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A man admits himself to a nut house. He walks up to the receptionist and tells her he’s the main 
character. 

She looks up, smiles politely, and asks; of what? 
Of the story, he says. 
She doesn’t ask any more. 
He gives her an ID and she gives him a stack of papers to sign. She points him to a waiting room he 

can see through because there’s a window where the fourth wall should be. He sits down and fills out 
the papers. 

I’m single. I’m 29. This is my address. This is my cell number. I am employed. I have insurance. Here’s 
the number of my closest living relative. I believe I may be a danger to others close to me. I do not have 
the urge to hurt small animals. I feel guilty when I masturbate. I’m allergic to nuts. I am not currently on 
any medication. I admit myself of my own free will. Here’s my signature. I’m the main character. 

He gets up and hands the papers to the receptionist. 
Please take a seat in the waiting room and we’ll be right with you, she takes the papers without 

looking him in the eye. 
Back in the waiting room there are flyers for support groups with informational stubs hanging from 

them, asking him to please take one next to mildly motivational posters telling him that success comes to 
those who seek it and that courage is defined by climbing a mountain. There's a fake plant in the corner 
next to a painting of a sunny beach. There’s a case full of self-help and informational brochures for being 
gay, addicted, raped, or pregnant on the table next to him framed with magazines like People and 
Newsweek. A sign on the wall warns: Room Capacity = 6 Persons. He counts eight chairs. 

This is therapeutic. 
He wonders if he’ll get one of those white jackets that bind your arms to your back, but he can’t 

remember that they’re called straitjackets. Then he wonders how nuts he has to be in order to get a 
padded cell. 

Ten minutes pass. 
He looks at the receptionist, thinking of how cute she looks. He wonders if he’s in a romance novel. 

She glances up from her desk. His eyes dart to the painting of the beach. He thinks about turtles. 
 
Two men emerge from the double doors opposite the entrance. They wear matching security 

uniforms. One of the guards is black and the other is white. Both of their heads are shaved clean. The 
white guard holds a bag. They wave the man over. 

So what’s your thing? the black guard asks. 
I’m the main character, the man replies. 
Of what? The white guard asks. 
The story, the man says. 
They don’t ask any more. 
The guards lead the man to a small changing room with a curtain. They give him the bag, tell him 

there are clothes in it and that he needs to put them on. 
Then put everything you have on you back into the same bag, the black guard says. The man takes 

the bag and wonders if the black guard is there to make his story appeal to a wider audience. He doesn’t 
think that it’s working. 

The man gets dressed in the changing room. He emerges from the small enclosure wearing matching 
pure white scrubs. 
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Everyone is color-coded, the white guard says, the staff wears blue and the patients wear white. He 
motions for the man to follow him. The black guard takes the bag now filled with the man’s things in a 
different direction. The white guard leads him through a long, white hallway in which there is a locked 
gate. We call this the rabbit hole, he says, but I have no idea why. 

It’s an allusion, the man replies. 
The guard’s face scrunches up. He tells him no, it’s not an illusion. He unlocks the gate and says that 

this is where he’s usually stationed. At the other end of the hallway is a set of double doors suited 
perfectly for a fifty-year-old grade school.  

This is the Rec Room, says the guard as he opens the double doors. 
The Rec Room holds four couches, seven tables and over twenty chairs scattered about, on some of 

which sit other patients. A few chairs circle a television in the corner. The wall facing the doors is mostly 
one single window. Sunlight pours in, illuminating dancing dust particles with its yellow glow, but the 
rest of the room is dry and still. The only “recreations" in sight are the television, a dozen books with 
faded spines lying on the bottom of a three-tier bookshelf, and, on the top shelf, a box of crayons next 
to a pile of paper. The middle shelf is empty. 

This is pathetic. 
The guard names the patients in the Rec Room to the man, pointing first to a very normal-looking 

middle-aged man on a couch reading a book.  
That’s Lefty. I’d try not to get on his bad side if I were you, the guard says, chuckling at his own joke. 

And that's Seventeen, he says pointing to a large man with curly black hair sitting alone at a small table. 
Is he talking to himself? the man asks. 
His inner child, says the guard as indifferently. Over there, there’s Sparky, Blender, Magnet, and 

Eileen is the one by the TV, he says pointing to the last of the patients in the room. The TV is turned off, 
but Eileen watches it captivated. Sparky, Blender, and Magnet play Go Fish while they carry on a 
conversation neither the man nor the guard can hear. 

What’s with all the nicknames? the man asks. 
It’s a fun way for everyone to deal with their issues. The Shrink encourages it, the guard replies. 
The man asks if the rest of the staff has nicknames. 
Well I’m Lemon. Nobody will tell me why, Lemon says. Why don’t you go talk to Lefty while I find a 

Blue Shirt to show you your room? He’s really friendly. Pretty easy to get adjusted to. 
I thought you said Lefty was grumpy or something, says the man. 
Lemon says that’s not at all what he said, and walks away with a sour expression on his face. 
The man looks around at the patients. This is my supporting cast, he thinks. He stumbles over to 

Lefty and says hello, but Lefty’s eyes don’t leave his book. I’m new here, he says trying again. Lemon told 
me you were okay to talk to while he finds someone. 

He probably won’t come back Lefty replies, never lifting his eyes from the thick book’s pages, Lemon 
isn't the brightest fruit in the basket. So why are you here? What’s your thing? 

I’m the main character, the man says. 
The main character? Of what? Lefty asks. 
The story. 
Lefty lifts his head from the book, looks the man up and down twice, then opens his mouth as if to 

say something, but shuts it and hides his gaze in his book. 
He doesn’t ask any more. 
So why do they call you Lefty? The man asks. 
Everyone here has a nickname, Lefty says. 
Well what about Eileen? The man asks, pointing to the ugly woman in the room. She’s sitting in a 

chair facing the blank television. Just as the man points to her, she stands up, crooked, leaning to her 
right at a 75 degree angle to the ground. She walks past the man to the hallway and leaves the Rec 
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Room, still leaning at 75 degrees. 
I’ll give you a guess, Lefty chuckles and nods. You catch on quick, don’t you?  
So what about everyone else? The man asks. 
You see those three over there playing cards? Lefty says. That’s Sparky, Magnet, and Blender. 

Blender is constantly getting dizzy spells and falling over, and Magnet is attracted to everything, the 
main character sees that Magnet has a tent pitched in his pants. 

Those don’t sound like reasons to get admitted, the man says. 
Our names aren’t our diagnosis, Lefty explains, just the most obvious symptoms. Sparky is an 

exception, he’s also the only one here because of a court order. But he’s getting out soon if I’m not 
mistaken… 

He’s not mistaken. 
So, why do you call him Sparky? The man asks. 
Lefty explains that Sparky loves fire so much that he’s set numerous fires around the city. The only 

reason he’s not in jail, Lefty says, is because they all happened to be the most innocent kind of fires you 
can start. The kind that hurts nobody and damages nothing. 

The man tries to imagine how that’s possible. Then he wonders if he’s in the first draft, and if so, 
whether the second draft will make more sense. 

He isn’t, and it didn’t. 
Lefty sets his book down and stands up. Well, Main Character, let me find you a Blue Shirt to show 

you to your room. Lefty walks towards the hallway but stops diagonal to it facing the wall. He turns his 
head left, looking down the hallway, but his body stays facing the wall. He yells at a nurse in a blue shirt, 
then, instead of turning left, turns all the way around to the right until he is facing the hallway. He yells 
at a Blue Shirt as he walks down the hallway and out of sight. 

The Main Character watches the spin and smiles finally understanding Lemon’s joke. 
 
A Blue Shirt shows The Main Character to his room. She is even prettier than the receptionist, but 

she looks more worn out. The Main Character tries flirting, but instead confuses her with a fact about 
gummy worms. He glances at her breasts each time she looks away He wonders if she’s ever been 
attracted to a woman before. 

His room is small. It’s not padded like he thought it would be, but it has a bed that’s fairly 
comfortable and a dresser with ten pairs of plain white scrubs. There’s a schedule of the daily meals and 
weekly activities taped onto the wall, and a button he can press for assistance next to the bed. There’s a 
window, but it has four vertical metal bars denying the world beyond it. They cast a foreboding shadow 
on everything in the room.  

This is– not bad, actually. But The Main Character doesn’t agree. He thinks it’s too small. However 
he doesn’t realize that almost nobody spends any time in their rooms anyway. Instead, he wonders if 
the patients on either side will be loud. But that’s not relevant. 

Food is delivered to his room. It tastes like cardboard. He sees several patients pass by his doorway 
towards the Rec Room, holding their trays of food. He decides to follow them for lunch the next day, 
after he is scheduled to see The Shrink. For now, he finishes his meal and then lies down on his bed, 
watching the clock while he organizes his thoughts for The Shrink. He hopes The Shrink will be a 
beautiful young woman like the one who showed him to his room. 

He’s not. 
 
The Shrink is a picture-perfect cliché: an old white man with a stubble beard and thick-rimmed 

glasses. His door simply reads Shrink, and inside he has a desk on which sits a laptop and stacks of 
papers. Two heavily cushioned chairs sit opposite the desk pointed inward, with a floor lamp placed 
between them. Everything is a shade of brown or olive-green except for the sickly plant in the corner, 
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which is more yellow than it is brown. Dead leaves line the plant’s clay vase on the floor. 
This is enlightening. 
The Shrink reaches to The Main Character. Pleasure to meet you, I’m The Shrink. Or at least, that’s 

what everyone calls me, so let’s just leave it at that. 
The Main Character shakes The Shrink’s hand. I guess they’re calling me The Main Character, he 

says. 
Okay and why’s that? The Shrink asks, sitting down. 
Because that’s who I am, The Main Character replies. 
Of what? The Shrink asks, waving him to sit. 
Of the story, he says not expecting The Shrink to ask any more. The chair feels quite comfortable, so 

he leans back and extends his legs out in front of him. 
Alright then, The Shrink writes some notes on a yellow notepad. Can you tell me a little bit more 

about that? 
Well, it all started sometime after I got engaged, The Main Character begins. I started thinking about 

my life, and how it seemed like I was having too much good luck. 
What do you mean by “too much good luck”? The Shrink asks, continuing his notes. 
Well, for example, I got engaged to my high school sweetheart, The Main Character explains. She 

was the first girl I had ever dated because I was really shy around girls then, and she asked me to the 
Turnabout Dance our senior year. 

All right, and what would you say is ‘too fortunate’ about that? asks The Shrink. 
What are the odds that the first girl I date would not only be the one I am meant to be with, but that 

I didn’t even have to get the courage to ask her out? It’s just too easy, The Main Character says, waving 
his hands around to illustrate his point. And then I started thinking about things like why I’m ‘myself’, 
you know? Why do I see through the eyes of this body and not someone else’s? I’m not seeing through 
his eyes, or through her eyes, I’m seeing through mine. 

So you are significant because you feel that you are different from everyone else? You perceive them 
as background characters in your life? Well, I hope it will make you feel somewhat better to know it‘s 
fairly common to wonder why you are you and everyone else is, well, everyone else. It's nothing to be 
worried about. Consciousness has yet to be mapped, The Shrink explains. 

It’s not just that, The Main Character continues, I mean, I admit my life hasn’t been perfect. I've had 
my fair share of ups and downs, but when I thought back on it, I had way too many ups when you 
consider what little I’ve actually done with my life. It’s felt too much like someone else has been 
controlling the world around me, that I was just experiencing it instead of actually living it. 

He pauses for a moment and stares at the desk. The Shrink waits patiently. 
I cheated on my fiancée, as a sort of way to see if I was right. Then, I told her about it. Even though 

she was so mad and so heartbroken, she stayed with me. So I did it again, and she just forgave me again, 
saying she loved me too much to give up that easily. So I broke off the engagement, and she still wanted 
to stay with me. He pauses, gathers his thoughts, and, looking straight into The Shrink's eyes, says, I’m 
telling you, there’s no way that just happens unless I’m the main character. 

But why do you think you are the main character of a story? 
The story, The Main Character interrupts. 
Right, of the story, The Shrink corrected himself. Is it like that movie— 
No, I don’t hear a British woman’s voice in my head, The Main Character interrupts again. 
It’s true, he doesn’t hear any narration. Too bad. 
Then how do you know you’re in a story, and not a movie or a game? Or that you’re not just an 

important person? The Shrink asks. 
If this were a movie, The Main Character begins; you and I would be having a very different 

discussion right now. 
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How so? The Shrink asks. 
If this were a movie, they would have to rewrite the dialogue so I tell you that I’m the main character 

of the movie, The Main Character explains. 
Silence fills the room. The Shrink writes down more notes. 
So then what made you come here? Why did you admit yourself if you really are the main character? 

Why not take advantage of your apparent ability to have a happy ending? The Shrink asks. 
By acknowledging that I am The Main Character, I break the fourth wall and, in doing so, I gain 

control of my life, The Main Character says jabbing his thumb into his chest. I want the story to be 
character-driven instead of plot-driven. I don’t want to be a puppet anymore. 

The Shrink considers this, petting his beard and looking at his notes. 
All right, do you mind if I ask you about your history for the rest of this session? That’s how a first 

session typically goes. It helps me understand everything else later on, The Shrink explains. 
You’re asking for back-story? The Main Character asks. 
Yes, let’s start with your parents. What were they like? The Shrink prepares his pen. 
My father was never around and my mother was a drunk- 
He’s lying. 
And I had an uncle who touched me in the closet every Wednesday in spring. 
All lies … he had a very normal childhood. 
I started doing meth at age ten and I think my grandfather was a schizophrenic. 
His grandfather was in very good health. Decorated, too. 
Oh, and when I’m asleep, I dream about being chased by a twelve-foot penguin. 
This is true. Ironically, it’s also the admission that makes The Shrink stop mid-letter to look up with 

an expression of disbelief. 
The Main Character grins. 
If you’re not ready to take this seriously, you may leave, but I will see you tomorrow at the same 

time, The Shrink says flatly. 
Back-story is the last thing you need to hear right now. Does my history really matter if I’m right? 

The Main Character leans forward in his seat. 
See you tomorrow, Main Character, The Shrink says, looking down at his pad and crossing out a few 

notes. 
Do you really expect me to believe that Lefty’s condition is even the slightest bit realistic? The Main 

Character says in an exaggerated whisper. 
The Shrink is unimpressed. Left turns are statistically the most dangerous to make whilst driving, he 

says. It’s very realistic to believe that one might develop a deep-seeded fear of them altogether. 
 
The next day, The Main Character takes his lunch to the Rec Room and spots Seventeen sitting by 

himself. He asks if the seat across from him is taken, and Seventeen says yes, so he grabs an extra chair 
and pulls it up next to him. 

I hear you’re The Main Character, Seventeen says. 
I hear you’re Seventeen, The Main Character replies. 
Nope, common mistake. I’m actually thirty years old. He’s seventeen, Seventeen says, nodding to the 

empty chair across from him. 
It starts to make sense. 
Is he you when you were seventeen? The Main Character asks. 
Yup. 
That’s pretty cool. 
Actually, he’s kind of annoying. And nobody else can hear him, I have to talk for him. He’s the reason 

I keep getting pricked. 
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Pricked? 
Yeah, you know, with a needle? He mimics the motion of injecting himself. 
I’ll watch out for that, The Main Character says, eyebrows raised. 
Suddenly Seventeen becomes animated, slamming his hand on the table in front of him. It is too 

your fault! Seventeen shouts at the empty chair across from him. If you’d stop telling me how pathetic it 
is that I'm in here, I’d stop trying to escape! Then I wouldn’t get pricked every time I make it to the rabbit 
hole! The Main Character looks around at all the patients in the room, but they don’t seem to notice 
anything strange. They’re more distracted by Sparky trying to start a fire using a plastic spoon as his flint. 
It’s not going so well. 

Thinking about the receptionist, The Main Character asks, Are there any good-looking ladies in here? 
You mean besides the Blue Shirts? Hell no, man. The pretty ones are never crazy enough, Seventeen 

replies. Sparky says he hooked up with a Blue Shirt once, but I’m pretty sure that's impossible. I tried 
talking to one once, but I just got self-conscious about my seventeen-year-old self standing right next to 
me and I couldn’t do it. He’s never let me forget it, either. 

The Main Character spots the Blue Shirt that took him to his room. He watches her walk around the 
Rec Room, carefully watching over the patients. When she comes closer to his table, he looks down at 
his food and pretends to not notice her. He tells himself that he’ll talk to her next time. 

 
The Shrink welcomes The Main Character into his office for the second time. They sit down in the 

same chairs and The Shrink grabs the same yellow notepad as the day before. He looks The Main 
Character in the eyes and smiles. How are things going today? he asks. 

Fine, I guess. The Main Character settles in his chair. 
Have you been getting along well enough with the other patients? The Shrink asks. 
Yeah, sure. I’ve met Lefty and Seventeen so far, and they seem nice enough, he says. 
Well, what do you think about them as patients here? The Shrink asks. 
Lefty seems perfectly fine when he’s not trying to turn left, but Seventeen is definitely missing a few 

screws. 
Why do you say that? The Shrink asks while taking notes. 
For starters, he thinks he’s always hanging out with his seventeen-year-old self. 
And do you believe him? 
No. 
Why not? 
There’s nobody else there. 
But how do you know that? 
The Main Character sees where this is going. 
Just because I can’t prove it to anybody else, he says, leaning in toward The Shrink, doesn’t mean I'm 

wrong. 
Certainly not, The Shrink says and crosses his legs. He says nothing more, only looks at The Main 

Character with his friendly eyes. As The Main Character, what concerns you? 
Well, it would be nice to know what kind of story I’m in, The Main Character explains. I feel like I 

could have a better grasp on my situation if I knew whether I was in a novel or a short story. And if it's a 
comedy or a drama, because right now I’m not too sure.  

If you had to guess, what would it be? The Shrink asks. 
Well, based on time passed versus plot and character development, I would say I’m in a short story. 
He’s been doing his research. 
But I can’t tell what genre, The Main Character says. 
The Shrink writes more notes in his yellow pad and asks yet another question: And if you had to 

guess, who might the author be? 
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Probably a guy, The Main Character guesses. Most stories with a male protagonist as undesirable as 
myself are written by men. And it would also make sense, given the women I’ve seen working around 
here.  

What do you mean about the women working here? The Shrink asks. 
Do you ever do anything but ask questions? Is this what they teach you to do? 
Are you asking me? The Shrink replies unaware of the irony.  
The Main Character pauses to watch The Shrink write, eyes lost in his notes before saying The 

women here are all very pretty and young. It’s kind of bizarre, unless you consider that this story is 
written by a man, probably a young man in his twenties, young enough that he writes lots of idealized 
women but old enough to keep it respectful. 

His description is painfully precise. The Shrink barely notices. 
Why don’t you tell me a story, Main Character? The Shrink asks. 
Why, Shrink? The Main Character asks. 
The Shrink looks up, offended, though The Main Character doesn’t notice. He’s picking lint out of the 

chair’s armrest. 
I think it could be beneficial for me to hear what your interpretation of a story is. Their eyes meet 

and The Shrink puts on his fake, friendly-eyed smile again. It doesn’t have to be made-up, he says. 
Though I think it would be better if it were. 

The Main Character explains that he’s not a storyteller, that the closest he ever came to being one 
was in fifth grade when the teacher made him explain to the class his scary dream from the night before, 
why he now hated penguins. But The Shrink insists, so he pauses to think of all the stories he could tell. 
He thinks about stories he's heard and stories he’s read. He thinks about stories he’s been a part of and 
stories he’s imagined. He eliminates stories one at a time for numerous different reasons until there is 
only one left to tell. He thinks it through from beginning to end, takes in a deep breath, and begins: 

 
It’s the first day of fall classes at college, and a boy who’s in his third year has night class on the first 

night. He’s paranoid about getting there on time, because that’s just how he is, so he leaves his dorm 
extra early. It’s already dark outside but it’s still warm. He arrives to the classroom first and sits down in 
the third row, then watches the other students walk in one-by-one. His eyes fix on a girl who enters and 
sits directly in front of him wearing a skirt and short-sleeved v-neck shirt. She reminds him of a girl he 
used to know. Her hair and her clothes, her glasses, and even her face looks exactly as he remembered 
another girl looking. It was a girl he used to have a crush on but never told. 

Class begins and he watches this girl. Every time she adjusts her posture or twiddles her pen he just 
can’t stop watching. 

An hour or so passes, and the instructor announces that the class can have a twenty minute break. 
Some people get up from their chairs and leave the room. Some pull out their phones to text friends, but 
the girl he can’t stop staring at stays put. He walks up to her. He introduces himself and asks if she wants 
to go for a walk or something. She smiles and accepts so they walk up and down the hallway together. 
He learns who she really is. She’s a freshman. She loves to read. Her favorite book is Lord of the Flies. 

He hangs on every word. 
Their walk becomes a tradition, and they begin to sit next to each other. Every week for twenty 

minutes they walk up and down the hallway, talking about themselves and each other. He learns more 
and more about her. Her father is never around, her brother is always in jail, and her mother hates 
everything she does. The boy felt so sad for her. 

One week the class is cancelled, but the boy and the girl don’t get the memo. He asks if she wants to 
walk. They go outside and she asks him if he wants to see her dorm room. He says yes, so they walk there 
together. Her roommate is gone. He tells her how beautiful she is. She’s shy as he kisses her lips, then her 
shoulder, then her neck. 
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They take off each other’s clothes and he lays her down on her bed. He lies on top of her, holding her 
arms in each hand against the soft mattress. As he moves into her, he sees her face freeze in agony. He 
pulls away and waits for a moment as blood drips onto the bed between them. She tells him he’s her 
first. He smiles and moves in closer again until her face is once again frozen in agony, then he pushes 
deeper to see her cringe, then pulls back and watches her face relax again. 

She’s in pleasure. She’s in pain. She’s in pleasure. She’s in pain. 
He picks up pace. 
He’s in pleasure. She’s in pain. 
She begs him to slow down. He ignores her. She tries to break free of his grip. He pushes her arms 

deeper into the bed and tightens his grip. 
He’s in pleasure. She’s in pain. 
The next week arrives and the boy sits down in his usual spot and waits for the girl to arrive. He 

watches the students walk in one-by-one. She walks in at the last possible moment wearing long sleeves 
and black sweatpants and goes straight for the front of the room, avoiding eye contact. She sits down in 
the far corner of the front row closest to the instructor’s desk. 

An hour passes and the instructor announces the twenty-minute break. People get up from their 
chairs and head out the door, but she stays put. The boy gets up and walks over to her, but she avoids 
eye contact. He leaves the room, taking his things with him. She waits a minute until she’s sure he’s not 
coming back, and then gathers her things, leaving the building and heading through the darkness for her 
dorm room. 

Behind her she hears footsteps. 
She begins to run. 
The footsteps begin to run. 
He’s in pleasure. She’s in pain. 
 
The Shrink’s attention is now firmly on The Main Character as he finishes the story. He flips to a new 

page in his yellow notepad and writes something down then underlines it twice. 
When you wake up tomorrow morning, there will be two pills and a glass of water by your bed. Take 

them and I’ll see you again in a few days, says The Shrink. 
Thanks, but no thanks, The Main Character says. He slyly drops a wad of lint onto the floor when he 

gets up from his chair. 
Excuse me? As long as you’re here you’re going to have to take the medication prescribed to you, The 

Shrink insists. 
Then I’ll just leave. I’ll check myself out, The Main Character says as he reaches for the doorknob. 
You can’t. The Shrink says, looking up at The Main Character. You signed papers saying that you give 

us permission to keep you here as long as we deem necessary, and I deem it necessary that you take the 
pills by your bed every morning and stay here until I deem you fixed. I’ll be seeing you in a few days. His 
eyes become slits, no longer displaying the lie that had for decades made others feel as if he were a 
close friend. Remember, if you haven’t been taking your pills, I’ll know. 

The Main Character heads straight for his room. He passes by the Rec Room and glances over to see 
some Blue Shirts hanging a banner that reads Farewell Sparky! A few patients linger in the room, some 
staring at the banner and others into space. Magnet stands directly behind one of the Blue Shirts 
hanging the banner, staring at her butt with a tent in full pitch.  She's gotten used to it by now. 

Comic relief, The Main Character thinks as he passes by. 
In his room he picks up a piece of paper he drew on the day before. On the paper, in crayon, is a 

diagram of dramatic structure as explained by Gustav Freytag. He traces his finger along the line and 
recites the parts aloud to himself: exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, dénouement. But 
where am I? Exposition? Done. Rising Action? Maybe. Climax? Bingo. He drops his head into his hands 
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and reflects on his meeting with The Shrink for a moment. 
A realization hits. Wait, how did I get to the climax if I wasn’t trying to—oh shit.  

Now he’s figured it out. 
If I wasn’t trying to move the plot, then that means the story’s not character-driven. Which means 

I’m not in control— 
Which means it’s plot-driven; which means he’s just reacting to everything around him like a kitten 

would when surrounded by resourceful mice. Instead of going to the Rec Room to hang out until dinner 
as usual, The Main Character goes door-to-door looking for Sparky. 

 
After a talk with Sparky that he hopes will remain secret, The Main Character finds Seventeen just as 

he gets out of his own appointment with The Shrink. The Main Character tells Seventeen it’s not safe to 
talk near any other minor characters, so they go to Seventeen’s room. Seventeen yells at The Main 
Character for almost sitting on his past self. 

I think I found us a way out, The Main Character whispers. 
What do you mean? Out of here? We’re in! Seventeen high-fives the air above the empty chair next 

to him. 
First, I need you to tell me everything you know about Lemon, The Main Character says, you’ve tried 

to escape the most, so you must know him the best. How can we get his keys and get out of here?  
You know why we call him Lemon, right? Seventeen asks. 
The Main Character shakes his head. 
Dude, he’s not the smartest guy to have guarding the only exit that’s not tripped by an alarm. We 

call him Lemon because he makes a face like he’s sucking on a lemon whenever he doesn’t understand 
something, which is a lot, Seventeen explains. 

So you’re saying we can trick him into unlocking the gate for us? 
I’m saying he doesn’t always remember to lock it, Seventeen replies. 
The Main Character thanks him, and says to enjoy the going away party and get some rest because if 

everything goes right, they’ll be out in twenty-four hours. 
Cool, how do I know what to do? Seventeen asks. 
Trust me, you’ll know, The Main Character says, and spread the word, it’s going to work better if 

more people are involved. 
 
That night the entire nut house bids Sparky farewell and good luck. Most of the patients show up for 

the rumored cake. There’s no cake, but there’s a karaoke machine and fresh fruit. The Blue Shirts tell 
everyone that cake has too much sugar. Seventeen sings a duet. People miss half of the song. Everyone 
whispers about a supposed escape plan. The Main Character tells Lefty about it, but Lefty won’t 
participate. He thinks he’s making progress. See? he says, showing The Main Character how he can 
almost rotate his body to the left. The Main Character almost sees it. He shakes Lefty’s hand and thanks 
him for being so welcoming on his first day. Blender spontaneously loses his equilibrium and falls into 
the karaoke machine, knocking it over.  

The party ends at eight, and everyone goes back to their rooms. Sparky gathers some drawings to 
take with him back into the real world. The Main Character falls asleep thinking about his future, 
wondering how to keep control of the narrative after he escapes. 

He dreams of giant penguins. 
When The Main Character wakes up, a Blue Shirt arrives with a cup of water and two pills. The Main 

Character thinks about how beautiful she must be underneath her clothes. He keeps his eyes on her face 
as she tells him she has to watch him take the pills, then remembers the lack of reactions to Magnet’s 
symptoms and lowers them to her chest and nods. She notices, but doesn't say anything. He takes the 
pills in his hand and pretends to swallow them with the water, still staring at her chest. She doesn’t 
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check his mouth so he spits them out into his trash bin as soon as she leaves. He takes a moment to 
imagine her kissing the other Blue Shirt as he waits for breakfast. 

After breakfast The Main Character joins some of the other patients in the Rec Room to wave Sparky 
goodbye. Sparky winks at The Main Character before leaving with Lemon and the black guard. 
Immediately after he leaves, The Main Character swears he can sense something different in the air: 
anticipation. Everyone seems a bit quieter, all waiting for a sign they’re afraid they won't recognize. 

Lunch comes and goes as it would any other day. Patients whisper that something went wrong, but 
The Main Character is confident, not answering when asked if the plan was supposed to have happened 
already. 

The sun sets and dinner is served. Most patients have given up and accepted that they won’t be 
leaving until they’re deemed fixed. Many eat in the Rec Room as usual. The Main Character finds 
Seventeen and insists they sit as close to the rabbit hole as they can, near the double doors. 

Before they sit down all the lights go out. 
For a moment, nobody speaks. They wait motionless for the power to turn on. 
Somewhere out in the real world, Sparky walks away from a fire that leaves an entire city district 

without power. 
The Main Character grabs Seventeen by the shirt and pulls him towards the double doors without 

saying a word. The doors creak as they open. All the patients in the Rec Room realize what’s happening 
and jump from their seats towards the door. Blue Shirts shout at each other and at patients from every 
direction. The Main Character and Seventeen enter the rabbit hole with a swarm of patients running 
behind them. Lemon stands his position at the gate but turns on a flashlight in his eyes. His face 
scrunches up the way Seventeen said it would. The flashlight blinds him, but gives The Main Character 
and Seventeen enough light to see the gate. Dozens of patients follow them, running and screaming. 
The Main Character reaches out toward the gate and finds that it opens without a key. 

He starts thinking about freedom. 
Lemon yells at them, but the swarm of patients drowns him out. The Main Character and Seventeen 

break into a run. Dim emergency backup lights turn on. The patients turn down the hallways and pass 
the dressing room. The Main Character can practically smell freedom. A few patients pass him, but he 
isn’t fazed. He turns the last corner to find the set of double doors where he first saw Lemon and the 
black guard while he sat in the waiting room. He recalls the exit to the left of the receptionist’s desk, and 
thinks about how Lefty wouldn’t have been able to make the turn that will set him free. He bursts 
through the double doors. 

Wait, what about the black guard? He thinks as Blender approaches behind him, falling to the 
ground and into The Main Character. The Main Character struggles to regain his balance, but stumbles 
into the fourth wall of the waiting room. 

The glass stays intact. 
The Main Character slides down the pane. He hears others yelling and passing him by. 
He feels a pinch in the side of his neck. 
As the black guard pricks him. 
He slides down the glass onto the floor. 
As time slows down. 
He looks toward the exit. 
As Seventeen pushes against the exit doors. 
He starts to close his eyes. 
As the doors don’t open. 
Things go dark. 
 
He dreams about his former fiancée and his former life. 
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The Main Character opens his eyes to a bright room. He squints, trying to focus on something, 
anything. The walls are white. The ceiling is white. The floor is white. 

It feels soft underneath him. 
This is appropriate. 
His vision slowly clears and he rolls himself onto his back. His hands are tied, crisscrossed around his 

torso and around to his back. He struggles to stand, there’s no door to get out. The padded wall feels 
cold, but soft, like the floor. 

HEY! he yells and coughs, takes a deep breath. HELLO?! WHERE AM I?! 
You’re in the padded wing for starting a riot, a voice replies from a video camera on the ceiling. Stay 

calm, sir, we’re sending someone in now. 
A section of the wall opens up in front of him and a man steps in with two pills and a glass of water. 

He’s wearing red scrubs and looks like he was beaten by the ugly stick. If you don’t want to take these, 
we'll just give you an injection. I suggest you take the pills instead, the red-shirted man says to The Main 
Character. He opens his mouth and the man drops the pills onto his tongue. He holds the cup of water 
up to The Main Character to drink. He feels the pills travel down his throat and get lost somewhere in his 
intestines. 

Did anyone make it out? The Main Character asks. 
Nope. Jerome locked the doors before anyone could even get to them. He pricked you and some 

other patients pretty good, too, says the red-shirted man. 
Who’s Jerome? The Main Character asks, and who are you? 
Well I’m Mark. Jerome is the guard that pricked you with the sedative, Mark explains. 
I don’t get it, what’s your nickname supposed to mean? The Main Character asks. 
We don’t have nicknames over in the padded wing, Mark says walking toward the open door where 

Jerome stands guard. Oh, and Dr. Martin is going to visit you tomorrow. 
Mark shuts the door behind him and it blends in perfectly with the wall. The Main Character slides 

down the wall, carefully taking a seat on the padded floor. He stares at the opposite wall, exactly where 
he swears he saw the door a moment ago. 

He thinks about how the name Jerome is such a stereotypical name for a black man. 
He thinks about how he misses the women in the blue shirts. 
He thinks about the girl from his college night class. 
Then, for a moment, he thinks about turtles, not that you care. 
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