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Lychhurst Hospital: June, 1988

 

Bree Thorne trudged behind her mother up the walkway to Lychhurst Hospital, fists clenched at her sides in resentment. She was ten years old. Too old to go to Lychhurst Little Folks, the daycare her mom started running last year. Why couldn’t she go to Grandma’s house instead? Or even stay home alone while Mom was working? She could take care of herself. She even knew how to use the stove to make Top Ramen.

“Come on, Bree,” Mom called. “I don’t want to be late.”

The worried look in Mom’s green eyes gave Bree a pang of guilt and she quickened her pace.

The old hospital was a mishmash of different styles as it had been remodeled and expanded over the ages. The gray slate roofs were conical over some towers, gabled in others, and had those Addams Family roofs in others. Big smokestacks protruded behind a wing on the left and the center was dominated by a clock tower like in Back to The Future. The chipped, faded, reddish brick walls were covered with crawling ivy on some of the wide wings, and dingy with moss in others.

Bree tried to think of something nice to say. “This place looks spooky.”

Mom gave her a small smile, knowing how much her daughter admired all things creepy. “It does, doesn’t it? Lychhurst was built back in 1844 and has a long history. Some of it is kinda scary. If you’re good today, maybe we can learn more about it.”

“Is it haunted?” Bree asked eagerly.

“Without a doubt. All hospitals have ghosts,” Mom said cheerfully, then suddenly went serious. “The daycare definitely doesn’t have any, though.”

To Bree’s disappointment, the inside of the hospital didn’t match the creepy outside. Instead, the hallway they entered resembled the ones in the boring soap operas Mom taped on the VCR to watch when she got off work. White walls, light blue wainscotting, yellowish linoleum floors, and boring paintings of flowers on the walls.

The stupid daycare was worse. The walls were covered with cheery murals of fairytale figures gamboling through flowery fields and forests; some looked like they’d been painted by her mom.

The main room had a mini playhouse in one corner, craft tables in another, shelves full of blue padded mats for naptime, and a wall of cubbies just like in her fourth-grade classroom. Another shelf held various toys, dolls, and stuffed animals. One clown doll looked ancient and somehow malevolent. Bree couldn’t help shuddering in revulsion at the sight of it.

“Miss Kayla!” a mass of little kids cried out with exuberance before they flocked around Bree’s mom.

Bree’s shoulders slumped in dejection. This summer was going to suck.

A boy her age met her eyes and gave her a sideways smirk, like he understood how lame this babyish place was. Bree gave him a matching cynical smile as she wove through the mass of kids laying claim to her mother and made her way to his side.

“I’m Bree Thorne.” She held out her hand. “Miss Kayla is my mom.”

“Jeff Tanner.” Jeff high-fived her. “My mom works in the records room. I’m glad to see you. I thought it was just going to be me and Rani Sharma stuck here for the summer.”

“Rani?” Bree asked.

“Yeah. Her mom’s a doctor. She’s in the playhouse. Come on.” He tugged her arm.

The brown playhouse was wonderfully dim inside, a welcome change from the glaring brightness of the playroom. Rani sat inside with a sketchbook on her lap. She had umber brown skin and long legs with dinosaur Band-Aids on her knees. She grinned at Jeff and peered at Bree curiously.
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