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      Closed mouths don’t get fed. I wish she would stop saying that, for a lot of reasons, the main one being, I’m not so sure. Actually, there are a lot of things I’m not sure about, come to think of it. Too many to count. I realized this the other day in my session with Dr. Branson. That’s what I was thinking, sitting there eyeing his slick auburn hair, his finely chiseled jaw, and those broad shoulders that seem meant for something other than psychiatry. He does not belong in a place like this any more than I do.

      Unfortunately, only one of us knows it.

      I told him this, but only once. He looked at me like a person looks at you when they think you’re crazy. No matter what anyone says—even Dr. Branson with his charming smile, those mischievous eyes, and his overly kind demeanor—I am not crazy. This I know to be true. And right now, it’s maybe the only thing I know.

      Dr. Branson sits across from me again today, his hands folded in his lap as he rather passionately explains the procedure. A Frontal Leucotomy, he repeats, as though he really needs me to understand. He’ll drill a pair of holes into my skull, on both sides, one side first and then the other. Once the holes are drilled, he’ll push a sharp instrument—a leucotome—into my brain. Then, he’ll sweep the instrument from side to side to cut the connections between the frontal lobes and the rest of the brain.

      “It’s a five-minute procedure. Very quickly done,” says Dr. Branson. “This is what we do when the medication is no longer working. And in your case, I’m afraid we’re out of options.”

      Out of options—that’s a term I know well.

      “The leucotome contains a retractable loop of wire that, when rotated, cuts a circular lesion in the brain tissue.”

      Dr. Branson pauses just long enough to look at me skeptically. “Do you understand what this means?”

      He doesn’t wait for an answer. “The nerve pathways between lobes in your brain will be severed. Once those connections are damaged, it will stop the undesirable behaviors. This will lead to great improvements for you overall.”

      A smile slowly spreads across his face. “This means a better quality of life. And a brighter future.”

      He says it like he’s speaking of someone else’s brain, not mine, like it’s nothing personal. His body language does not match his words as he explains how lucky I am to have been selected to receive this treatment. I am young and healthy, making me a perfect fit to undergo the procedure.

      He says there are a lot of patients who would kill to be in my position. It’s a poor choice of words, if you ask me, but Dr. Branson does not seem to notice, nor care. He is here to make an impression, not on me so much as the rest of the world. He wants to leave his mark as a pioneer of psychiatry, and I am going to be a part of that, he explains further. Together, we are going to ease my suffering. Together, we are going to show what’s possible.

      I guess what he’s trying to say is that this is a big deal. As though I don’t know. I used to look forward to our visits, if for no other reason than they broke up the monotony of the day. Of course, this was before I realized what was happening, that I was being groomed to be his next pet project.

      Now, here he is, the man of the hour, wasting his breath, both literally and figuratively, and I’m not sure why.

      Dr. Branson doesn’t need my buy-in. Yesterday, I lost my third appeal. Now, not only am I out of those, I’m out of time. A lobotomy is scheduled for tomorrow morning, and nothing Dr. Branson says, and nothing I say, is going to change that.

      Clearly, this train was set on its course well before yesterday. I can see that now in hindsight. I have seen what his “advanced medical procedure” does to its recipients, and I want no part of it. I tell him this, and he brushes me off.

      I was lucky to have my day in court, Dr. Branson says. Wheels of justice grind slow but grind fine. That was Sun Tzu or somebody. The Art of War, he tells me.

      Maybe he has a point. The others, I don’t think they even got that—a hearing, I mean. I got three. Never mind that it was never going to be a fair fight; it is what it is, and I’d best be thinking about my next move.

      There are only two people I know of who possess the power to stop this, myself not withstanding. Problem is, one of them is presumed dead, and the other wishes she were.

      I know I should be thankful she’s not, and I would be, if only she hadn’t gotten me into this mess, at least partially.

      I just pray this latest thing she’s come up with is not a trap. Before the enemy attacks harder, it gives its opponent something invisible but powerful. It is called hope.

      Making a pact with her was the last thing I wanted to do. I’ve seen the kind of damage she can do. Last night as I lay awake in the dark, she leaned over my bed and whispered: He’s going to use a long, ice pick-like device inserted above the eye through the thin layer of bone, penetrating into the brain's frontal lobe. And this is what you want?

      She hummed a tune, and later she said: It’s your call. Just say the word.

      She was wrong, however. She spoke of the new method of performing the procedure, and Dr. Branson is old school. Not a point worth arguing, but when she put it like that, I realized, what choice do I have?

      The choice between the end of life as I know it and becoming an actual, bona fide murderer, is not really a choice at all. It’s a matter of self-preservation. My husband is looking for me. He loves me. He is expecting me to walk out of this place.

      “I don’t want this,” I say to Dr. Branson with his perfect smile and his tired excuses. “I do not consent.”

      He leans forward and pats my knee gently. “Soon, you will see. It was for your own good.”

      The moment he puts his hand on me, I realize she is right. I know exactly what I have to do. Her plan is not a good one, not by a long shot. But it’s all I’ve got.

      I am not a bad person, and I am not crazy. Even if the decision I’m about to make is a little of both.

      The patients are running the asylum. My husband often said that when he arrived home after a long day at the office. The kids would be running amok, me in the kitchen tap-dancing around the chaos, trying to get dinner on the table. It seems sort of foretelling now, but I realize it’s just an expression. My love will understand why I had to do what I did. God, please, let him understand.
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      Maybe I killed my husband. But I never would’ve hurt the children. That’s how I know Charles isn’t dead. It doesn’t matter what any of them say. I know this to be true, the way you just know a thing deep down in your soul. I feel them in my bones, all three of them. They are very much alive, and they are out there looking for me.

      It’s not like anyone, not even the police—especially not the police—can prove otherwise. They don’t have bodies. They have no evidence against me, no proof that my family is actually dead. So there was a little blood in my kitchen? What does that prove? Nothing. It proves nothing.

      And they say I’m the crazy one.

      Maybe I should have fought harder when they brought me here. But I didn’t fight. Not even a bit. I sort of shuffled through the front doors like this was a hotel and I was here for a short overnight stay. Little did I know…

      At the time, I was hopeful. No—I was certain, and certain is a very dangerous thing to be, far more dangerous than a killer.

      I was certain this was all a terrible misunderstanding. I don’t know if it was my naivete or simply a protective mechanism, but either way, this is how it was. Of course, now I wish it were different, but you can’t really go and change the past. Trust me, I’ve tried.

      When I first arrived—when they brought me here—a woman in white hospital scrubs greeted me. She asked a lot of questions.

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name?”

      “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” She looked down at me with shrewd eyes and a stern expression. “Don’t be difficult.”

      My mouth was bone dry, and my tongue felt like a thousand pound lead weight. Saying anything was difficult. I tried to tell her this. I didn’t want her to misunderstand my intentions. Actually, that was the last thing I wanted, because that’s how this all began. It was just a simple misunderstanding. Nothing extraordinary, even.

      She shook her head and with a scoff said, “Your name, Miss?”

      “Grace.”

      “Surname?”

      “Solomon,” I stammered. “Grace Solomon.”

      “And I suppose you know why you’re here?”

      “Not really,” I said, which was the truth.

      “You’ve had a break, Mrs. Solomon.”

      “So they say.” I thought I’d muttered it to myself or at the very least under my breath, but obviously I was wrong, because she heard me.

      The woman pursed her lips in a way that made me know better than to say more. After she jotted something down on her clipboard, something I couldn’t see, she shook her head, like this was the last thing she wanted to be doing.

      “Extreme psychosis,” she noted, drawing the words out.

      She couldn’t possibly be referring to me, so I tried not to take anything personally. I assumed she must have a really heavy case load.

      I watched as she chicken-scratched the words on paper, pressing harder than she needed to. “Delusional.”

      I wouldn’t call it that, exactly. Even if my husband sometimes did.

      Sure, I was having a bad day, and sure, Charles was late getting home and dinner had long gone cold on the table. Yes, I had received another letter from Toby’s teacher, and yes, Eleanor had gotten into my red nail polish and used it to paint the new linoleum.

      Of course, I knew Charles wasn’t going to be happy about it. We’d just had the new flooring installed, and he wasn’t happy with my choice. He’d been on a trip and was therefore unreachable, not that I really considered it. A decision had to be made, so I made it. Passive aggressive, perhaps. Smart? Maybe not. What was I thinking, choosing white?

      Why weren’t you watching her, he’d ask using his exasperated tone, the one he’d taken to reserving just for me. And even though I would explain why, he still wouldn’t get it. How could he? Charles has never stayed home with two children under two.

      Well, I mean, then he hadn’t. I guess that’s all changed now with me being in here. I smile, wondering how he’s managing. How’s he getting on with work? But just as quickly as it sneaks up on me, I push the thought away.

      It feels like a sucker punch straight to my gut, thinking like this. Even though, sometimes, when I can stomach it, I do let myself go there. It’s like tiptoeing in just to see how the water feels. It’s rarely pleasant, but that never stops me from trying. I can never quite quell the desperate curiosity. I tell myself this is a good thing, although I’m not so sure.

      “All right,” the lady in white said like an afterthought. “Let’s get you settled.”

      As she led me up three flights of stairs and down a long hall to this room, I thought of all the stories Charles will have to share when he finds me. Stories about the children, about how he never stopped searching, how could he?

      He’s not cut out to be both mom and dad. He used to say something to that effect whenever I’d complain about needing a break. Try doing my job, would ya?

      I used to spend a lot of time thinking about that. About actually getting to do his job. How wonderful it would be to shuffle out of bed after a restful night’s sleep, to find your coffee and newspaper waiting on the table, eggs frying in the pan. I used to dream about commuting in peace and the consumption of uninterrupted lunches that someone else made.

      Now, I understand. What he said was true. You should be careful what you wish for.

      Yes, those things had happened that evening. And yes, I was getting my period, and I might have lost my temper. But what I did not do is murder my family in cold blood.
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      I don’t have cafeteria privileges or outdoor privileges or even shower privileges. Those have to be earned, I am told. It seems to me, at least so far, that in and of itself is not easy to do. Not in a place like this, where everything is measured and something as simple as having the wrong facial expression is seen as a sign of disobedience.

      I’ve never had the friendliest of faces, therefore I am stuck in this room, which means I spend a lot of time wondering if perhaps prison wasn’t the better option. My predicament affords me a lot of time to think, and, in my opinion, that is enough to make a person insane if they weren’t already.

      I wasn’t. I’m still not.

      I hope I didn’t make it sound like Charles and I were unhappy before. It wasn’t that at all. We weren’t unhappy, just tired in the way that most new parents are. He was under a lot of pressure at work, and I was under a lot of pressure at home. It’s quite possible that I’d bitten off more than I could chew. I suppose I couldn’t see it at the time, but with all of these hours to reflect, things look a little more clear.

      More than one of our friends had thrown out terms like the “baby blues” and whatnot, although it wasn’t that. I was just getting settled was all. Adjusting to the new normal that we’d found ourselves in. But I was not depressed. And to prove it, I made it a personal declaration to go above and beyond in all matters. The opinions of others provided me with a newfound determination. I was going to be the best wife and mother this town had ever seen. I began this undertaking by hosting an at-home cosmetics party, planning it with a fervor those close to me had never seen.

      It’s possible this was the start of where things started to go south.

      As I looked around at the swarm of friends and neighbors occupying my family room, I was pleased at the turnout. Not bad at all for my first presentation. We hadn’t lived on Willow Lane long, less than three months at that point, and I still felt the sense of being the newcomers, like maybe we didn’t belong.

      It was sheer luck and a bit of nepotism that had gotten Charles the promotion at work that eventually allowed us to upgrade from our two-bedroom bungalow to this ranch-style four bedroom, and good thing, as we had just found out we were expecting Phillip.

      The pregnancy had been quite a shock. The doctors weren’t sure after Eleanor that we could have another child. I lost a lot of blood following the delivery, and very nearly my life. They warned us I might not survive childbirth again, if we could even conceive at all.

      It was fine. We were good with two children; we felt lucky to have one of each sex. After Ellie, we used the natural planning method and were always careful, so far as I could tell. Morning sickness and night sweats soon proved otherwise.

      Life has a way of quickly changing direction, I’ve realized. More so now than then. But I digress.

      Back to the cosmetics party. All I could think about, standing there up against our fireplace, was how tight my favorite dress fit, and how, if one didn’t know, they might think I was about five months along. I could barely breathe.

      I should have worn the dress Charles’s mother had gifted me at her last visit. Sure, it might have been a passive aggressive way of saying I was firmly in the matron’s club. But it was a nice dress, if not a bit mature. It certainly would have fit better and perhaps allowed for proper inhalation. It’s difficult to do anything when you’re constantly holding your breath.

      When I’d tried both dresses on for Charles, he’d chosen his mother’s, and I wondered how we got here. Not to Willow Lane, and not to being parents of three children, but to this place in life. Did he now think of me at only twenty-six years of age as someone who needed attire designed to hide her figure?

      As the panic set in, and the sweats intensified, I didn’t do what most people would have done. I should have excused myself to freshen up, that or change, but I didn’t. I stood there watching Cathy Robertson across the room with a fair amount of envy. Her, with her tiny waist and full hair. Ten weeks ago, we’d both delivered babies. Yet Cathy was thinner than she had been pre-pregnancy, her flawless caramel hair perfectly set.

      Me, on the other hand, had required help just to zip my dress and even then the zipper didn’t go all the way to the top. I had to wear my flat, brittle hair down, just to cover the fact.

      “Your hair,” Denise remarked with raised brows. She didn’t have to say more. She’s my best friend. Her expression told the full story.

      What used to be buttery blond was now dishwater bland. “I know. I need to have something done with it,” I told her, scooping it into my hands and pulling it into a twist. Then I remembered the broken zipper and let it fall down around my shoulders. I shrugged. “But who can find the time?”

      She gave me a sly smile, like the cat that ate the canary. She was itching to get to the punchline, but deep down I could see pity was battling it out with her sense of humor.

      “Don’t say Cathy Robertson,” I said. “I know. It was meant to be a rhetorical question.”

      Denise was right, even if what she said was mostly left unspoken. I was probably the last person who should have been peddling makeup. Though I made an effort, I hardly had the energy to fix my face anymore. At least, not beyond the basics. This was a shock to me, as much as it was to everyone.

      It hadn’t been like this with the others. I left the hospital in my favorite pre-pregnancy shirtwaist dress. I had a natural glow that lasted for months, if not years. Since giving birth to Phillip, I hated to look in the mirror, and it showed. In fact, just a few weeks prior, I’d pulled all the mirrors in the house off the walls and stuck them in the garage.

      I hadn’t yet realized that mirrors are everywhere; that they go beyond just what hangs on the walls.

      Karen Peterson and Cathy stood by the bar, laughing easily. Were they laughing at me? At my store-bought refreshments? At my now-empty walls? At my dress, most definitely two sizes too small? Maybe. Maybe not. But that’s how it felt at the time.

      Suddenly, a dark cloud enveloped me. I dug my nails into the palm of my hand, trying to ground myself. Not that it did much good. I’d picked them, nearly down to the quick. This was not the time to get all hot and bothered, as Charles liked to call it. Eleanor was napping, Toby would arrive home from kindergarten any minute, and the baby was with Charles’s mother. For a moment, I could breathe. Not literally, on account of the dress, but mentally at least.

      For the time being, I could focus on just being me, something other than Charles’s wife and a mother of three.

      From the sofa, Denise stood and tapped her watch, motioning for me to get a move on. I fidgeted with my dress, then shifted my weight from one foot to the other. Denise picked up a pastry, held it in the air, and then gave me the thumbs up.

      She was trying to be funny or perhaps kind, but I did not find it amusing or endearing. I’d confided in her how the afternoon before I had everything set to bake cookies, two cakes and even a banana loaf, because that was Charles’s favorite. Well, you know the saying about good intentions? The kitchen was a disaster, and my dear husband was less than pleased when he arrived home.

      Although, it wasn’t just on account of the mess.

      His mother had driven in to bring an outfit she’d sewn for the baby and found the house filled with smoke and me asleep on the sofa.

      “Dear God, Grace,” she chided, shaking me awake. “What have you done?”

      “I—I—” I mumbled, carefully sitting up. I was still a bit tender from childbirth, especially if I moved too quickly. “I must have dozed off.”

      “You left the oven on.”

      Phillip began to cry. She gathered the baby in her arms and rocked him from side to side. “Something’s burning.”

      I wiped the sleep from my eyes. “It’s just the coconut cake.”

      “Good God,” she said, checking Phillip over. When she was finished, she shook her head, looking down at me with disbelief. “What are you trying to do? Kill your whole family?”
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      I’m on five-minute checks. That’s as low as they go. I don’t know what happens below that threshold, but I’m told they increase in five-minute increments with good behavior. I’m still sitting at five because, as the nurse explains, that’s what my orders say. She’s not the same woman who showed me to this room. The nurse says that was an administrator.

      There’s an awful lot to learn about who is who and what is what, which is pretty hard to do when you’re confined to one room. I don’t even know who writes the orders, but the nurse assures me everything will get sorted out soon enough.

      One can only hope.

      In the meantime, every five minutes, a nurse or an orderly will unlock the door, peek his or her head in and call out, “Five minute check.”

      I don’t know why they can’t simply look through the small window on the door, but I try not to ask too many questions. They really don’t like that.

      Besides, if I were going to ask a question, it wouldn’t be that one. I’d ask about Phillip. I’d ask whether Alice was with him. He’d been in the hospital for three days by the time they brought me here, plenty of time for my sister to come. Maybe they were letting her hold him.

      Hopefully, he was out of the isolette by now. Maybe he’d take a bottle for her. He never did for me. Charles’s parents arrived less than six hours after Phillip was admitted to the hospital. I was sitting by his isolette when they got there. Not long after that, the doctors wouldn’t let me back into the nursery, they said on account of the investigation. I guess since additional family had arrived to sit at his bedside, the doctors didn’t feel the need to bend whatever rules they’d bent so that Phillip wouldn’t be alone.

      After everything happened, and with the rest of my family missing, I spent a few nights by myself at home, sleeping on the sofa, but mostly I didn’t sleep at all. I waited for news and paced the house, wearing the shag carpet thin. I treaded up and down the long hallway where our family photos were displayed, mostly praying. With every passing hour, my worst fears grew closer and closer, until I was concerned that I might really be losing it. Everything got worse once the sun went down.

      They called off the search every evening at dusk. I thought of Eleanor. She didn’t have her bunny, and she wouldn’t sleep without him. I thought of Toby and how he was probably trying to be brave. I thought of how I should have said no. I should have told Charles I was tired. There was too much going on, perhaps another time. But I didn’t. I’d already caused enough trouble as it was, and I knew he missed the old me, the fun and agreeable wife I’d once been. I wanted to make him happy. Was he?

      In the days that followed, I took taxis back and forth to the hospital each day. They wouldn’t let me stay, given Phillip was in the neonatal nursery. They don’t have adult-sized beds there, and they were adamant that visiting hours had to be maintained. I don’t know if that was the truth. I’d only ever been in the hospital to deliver a baby, and this was nothing like that.
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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