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EPIGRAPH

The last temptation is the greatest treason:

to do the right deed for the wrong reason.

—T. S. ELIOT, MURDER IN THE CATHEDRAL

You know how I define “idealism”? Youth’s final luxury.

—DOUG WRIGHT, QUILLS
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This exasperating girl still exhibits a strong tendency toward selflessness. Her naive obsession with fruitless do-goodery could prove hindrance or help—I need only convince her that by embracing my vision, she will, in fact, be doing good. My observation of her continues, particularly where the Catalyst is concerned. I thought her compassion for his condition troublesome at first, but no, I will use their deepening connection to my advantage.

—Excerpt from Warden Crawford’s journals—June
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Brookline Hospital, Spring 1968

It was raining. Pouring, actually—a fact that Madge, Jocelyn’s bus companion for the last six hours, delighted in reiterating every other minute.

“Do you know how long it takes to get my curlers to cooperate?” Madge sighed, standing next to Jocelyn on the dark pavement, a copy of Photoplay held over her head to ward off the raindrops. The magazine buckled in the middle, sluicing water down the front of Madge’s coat. “So much for making a good impression,” she muttered.

Jocelyn smirked, warm and dry under the ugly but decidedly practical plastic rain bonnet. “It looks like you’ve got a condom on your head, dummy,” Madge had teased on the bus, scrunching up her nose behind her Photoplay, so that both she and the full-color image of Jackie Kennedy were giving Jocelyn less-than-impressed looks.

“Now who’s the dummy?” Jocelyn said as they turned to walk up the drive. They stepped through the lingering exhaust cloud the bus had left behind as a final, indifferent good-bye. The driver had glanced at them repeatedly during the trip. Jocelyn hadn’t noticed it at first, and then maybe she’d thought he was just admiring Madge. Madge was incredibly admirable.

A few grumbles from Madge later and they were clicking their way across the paving stones toward the hospital. It looked . . . well, less cheery than it had in the hiring brochures pushed on them at their recruitment meetings. Jocelyn and Madge had graduated together from Grace Point in Chicago with Bachelors of Science in Nursing, Jocelyn with honors, Madge with style.

In the brochure, Brookline shone like a lighthouse on a rock, white, pristine, all glimmering windows and tidy lawns. Patients beamed from their beds or wheelchairs. Nurses smiled with appropriate modesty and wisdom together in the halls. Doctors scrutinized charts, mustaches askew from the depths of their concentration.

“Goodness gracious,” Madge mumbled, drawing to a halt at exactly the same point Jocelyn did.

“It’s not so bad,” Jocelyn insisted. She forced a smile, first at the hospital and then at Madge. “Cheer up, buttercup. We’re hired. We’re professionals.”

“Single professionals,” Madge said, giggling. “Oh gosh, am I blushing? I think I’m blushing. It’s too good to be true.” She cast a long look around, her smile wavering a little as another gush of rain poured down her front. Jackie Kennedy was looking severely worse for wear. “And here I so wanted to say: we’re not in Kansas anymore. Or Chicago, I guess. You get the idea. But the rain’s just the same.”

“Are you kidding? We’re practically New Yorkers,” Jocelyn teased. A black wrought-iron fence surrounded the front grounds of the hospital. The building sat well back from the fencing, looming, a little hunched, either from the nearness of the dark clouds or from a shoddy foundation. To the left, New Hampshire College buildings encroached, but only a few students ran back and forth in the quadrangle, their heads bowed under umbrellas. Jocelyn turned back to the fence and stepped up to the gate, pushing on the handle and wincing at the rusty screech that followed. “Yup. Very cosmopolitan.”

“Now who’s the spoilsport? Come on, let’s get inside. I’m drenched.” Madge hurried beyond her, one hand desperately holding the magazine over her buttercup yellow hair, the other toting along her one and only bag. “What are you waiting for? I want to meet the staff. And the doctors! And my future husband!”

Jocelyn rolled her eyes, but she had to smile; Madge was right, this was a big day for them both. She hurried up the paving stones, her eyes flicking skyward at the suggestion of a silhouette in one of the windows above. It was there and then it was gone, but as Jocelyn ducked inside the hospital, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched.
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Warden Crawford looked up at her briefly in between each page of her application.

Jocelyn squirmed. Wasn’t this already a done deal? She thought her application had been approved. Why else would she have made the exhausting trip from Illinois to the coast? That bumpy, cold bus trip hadn’t exactly been a Tijuana pleasure cruise.

Keep still, she reminded herself. Eyes forward.

The warden’s office was surprisingly cluttered for a doctor’s. She always imagined men like him leading lives as clean and upright as a drill sergeant’s. But papers stuck out of every desk drawer and cabinet, almost haphazardly. Her eye twitched. She was a neat person by nature, a character trait that her supervisor at school had said made her an excellent candidate for nursing. An eye for detail was absolutely required—nursing was hard, unforgiving work, with long hours and immense amounts of pressure and stress.

If a grill cook flips the burger too late the meat is burned, oh well, her supervisor used to say. If you make a mistake a patient could die. Do you understand me, Ash? Are you going to flip the meat too late?

Jocelyn bit the inside of her cheek. She hated that image. She hated that it made her think of humans, of human flesh, like meat.

“Chicago is a long way from here,” Warden Crawford said lightly. He had a twinkle in his voice, like every statement might turn sharply into a joke. “I don’t think our pizza measures up.”

“Not a problem, sir,” she responded crisply. “More of a chowder girl myself.”

That drew a warm laugh from him. He sat back in his leather chair and put down her application, removing his spectacles and letting them settle in his white coat pocket. “A sense of humor. Good. You’ll need that here. It can be morbid work, Ms. Ash. Sometimes you need to laugh or risk going mad yourself.”

Jocelyn flinched. Right. Gallows humor. Madge had warned her that doctors could be crass, even rude. It’s just how they talk, she’d said. It’s just how they blow off steam. Anyway, Jocelyn couldn’t protest; doctors were treated as gods. Nurses were expected to stand when they entered the room, like they were royalty or something. The whole thing seemed eye-rollingly over the top. Didn’t anyone want to stand for the ladies changing bedpans day in and day out?

“You’re young,” he observed. Jocelyn flinched again. His lips hovered between a smile and a scowl. “Perhaps too young.”

“My evaluations speak for themselves,” she said. Her voice had become pinched, and so had a nerve in her neck that made her twitch with distress. No matter what, she was not getting back on a bus to Chicago.

Warden Crawford toyed with his spectacles for a moment, pulling them out of his pocket, unfolding the stems, and then putting them right back where they had been. “And what brought you to this profession?”

“I want to—”

“And don’t say you want to help people.” He chuckled, the twinkle back in his voice as she stammered into silence. “That’s what everyone says.”

“It’s probably also true,” Jocelyn replied, maybe impertinently. She never knew quite when to keep her mouth shut, and now she felt more words spill out faster than she could control. “I have to say, I’m confused, sir. My teachers at Grace Point told me there was a job here. Is that not the case?”

Warden Crawford jerked his head back, either in surprise or offense, she wasn’t quite sure. He had a young face, but the gray at his temples suggested a more distinguished age. And he was handsome, exactly the kind of serious but gentle doctor Madge was no doubt hoping to snare. Her eyes strayed to his left hand. No ring. It seemed odd that a man of his age would be single. Jokes aside, Camford wasn’t exactly a bustling metropolis. Surely there were plenty of women eager to snare a handsome doctor?

He shuffled her papers and then tucked them into one of his messy desk drawers. “Terrence in counseling is always warning me about hiring redheads. Too lippy, he says. Too feisty.” Warden Crawford stood, laughing again, extending a hand to her across his desk. “We could use a little more fire around here. This isn’t a place for the faint of heart, which makes me think you’ll fit right in, Ms. Ash.”

Phew. She had the job and she could breathe again and stop clutching her rain bonnet like a life jacket.

“Thank you, sir. Really, thank you. And, it’s true, you know. I want to help people.”

“Don’t we all?” he murmured, a cold, intense light brightening his gaze. “Don’t we all.”

For the first time in her life, Jocelyn felt like she not only had a purpose but a clear-cut course, too. She saw little of the doctors for the first few weeks and even less of Warden Crawford. Assigned to simple, straightforward tasks, Jocelyn began to wear holes in her shoes from making frequent trips up and down the first and second level patient halls, changing sheets, delivering tiny paper cups of medicines, and swapping out, disinfecting, and returning bedpans. Gradually she began to recognize the faces underneath the little white paper hats—the other nurses were cordial, but none of them came close to her friendship with Madge.

Madge, who still managed to find time to flirt with orderlies and doctors alike; there was no telling how she did it. For her part, Jocelyn could barely scrabble together a spare minute to eat lunch.

But that was all right. She had expected hazing, but instead Nurse Kramer assigned her some of the calmer patients. In particular, Jocelyn liked Mrs. Small in 214—her dementia had progressed to a point where her stories varied day to day, but every once in a while the old woman described the fishing trips she used to take with her husband, and Jocelyn would listen intently, giving the patient a sponge bath or trying to coax her to eat breakfast. She would wonder where Mr. Small was now. Had he died before her or had he abandoned this gentle soul? Jocelyn had watched her own grandmother succumb to a similar disease, and she was the only family member who’d bothered trying to talk to her in the hardest days of her illness. The days when her grandmother would forget who Jocelyn was, sometimes becoming so afraid that she grew violent.

It had pushed Jocelyn into nursing, that sense of injustice, that conviction that nobody, no matter how hurt or ill or old, deserved to deal with something like that alone.

Jocelyn checked the visitation schedule every morning and at the end of every shift, but nobody ever came to see Mrs. Small. It was disappointing every time, she thought tonight, closing up the bound schedule and giving a polite smile to a passing nurse. Mrs. Small could at least look forward to Jocelyn listening to her stories and laughing in all the right places.

By the time Jocelyn reached the dormitory level, Madge was already asleep in their room. Jocelyn mustered the energy to shrug out of her uniform, splash a little water on her face in the communal bathroom, brush her teeth, and shuffle back to their room. A stack of books sat unread next to her cot. As soon as her head touched the pillow, she was deeply, darkly asleep.

She thought the screams were in her nightmares until they grew so sharp and loud her head split open in pain.

The nursing dormitories lay between the floor for doctors above and the floor for miscellaneous staff and orderlies below. Sandwiched between them, Jocelyn’s nights had until this point been restful. She flew up and out of bed as if jerked by a puppet master’s strings. The screams came again, just as shrill and clear now that she was awake. She had counted herself lucky to be roomed with Madge, who snored only lightly and slept like the dead, her big, movie starlet eyes hidden behind a floral mask. Now she wished Madge were awake to consult.

The scream hadn’t caused so much as a hitch in Madge’s breathing.

But Jocelyn was awake now. Painfully awake. Her head throbbed, half from exhaustion and half from the shock of that noise knifing through her dreams. She pulled her cotton night-robe tighter over her pajamas, pressing bed-warmed feet to icy linoleum. A shiver traveled up through the floor, and she looked at the small blue clock on the bedside table. Two in the morning. For God’s sake, she would need all the sleep she could get for another brutally busy day.

This isn’t a place for the faint of heart.

“Ain’t that the truth,” she muttered, padding to the window. Even the staff rooms had bars on the windows, and tonight the bars obscured the heavy clouds and the downpour that had continued all day. The grounds below had become oversaturated and sludgy—once bright tulip beds turned into troughs of scattered blooms, flashes of color like the sad remnants of a parade.

At least there was moonlight to see by. Their room was small and sparsely furnished. Madge had already tacked a few magazine images to the wall over her bed, and whoever had lived there before had left a ceramic Minnie Mouse figurine on the windowsill. The paint had chipped, leaving Minnie looking like she had gone a few rounds with Sugar Ray Robinson. Jocelyn picked up the figurine, smirking at its lopsided grin. She wiped her thumb across Minnie’s face and more of the cheap paint flecked off, sticking to her skin.

Another scream from the bowels of the hospital startled her, the figurine slipping out of her grasp. It hit the linoleum hard, cracking at the neck. Jocelyn bent to scoop it up, cradling the figurine gently, worried she might deepen the crack in the head that mirrored her own splitting headache.

“Damn,” she whispered, standing and placing the figure on the bedside table.

With a sigh, Jocelyn pulled her robe shut again and went to Madge’s side, trying to shake her friend awake. Madge groaned and pawed at her, then rolled over and continued to snore. Maybe it wasn’t fair to deny her much-needed sleep. And anyway, this was a hospital for the mentally unstable, Jocelyn reminded herself. The patients could be suffering from any number of ailments. The worst kinds. The ones that couldn’t be fixed with bandages or stitches or a quick dose of aspirin.

But it worried her that the scream sounded like a child’s.

Jocelyn knew the lobby and patient floors inside and out now, but this screaming sounded like it was coming from far, far away. She paused at the door. There would be orderlies assigned to help the girl, surely. Nurses were probably even now there with her, trying their best to calm the little girl and get her back to sleep.

Still . . . Jocelyn couldn’t imagine returning to bed. It didn’t matter what Warden Crawford said, she wanted to help people. She needed to help people. Her mother kindly referred to it as a calling, but Jocelyn knew it for what it was—a compulsion.

She collected a sweater from the closet and pulled it over her pajamas, leaving her robe folded neatly over the footboard of her bed. Her shoes were just as cold as her feet, and she shook off another shiver as she carefully, quietly slipped out the door and into the dimly lit hallway beyond.


The corridors darkened as she descended through the hospital. Jocelyn hugged her sweater to her stomach, shuffling along with tiny steps. It was ridiculous for her to feel so scared. This was a hospital, not even that different from the familiar halls of her nursing program and before that her high school. Not that she’d stayed in either place for long. She had tested out of her studies early. Genius-level intelligence, her guidance counselor had said. Incredible aptitude. She’d wanted to be a doctor, but there were so few female doctors, it just seemed like a waste of time to pursue. A nurse was the next best thing, and maybe the status quo would change one day and she could go back to school, put that incredible aptitude to work. For now, that aptitude had catapulted her in short succession from school to nursing studies to here.

Brookline.

The lobby offered a brief respite from the cold and the dark. Warm, cheerful lamps glowed at all hours, illuminating the waiting area with its clean, blue chairs and straightened piles of magazines. The general reception desk was vacant at this hour, but a young, sandy-haired orderly dozed behind the medicine dispensary window, his chin cupped in his palm.

The screams from below apparently hadn’t bothered him.

Was she hearing things? First Madge and now him . . . How could anyone sleep through the noise? Maybe she had dreamed the whole thing. No. She had an instinct for these things. Jocelyn tiptoed past the orderly, toward the basement levels, which she had never had a reason to venture anywhere near before.

Nobody had told her in detail what was housed down there. Supplies, most likely, the endless pills and bottles and towels that every hospital needed, and that appeared every day on the patient floors. A boiler room, perhaps? But whatever it was, she couldn’t believe any patients would need to be kept so far from the main levels.

The screams had died down. Jocelyn tiptoed silently to Warden Crawford’s office and paused. A light glowed from under the door. Two in the morning and he was still at work? That was dedication.

No sound came from inside his office, though, and she hazarded a few more steps, discovering a narrow hall with no apparent ending. Only a few emergency lights kept the corridor from being completely impossible to navigate. Finally, just as she’d expected, she found a passage leading downward, the door to it conspicuously ajar.

And this was where she stopped.

There were no more screams. Perhaps someone had tended to the unhappy girl and gotten her to sleep again. Jocelyn was practical enough to assume that meant a heavy dose of sedatives to get the job done. Her curiosity was piqued, certainly, but there was curiosity and then there was recklessness. Her first few weeks on the job had gone well—why jeopardize her position by poking around where she didn’t belong?

Then the scream came again, longer, agonizing, twisting high and into a word.

“Please.”

That was more than enough motivation for Jocelyn. She set her jaw, racing down the stairs without a second thought. Surely nobody could fault her—a nurse—for wanting to give a poor soul comfort and relief. There would be sedatives somewhere. She could at least help the girl back to sleep and spare the other patients the distress of her cries.

And spare me them, too.

The emergency lighting grew thinner. Threadbare bulbs dangled above her head, the stairs going on and on, twisting, taking her far lower than she expected to go. Other corridors intersected, locked doors meeting up with the path downward. The air grew colder, damper, true subterranean clamminess making her sweater feel like tissue paper. Jocelyn rubbed her arms, determined but slowing, her steps less sure as she finally turned the last corner.

It wasn’t so much a hallway as it was a very tall, long room. It ran straight forward into darkness, and the sensation of looking into a vanishing, narrow point tightened her stomach in nausea. Jocelyn passed under the archway, shivering as a sharp rush of air followed her through.

She squinted. What could possibly be down here? This didn’t at all resemble the bright, clean storage rooms at Grace Point. She couldn’t imagine a reason to keep anything, let alone anyone, in such a gloomy place.

Doors sprung up on either side of her, taller and more forbidding than those of the patient and dormitory levels above. Heavy, rusted hinges and grate-guarded windows, thick with grime, made her wonder if they were housing Dr. Moreau’s failed creations and not troubled human beings.

It felt too cold, too silent to be a safe place for patients. Dead, almost.

Then the girl screamed again, and the rending sound was only muffled by one door, maybe two this time. And that scream brought all the doors in the hall to life. They rattled, they shook, fists slamming on unrelenting metal, hinges groaning against the sudden savagery. More voices chorused with hers, cries and wails. Bellows. Laughter.

Out of the mayhem, a coherent refrain emerged: “Help her, help her, help her.”

Slowly, a door opened farther down the hall, a pale shaft of light spilling onto the dirty floor. Jocelyn didn’t wait to see who or what would come out. She silently cursed herself a coward, turned, and ran.





The girl is soft. Moldable. Like Dennis. Not as eager as Dennis, I’m sure, but few are. She is defiant and arrogant, but that defiance can be harnessed. God, I hesitate to say it, but she brings to mind a younger version of myself. Not as determined, not as naturally gifted, but I see flickers of my past, reminders of where I started and how far I have come. Her talents are wasted and she knows it, and that resentment is my way in. I see the seeds of great things in her, but I will need to approach her carefully. A demonstration is in order, one that will prove beyond a doubt that sometimes sickness really cannot be cured.

It hardly matters that the sickness is all my doing.

I believe I am still waiting on the best candidate to propel my research forward, but this will prove an amusing distraction until that time.

—Excerpt from Warden Crawford’s journals—late April
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What had she seen? And more important, what was she going to do about it?

She could leave her post for good, she realized, get back on a bus and go somewhere, anywhere else. But that would mean leaving all those people behind, and she would carry around their pleas for help for the rest of her life—not to mention Madge would be inconsolable. The guilt would eat away at her. She had come to be a nurse. To help.

And she knew exactly who to ask for clarification.

Sometimes the best way forward was the simplest. Medicine was a straightforward, noble science. That’s what she liked about it. The goal was obvious—find the problem and then find the solution, and in doing so, help a patient return to a healthy life. The risk was great but the reward was even greater.

Warden Crawford would know what the basement was all about. He would give her the answers she needed. Explain how what she’d seen was part of a necessary risk.

But first, breakfast.

The staff cafeteria abutted the one where the more stable, low-risk patients ate. Jocelyn’s eyes followed nurses zooming away from their bacon and eggs at a moment’s notice to respond to some flare-up or scuffle in the other cafeteria, their white coats flapping like wings behind them as they went.

Across from her, Madge wolfed down an impressive stack of pancakes.

“I just have one of those bodies, you know,” she said in between bites. “I can eat anything and never gain a pound.”

“Mm.” Jocelyn didn’t mean to be rude, but she was firing on about two cylinders—which Madge had noticed, of course.

“You know what works so, so well?” she chirped, picking up her unused spoon and showing it to Jocelyn. “Stick some spoons in the icebox overnight, in the morning you put the round part on your eyes and voilà! No more puffiness.”

“Subtle.” She didn’t share Madge’s gusto for breakfast—or ordinarily she might, but this morning her mind was elsewhere. A few bites of oatmeal and a gulp of orange juice were all she could manage.

Madge scooted a cup of black coffee across the table.

“For if the spoons don’t wake you up,” she whispered with a wink.

“You ladies look chipper this morning.”

Jocelyn glanced up from the coffee, her stomach souring in anticipation of its taste. The orderly she had caught sleeping in the dispensary was there, setting down his tray next to Madge. Setting it down very close to Madge’s tray.

“Good morning, Tanner.”

She shot Madge a look, eyebrow raised, as if to say, That was fast.

Madge gave a tiny, one-shouldered shrug and blushed.

“Joss, this is Tanner. Tanner, this is, well, Joss.” She laughed, adorably, and Tanner started to turn red, too, as if they were even now laying the groundwork for some future inside joke. He certainly looked like a Tanner—tall, with sandy blond hair swept meticulously to the side, an Ivy League athlete’s body. . . . But there was a sweet sleepiness to his grayish blue eyes that convinced her he didn’t have an aggressive bone in his body.

Jocelyn took a long swig of coffee and nodded. “I’ve seen you around, but it’s nice to finally meet you properly.”

“You, too. Welcome to Brookline,” he said with a sigh. “It can be tough adjusting to life around here, especially if this is your first posting. If you have any problems, any questions, I’m always happy to help out. Some of the doctors get real grumpy if you ask for too much help. They like to seem up to their ears in work.”

“Aren’t they?” Jocelyn asked. She added a smile, not a convincing one, but he didn’t notice.

“Oh sure,” he replied. “But there’s a hierarchy, you know? The warden is the warden, the doctors are the doctors. Almost like, um, almost like the army, in a way.”

She nodded. She had sensed that already, but his words only confirmed who she needed to speak with first.

“I’m wondering if I should go darker with my hair,” Madge mused aloud, looping a perfect coil of blond hair around her finger and quite effectively bringing the conversation back her way. “Jackie looks so dramatic with that black hair. So mysterious.”

“Jackie?” Tanner had finally started on his breakfast and then abandoned it again to gawk at Madge.

“Kennedy, dummy.”

“Oh, sure. Of course.”

“Anyway, what do you think, Tanner? I think maybe I’ll try to find a salon in town. Do you think Camford even has one?” She laughed, slicing the last of her pancakes into perfect triangles.

“That would be a shame. I thought blondes had more fun, but . . . ,” he said, far more interested in Madge’s profile than he was in his scrambled eggs.

“They have more work, too,” Madge said, frowning, flashing them both a delicate wristwatch. “Time for our shift. Wish us an easy one!”

“They’re never easy,” he said.

Eager to get started, Jocelyn popped up out of her seat, hoping nobody noticed that she had barely eaten her food or touched her coffee. Tanner’s arm shot across the table, his hand catching around her wrist and holding until she made eye contact.

“What are you—”

“Hey, don’t worry. Sleeping will get easier,” he said firmly.

“What?” She knew there were circles under her eyes, but was it that obvious? Had he seen her sneaking around in the lobby? She had slept fine before; it was just the sudden screaming that made her look and feel like hell warmed over.

“I had trouble sleeping through the night when I first got here, too,” Tanner added, releasing her wrist. He laughed, bitterly, shaking his head. “Damnedest thing. Kept thinking I was hearing things, but it went away after a while. If it keeps up, talk to Warden Crawford. He can give you something for it.”

“What kind of something?” she asked, listening to Madge sigh with impatience behind her.

Tanner shrugged, turning back to his breakfast. “Didn’t catch the label. Anyway it worked, and he’s the doctor, right?”
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Most people hated the smell of hospitals, but not Jocelyn. In a way it was almost an absence of scent. Scrubbed air. The opposite of the exhaust-pipe-and-hot-dog-stand funk she was forced to gulp down in Chicago. She breathed the specific mix of cleaning agents—crisp, devoid of anything sour or musky—and let it fill her whole body with that calming sense of right. That smell meant miracles were happening all around her, and here, at Brookline, those miracles weren’t hemorrhages being stemmed or heart medicine prescribed—here it meant ferrying patients from a broken mind to a whole one.

That almost seemed like a kind of magic.

Jocelyn forced herself to focus as their supervisor, Nurse Kramer, went over dispensary protocol with them in great detail. Apparently medicines were coming up short, and she wanted to give everyone a refresher on marking out what was used and what was thrown away. Soon after they would be released to work their shifts, but Jocelyn was alert, looking for an out. She wanted to speak to Warden Crawford alone, but she worried that what Tanner had said was true—that the warden wouldn’t have time for her now that she was just one of the many worker bees in his hive.

So she trained her eyes on Nurse Kramer’s plump, baby-smooth face and listened as she reviewed the hospital’s system for tracking medicines and sedatives distributed to patients, where to drop off samples, charts, notes. . . . Her skill for memorizing that kind of minutiae had proved useful in training, and it would prove useful again, she realized with a sigh, watching Madge twinkle her fingers at a passing Tanner.

“Nurse Fullerton, are we going to have a problem today?”

Madge snapped her head around, using the same big, fluffy lashes she used to ogle boys. “Charts there.” She pointed. “Mark down each and every dosage with dotted i’s and crossed t’s, and Dr. Aimes has been having a bad reaction to dairy, so no milk if he asks for coffee.”

“I didn’t say anything about Dr. Aimes.” Nurse Kramer’s bubbly cheeks rippled with irritation.

Shrugging, Madge tucked her hands meekly behind her back. “Just a hunch.”

“Nurse Fullerton is incredibly observant,” Jocelyn put it mildly.

“Yes. So am I.”

The girls went silent, falling into step behind the older nurse as she led them out of the tiny, many-cubbied room to the reception area and then the lobby. A nervous couple sat waiting near the magazines, holding hands but staring straight ahead. They flinched at the sight of the nurses, as if Jocelyn and her colleagues were a firing squad come to summon them to execution.

Nurse Kramer breezed by them with a placid smile fixed in place.

Mere steps from the corridor leading to the visitation and diagnosis rooms, they were intercepted by Warden Crawford, his large frame blocking the hall as he precipitously headed them off. Nurse Kramer jumped and squeaked in surprise, then collected herself just as quickly. But Jocelyn noted the way she flushed, and the way that her eyes began to dart along the fringes of her vision. Odd. She would bet money that Nurse Kramer’s heart rate had elevated, that her pupils were dilated.

Fear? Excitement? Why exactly did Nurse Kramer have so much trouble meeting his eye?

“Good morning, Nurse Kramer. Nurse Fullerton. Nurse Ash.” He turned to Jocelyn, snapping his heels together as he did so. In contrast to his office, his clothes were immaculate. His patent leather shoes practically glowed. “I need to steal Nurse Ash momentarily. I trust that won’t be a great imposition.”

“N-no. No, of course not, sir. Nurse Ash, you will go now, please.”

Her tone had taken a sudden dive into severe, almost challenging, as if she expected Jocelyn to refuse. Which Jocelyn didn’t. This was exactly what she wanted, after all. But now that he was looming in front of them, the full force of his attention trained on her, she began to lose confidence in her plan. The future of her job rested in his hands, and if she caused a fuss she could be out of work by the afternoon.

You know what you saw. You deserve an explanation. The patients deserve one.

“Right away, sir, lead the way,” she said brightly, channeling Madge but feeling anything but sunshine on the inside.

Jocelyn stared at the porcelain head sculpture on Warden Crawford’s desk. The regions of the brain were mapped and labeled, neat black script painted across the top of the skull, borders clearly defined as if the mind were a series of nations.

Her gaze strayed back to him as he touched his fingertips to his temples and rubbed. His office looked marginally cleaner today. Perhaps a maid had been in to straighten.

“You needed to speak to me?” she prompted, stiff. Her skin prickled with cold; it was like being called to the head of the class, scolded, shamed. . . . But why would he scold her? She hadn’t done anything wrong.

You know why.

Warden Crawford fixed her with an unblinking stare, deepening her conviction that she was about to be unceremoniously sacked. The thought ought to unnerve her more, but a thin strain of reason insisted she would be glad to be away from this place. Except that would be selfish—something was wrong here and she would be a coward to turn her back.

“This may seem premature, Nurse Ash. . . .”

Jocelyn braced. Here it was. She was definitely getting fired.

“But I’m selecting you for a special program. An experimental program.”

She blinked at him robotically in response. Either she was hearing things or she wasn’t getting fired, she was getting a kind of promotion. “I . . . beg your pardon, sir?”

He laughed, a warm, curious laugh that reminded her of being a child, of being affectionately indulged. The warden plucked off his spectacles and then rubbed them on the bottom of his white coat. Pulling a small tin from his pocket, he flicked it open with his thumbnail and popped a mint into his mouth.

“Want one?” he asked, offering the tin to her across the desk.

Jocelyn shook her head, still a little dazed. So that was where the sharp, spearmint smell came from. His office smelled different from the rest of the floor, free of that clean, antiseptic hospital smell she liked so much.

“No, thank you. I’m still . . . I guess I’m still wondering what you mean by special program? What exactly would that involve? I mean, I haven’t even gotten into a routine here.”

Warden Crawford put up a hand, tucking the mints away and nodding. She could tell from the soft sucking sounds and the distortion of his cheeks that he was flipping the mint around in his mouth. “Sit, please. I sprang that on you too soon, I know.”

She did sit, grateful for the grounding presence of the chair underneath her.

Propping his elbows on the desk, he sat, too, the porcelain skull with its territories of the mind centered between them as if there to mediate or observe. “Do you know how one comes to be in charge of a place like this?”

Jocelyn did, in the vaguest sense. She had studied the career path herself, dreaming a dream she knew was utterly ridiculous in the eyes of most. The Warden didn’t need to know that. Damn. He was drawing her away from the topic she actually wanted to discuss. But maybe accepting this new position would make her more valuable in his eyes. If she could become a trusted employee, then maybe he might be more amenable to addressing the strange situation in the basement more openly.

“I do,” she said, risking: “But we’re not exactly encouraged to strive for that ourselves.”

“Ah. You mean as a young woman. Yes. I quite understand. Archaic, really, that manner of thinking. Most of our colleagues would insist a woman’s compassion makes her immanently suited for caretaking professions, but we both know this work demands a degree of coldness, of distance that stands directly at odds with that belief.”

Jocelyn couldn’t help but agree, remembering the last, painful days with her grandmother, when implementing that kind of distance was the only thing that had gotten her through. She nodded slowly, hoping he wasn’t drawing her into a trap, making her trip and stick her foot in her mouth. Maybe he wanted to know if he had uppity, defiant girls operating in his institution.

She said, “There will always be patients who are beyond our help, even if it’s awful to say so.”

His eyes seemed to glow at her words, and he lowered his head slightly, sighting her like a predator might their prey.

“You honestly believe that?” he asked.

“I . . .” Jocelyn trusted her gut, straightening and saying firmly, “Yes, I do. Some people cannot be cured. Not really. And it’s a misuse of hospital resources to insist otherwise.”

“You . . . you’re clever.” He wagged a finger at her, that strange light still filling his eyes. “Exactly as I suspected—you’re the right choice for this new program.”

“What new program?” Jocelyn asked, perhaps too sharply. “What would I be doing?”

“That’s complicated, Nurse Ash. As I said, it’s experimental, and it’s to do with exactly what you just expressed so eloquently—that some people cannot be helped. I am of the same mind, but I’d take it a step further. Some patients are beyond help, but they are not beyond use.”

She stilled. Use? That felt like an odd choice of words.

“How do you mean?” she asked, shifting.

The warden wiped off his spectacles on his coat again and tucked them into his pocket. Then he stood, placing his knuckles on the desk and looming over it, leaning toward her. His shadow fell across the skull statue, spilling over files and papers and then onto her lap.

“What did you see in the basement, Nurse Ash?” he asked. “Or should I say, what do you think you saw?”

Of all the scenarios Jocelyn had considered the night before and that morning, ending up back in the basement with Warden Crawford was not one. Fired? Sure. Lectured? Most definitely. This was, theoretically, the best outcome. So why did her blood feel icy and sluggish in her veins? The trip down felt shorter this time, probably because Warden Crawford obviously knew the way, and the stairwell was well lit in the daytime.

Was she completely mad? It looked so harmless, so normal, like this. Maybe the shadows and her own anxieties had altered her perspective. This was totally possible—she knew enough about the field of psychology to understand that context and one’s own fears could change something harmless into a threat.

She followed her superior closely, as if afraid she might stumble into a wrong turn and never find her way out again. Just as she remembered, the bottom level was uncomfortably cold, the tall, foreboding archway ushering them toward the corridor with its many doors. The screams were absent this time. No doors rattled. In fact, a few orderlies wandered the corridor, clipboards in hand, trays laden with small cups of water and pills. They smiled distractedly at her as they passed.

“I didn’t mean to snoop,” Jocelyn suddenly said. She had apologized already in his office after the accusation that she had been to the basement. The correct accusation. The warden had waved off her apology then, just like he shrugged her off now.

“Curiosity is natural,” he replied casually. “But your response is perhaps not.”

“You don’t know that.” She was pushing too far again. That would get her into trouble, she knew, if she wasn’t careful.

“You showed up to work this morning,” the warden pointed out. “As far as I know, you said nothing to anyone, despite witnessing something rather unorthodox.”

“I didn’t understand why patients were put down here—I still don’t—and frankly I was going to ask you about it today. In your office.”

“Well, this should suffice for an explanation, then, mm?”

Jocelyn watched the doors going by, shocked by how many there really were. The daylight hours did nothing to banish the sad, abandoned ugliness of this lowest level. The staff could paint the walls yellow and put teddy bears in every corner and it would still feel like a hidden, shameful hell. The damp remained oppressive during the day, and while the floor was swept, it didn’t at all measure up to the rigorous hygiene standards of other hospitals.

And the hospital smell was gone. She hadn’t noticed it until now, but all at once it became offensively apparent. There was a distinctly unwashed-human-being smell that wafted in intervals from the closed doors, like the rooms were ovens, heating up bodies and churning out their humid sweat stench.

“Basements. Experiments. I’m not sure I like this,” Jocelyn said. She stuck her hands into the pockets of the clean, tailored coat buttoned tightly around her. “Are these the most troublesome patients?”

“They are, yes.” The warden paused outside a door toward the end of the corridor. He rocked up onto his toes and pulled open a slot in the door, peering inside before producing a giant set of keys from his pocket. “They have resisted known treatments. I never would have said this when I was just a young, green orderly, but some of them seem to prefer their madness.”

“That’s not possible,” Jocelyn said, frowning. “It’s a prison they don’t even know they’re in, how could they prefer it?”

“Perhaps it’s an intuition that comes with age and experience,” he replied, unlocking the door. “You’ll see.”

I doubt that.

But she kept her mouth shut, aware that she was sliding closer to the answers she wanted out of him. Why hide these people away? Were the orderlies down here part of his strange new project? And just what did he expect from her. . . .

She could still leave, she reminded herself. Jocelyn still hadn’t technically agreed to be part of his new program. As she stepped through the open door and into the room beyond, she noticed Warden Crawford watching her intently, scrutinizing her for the tiniest reaction.

The room, small but tall, padded floor to ceiling, resonated with cold. A single window let in a pale shaft of sunlight from high, high above, with bars obscuring the view, just like in her room. Jocelyn took a single step into the room, trying to orient herself. That window probably looked out the same way hers did. She slept the night before floors and floors up, possibly situated on top of this very cell. And taking one look at the patient inside, a baby-bird fragile girl in a threadbare nightgown, Jocelyn knew she was the one who had roused her with screams.

“Do . . . do you have her chart?” Jocelyn asked. She spoke softly, afraid to startle the girl.

“You can review it later.”

“I’d like to review it now,” Jocelyn said, turning and standing to face him. “I shouldn’t even be here with her, not without knowing her history.”

“I’m giving you special permission.” She heard the irritation, the impatience, in his voice.

The girl, previously facing away from them, finally noticed their presence. She turned, slowly, bare feet slapping on the floor as she shuffled around, arms at her sides, hair darkened with grease and grime hanging lank down her back.

“These conditions . . .” Jocelyn began, stuffing down an urge to spin and throttle the man behind her. How could he let a human being live like this? It wasn’t right. Her stomach turned, her whole body rebelling at the sight of the poor, neglected girl.

“You want to help her,” Warden Crawford observed.

“Yes. Yes, of course I do. Don’t you?” She pinned him with a helpless look. The girl now stood motionless, pale and unnatural as porcelain.

“And how would you help her, Nurse Ash?”

He had sidestepped the question, but Jocelyn had more important things on her mind. “Bathe her, for one. Dress her in warmer clothing. House her in a place fit for humans. My God, I wouldn’t keep a rabid dog in here.”

He had the grace to flinch at that assessment of his facility.

But then he was taking the spectacles out of his pocket and placing them serenely back on his nose. He didn’t seem to notice the girl, and when his eyes chanced in her direction he only looked through her.

“Then help her.”

Jocelyn knew it couldn’t be as simple as all that, but she never backed down from a challenge. This was a thrown gauntlet, and she would pick it up, if only to prove that it was never right to give up on a person, especially one so young.

Her own foolish words came back to haunt her.

Some people cannot be cured. Not really. And it’s a misuse of hospital resources to insist otherwise.

This was different. This was a child. Jocelyn drummed up her courage and turned to face the young girl, but she dropped the stern expression on her face, approaching with extreme caution. As a child she had always thought nurses looked so kindly and innocent, like guardian angels in their clean white uniforms. Angels were not always so good, Jocelyn knew that. She had read the Bible. But she was not an avenging angel today—no, this poor little bird needed to be cupped in warm hands and brought back to a nest. She was a tumbled sparrow, something to be treated gently and with ultimate care.

Jocelyn crouched, holding out her hand to the fragile child.

“Here now, little birdy, little sparrow. Why don’t you come here to me? You look awfully cold. Wouldn’t a warm bath be nice?”

The girl hesitated, eyes shifting from the floor to Jocelyn’s face and back again. Her eyes were black marbles, colorless pits.

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” Jocelyn asked, letting her hand fall to her side.

Warden Crawford didn’t wait for her to answer. “Lucy. Her name is Lucy.”

Lucy’s dark eyes found focus, gliding from Jocelyn to the man behind her. Speaking her name was like a curse, a spell. Suddenly she lunged forward, blindly, fingers unexpectedly strong and curved into talons. She tore at whatever was in her path, and that happened to be Jocelyn. Dodging, flailing, Jocelyn just managed to avoid one of those hooked hands coming for her eye and grabbed the girl around the waist, twisting and holding her, doing what she could to pin her arms.

She heard Warden Crawford take one resolute step backward.

If this was the first test, Jocelyn would not give up. She tried again, coaxing the girl’s arms down to her sides and holding them fast. This did little to deter Lucy in her rage. She wriggled and bucked, hurling herself back and forth until the force of it was too much for Jocelyn.

She fled, releasing the girl and retreating to the door. But Lucy didn’t follow. Instead, she tore around the room, spinning, pulling at her own hair, knocking herself against the walls until she was breathless and panting.

Jocelyn paused on the threshold of the room, feeling helpless. Smash. Smash. Smash. With every brutal toss of her body against the wall the girl was saying something, whispering it, hissing it out in a slice of a whisper.

It took Jocelyn a moment to catch the word, hearing it cleanly just as the warden tugged her out by the shoulder and closed the door.

“Do you still want to help her?”

It was a ridiculous question. Jocelyn ground her teeth together as she followed Warden Crawford back through the basement and toward the staircase leading up.

“Yes. Naturally.”

“You saw how she reacted to the mere suggestion of a bath,” he replied, taking another mint from his tin and eating it before starting up the stairs. He walked with his hands tucked behind his back. It struck her as indecently casual, given what they had just witnessed.

But that was a doctor’s life, she reminded herself. If every wound or tantrum or spot of blood knocked them off their post, nothing would ever get done.

“I think she reacted to you, or to her name,” Jocelyn replied. “I’m sorry if it’s offensive to say so.”

Warden Crawford shrugged. “Not at all. Lucy is a strange case. Her parents swear up and down that she has no history of abuse. That one day she simply stopped speaking. They took her to specialists—speech therapists, hypnotists, you name it, they tried it. Then the outbursts began. Silent, furious storms not unlike what you just observed.”

“That was anything but silent,” Jocelyn murmured, hugging herself.

“The screaming didn’t begin until she came here. Her muteness persists between episodes, then something causes the hysterical fits. Men, usually. She is mostly docile if only nurses see to her. Bathing and clothing her remain . . . challenging.”

Jocelyn paused on the landing, feeling the dread atmosphere of the basement slip off her like chilled silk. “Then why did you go into that room? You deliberately wanted to frighten her?”

He stared back at her evenly, one eyebrow cocked in amusement or irritation. “Perhaps. Perhaps I wanted you to see just what you’re up against.”

“And this is all part of your . . . your program?”

“Lucy and the others in basement confinement are difficult cases. Traditional methods have proven ineffective, counterproductive, even. Medicine must march forward, Nurse Ash. Surely you understand that.” He turned, assuming she would follow. He continued, “We could sedate Lucy, true. She could live out a long, wasted life in a stupor, or we could do what others will not.”

A hard shiver raced down Jocelyn’s spine. “You want to experiment on her.”

“You make it sound so dreadfully Frankensteinian,” he said with a chuckle. They had reached the lobby level and he held the door for her. Jocelyn flinched, afraid even to get too near to him. “Most leaps forward happen by pure accident. What I’m suggesting is far more methodical. Hypnotism, surgery, drug therapy . . . These techniques are often used independently of one another, but I foresee a future in which we can control and guide these patients back to productive living through an aggressive combination of all three.”

He led her swiftly back to his office, and again she ducked past him into the room, curious and listening despite herself. “Why hasn’t this been done before?”

“Cowardice?” Warden Crawford suggested, sauntering behind his desk and dropping down into his chair. “Lack of vision? Fear of failure? Take your pick, I suppose. We stand on the cusp, Nurse Ash, and to be the vanguard we must be bold.”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

“Would it help if I asked Nurse Fullerton to participate, too?” he asked gently. “She seems capable enough. Perhaps between the two of you, you can keep me in check. Two heads are better than one, and three is certainly better still.”

His smile was wide, movie-star white. For a moment he almost looked boyish. His face defied the look of a true age, as if he was hovering always between adolescence and adulthood. Timeless, her mother would say. Madge would probably say it, too.

Something gnawed at the edge of her subconscious. Jocelyn cleared her throat softly and asked, “What was she saying? Lucy, I mean. That word she kept saying . . . What does it mean?”

His smile collapsed in on itself. “Nonsense, I imagine. We have patients here who have made up entire languages to confound.”

It sounded like Spanish. It didn’t sound made up at all.

The thin remnants of his smile cracked with impatience at the edges. Jocelyn weighed her options quickly—there was always leaving, of course, but she worried about leaving Madge alone. And now she worried about Lucy. The girl was human like anyone else and she deserved a better life than she was getting at Brookline. If Jocelyn could improve it, she would, and if the warden insisted on trying to cure Lucy with newfangled ideas, Jocelyn would be there to make sure he didn’t do more harm than good.

First, do no harm. And second, make sure nobody else does harm either.

“All right,” she said quickly. “I’ll do it.” She swallowed around a golf ball–sized lump of anxiety in her throat. “When do we begin?”

“Tomorrow, I think,” Warden Crawford said cheerfully. He winked. “After you tell Nurse Fullerton the good news.”


The path is set down. I have already instructed the cooks and provided them with the necessary embellishments. I know the treatment works on the vulnerable, it will be exciting to see if it similarly affects the whole of mind. Though really, it is debatable how whole that ninny’s mind truly is. No matter. She will be the perfect demonstration—Lucy is tragic, yes, but to witness a fall from sound to unsound? To be powerless to stop such degradation? It will bring the girl around and it will sharpen her into a fine tool for my use.

—Excerpt from Warden Crawford’s journals—April
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“This isn’t the Serengeti, Madge. Stop hunting.”

Madge batted her eyelashes and shrugged, pouting about as innocently as a kid with her hand still fully submerged in the cookie jar.

“I have no idea to what you could be referring,” she said, bumping her hip against Jocelyn’s as they organized charts in the nurses’ station. It was monotonous work, but crucial to keep the schedules running efficiently.

“First Tanner and now . . .” Jocelyn groped for the young orderly’s name, blushing. She had a quick mind, but not the best memory for names and faces. He was handsome, that much was obvious, and he had just sidled away from the station while giving Madge a heated, hooded-eyed smolder.

“Oh, David,” Madge purred. “He’s just a friend, I swear.”

Jocelyn paused, cocking her head to the side. Again, her subconscious flared, whispering the word that had followed her from the basement to her rounds to her bed that night. She had started chanting it to herself silently to keep from forgetting.

“Look, I know this is a long shot, but are you still in touch with that guy you used to go with back home? He was Spanish or something, right?” she asked.

“Puerto Rican,” Madge corrected, a little sharply.

“Do you two still talk?”

“Lord, no,” Madge said with a giggle. “Where’d that come from? I haven’t thought of Armando in months.”

Jocelyn shrugged, picking at her fingernails. “I just thought maybe you could ask him something for me. There’s this word in Spanish I’ve been trying to figure out. At least I think it’s Spanish. . . .”

“Well, geez, that’s no trouble. I learned quite a bit just from getting to know the guy,” Madge replied with a grin. She tapped a few folders on the countertop, squaring them off. “It’s such a good language for seduction.”

Jocelyn finished her portion of the alphabet, her eyes scanning involuntarily for Lucy’s name. She didn’t see anything; maybe the girl’s information was in Madge’s half of the stack.

“Nothing like that. I just heard a word yesterday that I couldn’t place. It sounded like carnee . . . carnay-zero? Carnaysarah . . . God, I’m hopeless at this.”

“Yuck, I hope that wasn’t someone talking about your bedside manner,” Madge teased. She tapped her hip against Jocelyn’s again. “Carnicero. It means butcher. You didn’t stick their vein wrong with a needle, did you?”

Jocelyn forgot to answer. Butcher. Butcher. And Lucy had started screaming it immediately after Warden Crawford spoke her name. . . . Jocelyn felt suddenly queasy. Madge had already been called into his office that morning and agreed to help participate in this “program” of his without question. What the hell had Jocelyn gotten them into? It was too late to leave now, she knew, because if she did she would forever worry about what had happened to Lucy. If she had gotten better, or if the warden had kept her down in that dank cell until the cold and the darkness consumed her.

“Hello? Jocelyn? Was it the tuna fish at lunch? Lord, I swear it was off. Mine tasted fishy. Well, bad fishy, not tuna fishy like it ought to. You need the toilet?”

Jocelyn shook her head, her mouth dry and tasteless. “No. Just . . . Yeah, maybe I do need a moment.”

“Told ya. Cafeteria tuna fish will get you every damn time. I got the rest of this, you scoot your boot out of here. I just bought these shoes and you are not dousing them in something foul.”

The water on her face felt like the cold slap of reality. Even if it brought her out of her daze momentarily, it didn’t change how the face staring back at her in the mirror was almost unrecognizable. Two days of minimal sleep and maximum stress had turned her usually glossy strawberry-colored hair dull and limp. The skin under her eyes was thin and bluish, veins visible through the unhealthy pallor.

Jocelyn pulled at her cheeks, moving the flesh along her face until the pressing and prodding hurt. It wasn’t the tuna making her feel ill, she knew, she had hardly touched her food since arriving. She braced her hands on the cold, white sink and sighed. It had to change.

Pushing away from the sink, she let the spark of an idea catch fire and spread. It was risky, sure, maybe even stupid, but Jocelyn refused to be helpless. She had agreed to help Warden Crawford, but that didn’t mean she was above trying a few unorthodox methods of her own.

She stormed out of the bathroom and back down the hall, passing Tanner the orderly as she went. That changed her idea slightly, but only for the better. She skidded to a halt on her practical heels and spun, managing to hook her hand around his elbow.

He had been checking off the list of rooms to be aired out and cleaned, and his head jerked up at her hand latching on to him. “Hey. Whoa. Need something?”

Jocelyn nodded, shooting a quick look down the hall to make sure they weren’t being watched. There was nothing but the soft murmur of patients in their rooms farther down the corridor to her left and Madge’s idle whistling from the nurses’ station to the right.

“Can you get access to a wheelchair?”

“I . . . think so, yes. Why do you ask?” He studied her over his thick-rimmed glasses, lips quirked to the side.

“Would you get one for me even if I said I couldn’t explain right away?”

That made him take a longer pause.

“It’s for Madge, too,” she said.

And that did the trick.

“All right. All right, sure, why not? Do you need it now?” he asked, lowering his clipboard.

“Meet us at the top of the stairwell around the corner, the one that goes to the basement. We’ll be right back, I promise!” With that she took off at a swift clip, keeping an eye out for Nurse Kramer or any of the doctors on staff. And especially for Warden Crawford. She poked her head into the nurses’ station, finding Madge bopping along to her own whistling rendition of Top 40 songs.

“Hey! I’ve got an idea. Come with me. . . .”

“Where are we going?” Madge asked, but she was clearly game, her yellow curls bouncing along as she hurried after Jocelyn toward the lobby and the connecting hall.

Jocelyn pressed her finger to her lips, tiptoeing past Warden Crawford’s office. His silhouette was visible, pacing within. She took Madge by the wrist and carefully pulled her along, cautiously opening the door to the basement stairwell before dashing down the first set of stairs.

“Ugh. Crawford took me down here this morning,” Madge muttered, sticking out her tongue. “Beyond gross.”

“Did he take you to see Lucy?” she whispered.

“What? No. Who’s that? He took me to this patient Dennis. Kept talking about the White Mountains. ‘White Mountains, so beautiful, so still. The White Mountains, you would look so beautiful in the White Mountains.’ I mean, what do you even say to that?”

“Was he violent?” Jocelyn asked, checking the way behind them as they reached the landing and then began descending again.

“Not that I saw, but Crawford wouldn’t let me get too close to him.”

They reached the basement level, cool, damp air rushing out to meet them from the patient corridor. It felt like a warning. But Jocelyn wasn’t stopping now. She marched Madge along, still holding tight to her wrist.

“Did you see his chart? His history? Medications?”

“No, nothing like that,” Madge admitted with a sigh. “Honestly, Joss, the only reason I agreed to this ‘program’ is because you’re doing it.”

“I didn’t see Lucy’s either.”

“Didn’t see her what?” Madge asked, hesitating at the archway before the hall.

“Her history. Not previous procedures or medications. Nothing. It’s giving me the willies, Madge. Why won’t he show us? He’s hiding something.”

“He has to show us eventually, right?”

Jocelyn didn’t have an answer for that. The same handful of orderlies Jocelyn had seen last time patrolled the corridor, their interest falling quickly on the two girls. Jocelyn dredged up the lie quickly, hoping it wasn’t too clumsy. The nearest orderly, a tall, thin man with graying hair and a chin that disappeared into his neck, stopped them a few feet past the arch.

What if only Warden Crawford had keys to the patient rooms? What if the orderlies were just there to keep nosy girls like her away? It was too late not to at least ask, she reasoned, mimicking one of Madge’s most brilliant smiles.

“Warden Crawford sent us down to fetch Lucy. He wants to examine her in Theater Twelve.”

The orderly squinted, his beady eyes growing beadier. “I wasn’t told about this.”

“Last minute . . . last minute adjustment to his schedule. A family canceled their visit,” Jocelyn lied wildly, nudging Madge in the ribs.

“Yes. Visit,” Madge stammered. “They canceled it. Very sad.”

Apparently Madge was an even worse liar, if it was possible.

“Do you want to keep him waiting?” Jocelyn pressed, frowning. “I don’t think you do.”

The orderly scrunched up his nose, giving them each a long, hard look before spinning on his heel and stomping back toward Lucy’s room. Jocelyn closed her eyes tightly in relief; that had been a close one, and she had little faith that their luck would hold. This would get back to Crawford, and she could only pray that he would be lenient when he found out.

Or he’ll fire you. Right? That’s the worst thing he could do? “I’m glad we, um, don’t have to keep the warden waiting,” Madge said, trying on a no-nonsense nurse voice that nearly made Jocelyn giggle.

“I heard ya the first time, lady. I’m going as fast as I can,” the orderly muttered, taking a set of keys from his pocket and flipping through them. “Sheesh.”

It wasn’t fast enough for Jocelyn, who couldn’t help whipping her head around to make sure Crawford wasn’t there, breathing down their necks. The other orderlies watched them, curious, and her nerves began to twitch again. Why were they staring like that? And why couldn’t this idiot hurry up and just find the right key. . . .

Her pulse only raced faster as he unlocked Lucy’s door and swung it open. They had come to the part of the plan Jocelyn hadn’t wanted to consider at all. What if Lucy fought them too hard? What if Jocelyn couldn’t get her to leave the room without having another episode?

But she wouldn’t allow the orderly to see her worry. Instead, she breezed through the door, Madge following, and then slowed when she found Lucy standing in the middle of the room, alert, eyes wide, as if she had been waiting for them.

“Hello again, Lucy,” Jocelyn said gently. “I’m here to take you upstairs, all right? Will you come along with us?”

To her surprise, Lucy jumped forward, practically sprinting out of the room. On the way, she took Jocelyn and Madge by the hands, her grip strong for her size and condition.

“That was easy,” Madge murmured, taking a quick glance back as they hurried down the corridor.

“Would you want to stay in that cell?” Jocelyn whispered back. “She must be desperate for air.”
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Lucy almost spoiled the plot right after they reached the main level.

For a moment, Jocelyn was certain Tanner had abandoned them, but then he came around the corner, wheelchair gleaming like a chariot, and Jocelyn felt a spike of hope. Unfortunately, that hope was immediately dashed as they crossed in front of Crawford’s office. Lucy recognized the name or the door, seizing in their grasp, her mouth opening wide in horror.

Jocelyn anticipated the scream just in time, clapping her hand over Lucy’s mouth and wrestling her down into the wheelchair.

“No, no, no,” she whispered. “Not him. We’re not going to see him. Tanner, go!”

“Go where?”

“The lobby, the doors! Take her outside!”

“Outside!?” Madge hiss-whispered, trotting after Jocelyn and Tanner. The wheelchair squeaked as they turned it around and raced down the corridor, through the lobby, past the bewildered nurses at the station, and toward the front doors. “You’re going to get us fired, Joss!”

“Relax, it’s just for a minute, just so she can get some air and see the sky,” Jocelyn replied, sounding much more calm and confident than she felt.

For her part, Lucy was behaving, sitting quietly, her hands clutching the handles of the wheelchair for dear life but her mouth clamped shut. Good. They might actually make it out the doors without the whole of Brookline being alerted.

Jocelyn dodged around the wheelchair, breaking into a run and reaching the doors before Tanner could crash into them. Flinging the doors wide, she couldn’t help but smile, absorbing the look of wonder and excitement that broke across Lucy’s face as the sunshine fell in her lap.

“Is there a point to this?” Madge asked, watching as Tanner wheeled the girl down the walkway and toward a shaded patch just to the right of the hospital. They paused near a bed of tulips, the flowers all bowed from so many nights of rain, but a few petals still clinging on. “Other than getting us all sacked, of course . . .”

“Isn’t the ‘program’ all about unorthodox treatments?” Jocelyn said with a shrug. “Maybe she just needed some fresh air. It couldn’t hurt.”

“Yes, it could,” Madge replied. “What if she runs off and we can’t catch her?”

“There’s a fence.”

“What if it’s . . . I don’t know, overstimulating or something!? What if she has a deathly allergy to tulips? Or grass? What if she catches pneumonia and dies?”

“Man, are you always this square?” Tanner teased. He smiled at them, apparently enjoying the little jailbreak, his blue eyes gleaming behind his specs. “We take patients outside all the time for therapeutic walks. It’s not that unusual, Madge.”

“You do not get to call me square and then pretend we’re on a first-name basis!” she squawked, pacing. Her red, red lips turned down in a pout, but then she stopped, observing Lucy from the side as the girl simply sat in the wheelchair, kicking her gangly legs out, the bottoms of her feet brushing the grass. “Fine, I can admit she looks . . . better.”

“Not so square then,” Tanner said with a smirk.

“How do you feel, Lucy?” Jocelyn asked. She ignored the ga-ga looks the other two started giving each other. She couldn’t imagine how anyone found a hospital setting romantic. And she didn’t expect an answer from Lucy, but she asked anyway, going to crouch in front of the wheelchair and look up at the girl.

Lucy’s big, black eyes swept the unkempt yard, taking in the fence, the trees, the wisps of fog that rolled up toward the grounds from the picturesque town below. It was impossible to tell what she might be thinking, but at least she wasn’t screaming.

Jocelyn carefully, slowly, put out her hand, waiting to see if Lucy flinched or recoiled. But the girl did nothing, simply watched the nurse’s hand get nearer and nearer, and then she closed her eyes as Jocelyn tucked a piece of lank hair behind the girl’s ear.

She would call that progress.

“There now,” Jocelyn said. “I think we can do a lot together, Lucy. I think we can help each other. You don’t have to say anything, all right? Nobody expects you to say anything.”

“Carnicero.”

Jocelyn blinked. The other two fell silent, too.

“The butcher,” Jocelyn said softly, watching Lucy nod. “You . . . you think someone in Brookline is a butcher?”

“Sí. Usted sabe el carnicero. El carnicero de Brookline.” Her voice was high, prim.

Jocelyn gradually shifted her eyes to Madge, who swallowed noisily and said, “Yes, you know the butcher. The butcher of Brookline. That’s . . . that’s what she said, Joss.”

Jocelyn turned back to Lucy to inquire further, but the girl had reached for Jocelyn’s hand, taking it and holding it firmly between her two small, cold palms. Even the sunlight didn’t seem to warm her skin to above freezing.

“He wants to cut open my head,” the girl told her, her voice lightly accented. “He wants to cut it open and scoop out what’s inside.”

“Lucy, I really don’t think that’s true,” Jocelyn said. “But I’m glad you’re speaking to me. That’s very brave of you, and I’m really, really proud. Does being outside make you feel better? I know it makes me feel better.”

Lucy narrowed her eyes, studying Jocelyn as if she were a piteously stupid creature. It made Jocelyn feel small, it made her feel like Lucy was much, much older, impossibly older, a soul that had seen and done things Jocelyn couldn’t even fathom.

Lucy released her hand, placing her own hands back on the wheelchair armrests. “Don’t let him cut open my head,” she said. “And now I would like to go back inside.”


An act of rebellion. Perfect. I could hardly devise a better wedge to drive them apart. A minor inconvenience has been smoothed over—my supplies have run low over the years since my initial training, and I feared the supplements might dry up for good. But where there is a will there is a way, and where there is a need there is greed. Trax Corp. will do nicely for now, so long as they prove a discreet and reliable partner.

More exciting still, the patient I have been waiting for has presented himself. Years of anticipation leading to this moment and I can hardly describe the feeling. Elation. Relief. Patient Zero has surfaced and now my work truly begins.

—Excerpt from Warden Crawford’s journals—May
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The hammer blow of punishment never fell. Still, Jocelyn waited for it. She waited for days. She went to bed jittery and rose from restless sleep in a fog, so distracted that even Mrs. Small in the grips of her dementia noticed and commented on her demeanor. During breakfast she heard the whispers of the nurses as they gossiped about the now infamous jailbreak, keeping their distance so as not to be implicated, but none of them were ever called to Warden Crawford’s office for discipline.

When he mentioned it, he simply referred to it as “that little incident” and carried on.

It made Jocelyn sick with anxiety, and it also made her realize that she really had been trying to get them all fired. It was sabotage of the most obvious kind, and it had gone completely ignored.

Jocelyn sat on her bed before another full day, braiding her hair into one plait before looping it into a bun and pinning it. The spring rain had started up again, softer now that a few weeks had gone by and May was approaching. Madge stood at her wardrobe, picking out a pair of nylons for the day.

“This poor little thing,” Jocelyn said, finishing with her hair and reaching over to the bedside table for the cracked Minnie Mouse statue. “Did I tell you? I broke this the first night we were here. You slept right through it.”

She had even asked Nurse Kramer if she could borrow some of the patient craft supplies to fix the chip, but she was told curtly that “Therapeutic arts and crafts materials are not for frivolous use.”

Somehow she got the feeling that if any other nurse had asked, the request would have been granted.

“Mm. I think you told me that.”

“That’s it? Usually I get an earful for telling you something twice.” She laughed, but it died slowly as she looked from the figurine to her friend. Before, she hadn’t really given a thought to how Madge picked out her nylons, but now she watched more closely, realizing that Madge had picked up each clean pair in succession, held it briefly, and then put it back. She repeated the same odd ritual three more times before Jocelyn finally spoke up.

“Maybe we should get to bed earlier,” she suggested, putting Minnie back on the table and standing. She smoothed down the front of her uniform. “You’re practically sleepwalking.”

“Am I?”

Jocelyn frowned, joining her friend at the wardrobe and picking up a pair of plain, nude nylons. “These are fine. The ones with the seam up the back just seem a little . . . racy. Save those for date night.”

“Fine,” Madge said, ripping the nylons out of her grasp. “We should get down to breakfast. I’m half-starved.”

Jocelyn nodded, retreating to the door while her friend finished dressing. She had tried not to notice the change in Madge, who treated Jocelyn so similarly to the way the other nurses treated her now. Taking Lucy on that wheelchair ride had made Jocelyn a pariah, but she never expected to feel it from Madge, too. The change might have been subtle, but she felt it. How could she not? Madge was her only ally in the place. It did seem like it wasn’t just an attitude shift. . . . Madge seemed to be smoking more, popping out for more frequent breaks, and she carried around a little package of lozenges everywhere, chewing them constantly, sometimes so loudly it made Jocelyn want to climb up the walls.

The one time she asked for one, Madge shot her a glare and flatly refused.

At least Tanner still spoke to her occasionally.

Everyone here is so wonderful, Mom. Just so warm. Kind, really. You’d be so proud of how Madge and I are doing. The warden has taken a shine to us, and I think this points to a bright future for us both.

She winced at the memory of writing to her family. Three drafts ended up crumpled, torn, and thrown under the bed because they told the truth. Even writing it all out had felt strangely cathartic—the long hours, the strange requests that they filled for Warden Crawford (sit with the patients between these hours and these hours, use these words with them but not these, give them exactly this kind of food), the secrets, the pervasive cold of the basement, the violent, screaming episodes. . . .

But Jocelyn couldn’t bring herself to send those letters. Her mother would worry, and Jocelyn couldn’t have that.

There was one bright spot to write about at least, she thought with a half smile: Lucy had seriously improved in the last few weeks. Crawford had even encouraged Jocelyn to take the girl outside a few more times, and as long as he stayed out of sight, the time out of doors seemed to soothe and bolster the child, even if she had never spoken another word after that first trip.

Jocelyn roused herself from her thoughts, finding Madge had put on her nylons and heels and moved to the bedside table. Holding the Minnie Mouse figure, she swayed almost imperceptibly back and forth.

“Madge? We should get going, don’t you think?”

Madge’s bouncy blond curls shot up as she inhaled and placed the figurine back on the table. “I was just looking at her. She reminded me of our trip to Disneyland when I was nine.”

“I didn’t know you went to Disneyland,” Jocelyn said, grinning. “I’ve always wanted to go. It sounds so magical.”

“It was,” Madge said, smiling herself at the memory as she followed Jocelyn out of their room and into the hall. “It was. I climbed on a bench because a crowd was forming around Mickey. My father told me to stay still and be patient but I couldn’t. I climbed onto a bench for a better look. I remember him saying, ‘Careful, doll, you’ll fall! Don’t fall and hurt that pretty face.’ But of course I was so excited that I did fall, right on my dumb face. Mickey came over because I started bawling my eyes out.” Madge shrugged and snorted. “So I guess in the end I got my way.”

“We should go back together,” Jocelyn suggested lightly. “Maybe next summer. I’ll have some money saved up by then. It could be nice to get away.”

“I’d like to see it again. This time I won’t climb any benches.”

They ate at their usual table. Madge stayed silent, forking down the eggs and porridge on her tray. It seemed to take longer to get their food these days, but Jocelyn didn’t mind. Her appetite had improved, but not much. Madge, on the other hand, was hungrier than ever. She had put on a little weight because of it, but she simply looked prettier; Jocelyn was fairly sure nothing at all could take away Madge’s appeal.

The orderlies had noticed, of course, David and the others swarming around like vultures whenever Madge flounced down the corridor alone, but she only had eyes for Tanner. And that was generally in her favor, considering he practically drooled on himself whenever she happened by.

“Nurse Ash.”

Jocelyn started, dropping her spoon into her oatmeal and splattering her uniform. She hastily dabbed at the mess with her napkin, twisting to find Warden Crawford standing next to her, his hand flattened on the table near her tray. Madge, apparently, had been too engrossed in her scrambled eggs to notice his approach.

“Enjoying a leisurely breakfast, I see.” He retracted his hand, digging into his pockets for a mint before clearing his throat and nodding toward the exit. “I need you in my office.”

“I’ll be done in just a—”

“Now.”

Jocelyn paled. He had never used that tone of voice before. She quickly gathered her napkin and drink onto her tray and scurried to the drop-off window. As she returned, Madge gave her a quick, nervous wave. Jocelyn didn’t dare return it.

Oh God. Was she in trouble? Following him out of the cafeteria, Jocelyn ran through everything she had done the day before. It was possible she had given someone the wrong medication or the wrong dose, or she might have forgotten to mark down her rounds correctly. But that was so unlikely! She paid excellent attention to detail, even when tired, even when under immense pressure. . . .

“You can relax, Nurse Ash. Nothing is amiss.”

“It’s just that usually you don’t summon me that way, sir. . . .”

Warden Crawford chuckled, nodding and munching on his mint. “Today is unusual. Today is special.”

Special? Jocelyn didn’t like the way he lingered over that word. They arrived at his office, but they stopped there only briefly. She stood near the door, watching him collect a stack of files from his desk and a leather bag that she knew to carry his medical instruments. Unlike his office, his instruments were kept in perfect order, a fact she observed on the rare occasion he even brought them on his rounds.

They made the descent to the basement, a trip that Jocelyn still found unsettling. It didn’t matter how many times she traversed those steps, she never got over the feeling of the wet cold creeping into her bones.

“And how is Nurse Fullerton?” he asked, breezy.

“Oh. Fine, I think. Working hard like the rest of us,” Jocelyn answered.

“You don’t sound confident.”

“I can’t see inside her head,” she replied.

“More’s the pity,” Warden Crawford said with a short laugh. “She seemed quite disturbed after treating Mr. Heimline yesterday. I had to calm her down for an hour afterward.”

Jocelyn slowed—Madge hadn’t told her a single thing about this. It wasn’t like Madge to keep something dramatic from her. “This is the first I’m hearing of it.”

“Hm.” He shrugged, leading her down the last of the stairs and toward the yawning archway. “She must have made a full recovery then. Forget I said anything.”

She wasn’t likely to forget, but Jocelyn tried not to dwell on Madge’s problems, recognizing that they were on their way yet again to Lucy’s room. Normally, Crawford would stop well short of the girl’s door, aware that even the briefest glimpse of him could send her into a spiraling panic.

But this time he marched up to the door without a hitch in his step, motioning to two of the orderlies to join him. He stopped and turned to look at Jocelyn, watching her down the thin, arched bridge of his nose. “Why don’t you wait for us in Theater Seven, Nurse Ash.”

“But Lucy is always so calm when I’m—”

“You will wait in Theater Seven.”

Jocelyn snapped her mouth shut, taking a tiny step away in the face of his command. She had the gall to hesitate, but Crawford stared at her until she began to leave, his eyes never straying from her as she continued down the hall. She didn’t look away either, glancing over her shoulder to watch as the orderlies opened the rusted, scraping door to Lucy’s room.

The door to the operating theater had to be opened, cutting off her view of the corridor. The last sound she heard before stepping inside was a single, piercing shriek.

This was a nightmare. She was paralyzed, in her skin but out of her mind, watching as if her soul had departed and now hovered just above the ground. Why couldn’t she move? It was fear, she knew—fear and sharp, crushing failure.

Lucy, God help her, was strapped to the operating table, her cries long since snuffed out by a hateful gag.

Jocelyn’s fingernails cut into her palms and her mouth behind her white paper mask had grown clammy. The girl’s black, glassy eyes stared up into the light hanging over the table, reflecting the perfect yellow circles. She had gone still. That was worse. When they had first dragged her in, she had kicked and screamed and struggled, but now, facing her wide-eyed resignation, Jocelyn felt she had given up.

He wants to cut it open and scoop out what’s inside.

A shiver propelled Jocelyn forward and into the harsh light over the operating table. The orderlies who were there to assist, also garbed in white with their mouths covered by crisp paper, paused with their hands in midair, staring. Warden Crawford stopped what he was doing, too, setting down the gleaming bone saw.

“Your participation in the procedure is not yet required, Nurse Ash,” he told her gently. “You may step back.”

The room was cold. Too cold. How could he operate with steady hands when it felt like they were all encased in ice? And now, over the paper mask covering half his face, Jocelyn could see just his eyes. Just his eyes, and they were different. Honed. Sharpened like a razor, cutting into her as readily as he was about to cut into little Lucy.

Little Lucy, who still wouldn’t speak, but smiled whenever they got to see the birds outside, and smiled a little bigger when Jocelyn called her “sparrow.”

“Is this . . . is this really necessary? She’s been improving, sir. Steadily. You’ve seen it, I know you have. Why would you—”

“You may step back.”

Don’t let him cut open my head.

“No,” Jocelyn said. Her voice shook, but she pushed through it. This was all that mattered. Lucy, and doing right by her, was all that mattered. It was why she had become a nurse. It was why she had even stayed at dark, horrible Brookline in the first place. “No, sir, I can’t let you do this. There is no medical justification for this procedure. You know it isn’t right. We both know it isn’t right.”

Warden Crawford rounded on her, exploding at her with a sudden cry that sent her sprawling backward. He ripped off his paper mask, half roaring with outrage. “You dare question me? You dare?” His entire body shook, his eyes larger, blacker, and sharper than she had ever seen them. He looked down, noticing the pronounced tremor in his arms. “Stupid girl. Now nothing can be done today.” He grunted again and waved vaguely at the orderlies. “Clean up. Get her out of here.”

One of the orderlies cleared his throat, shuffling. “But sir, the electroconvulsive shock—”

The warden spun and slammed his hands against the instrument tray, sending gleaming steel in every direction, the sound jarring them all. “Does anyone in this fucking building listen to me anymore?”

Jocelyn stared, sucking in breaths so hard her paper mask sank in and out against her mouth, expanding and deflating like bellows. His voice rang in the small operating theater, the orderlies stunned into similar silences.

“You,” he finally said, collecting his breath and pointing at her. “Out. And you two, help me get this patient back to confinement.”


“You didn’t tell me about what happened with Dennis Heimline.” Jocelyn didn’t mean for it to come out so coldly, but she needed to discuss something—anything—to get her mind off what she had seen in Theater 7. He was going to operate. On Lucy. He was going to operate on Lucy and it was completely unnecessary.

Lucy was right. Why does he want to perform surgery on her so badly?

Madge paced outside the back stoop of Brookline. It was one of the few places nurses could find some privacy. And it was one of the few places Madge could sneak a cigarette without a lecture from Nurse Kramer. Jocelyn hated how much her friend was smoking, but she envied Madge the release of a vice. Maybe she ought to take up one of her own.

“He just . . . He snapped at me.” Madge paused, looking out over the distant town. Camford crowded up to the hill where Brookline and the rest of the college sat. It was odd, Jocelyn thought, to even consider the collegiate life going on around them. The students avoided Brookline as if it were contagious. She was beginning to understand why.

“He was talking about the White Mountains again,” Madge added, regarding the burning-cherry end of her cigarette. “And then something just changed and he wasn’t himself. Dennis is odd but harmless. He’s never threatened me, never said anything to frighten me at all. I don’t know what happened. . . . One minute it was White Mountains this, White Mountains that, and then he lunged for me. He grabbed me around the throat, Joss! It was horrible.” She shivered, taking another long drag. “I want to pose you. That’s what he said. God, it was just so, so horrible. I want to pose you, you would be so beautiful.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this?” Jocelyn asked softly. She sat on the stoop, hiding from the drizzle under a shallow, shingled overhang.

“You’ve been so wrapped up with Lucy. . . . I didn’t want to worry you.”

“Yeah, well, you won’t have to think about that anymore.” Jocelyn pinched the bridge of her nose, sighing. She had had to intervene, but now who would protect Lucy from the warden? “I really stuffed it up, Madge. I’ll probably get fired and I’ll never work with Lucy again.”

Her friend flicked away the cigarette, aiming it at a damp tree trunk. They sat together on the stoop, Madge with her arm flung over Jocelyn’s shoulders. “For what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. Anyway, I heard Kramer buzzing to one of the other girls. It sounds like Crawford wants you to work with a new patient coming in. You might not be able to help Lucy, but maybe this one will be easier.”

Jocelyn nodded, swallowing her cynical retort.

“Well, lovely, I’m off,” Madge said, leaning over to squeeze Jocelyn in a one-armed hug. She stood and brushed off her rain-flecked uniform. “Crawford wants to see me. Again. I think the gross old fart has a crush on me or something.”

“What does he want to see you about?” Jocelyn asked quickly. She couldn’t explain her sudden sense of dread.

“Something about Dennis. He says I have to see ‘it’ now, whatever that means,” Madge said, sounding sad. Resigned. “He says I have to see how far gone Dennis is, that there’s no hope for him. When there’s no hope, he says, there’s only survival. You know”—she paused with the door open, her full lips swishing to the side—“I think I really will dye my hair dark. I could look like Jackie, right? Maybe I’ll feel better with a little more glamour in my life. I’ll see what Tanner thinks. We’ve got another date tonight. I bet this time we’ll really go all the way.”

“Ash. Nurse Ash. Huh. That’s a fittingly macabre name for this charming little dungeon.”

Jocelyn blinked at the new patient, taking stock of his slim, tall form, his carelessly tossed black hair and almost unnaturally green eyes. If he were one of the orderlies, he would immediately be on Madge’s short list for seduction. Even Jocelyn had to admit, in a quiet, shameful way, that she found him incredibly pretty. Pretty, because there was something fluid and feminine about his frame and his hands, and the way he leaned against the white, spare bed, his arms over his chest, his legs crossed at the ankles.

“I won’t fuss if it helps you to have a sense of humor about all this,” Jocelyn said blithely. “We’re going to have to get to know each other,” she added, consulting the detailed history in front of her. That was nice, at least, to know a single thing about this person, unlike the strangely vacant past of Lucy. Of Dennis. “And I prefer my patients cheerful, if at all possible. Cooperative, at the very least.”

“Aye, aye,” he murmured, saluting. His lips resolved into a smirk, their natural resting position. “And how do you run the Good Ship Loony Bin. Is it a tight ship or a loose one?”

He wagged his eyebrows, but it was not nearly enough to unseat her. Old Mr. Goldblatt in room sixteen would flirt outrageously, using sexual terminology and phrases that not even Madge could decipher.

“I know this must be difficult for you,” she began, glancing at his chart again and at the reason for admittance. This was a new one. Luckily, her only job was to administer whatever medicines the doctors prescribed and check in on him occasionally. It wasn’t her job to cure him. And maybe that was for the best, as she clearly wasn’t curing much of anything lately.
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Well, that covered a wide swath.

He must have noticed her eyes widening as he quickly laughed and said, “Got caught in bed with the neighbor boy. Well, young man, really. I’m not that much of a pervert.”

“I don’t believe you’re a pervert at all, Mr. Desmond,” she replied, just as readily. She looked up briskly from the file, meeting his bright, challenging stare. “I don’t like words like that. They don’t do anything but shame. Treatment is not about shame.”

His thick brows went up, up, up in surprise. He looked at her as if he could see all the way into her mind. “You shock me, Nurse Ash. But in the very best of ways.”

She smirked, accustomed to the flirtation of patients eager to get on her good side and slip the rules. “Please let me know if you have any trouble settling in. Accommodating to life here can be”—Awful. Impossible—“Tricky.”

“Oh, trust me, nothing I can’t handle. I was born to jailors.”

Jocelyn took a few steps backward toward the door, grimacing. “I’m afraid life must have been very unfair for you.”

His eyes, green and light, fixed on her again through his fall of dark hair. “I’m afraid it’s very unfair for everyone. You might not think I’m a pervert, but unfortunately, you’re not the one in power here. You’re not the one with the keys.”

“I’ll check in with you again shortly,” she said, leaving before he could tempt her to stay another moment.

The door clicked shut behind her and locked, and not a second afterward came the scream. She knew that scream. It had driven her from sleep and stayed in her nightmares ever since.

Lucy.

No, she thought, racing down the hall. Don’t let him cut her open.
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She was too late, of course. She had known that would be the case even as she sped down the corridor, almost smashing into Nurse Kramer, who had positioned herself like a sentry at the top of the stairs leading to the basement.

“Nobody is allowed below right now,” she said sternly, putting out her arms like a first baseman to keep Jocelyn from forcing her way through. “Nobody.”

“I need to see Lucy. She’s screaming.”

“Other nurses are with her.” Nurse Kramer’s mouth clamped shut, her fleshy face jiggling to a standstill. “You’re not needed.”

“What other nurses? I should be with her.”

“Nurse Fullerton, for one. Just calm down, Ash, and get back to work. I don’t want to see you in this hallway for the rest of the afternoon, do you understand me?”

Lucy screamed again, this time harder, a raw, helpless sound that pierced straight through to Jocelyn’s spine. No, no, no. She was supposed to protect her. She was supposed to make sure nothing worse happened to that child.

“I need you to say that you understand me, Nurse Ash.”

Jocelyn threw up her hands, stalking away. “I understand. I understand, if that’s even possible in this godforsaken place.”

She rounded the corner and disappeared into the nurses’ station. Maybe if she waited long enough, Nurse Kramer would need to leave for a toilet break and give Jocelyn an opening. But by then it would be too late. Far too late. Still. She tidied until there was no more tidying to do. She took prescriptions and handed out doses in the dispensary. She even paced up and down the hall. All the while, she stayed as close to the stairwell as possible, but Kramer refused to budge.

By five o’clock the screams had stopped, and Jocelyn could only wonder what they had done to Lucy.

I’m sorry, little sparrow.

Her fury turned to Warden Crawford, and then it turned just as swiftly to Madge. How could she be a part of this? Hadn’t she been just as doting on Lucy? Lobotomies were an absolute last resort. Surgeries of any kind were a last resort. And even if it came to a lobotomy, there were easier, more modern methods that absolutely did not involve a bone saw. Whatever was going on in the basement, she had to put an end to it.

But all Jocelyn could do was wait. She watched the nurses come and go for supper. No sign of Madge. Didn’t she have a date? It wasn’t like Madge to miss something like that, not when she couldn’t shut up about Tanner and his gorgeous blue eyes for fifteen seconds.

But the hours blurred together, and between skipping lunch, supper, and all the usual coffee breaks in between, Jocelyn was worn down. She was exhausted. Sleep snuck up on her, the after-hours low halogen glow of the lobby lulling her into a doze she hadn’t wanted or expected. There were no dreams and little rest, just darkness and the hard, sudden slide into unconsciousness.

And then there was giggling.

It was soft at first, distant, and for a fuzzy, sleepy moment Jocelyn thought she had finally begun to dream. But the laughter continued, louder, sharper. Not laughter. Giggling. Madge’s giggling. Jocelyn’s head flew up, a string of drool snapping between her lower lip and her forearm. She had curled up against the dispensary counter, her knees tucked up on the second rung of the stool. Now she rubbed her eyes, her face, working blood flow and sense back into her body.

The giggling came again, a feminine, flirty sound that wound up from the depths of Brookline. There were voices, too, but they were muffled and unintelligible at this extreme distance. Jocelyn tumbled off the stool and pulled off her heels—she could run better in bare stockings—and raced to the stairs. Nurse Kramer was of course long gone, having left for dinner and then sleep. A few orderlies and nurses were circulating on the lobby level, but they didn’t seem to notice Jocelyn stumbling toward the stairs.

Again she plunged into the cold and again she fought off the creeping dread that seeped over her like a sticky, oozing tar. She abandoned her hard-soled shoes on one of the lower steps, shuffling with free hands and quiet feet to the archway and the soft, winding giggles that came from within.

Now the voices were louder, stronger, and Jocelyn began to make out the words. There were no orderlies to stop her as she stepped beneath the dark arch marking off the corridor.

“W-wait . . . What are you doing? Madge? What are you doing?”

Tanner. She could hear the panic in his voice, the high tremor that made him sound like a frightened little boy. Jocelyn ran faster, trying not to slide and fall on her sweaty, stockinged feet. Where were they? She panted, out of breath, ignoring how the corridor became darker and darker, closing in, the corridor more like a tunnel that focused to just a miniscule barrel of light. But she jolted to a stop as the sudden cry of the other patients went up, as if in solidarity with Madge’s laughter. A refrain of wild, terrible sympathy.

And then it was a chant. She couldn’t hear Lucy’s screams but she could hear the others, Dennis and his ilk, their cries coalescing into the same phrase she had heard on that first awful night.

“Help her, help her, HELP HER!”

She found them in Theater 7.

Jocelyn leaped for the doorframe, anchoring her slick and unreliable feet by hoisting herself into the room. She didn’t want to freeze. It was the worst possible moment to freeze. Yet she couldn’t move. Madge was there, standing on the same operating table where they had bound and gagged Lucy. Below, arms out as if to catch her from a sudden fall, Tanner eased back and forth, eyes glued to Madge, who was swaying on the wheeled table.

“Careful, doll,” she giggled. In her right hand she held a sleek, stainless steel hammer, the kind used with an orbitoclast for lobotomies. “You’ll fall! Don’t fall and hurt that pretty face.”

“Let me get you down from there,” Tanner was saying, licking his lips nervously and trying to ease toward her. But Madge reeled at his slightest movement, the table shaking, threatening to spill her onto the floor. She swung the hammer, first at him and then at the open air before her.

“Why don’t you just come down?” he pleaded. Sweat glistened on his forehead. The chanting grew louder, earsplitting, and gathering in speed. Jocelyn inched carefully into the room, hands up in surrender.

“I saw him,” Madge was saying. She sounded scared. Little. “I saw Mickey Mouse, but where was Minnie? She wasn’t there. And she’s so, so pretty. So pretty. But now she’s cracked. Now she’s broken.”

Jocelyn had nearly reached the pool of light cast by the operating bulbs, but Madge didn’t notice, swaying precariously on the gurney, her arms high in the air, hammer swinging like a pendulum.

“Just come down from there and we can talk,” Tanner coaxed, still prepared to catch her if she fell, which was looking more and more likely.

Jocelyn wondered if she could somehow climb up onto the table and tackle Madge, bring her down gently while also disarming her. But that seemed like far too much to attempt without either both of them hitting the ground from a height or Madge accidentally smashing her with the hammer.

“But he said I would see!” Madge shrieked. Her scream only drove the chanting higher, louder, and the words thumped at the base of Jocelyn’s skull.

“Help her, help her!”

“Careful, doll,” Madge breathed, laughing, giggling, her voice hiccupping into hysterics. “Careful, doll! Careful! You’ll fall! Don’t fall and hurt that pretty face!”

Jocelyn saw the hammer go up with more purpose this time, Freeman stamped into the shining steel. Both she and Tanner leapt for the table too late. Madge caught herself on the upswing, rocketing the hammer into her mouth. Teeth shattered, tiny bits of white falling on them like a shower of sand. Jocelyn tossed up her hands, screaming, watching through the splay of her fingers as the hammer landed again, this time dead center of Madge’s forehead.

She was still giggling, giggling, giggling. Smash.

Tanner grabbed her by the ankles, pulling her down to the floor as best he could, dodging the hammer blows that rained down indiscriminately. While he brought her to the ground, Jocelyn tried to reach for the hammer, but Madge struggled, her giggles turning into shrill arpeggio of screams. She dodged and bucked and smashed the hammer into her forehead again and again, until Jocelyn took a blow to the shoulder herself, finally wrestling the thing out of her grasp.

The hammer had broken the skin, and the deep, dark bruising spread like spidery shadows from the middle of Madge’s forehead. The blood ran over them all as Jocelyn and Tanner pinned her arms, held her, her laughter dying down as the light seeped out of her eyes.

“M-Madge, Madge, can you breathe? Oh God, can you breathe? Just stay with me, I’ll get someone. . . . I’ll get help. I’ll get you help.” Jocelyn tore a strip of cotton from her uniform, trying to mop up the free-flowing blood and stop the bleeding at its epicenter.

But the blood poured down Madge’s face, splitting over her nose and into her mouth, onto Jocelyn, dripping onto the floor, so red it looked black. “I fell and hurt my pretty face,” she mumbled, words jumbled from her broken and missing teeth. “I guess he got his way.”

“Hold on, Madge, I know it’s bad, just . . . Please hold on.”

“Why,” Tanner whispered. Again and again. “Why? Why?”

A shadow fell over them, swallowing up the meager yellow light of the operating lamps. Madge had gone limp in their arms and the shrieks of the patients, at last, had ebbed. Jocelyn felt a heavy hand fall on her shoulder. The warden’s.

She shivered and tried to cast off his grip.

“Surely you see now, Nurse Ash,” he said. “Sometimes there really is no hope. What could you have done? What could any of us have done? If we hadn’t put Lucy’s mind at ease—if we had not given her a peace she could not give herself—she might have done this same awful thing to herself. Dennis . . . Dennis could slip away from us any day now.”

“I don’t . . . Madge didn’t do this to herself.” Jocelyn couldn’t look down. She couldn’t look into her friend’s broken face. Her skin was so cold, they were both so cold, the blood and the sudden gush of tears felt all the hotter. Stinging. “She didn’t do this. There was nothing wrong with her. I know there was nothing wrong with her.”

She heard footsteps and glanced to the side, watching as two male orderlies filed into Theater 7.

“Escort Mr. Frye to his room, please,” Warden Crawford said, tut-tutting at Tanner and squeezing Jocelyn’s shoulder so hard she could feel the bones give and crack.

“I’d like him to stay,” Jocelyn whispered. “Madge . . . She really cared for him.”

“It’s best that he go.”

He wasn’t given a choice in the matter. They caught eyes, she and Tanner, as the orderlies hauled him away from Madge, his spectacles askew, his mouth open to call for help. But then the door shut and she was alone with the warden, Madge limp and lifeless in her arms.

“She was going to dye her hair like Jackie Kennedy,” Jocelyn murmured, wiping a stained piece of blond hair off of Madge’s cheek. “She wanted to be glamorous.”

“That’s nice.”

“You don’t care,” she growled. “You don’t care about Lucy. You don’t care about me or about Madge. You don’t care about anything.”

“Now, that’s not true,” he said warmly, gently, shifting so that he could crouch in front of her and face her. He reached out, and she tensed as his hand cupped her chin, forcing her to meet his cold, steady gaze. “I care about the future. I care about making sure things like this never happen again—it’s senseless, useless.”

Jocelyn couldn’t argue with that, but she couldn’t look at him anymore, either. I couldn’t help her. That was the only thought filling her head. I couldn’t help her.

She hadn’t helped Lucy, and she certainly hadn’t helped Madge. What kind of nurse was she? What kind of person was she?

“Hush,” Warden Crawford said. She hadn’t even realized she was crying. The smile he gave her was gentle, fatherly, and for a brief, terrible moment his presence didn’t fill her with unease. “Some patients are beyond help,” he told her, lifting Madge carefully from her grasp, “but they are not beyond use. We will learn from this, Nurse Ash. Trust me, in time you will learn.”
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