicle. Now.” He was done asking, I guess. I unbuckled my seatbelt, insurance and registration cards still in hand, and opened the door. He stepped back while I got out and his partner, who had moved toward the passenger side of the car, started to open the door.
“Miss, do you have any drugs or weapons in the car?”

“No. Of course not. Why? What are you doing?”

“OK. Can you come to the back of the car with me?”

 The officer walked back with me and I stood at the rear of the car with my hands clearly visible. I was terrified. And late for work.

“Miss, we’re going to do a search of your vehicle. You need to let us know if there is anything that can hurt us. Needles, knives?”

“No. I don’t have anything like that. What the hell?” At this point I was freaking out. 

“Miss, I need you to stay calm. Please stand here while we search your vehicle.”

The officer walked back toward the front of the car, bent down and picked up something small from the ground in front of the open driver side door. It was a small baggie, like the ones you get stud earrings in, and seemed empty.

“Miss, can you tell me what was in this bag?”

“I don’t know. I had no idea that was there.”

“Miss, I need you to be honest with me. Can you tell me where you were headed today?”

“Seriously? I don’t have anything in there! I’m trying to get to work and I just dropped off my brother and sister at their lessons. I need to go, this is crazy!”

“Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to stay calm. It seems like—”

“Hey, got something!” The second officer shouted. He popped up with a small glass tube in his hands. 

“OK, miss, I’m afraid we’re going to have to take you in—”

“What!? That’s not mine! I need to get to work. I’m going to get fired!” The word shit kept pulsing through my head. Shit, shit, shit. 

“Miss, please put your hands behind your back and turn toward the car.”

“No, you can’t arrest me! That’s not mine!”

“Miss, if you resist arrest things will get much worse for you. Put your hands behind your back.” The second officer had moved to the back of the car and seemed like he was ready to throw me to the ground. His had was hovering over his gun. 

“I can’t believe this. I don’t do drugs. This is messed up!” I protested as I put my hands behind my back. 

They handcuffed me, put me in the back of the squad car, and continued to search the car. A few minutes later, an SUV showed up with a drug dog, who got pretty excited around the driver’s seat of the car. All I could think was, it’s not mine, it’s mom’s. 
[bookmark: more_Transition_Ive_been_chose]Week 12
I’ve been chosen to be part of the equine therapy group on campus and I’m super stoked! As stoked as I can be, at least. I’ve only been here three months and usually you don’t get to be in horse group until at least your fourth month. My first group is today, and I cannot wait. What teenage girl doesn’t love horses. Kalah says that loving horses on TV is different than loving horses in real life, but I don’t care. I will love everything about it, even cleaning the stalls. I’m glad I can still feel this. At least a little. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Maybe change to “I guess.”

Group isn’t until 11 am, so I’ve got some time to kill. Breakfast is uneventful and we move on to some morning free time. I am starting to dislike free time. Usually, Kalah and I read in our room or on the couches in the den—if staff will let us—quietly companionable. But after the apple incident I’ve been having a hard time being quiet. When I try, even when I’m reading, I start to hear the screams again. Briana’s screams. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I don’t know if this word works here. 

So, instead of reading with Kalah this morning, I head to the dining room to play some games with Jessica, Tamara, Sidney, and Taylor. My other option is to hang out with Bobbi, who is obsessed with makeup and looks—and is getting quite preggers—or play mafia with the rest of the girls, including Briana and Erica. Neither seems particularly enjoyable. Do you know what mafia is? It’s a game where everyone sits in a circle and certain card of a deck are shuffled and dealt out, according to how many players there are. There is a narrator, one or more ‘mafia’, one ‘nurse’, and one ‘detective’. The rest are townspeople. The narrator directs the game. During the ‘night’, while everyone closes their eyes, the detective can try and sluice out the mafia, the mafia get to kill someone, and the nurse can save someone. It’s stupid and there is no strategy. It just ends up in a bunch of yelling and arguing until one side randomly wins.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This seems out of place and slows down the scene. Plus, once again this is addressing the reader directly which feels odd. 

Taylor is a bit bossy when it comes to games; she’s really smart, but she tends to get arrogant. We keep having to switch games because Jessica and Taylor fight about the rules. It isn’t as fun as I hoped. I wish I could just snuggle into a couch and read. Without the screams.

Finally, we found a game that both Taylor and Jessica can deal with and begin to play. It’s poker. Seriously. It’s almost laughable. We aren’t betting anything, but the game is still tense and we are furiously scanning each other for tells. I’m a pro at this game. Mom and I used to play all the time to distract ourselves in waiting rooms or in lines. We had an awesome handheld poker game and we used it so often the buttons no longer had writing on them. It didn’t matter; we had the buttons memorized. It finally died a few weeks before the Roger incident. That should have been another clue, things were headed downhill.

Anyway, the point is, I’m good. I always beat Leigh Ann and usually anyone else who challenged me. I read people, remember? I’ve got Jessica’s tell down already—she scratches at her chin when she has a bad hand—and I’m zeroing in with Taylor. I think her eyes widen when she’s got something good. Sidney and Tamara aren’t really good at the game, anyway, so I don’t spend a lot of time on them. The first hand I lose, studying my opponents rather than paying attention to the cards. By 10:45 am, I have won 6 out of 11 hands and everyone is pissed at me. I must be slipping; I usually clean up. Chelsea reminds me it’s time to get ready for horse group. What a great timing!

I apologize, with some heavy snark, to the other girls for how well I did and bounce off to get my boots and jeans. I hear some grumbles and under the breath insults slung my way, but I’m in too good of a mood to say anything.

The horses are out behind the school, which isn’t being used because it’s summer. There is an indoor arena, an outdoor arena, and three huge fields for the horses to run around in. I have heard from the staff that sometimes residents ride in the 4th of July parade. That would be so cool. Anyway, we are supposed to meet Jon, the horse-wrangler, at the entrance to the indoor arena. It’s pretty hot, so we’re riding under the shade. Chelsea and Amanda walk beside me, trying to keep up. When we reach the door, there are already four other kids, two boys and two girls, and two staff waiting.

At 11 am sharp, Jon opens the door to the arena and beckons us in. He greets and dismisses the cottage staff and introduces us to the equine staff; himself and his assistant, Josie. We are standing outside the rails of the arena, where the stalls and tack are. There are ten horses in the actual riding arena, milling about with only halters on. I can’t pay attention to Jon’s introductions because I’m watching every move the horses make. There is a blood bay standing off to the side of the arena, away from the other horses. I like him immediately.

“OK, so now it’s time to pick our horses. If you were listening—” Uh oh, “You’ll remember that we never stand behind or in front of a horse and we always approach slowly, with our hands held out. Now, we are all going to get into the arena, but Josie and I are going to hang back. Your job today is to see if any of these horses match with you.”

“What do you mean, match?” One of the boys asks.

“Look, guys. I’ve chosen all of these horses today because they’re calm, smart, and perfect for beginning riders. But, they all have different personalities, just like you. Sometimes I assign horses, sometimes I let you pick. But today, we’re letting them pick. Horses have great people sense, and they’ll know if you’re the right rider for them.” He said. 

“So, what, we just wait for them to come up to us? That’s dumb.” The other boy responded. I have a sudden urge to kick them both in the shins just to shut them up. I want to get in that arena. 

“No, that’s not what I said. You are going to go out there and mingle with them. Approach them, slowly, like we talked about, and see what happens. If you can’t get close to one, maybe that’s not the best horse for you. If you find one that clicks with you, you’ll know it. Now, no more yakking, let’s get going.”

I eagerly step through the open gate and head slowly toward the blood bay. The other residents seem to be hanging back, watching me before jumping in themselves. In the middle of the arena, the other horses start to follow me, curious about what I’m doing. So, I stop. Three or four mill about me, sniffing my hand, my hat, my hair. A light-boned gray nuzzles me from behind while a sturdy palomino tries to eat my hair. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Maybe choose another word. 

“Hey!” I say, “You can’t do that!” I yank my hair back, too forcefully, and the palomino snorts and shies away. The rest spook and trot away, nervous. 

“No big deal,” I hear Jon tell me, “They weren’t for you. Now, the rest of you, get out there!”

I continue my trek toward the blood bay. Before I can reach him, a shorter, round horse with snowy dots covering her dun coat all the way to her nose veers in front of me, on her way to the other horses. Her head turns toward me and her ears flick up. I notice her short mane and tail are streaked with black and white. She’s nothing like any horse I have ever seen. And she’s not the horse I would have picked for myself. Still, it seems like there might be something here. I stand still hoping she’ll come to me. She stands in front of me, dead still, ears still trained on me. I briefly glance at Jon, who is watching me intently.

“Go on.” He says, just loud enough for me to hear.

I slowly reach out my hand and take a step forward. This feels like it’s important. Like something has shifted. Something in me has shifted. My feet inch forward, shuffling toward her left shoulder. I am now close enough for her to sniff me, so I stop. Her head is still held high, almost as if on alert. For a moment, I think she’s going to ignore me. But, after a tense moment, her neck arcs as her nose finds my outstretched hand. I stand perfectly still while she snuffles my hand, then my arm, then my pockets, and finally, my face. Her eyes are blue, and she breathes into my nostrils and I breathe into hers, trying not to move, trying not to scare her away.

And then she puts her head down, shakes her whole body like a wet dog, and starts to ignore me. Somehow, I don’t have to look at Jon to know I can touch her now. I walk to her left shoulder and stroke her neck. She reaches her head around and butts me gently in the shoulder. 

“That’s it!” Jon says from the other side of the arena. “Look, guys, Skydancer’s just chosen Rowan! Great job, girl!”

The other kids stare at me, wondering what I did. No one was paying attention but Jon. Even Josie was paying attention to the other residents. This warm feeling rushes over me and Skydancer, I guess that’s her name, butts me again. Jon is striding over to me, smiling. 

“Here you go, Rowan. She’s looking for some treats. She’s a greedy one.” He hands me some brown treats that smell like apple slices.

“What do I do now?” I ask him, as Dancer slurps up all of the treats.

“Pet her, walk around with her, spend some time with her, while I help the rest of these guys.” Jon said. “She chose you for a reason, so make the most out of it.”

“OK, but what about all the other horses?”

“Let ‘em be. They need to pick their riders, not be looking for treats and attention from you. If she moves back into the herd, wait for her by the rails.”

Eventually, all of the kids were chosen by their horses as Skydancer and I walked aimlessly around the arena. None so dramatic as Skydancer’s show, though. Amanda was chosen by a cute dun with a black stripe down his back and a thick neck. The big blood bay I had my eyes on went to the boy who was convinced it was stupid. The look on his face when the bay finally nudged him was a mixture of awe and joy. I’m a little sad he got the blood bay.

Jon whistles at us and calls us back over to the door to the arena, outside the rails. “Great job out there today, guys.” He says, “You all did really well. None of you got scared and you all were calm enough to let the horses pick you. That’s going to be a special bond, horse and rider, so be sure to foster it. You can come out to the pasture fence, when your staff says it’s ok, and pet your horse or give them apples. Try and spend time with them. That’s your homework this week. Next week we’ll start halter work and grooming.”

Chelsea appears in the arena doorway, flanked by the other staff members, and we all walk back to our cottages. I think horse group is going to be the highlight of my week from now on. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I love this scene. It’s like the calm between the storm. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I would add another scene after this scene that feels like things might be okay. That way it makes the reader think there is hope, so that the shock of the next couple chapters takes them by surprise. 






[bookmark: The_Shelby_Incident]CHAPTER SIX
The Shelby Incident

[bookmark: My_meds_are_close_to_therapuet]Week 16
My meds are close to ‘therapeuetic doses’ and I am having some weird side effects. I’ve been feeling slow, like I can’t quite find the words in my head fast enough when I’m talking. The larger dose of Seroquel, mixed with the other meds, has led me to gain weight, too. I’m not fat, per se, but I don’t quite fit into most of my jeans anymore. If that wasn’t bad enough, I’m starting to feel less. I can’t feel the heat, pressure, or air on my body in CBT group like I could before. It’s like there’s this barrier forming between my brain and my body. It’s all been slowly, slowly getting worse and I’m afraid it won’t go away. 

"OK guys," Jon said, "Gather 'round. Today we are going to start learning how to groom our horses and start with some halter work. How does that sound?"

"What's halter work?" Jason asked. He's the one who got the blood bay.

"We'll get to that in more detail later, but basically it's using a halter to control your horse. But first, we have to learn how to groom. Does anyone know what goes into grooming a horse?"

"Um, brushing." I say, unsure. Like I said, slow.

"Yes, brushing the coat, mane, and tail are very important. Does anyone know why?" Jon waited in the silence as if it didn't bother him at all. "No? OK. The coat is important to brush regularly to check on your horse's health, see if there are any scrapes, bruises, growths, irritants, ticks, that sort of thing. Before riding, it also makes sure there aren't any irritants that you could be grinding into their skin during the ride."

"So, it's to make sure we don't hurt them?" Amanda asked.

"Yeah. That's right. It's also to help us bond with them. When we brush them, we have a lot of time and physical contact with them. Think of it as a hug, but better."

"Now, there are some other things we do to groom a horse. Anyone know?" 

"Um, their feet?" China, a girl from another cottage, ventures.

"Yes! And what do we do with their feet?"

"Clip their nails?" China again. She's showing off now.

"That's the first part, yeah." Jon walks over to Skydancer, who is tied to the rails.  "We have to make sure their hooves stay a good length or they'll have a hard time walking, just like if your toenails get too long." He points to Skydancer's hooves to demonstrate. Then he picks up her foot.

"The other thing we do is called picking the hooves. This is like getting all the dirt and scum out from under your nails, but it's much more important for horses. See this triangle here, in the middle of the hoof? Come on, step closer so you can see. That's called a frog. Don't ask why, it just is."

We all craned our necks, trying not to get too close or get in the way of everyone else's view. 

"That is like the pad of a dog's foot. It's really sensitive and can get hurt if there are rocks or thorns or other things stuck in the hoof." He let down Skydancer's foot. "OK. So, now I will demonstrate on Cloud how to groom your horse, so pay attention."

Jon spent a good 15 minutes of our group showing us how to groom our horses. I followed OK, but I’m not sure I quite got it. I hate this feeling. 

"Use the rubber brush first, to get all of the hay, dirt, and other stuff out of the hair. Always brush with the hair, even when it swirls." His hand made a little circle right in front of Cloud's hip where the hair looks like a labyrinth, the right direction almost indecipherable. 

"Be gentle on the legs with the rubber brush, but try and get all of the dirt off down to the hooves. Next is the soft brush, and you can be more vigorous with this one." His hand moves powerfully over Cloud's neck and shoulders. 

"Use short, powerful strokes to get out the excess hair. And remember to brush with the hair, all the way down to the hooves." I wish we could take notes. I'm not sure how I'm going to remember all of this.

"Now is the grand finale! You'll have to pick up each hoof in order to pick it, so pay careful attention. These horses are well trained and won't give you much fuss, but you still have to do it right." 

Jon positions himself at Cloud's left shoulder. "Gently run your hand down the leg, almost like you are brushing. This lets them know you are getting ready to pick up the hoof."

Cloud picks up his hoof and puts it back down, almost like he's being defiant. "See, he knows. Now, there is a little hollow on both sides here, right above the hock, that you ucan get your fingers and thumb into." Cloud again picks up his hoof, but sets it down when Jon doesn't grasp it. "If the horse isn't picking up, like good 'ole Cloud here, you can squeeze this little hollow a bit, and they should pop right up."	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: This is interesting but you might lose your readers interest with the step by step instructions then Rowans step by step actions. Be careful to keep it interesting. 

Cloud again picks up the hoof, and this time Jon takes it. "Now, when you've got the hoof, you've got to hold onto it so it's comfortable for the horse, or they're gonna fight you. Don't pull their hoof out too far away from their body, 'cause that'll twist their knee and hurt. But you've got to pull it out a bit to get into the right position. You could just hold the hoof with one hand and pick with the other, but you might not get everything out and it's a little uncomfortable for the horse. So, you put your inside leg over the horse's leg, like so, and squeeze the hock between your thighs, the frog pointed up." 

Jon looks like he's sitting on Cloud's leg, straddled and bentd under his belly. He's crunched up so much, it's almost the fetal position.

"Now, this is not super comfy for you, but it's the easiest way to get the job done quickly. All right, now you've seen it, each of you head to your horses and start grooming."

Skydancer is waiting for me as I make my way to her, ears pricked and eyes bright. I love her blue eyes, they make me think of the ocean, or galaxies. I give her a treat, like I've been doing every day during lunch, and start on the brushing. The rubber brush is hard because she's got a lot of dirt and grass on her back. As I move down her back, her flesh twitches and when I move to her stomach, she steps to the side, trying to get away from the brush. I can tell she doesn't like the rough tines. Finally, my arms burning and Skydancer obviously over it, I put down the rubber brush and survey my handiwork. That wasn't so bad and now she looks clean. Even the swirl of hair in front of her hip actually isn't so hard to decipher, after all, so that's nice. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: What is this supposed to be? 

Next up is the soft brush. Skydancer seems to like this much better, being still and quiet while I swipe her hair onto the dirt. My thoughts are wandering, whirling around my brain almost like normal, as I gently move the soft bristles over her body. She’s so soft, but powerful. I can feel her muscles and bones underneath my hands. She could kill me, I know, but I have an irrational trust in her. It’s the same feeling I used to have with Leigh Ann, when she was still mom. I can’t describe it really, except as a pleasant heaviness, like your muscles are soft and relaxed because you don’t have to be ready to defend yourself. You know she’ll defend you. You’re safe. I can still feel with Sky, real, full body feelings. I let my muscles relax and the soft whisper of the bristles on hair sing to me. 

“Great job, Rowan.” Jon startles me out of my meditation. “You’ve got this down. Now I want to see you clean her hooves.”

Crap. This is the part I’ve been dreading. “Uh, OK.” I take my time putting away the brushes, making sure everything looks neat and tidy, before grabbing the hoof pick. 

“All right, Rowan. Let’s do this. It’s not as bad as you think.” Jon gives me a smile.

“OK. Yeah.” I position myself next to Skydancer’s left shoulder. She turns her head enough to butt me in the back with her nose and I startle and sidestep away from her. 

“Woah, there. It’s ok. She’s just asking you what you’re doing. I’m sure she wants more brushing. It’s OK,  try again.”

“Are you sure? She isn’t upset? She won’t hurt me?”

“Rowan, when I walked up here you two were both in a daze, like you were linked up to some movie in your heads that only you two could see. You’ve got a special bond here, kiddo. So, you tell me. Is she gonna hurt you?”

I have to stop for a moment and consider. My mind goes to the feeling of safety I’d just experienced during the brushing. “No. I don’t think she will.”

“All right, then. Let’s try again.” I slowly move back to Skydancer’s left shoulder. My hand instinctively moves to her coat, and I start to stroke her. Just like the brushing, I tell myself. I can feel her head turn toward me again, but she doesn’t butt me this time. Maybe she realized that scared me. Or maybe I’m reading too much into this. 

“There you go. Keep it slow and steady,” Jon reassures me. 

My hand is starting to make its way down her leg, softly stroking. I’m tense, my muscles pulled tight and ready to react to the slightest movement. As my hand reaches the hollow just above her hock, her hoof suddenly pulls up off the arena floor. I instinctively grab it.

“Nice!”

I almost drop her foot, like a hot potato. “Geez, Jon.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. What’s next?”

Her hoof is in my left hand, dangling dead weight. I awkwardly step my left leg under my arm and over her leg. My right foot shimmies up to her leg and I’m trying to position her hoof facing skyward between my thighs, but I can’t seem to find the right balance. My right foot juts backward to keep me upright. Skydancer’s head shoots up and her leg pulls back a bit, but I’ve still got hold of her hoof. 

“Careful there. Try having your knees in front of your toes.” Jon suggests.

Timidly, I inch back into position, this time thrusting my knees out over my toes. And, just like that, her hoof is snuggly between my thighs, waiting to be cleaned. 

“I’m not sure I can stay like this long enough to get this done, Jon.”

“I know, it takes some time to get used to. Just do what you can. Her hooves don’t look to bad. Don’t let her be uneven, though. If you get this hoof done, you’ve got to do the other front.”

“OK. Got it.” The pick is a bit sharp, so I’m gentle with the first hoof, trying to daintily scrape away dirt and a few small pebbles. Scrape, pause. Scrape, pause. Readjust, scrape, pause. When I’m done, I let her hoof gently out from between my thighs and help her lower it to the ground. Then I realize, I can’t stand straight. I’ve been folded over for so long, my body has stiffened in this position. I’m stuck here, hands on my thighs in a standing fetal position, right next to Skydancer’s left hoof. This is fun. I’m not sure how to get out of this one.

“Rowan, you ok?” It’s Josie, Jon’s assistant, who must’ve spotted me. 

“Um, I can’t stand up.” 

“OK, this happens sometimes. You must’ve spent too long on that hoof. Let me help you.” She grabs my right arm and ducks her shoulder underneath. “Don’t try and straighten you back, but maybe you can straighten your legs?”

She supports me as I slowly straighten out my legs, leaving me looking like I’ll throw up at any second. 

“OK. Let’s walk over to the riding block here, and get you sat down.” Josie starts to slowly lead me to the edge of the arena. I’m completely dependent on her to point me in the right direction. We are shuffling together, slowly and deliberately, and I can feel my legs starting to soften again. 

“Rowan, what’s up?” Jon says, suddenly beside me. 

“My body locked up or something.” 

“She worked on that one hoof for a good 15 minutes without a break. It’s a miracle Sky didn’t fight her.” Josie told him.

Jon chuckled a bit. “Well, I guess that’s the danger of a well- behaved horse. Rowan, you need to lie down. It’ll take a bit, but you’ll ease up. Josie, lets help her down.”

“In the dirt? What about the horses?” Suddenly, I was well aware that all eyes were likely on me and there were at least seven horses in this arena.

“They’re tied up. And dirt wipes off. Come on, now. Do you want to stand up again?”

“Yeah. OK.” Jon and Josie are on either side of me now, helping me to lower myself to the dirt. Once my butt is down, my body pivots easily onto my back, with my knees in the air and my feet on the ground. 

“Great. You get to stay there for the rest of group. Try and relax and if you feel like it’s ok, slowly straighten out your legs. Other than that, try not to move.” 

“What about Skydancer’s other hoof?”

“Since you’re incapacitated, I’ll get it for you, but just this once. Got it?”

“Yeah. Thanks. I’m sorry.”

“No need to be sorry. Next time you’ll take breaks or be quicker about it.” With that, Jon and Josie are gone, leaving me to stare at the ceiling of the arena, waiting for my muscles to relax.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line needed. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Also, this could be a place where you add another scene to round out the middle before the major build to the climax begins. 



[bookmark: I_keep_getting_foggier_Its_bee]I keep getting foggier. It's been months now since I got put on Lamictal and Abilify, and they're slowly upping my dosages. Dr. McManus told me yesterday that she's concerned that my symptoms seem to be worsening. Ever since I told Devon about the screams, the whole cottage has been watching me closely. I feel like I’m in a fishbowl with no privacy, even in my thoughts. I haven’t spoken about any of this with Devon since, so Dr. McManus says she can’t tell if I’m getting better or worse. So now I'm up to 30mg of Abilify, 100mg of Seroquel, 40 of Prozac, and 50 of Lamictal. 

I don't think it's helping. The fog seems to hang around me, shrouding me from the rest of the world. Kalah keeps asking if I'm OK, giving me this look, like I've mutated. 

Even Jon’s noticed. He’s made a few comments during horse group about how different I’ve been with Skyancer. I just can’t seem to find that spark again, even with her.

Looking at myself in the mirror, I guess I can see why. I look tired and blank. I’ve gained weight and my skin is dry and broken out. I feel tired. I still hear Briana's screams at night, but they're joined by Shelby's and Tamara's now. They've all been restrained this month. I'm afraid Shelby might go berserk. She's pushed the staff away, even Alisa, who was her favorite. They loved hanging out. But something snapped in Shelby after her restraint, and now it's like she is caged off from everyone. 

Briana and Erica are inseparable now. Everyone can see Erica is manipulating Briana. Everyone but Emily. Staff are trying to keep them apart as much as possible, but Emily thinks it is a good thing, so they're hands are tied. 

Erica is a psychopath and a ticking time bomb. It won’t be long now before she does something really messed up. If I didn't already think it myself, I would have been surprised to hear some staff saying it. Especially the overnight staff. They talk about us when we are asleep. Except I don't sleep much anymore. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Not a complete sentence. 

Group today is about boundaries, with each other, with staff, with our families. Alisa is running the group. She and I have formed 'a relationship'. Basically, she's pretty cool and she seems to care about most of the kids in here, including me. We talk a lot about my mom. I've told her stuff that only me and my mom know. I even told her about the plant incident. Our talks always seem to trigger memories and I just gush them out at her. 

"Rowan, what do you think?" Thomas asks me, sharply. He knows I was lost somewhere in my head, but he's enough of a jerk that he has to point it out to everyone. 

"Um, I'm sorry. About what?" I stammer, trying to catch up.

"About Shelby's relationship with her mom? Do they have good boundaries or is this something Shelby needs to work on?" Anna replied, kindly helping me out. I saw Thomas give her a glare from across the room, but she ignores him. 

Thank goodness I know about Shelby's mom; we talk about it a lot in group. 

"Well, it seems like they're a bit, um codependent (therapy word I remembered!), like they almost are one person. Shelby, I think you're a cool girl, but you're always trying to save your mom or fix her and she's doing the same with you. What if, um, you both just focused on yourselves? It might make things easier and then she could be the mom."

"That sounds like good advice, Shelby. What do you think?" Alisa asks.

"Well, duh. It isn't like we haven't talked about this before. But I can't stop my mom from being the way she is, so I don't have any control over that. Not to mention, you're one to talk, Rowan. Isn't your mom on meth?"

Shit. Here it comes. I can't help it. When people talk about my mom, I get super defensive, even if I agree with what they're saying. I guess I'm a bit codependent, too.

"Screw you, Shelby. Just because my mom has problems doesn't mean I can't see what's up with your mom." The fog lifts a bit when I am frustrated.

"What did you say?" Shelby asked, starting to get pissed. 

"I said screw you." 

"OK. That's enough, girls. Let's both calm down and maybe move on..." Alisa starts.

"That's it. I'm gonna kick your ass." Shelby says as she gets up and walks toward me. 

"That's enough, Shelby. Sit down!" Emily shouted from the command center behind me. She is here most weekdays, but she tries to let the staff handle us. 

I don't move. I don't have the energy to fight. Thomas and Alisa are out of their seats and in front of Shelby before I can even think about what is going to happen. 

"OK, Shelby. Obviously, you and Rowan riled each other up. Let's take some time to talk about this, maybe head to your room and calm down?" Alisa tries.

"Screw that. I'm tired of her and her holier than thou attitude. She's just as messed up as the rest of us, but she doesn't want to admit it!" Shelby started to scream and push through Thomas and Alisa to me. Erica starts to laugh. She loves this stuff. 

“Shut up, Erica. Or I’ll beat your ass, too!” Shelby screams. Erica laughs again and stands up. Before anyone else can move, Anna is up and yelling at the other girls to move to the den. Erica smirks before following. Shelby returns her attention to me, trying to find a way through the staff wall. I just sit there, watching, like it is a movie.

"Shelby, you know we can't let you hurt Rowan," Thomas said, as he grabs Shelby's arm.  Emily was headed to the den with Anna, but seems to change her mind and moves behind my couch. 

"Let go of me! Let go!" Shelby screamed and writhed, wrenching herself out of Thomas' grip. But Alisa is standing between us and all of a sudden Christian, who was cooking lunch, is getting into position to help restrain me, Shelby, or both. I can hear Erica and Briana cheering her on from the den.

“Beat her ass, Shelby!” Erica chants.

“You got this, Shelby!” Briana chimes in.

“Erica, Briana, sit down!” Anna yells at them both, silencing them for now.

"Get out of my way, Alisa!" Shelby screamed.

"Shelby, you need to think about this," Emily starts.

"Shut up! None of you gives a shit. None of you!" Shelby is trying to push through Alisa and is sobbing now. "You all just care about Rowan. I hate you!"

"Shelby, we don't hate you," Emily says as she moves to help Alisa block me. "But you can't attack someone when you're angry, no matter what they've said. I'm sure Rowan didn't mean to upset you."

Thomas stands behind her and Christian heads to the den to help Anna in Emily's place. 

"Rowan, go to the den with Anna and Christian." Emily orders. I slowly get up and wriggle my way through the staff. I am just sitting down next to the front window when I hear it.  

"I hate her! I hate this place! All you care about is that we stay calm and drugged! Screw you all!" With that declaration, Shelby runs into the den at a dead sprint and hits the window, hard. Glass shatters everywhere, including over my entire body.

Thomas and Alisa are after her in a flash and Emily yells at the other girls to get back into the living room, Anna following after. She then sees me start to move, glass shards tinkling softlty.

"Don't move, Rowan!"

It's like it's happening in slow motion. Thomas and Christian try to grab Shelby, but she turns around with a huge shard of glass in her right hand and begins to stab wildly at them, blood running down her wrist. Not flinching, Alisa grabs Shelby's right hand and stops her flailing. Thomas jumps in on the left hand and they push her knees out from under her, all three of them falling to the ground. Christian is there to help with Shelby's flailing legs and Emily is trying to help me remove most of the glass shards from my body. 

"OK, I think you're clean enough. go out with Anna now, and have her call Leaf for another staff. Slowly, though. I don't want you to cut yourself." Emily orders, somehow kindly.

As I slowly make my way around the unimaginable scene in front of me, Shelby is yelling obscenities at the staff, at me, at Emily. She's like an injured animal, lashing out at those who would help her. Alisa and Christian have blood all over them. Emily is checking them all for serious cuts as best she can. 

"Alisa, are you cut?"

"Yeah, I've got a few on my arms and hands. None on my palms though." 

"I'll go grab the alcohol. Rowan, get out of here!" I realize I have stopped at the entrance to the den, staring. 
[bookmark: Now_we_have_extra_staff_on_dut]Now we have extra staff on duty. Matt and Carly are the overnights, but Rachel and Nick came in, too. Briana got pretty riled up after Shelby went off, and Erica—of course—helped her out. So, Briana was restrained, too. Erica got close, but backed down at the last minute. She’s too clever to get into that any more. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I would add asterisk above to break the scene. 

I’m being monitored by Rachel. She’s nice, but I think she thinks I’m slow. Which I am, now. My brain is sticky, like the strings of glue the form when you try and pull things apart too soon. I still have everything in here, but it gets stuck when I try and pull it out. My words are slower, too. I just feel heavy all the time.

Shelby had to go to the hospital, along with Alisa. I watched as the blood flowed from her arm, all over the carpet, mixing with Shelby’s. They’ll need stitches, the both of them.

Emily is pissed. At me, at the staff, at everyone. She’s pissed at me for provoking Shelby. She’s pissed at the staff for not intervening sooner and Alisa for getting cut. She’s pissed at the other girls for not trying to stop all of the chaos. As if it is anyone’s fault, everyone’s fault but hers. She called in Devon on her vacation days. She’s supposed to talk to me, Briana, and Erica tonight and run a group tomorrow. I’m waiting with Rachel while she’s in with Erica.

“Hey, you doing ok, Rowan?” Rachel asks with concern.

“Yeah. Just tired.” It’s the truth. I want to sleep.

“Hey, dude, I got you an apple.” Kalah wanders up and thrusts an apple into my hands. “That was some pretty crazy stuff. I don’t know how you didn’t freak out.” She gives me a probing look, recalling our conversation about my meds. 

“Yeah. I don’t know.” I said, looking at my apple. I hear Briana’s screams in my head.

“Dude, you sure you’re ok? You’re all spacy.” I don’t respond, listening to the screams taking turns, Briana and Shelby, over and over again.

“Kalah, maybe we need to give Rowan a bit of space. This was a pretty big shock,” Rachel says, soothingly.

“Yeah, ok.” Kalah slowly backs away, with a strange look on her face.

“Hey, Rowan, what’s going on? You’ve been getting quieter and quieter these past few weeks. It’s like we’ve lost you inside your head.” Rachel asks.

“I don’t know,” I try and explain, “It’s like there’s a fog rolling over me and there are things in the fog that I can’t see. And I’m trying so hard to see, but I just can’t break through the fog.”

“What do you mean, things in the fog?” She’s good, asking that question.

“Screams, and people, and memories. I can’t concentrate on what I’m saying or doing, sometimes the words just slip away into the fog, and I’m lost. And sometimes the fog is lighter, fluffier, and I’m ok again.”

“Wow, Rowan. That’s got to be scary,” Rachel replied, “I think maybe we need to…” Before she could finish, Erica popped out of Devon’s office, bouncy and smiling. 

“Thanks, Devon. I’m so glad you’re my therapist,” she says, giving Devon a winning smile and a high five. Devon smiles.

“Erica, remember what we talked about.” She turned to Rachel, ”Rachel, can you get Erica a snack and spend some time with her in her room. She’s got some things she needs to talk about. Thanks.”

Then she turns to me. “OK, Rowan. Let’s have a chat.” 
[bookmark: Devon_peers_at_me_waiting_for_]Devon peers at me, waiting for my answer. We continue to sit here, week after week, and I continue to despise her more and more. The fog is thicnk right now, so I can’t really think straight, and she knows it. She uses it against me. In therapy she makes me tell her about Roger, about my mom. She tells me all of the things I did wrong. Carefully, of course. It’s always couched, somehow. Never really saying what she means, but I know what she means.

“I don’t know. I wasn’t trying to piss her off.” I say, slower than I’d like.

“You didn’t mean to? I think that’s a little hard to believe, when you say things like ‘screw you, Shelby.’”

“She snapped at me and insulted my mom. I know it wasn’t the right thing to say, but that doesn’t mean I’m to blame for her stabbing Alisa.” Like I said, when I get angry or frustrated, the fog lifts a little.

“But you had a hand in provoking Shelby. And you know she has a hard time with impulsiveness and anger.”

“So, it’s all my fault, then?” I’m really starting to get pissed, now. 

“Of course not, Rowan. We’re just trying to work through your part of this whole incident. We all have to take accountability for our actions.” Smooth, Devon. Never saying what you really mean.

“OK. So, I snapped a bit after she snapped at me. But I stopped. I didn’t say a word after that and I tried to be calm and not make it worse, just like you tell me to do. What else was I supposed to do?”

“Well, it seems like you had a few options. Can you see them?” Great. This game again. I’m  supposed to guess what I should have done, even though I did what they tell us to do. It’s like you can never win in here. You’re always wrong, somehow.

“I don’t know. I did what you guys tell us to do.”

“Come on, Rowan. There are always choices. What do you think you could have done to maybe help avert this incident?” She is smiling sweetly, but her words drip with venom. I’m trapped. And there’s the fog, and the screams.

“I guess, um, I could have not said ‘screw you’.” 

“That’s a good start. But what about after that. What could you have done that may have stopped Shelby from getting more angryangrier?”

“Um. I don’t know. Um.”

“Come on, Rowan. You can do this. You know this.” Sounds reassuring and helpful, right. Wrong. She’s coercing me, pushing me to say what she wants to hear, or else.

“Um. I guess I could have apologized, but she…” Devon cut me off.

“That’s right, Rowan. Instead of just watching as Shelby got more and more agitated, you could have apologized for being rude.” I got the slimy smile she gives when we do what she wants.

“But she was rude first.”

“You can’t fight fire with fire, Rowan. Sometimes, you have to be the water.”







[bookmark: Poison_and_Other_Matters]CHAPTER SEVEN
Poison, and Other Matters

[bookmark: Im_thinking_about_Leigh_Ann_mo]I’m thinking about Leigh Ann more and more. Family therapy seems to be getting better. I still can’t call her mom. But maybe she can get me out of here. 

 After my debriefing with Devon about the Shelby incident, I realized that I can’t win here. I tried arguing, I tried appealing to staff members, going into the team meeting and telling them that I have made progress, that it wasn’t my fault. The fog worked against me, making my words slow, sometimes slurred and my face a mask. If I am able to have an emotion, it always seems to be anger, which doesn’t usually go over well in team meetings. 

This time, though, I think I was able to display some logic and decently restrained righteous anger, but Devon has a lot of sway over Emily and Devon has made up her mind. I’ve been deemed an accomplice, someone who pushed a confused girl over the edge. Only Rachel and Alisa tried to fight for me, tried to bring up the fog. Emily dismissed them more easily than she dismissed me. I’ve got to find another way to fight this, I’m just not sure how, yet.

So, now I’ve lost some privileges. No trips into town, no working with the horses, and no participation in activities that involve Shelby. The actual write- up says I was involved in inappropriate verbal behavior-inciting others. Leigh Ann would agree with Devon that I should have kept my mouth shut or at least apologized before Shelby got too worked up. But my real mom, the one before Roger, would have comforted me, helped me talk it out. We would have figured out a solution and a way to avoid getting into a mess like this in the future. But that person is gone. I think she died that day in the kitchen, it just took a while for us all to notice.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: First time hearing this was a privilege. You should make a scene about a town trip. 

I’m not allowed to work with Skydancer. I think that’s what hurts the most. She’s the only thing in this place that the fog hasn’t touched. 

“Rowan, I know this is hard. I’m so sorry.” Rachel’s voice cuts through my disconnected thoughts. 

“Yeah.”

“Rowan, come on. I know the meds are an issue, but you’re here for a reason.”

I look into Rachel’s eyes, trying to see into her soul. Does she really believe that?

“Rachel, no offense, but that’s BS.”

“What’s BS, Rowan?”

“I’m not here for any reason other than my mom.”

“What? Come on, Rowan. You were arrested for drugs.”

“You really believe that? That I was self-medicating because I can’t control my mood swings otherwise? Is that what you saw when I first got here? A Bipolar meth-head?”

Rachel’s brow furrowed and her hands came to her hips. “OK, Rowan. Then englightenenlighten me.”

“You wouldn’t believe me.”

“Try me.”

So, I start to tell the story. I tell the story of my arrest, how the cops searched the car and found the pipe and the baggy, how freaked out I was. I give her as much detail as I can remember through the fog, down to the cold, pinching of the handcuffs on my wrists.

“OK. So, you say it wasn’t your stuff, but who’s was it, then?”

“Well,” I’m not sure I can share this much with her.

“Rowan?”

“It was Leigh Ann’s.” I blurted it out before I lose the courage.

“Your mom?” Her eyebrows shoot up almost to her hairline.

“Yeah. She’s an addict.”

“Rowan, that’s not anywhere in your file. There’s no mention of your mom on drugs and Devon would have told us if she knew.”

“She doesn’t know. I haven’t told her. But she should suspect. Why do you think family therapy doesn’t work?”

There is a long pause, Rachel obviously trying to decide whether or not my story is plausible enough to keep listening to.

“Alright. But if you mom’s a drug addict, why didn’t you say so to the cops, to the judge, to your lawyer?” 

Good question, Rachel. Right on the nose, as always. I’ve gone over and over that in my head ever since the judge sentenced me to this place. Why didn’t I just tell the truth?

“Max and Sia.” That’s more of the truth than I was even able to admit to myself.

“Max and Sia? What does this have to do with them?”

“Rachel, I’m 16, almost 17 now. I can be emancipated or even take care of myself in a foster home, but what about two 13- year- olds? Do you think they’d keep us together? Do you think they’d be able to deal with five years in the system? What if something happened to them, or what if I couldn’t see them anymore? If I get busted, they still get to stay with Leigh Ann. She’s not the best choice, but it’s better than foster care.”

“Oh, Rowan.” Rachel falls into the couch next to me, “Rowan, I never even thought of that. Protecting your mom means protecting your brother and sister.”

“Yeah.”

“OK. OK. I believe you, but I need some more detail.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I’m gonna go to bat for you, I need the whole story. I need to know everything.”

“You’re gonna help me?”

“I’m going to try. I’ll do everything I can.”

“OK. What do you need to know?”

“Let’s start at the beginning. Why is your mom on drugs?”

I start with the story of Roger, because that seems like the beginning of this whole mess. I tell her about moving, about the closed doors, the fights, and Leigh Ann’s job loss. I tell her everything I can remember. Besides Kalah, she’s the only one I’ve told any of this.

“Jesus, Rowan.” Rachel shakes her head, almost in disbelief. “You’ve gone through hell.”

“That’s nothing compared to this place.”

“Yeah, I guess you’ve got me there. Especially what you’re dealing with. OK. Give me some time. I may have to bring someone else in on this, is that OK.”

“Who?” I can feel the panic starting to seep through the glass box surrounding me.

“I need some help on this one, Rowan, but not just anyone. Alisa is the only person I can think of that I can trust and that might actually be able to help.”

“Alisa?”

“Yeah. You know we can trust her, Rowan.” 

I look at the floor, trying to be logical about this. The more people I tell, the more likely I am to get help, but also the more likely it is that people don’t believe me. Is it worth it? Do I trust Alisa?

“Rowan,” Alisa interrupts my calculations, “You trust me, right? I mean you trusted me with this?”

I nod.

“OK. So, if you trust me, you have to trust that I know how to go about this. That I know the right people to trust.” She’s got a point. I’ve already given her control over my future, I might as well give over the reins entirely. 

“OK. I trust you.”

“OK. We’ll figure this out, kiddo.” She reaches over and draws me into an embrace. I almost feel, well, something. But before I can identify it, the fog is back, pushing it behind the glass and out of reach.  

[bookmark: Rachel_and_Alisa_have_convince]Rachel and Alisa have convinced me to try appealing to Leigh Ann. Try and get her on my side so we can at least stop the meds. I guess I have to try. The phone rings three, four times before she picks up. 

“Mom, I need to talk to you about something.” I looked at Rachel and Alisa, who both nodded in encouragement—they told me I had to call her ‘mom’. I also refused my meds this morning (yeah, I guess you can do that) so I’m feeling a bit less like I’m walking around underwater.

“OK, honey.”

“Mom, I think I’m in trouble.”

“Trouble? Did something else happen?” She’s still stuck on the Shelby thing. Crap. This isn’t going to work.

“No, look, this is important. I think they’re over-medicating me. I’m starting to feel weird.”

“What do you mean, Rowan?”

“Lei—mom, I feel like I’m in a fog all the time. I can’t think, I can’t feel. I didn’t feel like this until I got my meds.”

“Honey, I don’t know what you’re saying. They’re trying to help you.”

“Mom, you know I don’t need help. You know I didn’t do drugs, that I shouldn’t even be in here! You know I’m not Bipolar!” I can feel that familiar heat rising in my chest.

“Rowan, honey, I’m sorry, but I think you’re overreacting. Devon and Emily think you’re starting to get down to the real issues and that gets hard. You’ve got to trust that they know what they’re doing.”

“Mom, please! I need you to help me. I can’t keep taking these meds. I’m losing myself.”

“Rowan, you aren’t losing anything.” I hear Max yelling something in the background, “Rowan, I’ve got to go. You’re going to be fine, hun. I’ll talk to you next week.”

I can’t help it. The phone clicks to silence and the sobs rip out of my throat. My body crumples on the floor in front of the command center and Rachel and Alisa come over to comfort me.

“Hey, Rowan, it’s gonna be OK. We’re gonna help you.” 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line 
[bookmark: Rachel_and_Alisa_are_trying_to]Rachel and Alisa are trying to figure out ways to help me with my meds, but so far, they haven’t really come up with anything else. It’s been almost a month since I tried appealing to Leigh Ann, I think. I’m just going through the motions, there’s nothing else I can do. I can only refuse my meds two days in a row before I get in a lot of trouble, so I try and refuse two days in a row every two weeks. I think Emily and Devon are getting pissed at me. 

Erica has been in quite a bit of trouble recently. After the Shelby incident she got privileges revoked, too, for laughing and egging Shelby on. She can’t go into town with her mom this weekend, so she’s pretty pissed and she is taking out her anger on the staff, as usual.

“I want my razor.” Erica demands of Rachel. It’s the morning of her mother’s visit and it just happens to be cottage deep cleaning day. Erica doesn’t have to help because of the visit and is getting ready instead.

“Erica, you can’t have your razor. You know that.” Rachel replies, calmly. 

“That’s bullshit! My mom is coming, I deserve to be able to get ready!”

“OK. I know it sucks, ok, but you’ve lost your razor. You’ll have to ask the team to get it back on Wednesday.”

“I can’t wait until Wednesday! My mom is coming today!”

“I’m sorry, Erica—”

“You’re not sorry! You’re a stupid, power hungry staff. Screw you.”

“Careful, Erica,” Christian interrupts, “Or you won’t be able to go with your mom today at all.”

“Oh my god! I hate it here!” Erica stalked back into her room.

The rest of us are trying to get our deep cleaning done early because Rachel has promised us an episode of Glee this afternoon if we do a good job. Most of the girls are giddy with excitement. I haven’t seen the show at all, so I don’t know where the hype is coming from.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: I wouldn’t use Glee. That dates the story more then you want. All the other titles you have used are popular widely known culture but Glee may not be the same. 

I’ve got kitchen with Bobbi. I’m doing most of the work because, well, she’s pregnant. She takes breaks every ten minutes and pretends to struggle cleaning anything lower than her stomach, even though I’ve seen her bend down for her makeup brushes. 

Nick is in the command center working on paperwork and supervising Jessica’s cleaning there while Christian and Rachel are drinking coffee at the breakfast bar. They both break off every once in a while, to check on the rest of the girls cleaning the den and the garage, but most of us are easily visible from the breakfast bar. 

Erica comes out of her room and starts talking to Nick. I don’t know what she’s saying, but it seems like she’s in a better mood. Taylor calls to Rachel from the garage to check off something and Christian takes the opportunity to check on Amanda in the den. Nick waves Erica over to Bobbi and I in the kitchen.

“Hey, guys. Can I help?”

“Um. Sure.” I’m already suspicious. Erica never does anything for anyone but Erica. 

“Cool. I’ll start cleaning the stove.”

“Thanks, Erica, that’s so thoughtful. I’m gonna go take a break.” Bobbi seizes on the opportunity to go sit down.

“No problem.” Erica grabs the Lysol and a sponge.

“Hey, Rowan, can I grab some of those paper towels?”

“Yeah, here.” I spin off a good handful of the paper towels I’m using to clean the cupboards with and hand them to her.

“Thanks.” Erica stays at the breakfast bar for a bit, probably slacking off before moving off to clean the stove and I turn my attention back to the cupboards. It’s really the hardest part of the kitchen; you’ve got to take every utensil, every pot, every pan out of the cupboard, clean the gritty orange fiberboard until it has nothing left but fuzzy wood bits on the surface, and then put everything back in, but organized. It takes forever and I’m always the one stuck with it on kitchen duty. I hate it. 

“Hey, Rachel. Is this your coffee? It might get cold.” I hear Erican near the command center. I thought she was cleaning the stove.

“Yeah. Thanks, Erica.” Rachel takes the coffee and turns toward Nick, continuing her conversation.

“Hey, are you gonna finish that stove?” I ask Erica.

“Yeah, geez. Hold your horses.” Erica stalks back over and resumes scrubbing.

“OK. Everyone stop!” Nick suddenly bellows. We all look at him, confused.

“I need you all to grab your chemicals and bring them to me. Now!”

“What the heck? I’m not done.” Megan whines from the TV stand.

“I don’t care. I need all of your chemicals checked back in, right now.”

Christian has gone into the garage and Rachel is taking the window cleaner from Jasmine in the den. We all stand up and file over to the command center, checking in our chemicals.

“OK. I want you all grouped up, now, please.” Nick and Rachel are going over the chemical check out sheet like it’s a restraint form and Christian sits with us in group.

“What’s going on?” Sidney asks.

“Yeah, what the heck?” Crystal tacks on.

“OK, guys. We have a situation. Try and be patient until we figure out the details.” Christian seems uncomfortable, looking around at us like he would if we were playing mafia and he is the detective.

Rachel heads into the staff office carrying the cleaning chemicals and she is a little shaky. Nick comes out of the command center.

“OK. I need Rowan, Taylor, Bobbi, and Megan in the den for a minute, please. The rest of you can have some free time.”

“What is this?” Bobbi and Megan protest, simultaneously.

“Guys, please, I’ll explain everything. Just come with me to the den, please.” 

The other three girls are tittering like geese on the way back to the den, all protests and speculations and proclamations of innocence. I know I should be doing the same thing, but I just don’t seem to have the motivation. 

We all sit down in the den and Nick asks us to be quiet.

“OK, ladies. You all were the last to have Lysol checked out for cleaning. I need you all to account for every moment you had with the Lysol.”

“What? What do you mean? Are we in trouble? I didn’t do anything wrong!” Taylor’s temper started to flair.

“Let’s all stay calm. I just need you all to remember everything you did with the Lysol, OK? Taylor, why don’t you start? You checked out the Lysol at 9:48 and it was 10:05 when we asked for it all to be checked back in. What did you do with the Lysol?”

“This is such crap! I cleaned the den with it. What else?”

“OK, Taylor. What did you clean with it, in what order? Try to be specific please.”

Nick went through Taylor’s cleaning timeline, starting with the mantle and ending with the door handles, and moved on to Megan. Megan’s story is similar; she checked it out around 9:45 and used it to disinfect the living room. Now it’s our turn, mine and Bobbi’s.

“OK, Taylor, Megan you can head out with the others for some free time. Thanks for being so helpful.” The two girls look almost apologetic as they leave us. “So, Rowan and Bobbi, you checked out the Lysol together for the kitchen.”

“Yeah.” Bobbi said. Super helpful.

“So, talk me through what you did with it and when you each had the Lysol.”

“I started with it.” I said, “I cleaned the microwave first because it’s always so gross.”

“Alright. Good. What happened next?”

“When I was done with the microwave, I started on cabinets and I gave the Lysol to Bobbi to start on the counters and surfaces.” Bobbi gave me a whithering glare. Nick is oblivious and continues with his questioning. 

“Great. Bobbi, what did you do with the Lysol?”

“I cleaned the counters around the sink and did all of the hardware on the cabinets that Rowan was done with. Then I took a break and left it on the counter.”

“Did you walk away from the Lysol when you took a break?” 

“No. I was just hanging out next to the island, where it was sitting.”

“OK. Then what happened?”

“I started to clean the stove, but then Erica came in and said she would help out. So, I gave it to her for the stove.”

“And you went and sat down?”

“Duh. I sat right next to you.”

“OK. And that was the last time you saw the Lysol?”

“Yeah. It was sitting next to the stove on the island, right where I left it for Erica, when you asked for everything back.”

“Alright, girls. Thanks. You can head back out to the living room.” I helped Bobbi off the couch and we started to walk down the hallway when Emily burst through the front door.

“Where is Rachel?”

“She’s in the staff office, last I saw her.” Nick said.

“OK. You talked with the girls?”

“Yeah. I need to talk with—”

“OK. Let’s finish this in the staff office. I need to know everything.”

“Christian is alone with them all in the living room. They’ve put on Glee, but I don’t know—” 

“I’ve got Alisa coming in to help. She should be here any minute. He’ll be ok for a little while longer.”

Bobbi and I walked, wide-eyed and dazed, back out to the living room. Everyone is looking back at Emily and Nick as they join Rachel in the staff office and close the door. 

“OK, girls. Do you want to watch Glee or not?”

“Yes! Don’t stop it!” Tamara and Amanda both whip their heads back around to the screen.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: Either have them ask “do you still want to watch Glee” or get rid of this sentence. 

“OK, then let’s try and pay attention, then.” Everyone is only half watching the show, every few seconds sneaking a glimpse back at the staff office. I notice Alisa coming in before anyone else.

“Hey guys!” She cheerily greeted us. 

“Hey, Alisa!”

“They’re watching Glee.” Christian helpfully explained.

“Cool. Can you give me changeover realreally quick?” Both Alisa and Christian move over to the command center and proceed to have an intense conversation in whispers. If I wasn’t so tired, I might be able to glean a bit of information from their body language or reading lips, but I just turn back to the TV.

“Erica! Come over here, please.” Emily’s voice cuts through the musical number of the show. Erica puts on her innocent face and walks questioningly over to the command center.

We all are watching every move the two make as the conversation proceeds. Erica’s posture goes from purely confidant to unsure to defiant. 

“I didn’t do it!” She protests, over and over, louder and louder.

“Erica, let’s head into the den.” Emily cajoles. Emily loves Erica, no matter what she does.

The conversation is removed from our view, but not our hearing. Try as Emily might, she can’t hide the fact that Erica is in trouble, and big, by the sounds of it. Rachel is eventually called back and Erica explodes.

“I hate her! She’s lying! Why would you even listen to her?” Erica’s shrill defensiveness is almost tangible, even into the living room.

“Erica, I’m not going to argue with you and I’m not going to let you talk to Rachel that way. You can either talk with me calmly or we can talk about this later.” Emily’s voice was tinged with danger, now.

“This is crap! I can’t believe you’re taking her word over mine! She’s such a bitch!”

“OK, Erica. I think we need to take some time and talk about this later.” Emily and Rachel appear out of the hallway, obviously tense.

“I don’t want to talk about it later! My mom is coming!”

“Actually, Erica, I’ve called her and canceled her visit for today.”

“What? You can’t do that! It’s my day to have a visit! You can’t cancel! I didn’t do anything!” Erica is starting to fume, now. Her self-preservation and self-importance were starting to take over. Emily and Rachel are ignoring her, now. That’s not gonna be good.	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line
[bookmark: The_sheriff_is_here_Hes_talkin]The sheriff is here. He’s talking to Erica in the den with Emily. We haven’t been told anything, as per Emily’s edict. But we’ve pieced it together, us girls. We had a lot of free time last night and in the middle of listening to the radio and dancing, we swapped stories. 

“She had the Lysol, I saw her using it.” Bobbi started.

“She gave Rachel her coffee after she came back in. Why would she do that? Rachel could have grabbed it herself.” Shelby adds.

“She was smiling when she gave it to, her, too. Which is weird, because she hates Rachel.” Jessica’s commentary.

“Rowan, did you see anything? You were with her in the kitchen.” Megan asks.

“Not really. She asked for paper towels and stood at the breakfast bar while I got them for her, and then she moved around a bit. I don’t know, I didn’t pay too much attention. I was working on the cupboards.” I don’t pay attention to much anymore. I’m too tired and slow.

“But she didn’t need paper towels. She used them to clean the breakfast bar, I saw it. Didn’t she say she was cleaning the stove for Bobbi?”

“Yeah, she shouldn’t have even been cleaning the breakfast bar!” Bobbi seems to have had an epiphany.

“She was cleaning the breakfast bar and moved Rachel’s coffee around. Then she gave Rachel her coffee? I think she put the Lysol in Rachel’s coffee.” Megan says.

So, Erica has tried to poison Rachel. Why the hell is nothing being done? Is the sheriff going to arrest her? There’s a lot of speculation after the consensus is made that a poisoning has definitely occurred. 

“OK, ladies! Group up!” Emily and Erica appear out of the den together. The sheriff is nowhere to be seen.

“We have some things to discuss. I know you are all wondering what’s going on, so I think it’s time that you know. Erica has just had a discussion with the sheriff. Erica, would you like to tell them?”

“Yeah. I put Lysol in Rachel’s coffee yesterday.” She’s pretending to be ashamed, head hanging and eyes downcast. It isn’t real. Erica is never ashamed. Ever.

“What? You tried to poison Rachel?” Kalah is the first to actually find her voice.

“Dude, what the hell?” Shelby chimes in.

“Why would you do that?” Megan fires in.

“OK, OK ladies,” Emily interrupts the cascade of disbelief and anger, “Now I know this is a serious thing, and we are taking it seriously. As I said, Erica was just talking with the sheriff about what this kind of thing can mean, legally.”

“So why isn’t she in jail?” Shelby said again.

“Because that’s not how we do things here. We don’t give up on people because of a mistake. We hare here to help you all have great lives outside of here. Messing up is part of that.”

“That’s crazy! If any of us tried to kill someone we’d be shipped off to county before we could blink!” Megan is really not having any of this.

“Yeah. This is bullshit!” Sidney this time.

“That’s enough!” Emily’s voice booms loud enough to shut everyone up.

“Erica will have consequences, just like everyone else on this cottage would. But Rachel is not pressing charges and we are going to deal with this like any other issue we deal with on cottage.”

Angry, stunned silence fills the group. We are all appalled that Erica has literally, tried to kill Rachel, and it seems there are no consequences for her. Megan’s right, it’s because Erica is Emily’s favorite. She’s also a psychopath. Who else would try and poison a staff member?

“OK. So, we will move forward with the day as scheduled. Tonight, we will have a group to discuss this with Erica and Rachel, once everyone has calmed down a little bit. Have a fun time at group, ladies.”

That’s it. We’re dismissed to head to our respective off cottage groups. Emily walks back to the command center and starts making calls while the other staff quietly go about helping us get ready and organized to walk to the administration building. I guess this is a big deal. No one can believe this. Looking at Anna’s and Thomas’ faces, I don’t think I’m the only one. 	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: asterisk line 
[bookmark: I_refused_my_meds_again_today_]I refused my meds again today. Today is going to be difficult enough without the heavy fog swirling around me. I refused last night, too. The fog is already starting to recede when she walks through the door. 

“Hi, Leigh Ann.” Since the phone call where she blew me off, she’s been Leigh Ann again.

“Hi, honey! I’m so happy to see you!” She envelopes me in a hug, but I’m stiff. I don’t even know what I should be feeling, but that doesn’t matter, because I’m not really feeling anything anymore.

“You look—well, it looks like you’re doing well in here, honey.” I can tell she’s a bit put off by my appearance. I continue to gain weight and my skin just gets worse by the day. It doesn’t help that I pick at it. At least I can feel that.

“Yeah.” What else am I supposed to say? I’m not doing well.

“Alright, are we ready?” Devon’s cheery voice interrupts our awkward reunion.

“Leigh Ann, it’s nice to meet you in person.” As we move into the dungeon—because it’s a dark torture chamber for me now—Devon shakes Leigh Ann’s hand and motions for us to sit.

“So, I know we’ve been working on quite a lot in family therapy over the phone, but I think it’s a really good time to start talking in person, especially with Rowan’s sentence technically up.” Leigh Ann is nodding, like Devon is a guru she’s worshiping.

“OK, so why don’t we just jump back in where we left off last week?”

“Well, I guess I’m still a bit upset that Rowan won’t call me mom. I know I’ve not been the best mom the past few years, but I’m doing much better now.” As she talks, I realize she does look better. With the fog thinning out by the second I realize she looks like she’s gained weight. And her hair is washed and styled. 

“Rowan. I know you were too emotional to discuss this last week, but I wonder if you have had some time to work out how you want to talk with your mom?” 

“I know it’s hard for her. I know it upsets her. I also know I can’t call someone mom when I was being the mom for so long. If you aren’t being a mom I don’t know why I should call you mom.” Devon nods, but I can see she isn’t pleased with my answer. I’ve got some feelings again and the clarity to articulate them and that pisses her off.

“Honey, I know I messed up. I know that. And I’m so, so sorry. I’m so sorry I put you through that. But I’m doing much better now. I’m in therapy and I’ve got a great job.”

“So, because you’re doing better it erases all of the shit you put me through? Put Sia and Max through?”

“Of course not, Rowan! But I don’t know what else to do.” Tears are now running down her face. My heart is starting to soften, a little. I do still love her. I can feel that today.

“Rowan, I think your mom is being very vulnerable and honest with you right now. I don’t think her actions now erase her actions in the past, but maybe they can start healing the hurt those actions caused.”

“Rowan, I love you. I know you’re angry. I just want to do what I can to make it up to you and move forward.” She is telling the truth, I’m pretty sure. There’s still too much fog junking up my brain for me to be certain. But I’m starting to believe her, and Devon obviously is eating this up. Maybe I can’t fight Emily and Devon, but my mom might be able to.

“OK. So, say I believe all this. I believe that you are taking care of Max and Sia, that you’re getting your life together again. You just want me to immediately move forward?”

“No, Rowan. No. I just want to be your mom again. I don’t know what that means or when that will happen, but I’m trying. I don’t want to force you to do anything before you are ready. I… I just want… I don’t know how much longer I can endure this… hatred from you.” He words are punctuated by sobs. 

“I don’t hate you.” There is a short silence while we all contemplate what I’ve just said. I didn’t even quite know that was true until I said it. I don’t hate her. And I need her.

“You don’t?”

“No. I’m just sad and angry and disappointed. And I’m trying to figure out how to deal with it.”

As my mom sobs, Devon beams at me.

“Rowan, that’s great progress. I think that’s the first time you’ve ever expressed anything but anger to your mom.”

“I guess.” I don’t want praise from Devon. This isn’t about her.

“OK, so it seems like we are starting to make some progress. Let’s talk about some ways we can keep this momentum going. Our goal, Rowan, is to have mom in therapy, taking care of Max and Sia, and to have a stable job, right? And our secondary goal is for you to be able to forgive her so she can be your mom again, yeah? So, what do you think, have we achieved the first goal?”

“I guess it seems like it.”

“Great. So now it’s down to forgiveness.”

“Rowan, I know you’re still angry and hurt. I know that. And I don’t hold any of that against you, at all.” Mom jumped right back in.

“OK?”

“I just want to be your mom, again, honey. That’ all I want. All I’ve ever wanted.”

“It’s just hard to get over all of that stuff.” If she really is clean and doing what she says she’s doing, I might be able to come home. I might be able to get out of here. She might be able to save me.

“I know. I know. And I’ll give you all the time you need. I just want you to get better so you can come home. I want us to be a family again.” She’s telling the truth. She really wants me to come home. Maybe I have a chance.

“I know. I’m sorry. I know you’re changing, but I can’t help but wait for it all to crumble again. But I’m willing to try. Mom.” My mom burst into tears again and leaned over the couch to hug me. This time, I actually hug her back, my own tears flowing.

“OK, ladies. I think that’s enough for today. I like to end on a high note.” Crap, this is my chance. I don’t know when the next one will be.

“Mom, I want to come home.” I whisper into her ear, so hopefully Devon won’t hear.

“What, honey?”

“I want to come home. I’m ready to come home.” I’m desperately trying to show her how much this means.

Mom pulls back slightly. “Rowan, I don’t know.” 

“Mom. I can’t stay here any more. I can’t take these meds any more. They’re driving me crazy, literally.”

“Ladies?” Devon is getting suspicious.

“Rowan,” my mom starts out loud, “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

Devon’s eyes narrow. Shit. I’m committed, now.

“Mom, I’m ready to come home. You know I don’t belong here. But the meds they have me on are killing me. I can’t think, I can’t feel, I’m fat and slow. Mom, please. Take me home.”

“Rowan, I hardly think—”

“No, Devon.” Devon’s eyes widen at my command. “Mom, please. You know me. You know I’m not a drug addict. You know that I don’t do drugs. I don’t belong in here.” That got to her. She knows I took the fall for her.

“Rowan, I know. I know you don’t belong in here. But what are you saying, about the medications?”

“Rowan has been complaining of some of the side effects from her Bipolar medications recently, and Dr. McManus and I have been monitoring her closely.” Devon knows how to spin it, huh?

“No, mom. They’re killing me. Look at me, you can see it. And they don’t care! They force me to take the meds, and I can’t feel or think. I’m trapped in a fog. It’s not OK and they aren’t going to take me off of them! I’ve been complaining for months and they don’t do anything!”

“Now, Rowan, I don’t think that’s fair—”

“Rowan, honey. Look at me.” I looked my mom right in the eyes, pleading with her silently.

“You’re telling me that they are over-medicating you?” I nod. She pauses, scanning me like she’s looking for some flashing light that says “over-medicated!”. “OK. OK, honey.”

“Devon, I’d like to take her home.” My sobs shake my whole body, I’m so relieved. 

“Leigh Ann, I’m sorry, but I think we need to have a conversation alone.”

“No! Mom, please. I need you to take me home. I won’t survive in here. I won’t. I’m losing myself.”

“Leigh Ann, please. Let me grab Emily and we can discuss signing Rowan out, the three of us.”

“OK. Rowan, honey, it’s OK. I’m going to take you home. Let me just figure it out with Devon and Emily, OK.”

“No, mom.” I can’t let her be alone with them. I can’t.

“I’m taking you home, Rowan. Don’t worry.” I almost believe she’ll do it. Almost.

“Rowan, I know you are a bit emotional right now, but I need to talk to your mom with Emily, OK? How about you take some time in the den while we talk?”

As I am escorted out, I hug my mom. “Please, mom, please take me home.”

“I will honey.” 

“Emily, can I borrow you for a second?” Devon calls. The last thing I see is the three of them sliding back into the dungeon, Devon’s face a mask of anger and determination.

It’s been thirty minutes and I’m still sitting in the den, waiting for my mom to take me home. I’m biting my nails—new habit since the meds kicked in—because I can’t stand waiting out here. I know my mom is easily swayed sometimes, but I have hope that for me she’ll stay firm. All of the other girls are eating lunch, but I can Sidney and Tamara at the far end of the breakfast bar, trying not to let me see them watching me. They all want to know what’s going on. After Erica’s attempted poison, everyone is suspicious of Emily and Devon. Except Erica. 

The door to the dungeon opens and Devon and Emily step out. 

“We’ll give you a minute.” Emily steps back to reveal my mother, tears streaking her face. Oh no. This isn’t good.

“Rowan—”

“Mom, you’re getting me out of here, right? You’re taking me home?”

“Rowan, Devon and Emily think it’s best if you stay here until  you are done with your treatment.”

“No! Mom, please. They’re trying to keep me here for no reason! You know that!”

“Rowan, I’m sorry. I think they’re right. I think you need some help, honey. And I think they are the only ones who can really help you.”

“That’s such bullshit! I didn’t even do anything! You know I didn’t do anything! You have to take me out of here, mom! I’m losing myself, I’m fading away! I can’t stay in here!”

“Rowan, please. I’m trying to do what’s best for you—”

“What, like when you were hopped up on drugs and I did everything? Like when I took the fall for your drugs in the car? Is that what’s best for me, mom?” I can’t keep it in. She’s doing the same thing to me she’s done countless times—she’s letting me down.

“Rowan-” she sobs my name.

“No. Mom. You’re doing this to me. If you don’t take me out of here today, whatever happens is on you. I did my part. I lied for you. I need you to take me home.” I’m desperate. I can’t let her leave me.

“Rowan, this is what they’re talking about. You aren’t well.”

“Because they made me not well! You’re failing me, mom. You’re failing me.”

“Rowan. I’m sorry. I can’t. I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“No! You can’t leave me here! I can’t stay here! They were your drugs! They were yours! I shouldn’t be here!” I’m clinging to her now, pulling her away from the heavy door with the metal bars that keeps me here. 

“Rowan, you have to let me go.” I can see Emily and Nick headed toward me now.

“No! No! Mom, please! Mommy! Don’t leave me here! Don’t leave me here!” I’m hysterical now. I know that. I can’t stop it. 

“Rowan, you’re going to have to let go of your mom, now.” Emily is cool, calm, and collected beside me. “If you don’t let her go, we’re going to have to intervene.”

“No,” mom interrupts, “Rowan, listen to me. I’m not going to let you do this to yourself. I’ll be back in a few weeks for family therapy again, OK? I’m not leaving you. I’ll call every week, baby. I will. But I need you to let me go now.”

“Mom. Please.” I have no fight left. I’m drained, all of my energy gone to hope and desperation. “Don’t leave me here. Don’t leave me.”

“Rowan, I’ve got to go. I love you.” My hands have gone slack enough for her to pull herself away from me.

“Please? Please?” 

“I’m sorry. I’ve got to go.” And then she’s gone, moving effortlessly through the door that traps me here. She’s gone, and I’m still here.

“No! No, no, no, no, no!” I’m done. I’m trapped. I have no where else to turn.

“Rowan, it’s ok. Your mom will be back, OK? It’s OK.” Devon moves to my side to comfort me.

“Don’t touch me! Get away from me! This is your fault! She was going to save me! She was going to take me home! Don’t fucking touch me!” Before anyone can react, I’ve puddled on the floor, a heaping mess of sobs. 

“Rowan, we’re going to have Nick sit here with you, OK. Don’t worry about anything today, just take your time to calm down, OK?” Emily’s voice is distant and echoing, like she’s at the other end of a tunnel. “We’ll come back to check on you in a bit.”

That was it. My last hope. And she’s gone. 






[bookmark: The_Mist]CHAPTER EIGHT
The Mist

[bookmark: Im_finally_allowed_back_into_e]I’m finally allowed back into equine therapy. Jon really went to bat for me with Emily and Devon. I haven’t even been allowed to go out and feed Skydancer apples. They’re upping my medication, though, after my outburst with Leigh Ann. They said it was an ‘escalation of symptoms’ that they weren’t expecting.

Walking to the arena everything seems dull, like a black and white movie, but softer. Like there’s a mist settling over everything.  


[bookmark: Kate_forgot_to_put_in_med_requ]Kate forgot to put in med requests to the nurses last week. That means no meds for a lot of us this weekend. I’ve missed three doses now. I can feel again.

I can't do it anymore. I'm going crazy, alone in my room. I'm all alone, all the time. I can't think, I can't feel, I can't even express myself anymore. I try and try to find the words to talk to Rachel, to comfort myself, to do anything other than sit here and stare into nothing. I can't. I don't have control anymore. 

I have therapy today. With Devon. With the person that did this to me. That's all I have left; deep, burning, all- consuming anger. And I can direct it wherever I want. It's my lifeline, the fire. Today I'm going to be a flamethrower.  Maybe I can burn Devon.

"Hi Rowan, how are you doing today?" Devon is cheery behind the fog; she's having a good day. I can still see that much, I can still read people, even if they are far away, behind the glass.

"I'm lost."

"We've talked about this before, Rowan. You aren't lost. You're here, on Timber cottage, safe and sound." She's annoyed now. She doesn't want to have this conversation again.

"I'm lost. I can't find myself. You've done this to me." It's painful to get this out. I have to scrape the sides of my brain to unearth the words and push them through my mouth.

"Rowan, I haven't done anything to you. I think your depression has gotten worse because you've been confronting the traumas of your past, but I think we can start to move forward now, if you're willing."

"Don't you see? I can't move forward. I can hardly move. I don't want my meds anymore."

"We've discussed this, Rowan, even with Dr. McManus. I don't think that's a good idea. You're too unstable."

"I'm unstable because of you, because of them, because of the fog and the pills and the glass!" Good, I'm starting to get angry now. The fire is starting to focus my mind, burn through the fog.

"Rowan--"

"No! I'm not going to do this anymore! You're killing me!" I stand, before I know I'm going to stand, and start to walk toward the door.

"Rowan, please, let's just take a breath--"

"Fuck you and your bullshit breathing! I'm dying and you're the ones killing me. I have to get out, I have to stop taking that poison!" I'm out the door before she can react. My feet take me to the command center where Emily is giving me a quizzical look. I'm not aggressive, never have been.

"I'm done. I'm not doing this anymore! I'm not taking my meds, I'm not going to therapy, and I'm not talking to Dr. McManus."

"Rowan, what's going on?" I can feel Devon standing behind me.

"I'm dying. I'm slowly fading away. And I'm not going to let it happen. Not anymore."

"I don't understand, Rowan. You aren't dying. You're fine. We're here to help you." Emily is walking on eggshells, she's not sure how to handle this, my flames. I can feel myself smoldering, ready to burn anyone who gets in my way. Finally, something to feel, something real. I can sense a piece of myself coming back.

"You aren't here to help me. You're making me sick. I was fine, before! I didn't do drugs, I didn't get in trouble, and I didn't need medication! Now I'm lost in a fog, but I'm getting out. You can't stop me."

"Rowan, you're here because you were arrested for drugs. You know that, right?" Emily is trying to trap me, trying to argue with me.

"You and I both know Leigh Ann is the one with the drug problem. I took the blame, I took the consequences, so Max and Sia wouldn't suffer. I don't do drugs, have never done drugs."

Emily and Devon are silent, exchanging questioning looks. They're out of ideas, it seems.

Alisa slips slowly from the dining room with the other girls and puts a hand on my shoulder.

"Rowan, I know you are suffering. But this isn't the way to handle it. We are working on getting you off your meds, you know that--"

"But it's been months, and I can't wait any longer! Alisa, I can't wait!" I'm desperate now, trying to explain how tenuous this thread is, the thread holding me here. I don't know how long it will last before it snaps. 

"Rowan, we can do this. Rachel and I, we can help you. Please, just calm down and let us help you." She is right, maybe? Can I hold on a little longer, do this a different way?

Emily  is giving Alisa a scathing look. How dare she contradict the word of the director!

"Alisa, Devon and I can handle this. I need you to take the other girls outside." No. As much as they want to, Alisa and Rachel can't help me. No one can. I have to save myself. I have to save myself.

"No. I can't wait. They'll never listen, they'll never let me go!" I turn, yanking my shoulder from Alisa's grasp and rush headlong toward the front door. Devon is in the way, but the fire is burning so bright I sear right through her, her body crumpling to the ground. Shouldn't wear stiletto heeals if you want to balance.

The big wooden door is heavy. I don't remember it being this heavy. The iron grate on the window pulls down toward the ground, gravity working against my momentum. But it opens, shuttering under my impact, and I'm out. The fresh air feeds my fire, brings life to the anger that is fueling me. 

If I can get to the arena and Skydancer, I might have a chance. I might have a chance to get to town, to get to my  GAL, to get to someone who will help me. I know I'm not fast--I've gained a lot of weight--but I can make it. The anger is keeping the fog at bay, just enough that I can see where I'm going. Maybe I can make it, before the thread snaps. Maybe I can make it.  	Comment by timidcreator@outlook.com: What do you mean GAL?

They catch up to me. How could they not? I’m too heavy, too slow. Christian and Nick catch my arms and pull me to a halt. I can’t help but fight. I have to fight.

“I can’t go back there! I can’t go back there! I’m dying. Please!” My screams are forced through sobs and heavy breath. 

“Rowan, calm down. Rowan, come back with us. Please, just come back and we’ll talk about it.” Nick is trying to make it easy, trying to pretend that I’m not slowly shutting down, that going back is an option.

“I can’t! I can’t! Please, I can’t!” It’s all I can say. I don’t have the breath or the faculty to get anything else out. I know I can’t go back. So, I fight.

“Rowan. Stop fighting. I don’t want to have to take you down here. Please.” Nick is pleading, now. Christian is silent, except his grunts against my thrashing. Their grips are tightening around my biceps and forearms. I start to throw my now considerable body weight against them both, like a whale thrashing against a net. This is my life. I have to fight for it.

“We need some help out here!” Emily comes running at Nick’s call, ready to help haul me back. In the split second before she reaches us, Nick’s grip releases a bit and I get my right arm free, pummeling Christian.

“Let me go! Let me go! I have to go! Let me go!” I’m more than desperate now. I’m a frightened, cornered animial, all teeth and nails and fists. 

“Take her down. Now!” Emily is now at my back and Nick reestablishes a hold on my right arm. Before I can take it in, my knees buckle and my face is in the dirt. For a split second, I’m stunned. I don’t know what has happened. And then my body responds, of it’s own accord, thrashing and seizing under the weight of my captors. 

“No! No! You’re killing me! Can’t you see, you’re killing me! I can’t go back! You’re killing me!”

“Rowan, you are fine. I’m checking your pulse and heart rate. We aren’t killing you. If you just settle down, we can let you up and go back inside.”

“I can’t go back! I can’t go back!” I’m starting to hyperventilate, the danger centers in my brain strobing like gunfire. I can feel my body shift;, my heart begins to pump harder than it has ever pumped before. I can feel the strengthht and urgency flow through my limbs like a flood. 

“Holy crap. I don’t think I can hold her much longer, Emily. She’s gone full out feral.” I can barely hear Christian’s voice through the pounding ringing in my ears. I can hear my heart beat, I can hear the blood flowing behind my ears, to my brain. My body is saving me. 

“Hey guys, yeah, we need you. We need two on legs and some more help on arms. I haven’t been able to get a heart rate since the beginning.” I know I am making noise, trying to speak, but I can’t make out my own words. I’m trying to tell them I’m dying. But I don’t feel like I’m dying anymore.

“I’m losing grip here.” Nick? My right arm is lifting, lifting.

“I’ve got it.” Emily, faint as a whisper behind the whoosh of blood.

“Rowan, calm down. Rowan, stop fighting.” Devon. Why is Devon out here?

Three more people push down on me and I’m pinned. Static. Still. Silent. 

No, there’s a sound. The world is breaking. Without my movement, the world is shattering, breaking into splinters. It looks like the glass in the window the day Shelby tried to jump through. Each piece holds a piece of the world. I can see Alisa and Nick in one, concerned, yelling. I see the cottage in another piece, jagged and spiderwebbed. Emily is in her own, small piece, flashing with blue and red. 

I can’t feel my body anymore. It’s in pieces, too. People are running around me, I can see that much. They’re scurrying from one place to the next like ants, running along the breaks in the world.

My body is back together and I’m sitting on the dirt. I can hear again, but it’s like the whole world is whispering at me. It’s getting louder and louder. You’re going to die. You’re already dead. They’re killing you. They want you dead.

Alisa’s face is in my face. “Rowan, can you hear me? Rowan?”

“They’re trying to kill me. The world is broken and they’re trying to kill me.”

“Rowan, I’m not trying to kill you. No one wants to kill you. We’re trying to help you.”

“No! No! I’m dying!” I have to get away. I have to get away from them. They’re broken. They broke the world. I can’t let them break me.

“Don’t touch me!” I’m flailing, pushing, pulling. Anything to get away. There are people in white, now. They’re here to take you away. They’ll take you away and break you. The world keeps whispering, warning. 

Alisa is still here, trying to calm me. I know Alisa. She won’t hurt me. She’s trying to save me. No, she’s with them. She’s helping them! I try and block the whispers with my hands.

“No. She won’t hurt me! She won’t!”

“Rowan, who won’t hurt you?” Alisa is trying so hard. But is she helping?

“Alisa, she’s having a psychotic break. She’s not going to make sense.” Black tendrils are winding around Devon. She’s evil. She’ll kill you. She broke the world. 

“We never should have restrained her! We should have taken her off her meds when she asked!” Now Alisa is yelling, screaming at Emily, Devon, the people in white who are poking me, prodding me.

“That’s enough! If you can’t handle this, you need to go home.” Emily is red, red like the blood running down my arm. She’s dangerous. The whispers have decided Alisa is good. But she’s leaving. She’ll die. They’ll kill her too. 

“Leave her alone!” I try and reach Alisa, ripping needles out of my arm and bounding off the board underneath me. “You can’t hurt her!”

Alisa turns, looking Emily right in the eye, and comes over to me. “It’s OK, Rowan. These people are here to help you. They’ll look after you, I promise.”

She lies. “But I thought she was good?” They will kill you. “Alisa, they’ll kill me.”

“No, Rowan. They won’t kill you. I promise.” 

“Alisa promises. She promises they’ll help.”

“That’s right, Rowan. I promise. Stay still now, they’re giving you some medicine.”

No medicine! Poison! “No! It’s poison! Alisa, poison! Don’t let them kill me!”

“It’s OK Rowan, it’s OK. It’s not poison.”

“Miss, hold her still, please?” A person in white, holding my arm. There’s a pinch and I feel a burning in my arm.

Poison! Poison! “Alisa! They’re killing me! It’s poison! Help!”

“Shhh, Rowan. Shhh. You’re OK. I’ve got you.” Alisa is rocking me, back and forth, back and forth. 

The world starts to get dark. First, it’s the edges, they’re fuzzy. Then the darkness winds around and around. “I’m dying.” 

“Shhhh, Rowan. You’re OK.” 

The blackness creeps further and further. Slowly, I’m going blind. The poison has done its job. Alisa is there, smiling at me. She’s the last thing I see.  







[bookmark: Epilogue]CHAPTER NINE
Epilogue


I can see her through the fog, my mom, standing in the whitewashed hall of the hospital. She’s here to bring me home. I’m not sure I want to go with her, now. I really, really wanted to go with her once. But she abandoned you. 

“Rowan? Are you ready? Sia and Max are in the car.” Sia and Max? I miss them. But they might kill you. Nope. I’m not listening to this.

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m not ready.” I can’t decide where I am safer, home or here.

“Rowan, honey, you’re doing fine. It’s been two months. The doctors say you can come home and we can do therapy with Dr. Warren twice a week. Remember, we made a whole plan?” I’m trying to see her face clearly, but the fog is swirling around her so thick today, I can’t tell what she’s thinking. 

You know the plan. It’s dangerous. What if they want to kill you?

“I don’t know.” I’m so confused. I know my mom won’t hurt me, but it’s hard to not believe them.  

“Rowan, are you hearing them?” 

Don’t tell her! We’ll cut your throat if you tell her!

I nod, almost imperceptibly. 

“Alright, sweetheart. We can wait together until they quiet down.”

My mom sits with me, in the fog, holding my hand. We wait together for the voices to fade into the mist, so that I can go home.  

