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Chapter 1: The Unit






The fluorescent lights on Ward 7-North hummed at a pitch most people stopped noticing after an hour. But the patients always heard it. The men inside those cream-colored walls noticed everything: the rattle of the med cart at six in the morning, the squeak of rubber soles on linoleum, the heavy silence that settled in a room before something bad happened. They had all become finely tuned to the smallest sounds in the world, like prey animals.  She called them her "beasts," but not to their faces. Staff knew it and they smirked when she said it quietly to them in the chart room.

The ward took up the whole top floor of Brampton Psychiatric Center, a low brick building on twelve acres just outside a mid-sized city in the upper Midwest. Built in 1958, it showed a kind of institutional confidence that people no longer felt. The windows were narrow and fixed, covered with wire mesh so fine it almost looked decorative from outside. Inside, it just kept people from feeling the wind.

Seventeen men lived on 7-North at any given time. Most were between eighteen and thirty-five years old. Most had diagnoses that lived on the more serious end of the psychiatric spectrum—schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, bipolar disorder with psychotic features. Many had been hospitalized before. A few had been hospitalized so many times that the unit felt more familiar than any apartment they had ever tried to hold down outside. They wore their hospital-issued sweatpants and slip-on shoes, watched television in the day room, ate their meals at round tables bolted to the floor, and waited—for the medications to work, for a doctor to approve a discharge plan, for someone on the outside who still answered the phone.

The nursing staff worked in three shifts: days, evenings, and nights. The day shift carried the most weight, handling medication rounds, group therapy, physician visits, family calls, and incident reports. It was also the shift when a patient's suffering was most visible, since there was no darkness to hide it.

Diana Sloane worked days.

She arrived each morning at six forty-five, always a few minutes before the shift officially started, which her supervisor noted approvingly in her annual review. She parked her silver BMW in the same spot near the staff entrance every day, walked through the heavy door with her badge already in her hand, and moved through the hallway with the ease of a person who had never once doubted her right to be exactly where she was. She was thirty-two years old, with dark hair that fell just past her shoulders in the kind of careful waves that required forty minutes of work to look effortless. Her scrubs were the standard issue navy blue, but she had a way of wearing them that made them look like a choice rather than a uniform. She kept her makeup subtle—just enough to draw the eye—and her perfume was light, clean, something that smelled like a garden after rain.

The patients noticed her the moment she stepped onto the ward. It was not something any of them could have fully explained. It was the way a room changed temperature when she entered it. She didn't announce herself with noise or movement. She simply appeared, and the air organized itself around her.

She signed in, read the night shift's notes, and started her rounds with the same brisk efficiency that paperwork would later call excellent patient care. She checked vitals, made sure medications had been given, and asked questions in a voice meant to sound concerned—a tone she had spent years perfecting to seem trustworthy.

The men responded to her. They couldn't help it. Young men in a locked psychiatric ward, stripped of almost all power and choice, saw a beautiful woman who looked them in the eye, remembered their names without checking a chart, and sometimes touched a forearm gently while talking. For some, it felt like being seen for the first time in months. For others, it felt like the warmth of something they had lost, like a girlfriend, a sister, or a version of the world before everything fell apart.

None of them knew what she was yet.

The ward's social worker, a tired woman named Kathleen who had been at Brampton for eleven years, had once said to a colleague in the break room that there was something off about Diana Sloane but she couldn't put her finger on it. The colleague, a night nurse who worked only the overnight and rarely saw Diana at all, had shrugged and said she seemed fine to her, seemed very professional actually, and Kathleen had poured her coffee and let it go because she was tired and there was too much paperwork and putting your finger on something you couldn't quite name was a luxury nobody on a psychiatric ward could afford.

The men in the dayroom watched the door when Diana's shift started. Even those who kept their eyes on the television, stared at their own hands, or talked quietly to people nobody else could see had learned the rhythm of her arrival. Something in them turned toward her the way a plant turns toward a window. It was not quite hope. It was closer to the feeling just beneath hope, the raw need to believe that someone here was on your side.

She wasn't.

But morning was still morning. The ward filled with thin winter light coming through the mesh-covered windows. The med cart made its slow rounds. Seventeen men woke up inside their own kinds of darkness. Diana Sloane stood at the nursing station with a chart in her hand and a smile on her face. For now, for this hour, the ward looked to anyone who didn't know better like a place where people were being cared for.

There were clues if you knew how to read the room. Some patients sat slightly turned away from the nursing station, their bodies tuned to her location like a compass needle points to a pole—not out of attraction, but with the animal sense of something dangerous nearby. Small rituals of self-protection had quietly developed around the ward: one man always sat with his back to the wall, another timed his movements to avoid crossing paths with her. For most, these were not conscious strategies. They were instincts that developed slowly, the body learning what the mind could not yet name.

The ward's rhythm was like its own weather system, and Diana Sloane was its most reliable front. The patients noticed her moods before the aides did. They could tell the difference between days when she moved through the ward with only surface interest and days when something sharper was at work in her, something with no name in any clinical manual but that pressed against the air like a change in barometric pressure. On those days, the dayroom grew quieter. The television stayed on, but nobody watched it. Card games stopped in the middle of a hand. Seventeen men waited, as people do when waiting is the only thing left, for whatever was coming to arrive and pass.








