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Chapter 1: The Ward






The room smelled of old carpet and disinfectant that never quite worked. Beige walls closed in on a space meant for holding people, not for living. Mismatched chairs sat in uneven rows, and two scuffed tables stood in the middle. Along one wall, bookcases held books with broken spines and missing pages, as if even the stories had given up. This was the dayroom of the Lakeview Psychiatric Unit, Building C. For the people living here, it was as close to home as they would get.

A television was bolted high on the far wall, out of reach. The remote stayed locked in a drawer at the nurses' station, and the head nurse, Agnes Blunt, kept the key on a lanyard around her neck. She chose what played on the screen—usually reality shows where people competed, argued, and made a spectacle of themselves. The sound filled the unit all day. No one asked the patients what they wanted to watch. Most of the staff never thought that asking might matter.

Charles Webb had lived on this unit for almost eight months.

He was twenty-three years old, though he had the look of someone older—not in wrinkled or worn ways, but in the way a person looks when they've been carrying too much for too long. He was large, with wide shoulders and hands built for heavy work, and when he walked down the corridor, the newer nurses watched him from the corner of their eyes. Not because he had ever hurt anyone. Not because he had ever made a serious threat. But because he was big, and he was quiet, and in this place, quiet and big was a combination that made nervous people nervous.

What those nurses didn't know, and what no one on the unit had taken the time to learn, was that Charles Webb was afraid of almost everything.

He was diagnosed with an intellectual disability at nine. From his first day, he struggled in school, unable to keep up with lessons that other children learned easily. Reading was a wall he could never climb. Numbers slipped away before he could hold onto them. By twelve, he had been moved from one classroom to another: special education, learning support, alternative programs. Each was more stripped-down than the last, until the education system quietly and politely ran out of patience for him. He graduated from nothing, earned no certificate, and simply aged out.

By the time he arrived at Lakeview, his records contained the word "behavioral" more than any other word. Behavioral issues. Behavioral outbursts. Behavioral non-compliance. Not a single file mentioned how he learned. Not one note described what frightened him. There was nothing written down about what he loved, what made him laugh, or what small things brought him any peace. He was a set of problems to be managed, and the unit managed him accordingly.

His bedroom was a shared room on the east side of the building—two cots, two small dressers, a narrow window that looked out onto a parking lot. His roommate, a man named Douglas, was older and mostly silent. The two of them existed in the same space without much conversation, which suited Charles fine. He kept his side of the room the way a person keeps things when they're afraid of losing them: organized, deliberate, precious. He folded his clothes carefully and stacked them in the dresser. He kept his comic books—a dog-eared collection of superhero stories he had accumulated over the years—in a neat pile on the shelf above his cot. And tucked beside them was a single videotape, a copy of an old Frankenstein movie that had been given to him by a relative who had since disappeared from his life. He had watched it so many times he knew every scene. It was the one story he understood completely—a creature that frightened people, even though the creature himself was the one who was most afraid.








