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    Dedication




    To all my amazing little love monkeys,


    you humble me every day with your amazingness!




    ...




    “Ever drifting down the stream—


    Lingering in the golden gleam—


    Life, what is it but a dream?”




    ~ Lewis Carroll


  




  

    Clarity




    Evelyn




    SITTING IN THE LOBBY OF AGNEWS, The Great Asylum for the Insane, I could hear my father whispering to the doctor. I couldn’t make out the words, but I could imagine what they were.




    “You need to fix our daughter so she can marry. We have found her a husband who is willing to indulge her eccentricities to a degree, but no man wants to be saddled with an insane wife.”




    Mother sat next to me, sobbing into her handkerchief. She’d been sobbing all morning, even in the carriage where all and sundry could see her. Terrified of being the object of scandal, here she was, sitting in the lobby of a mental hospital, committing her psycho daughter. She must have felt she was in hell.




    As they took me to the back of the hospital, away from the eyes of my parents and anyone who might be visiting a loved one, they stripped me of every article of clothing. They took no care of the new morning gown my mother had purchased for me, but then again, I didn’t really care either; I hated that blasted thing—silly fripperies and useless undergarments that only served to stifle a woman’s need to breathe. In all honesty, I was thankful to be out of the damn things, but all that relief disappeared with the first blast of the hose. Ice-cold water pelted my skin, chilling me to the bone as they started to scrub me down with hard brushes.




    That is how my stay at Agnews began. Who would have known that, from then on, things would only grow worse.




    Dr. Johnson, the head of the hospital, and the other doctors tried everything they could to get me to admit I no longer saw demons and nightmarish creatures roaming the streets of San Francisco: ice baths, a multitude of medicines, and the occasional round of electric shock therapy. When I fought, they bound me. When I bit, they muzzled me like a dog. I tried to struggle against the bonds, but it was an utterly fruitless effort. So, I began to reserve my strength. I bottled my anger and fear inside me until the moment I could get free. But that was only in the daylight hours, when the doctors were present.




    At night, when the hospital staff was but a few nurses and orderlies, the true horror began.




    Demons—wearing white coats and crisp white hats—prowled the halls, searching for a patient who would serve as their evening’s entertainment. And from the moment I’d arrived, I seemed to be their favorite play toy, most likely because I was the only one to see them for what they really were. The first time I managed to sink my teeth into the flesh of one, I knew I wasn’t insane. The blood was sour, tainted, and I could taste the evil inside it.




    For two years this went on—my days spent being poked and prodded by the doctors trying to “cure” me and my nights bringing me to the brink of death, only to be denied any escape from the torture.




    “Hunter,” the demons would call me, cackling away as they plunged my bound body into the ice-filled water time and time again. Every chance given to me, I attempted to run, to flee this living hell in nothing but the dirty nightdress I wore, but they always caught me. Always.




    And then the day came.




    I sat in the procedure room, strapped to a wheelchair next to a tray of shiny silver tools. My hair was dirty, snarled, and stuck out around the leather straps of the muzzle buckled to my face. I felt my will shift and sink down, giving up all hope of ever leaving this place alive.
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