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I





THE RAIN WAS RELENTLESS. 

A storm had rolled in; its presence postponing the afternoon’s planned game of croquet. From the reading room, Dee pressed his forehead against the window and stared out at the lawn. Croquet hoops were stuck steadfast in the soggy ground. A croquet ball and stick—missed when Nurse Piggy supervised the patients packing up—lay by the rose garden. Rain had set in, casting a gloomy gray shroud over the estate. 

Behind him, the others whiled away the time in the reading room, the gentle plop, plop, plop of raindrops falling into tin pails placed under leaks in the ceiling. Every so often one of them would get up, take up a full pail, tip it out the window, then return it, empty, to fill back up again. 

Soggy, threadbare carpets squelched whenever patients walked over them as they moved around the tables and armchairs scouring the bookshelves. 

Professor H., an elderly gentleman who used to teach chemistry at Oxford, sat in one corner of the room, beside a pile of old books. Taking the top one, the Professor opened it, skimmed through the pages, selected just the right one, then tore it from the book, discarding the book on the floor. Then he folded the page, creating a little origami hat and placing it with all the other little hats he had created from pages of books in the library. No one knew what had happened to Professor H., and it was an unspoken rule never to ask him. You could see something in his eyes in the rare moments he stopped and looked up; his suffering was evident. They only knew a great tragedy had befallen him and, to protect himself, he found peace in making these little hats. If you wanted to talk to him, or if he wanted to talk to you, Professor H. required you to wear one of the hats. He would choose which hat you would wear. You didn’t get to make that choice. 

Dee forgot about the rain outside. He now watched as Professor H. picked up another book and repeated the process, skimming for just the right page, then tearing it out. The book would land with a thud on the floor, and another little hat would be created and placed with the others. 

A woman named Chessie lay on the large oak table in the middle of the library. Flat on her back, her mouth wide open, trying to catch the water dripping from the ceiling. Chessie was in her thirties, and, according to her, she was a cat in human form. No one could deny her claim; just by looking at her, you could see her feline style. Her eyes were always smudged with coal from the fireplace, as Chessie would apply the substance with her finger around each eye, with a flick at each end, turning her amber eyes into a more catlike shape. Her salt-and-pepper hair always slicked back into a ponytail, so when she walked, it looked like a cat’s tail, swishing and twitching. She was short and lithe, fast on her feet, and ever so quiet—she could appear out of nowhere without making a sound, which was very unsettling to Mouse, the youngest of the patients. 

Mouse, being a very nervous girl who avoided everyone, would linger closest to the exit, hyperalert and ready to run if someone so much as looked in her direction. 

Just then, the library door opened slightly and Mouse’s tiny, pinched face peered around the corner before disappearing again just as quickly, the sounds of scuffling in the hallway indicating Mouse was running back to her room. 

Chessie let her head roll to her right, her catlike eyes locking onto Dee, where he stood by the window. Her lips curled slightly into a smile. Dee knew that look. He’d seen it a hundred times before; Chessie was bored, and she wanted to play. Without a sound, Chessie was up and off the table, swiftly moving to the now open library door. As she disappeared down the hall, her tail gave a little excited flick. 

Dee’s gaze returned to the window. Thick, heavy rain fell. The roses seemed to cower from the unrelenting downpour; petals bruising and stems buckling under the weight. Doctor Heartford would not be happy when she saw her roses being ruined. 

A gruff voice drew the attention of Dee and Professor H. Standing there in the library was Matron Beckswith, or Duchess, as they called her. A short and cranky woman, her ugly inner matched her ugly outer. Also pompous, the woman looked down on everyone in W Ward. Next to her was her partner in antagonizing, Nurse Adams, or Nurse Piggy; due to her upturned snout, jowls, and small beady eyes. That and she grunted every time Duchess said something cruel to the patients. Neither of them was liked, they were barely tolerated. 

“We have a new patient.” Duchess began. 

“Just came in today.” Nurse Piggy added. 

“I shouldn’t have to remind you all to play nice. This one is…special. Doctor Heartford has her down as a priority patient. So, she is only here for a little while.” Duchess smirked. 

“A little while.” All the priority patients were here for “a little while.” The priority patients under Doctor Heartford would come in, and a week later they would be wheeled out of the ward to never be seen or heard of again. 

Dee’s brother had been a priority patient. 

Dee’s brother was told that he was special and that he needed priority treatment. But his brother refused. The only way his brother would agree to Doc’s advice was on condition that Dee would also stay with him on the W Ward. When his brother failed to return to the ward following a treatment session, Duchess informed Dee his brother had been “moved to another facility for a new treatment that Doctor Heartford cannot provide here. It would be best you remain with us, so when he returns, which will be soon, he will have his brother by his side.” 
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