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DEDICATION


For the entire Asylum team at HarperCollins
and for fans of the series, old and new.





EPIGRAPH


“I am not an angel,” I asserted; “and I will not be one till I die: I will be myself.”

—CHARLOTTE BRONTË, Jane Eyre

I am not made like any of those I have seen. I venture to believe that I am not made like any of those who are in existence. If I am not better, at least I am different.

—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU
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He hadn’t wanted to be the first. Even the silence of this room sounded like screaming, the scrape of a footstep or the shrill cry of his own doubts in his head, magnifying until he was deafened. It was a good thing to be the first, the warden had assured him. It was an honor. After all, the warden had been waiting for him—for the right person—for such a very long time. Wouldn’t Ricky just be a good boy and cooperate? This was special. To be the first, to be Patient Zero, was a privilege.

But, still, he didn’t want to be the first. This room was cold and lonely, and somehow he knew in his marrow, in the wellspring of his humanity, that to be Patient Zero was bad. Very bad.

To be Patient Zero meant losing himself, not to death, but to something much worse.
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Brookline, 1968

Three weeks previous

They brought him silently into the little room. Ricky had been down this road before, only the last time it was at Victorwood in the Hamptons, and he had gone willingly. This was “retreat” number three. It was starting to get annoying.

He hung his head, staring at the floor, putting on the performance of a lifetime. Did he feel remorseful? Not even a little bit, but he wanted out of this place. Brookline Hospital. It might have been a loony bin, but it sounded as pompous and stupid as the retreat centers. He didn’t want anything to do with it.

“I need to see my parents,” he said. Talking made them grip his arms more tightly. One of the orderlies pulled a restraining mask into view, and Ricky didn’t need to put on an act to look shocked. “Whoa, hey, there’s no need for that. I just want to talk to my mom. You gotta understand, there’s been some kind of mistake. If I could just talk to her—”

“Okay, kid. Sure. A mistake.” The orderly chuckled. He was taller and stronger than Ricky, and bucking against him was futile. “We don’t want to hurt you, Rick. We’re trying to help you.”

“But my mother—”

“We’ve heard that one before. A thousand times.”

He had a nice voice, this orderly. Gentle. Kind. It was always like that—sweet voices saying sweet things, covering up dark, mean intentions. Those voices wanted to change him. Sometimes he was even tempted to let them.

“I need to see my parents,” he repeated calmly. It was hard to sound anything but terrified when he was being hauled into a cell in a place he didn’t know. A cell in an asylum. “Please, just let me talk to them. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I think I really can make them understand.”

“That’s all over now,” the orderly said. “Now we’re going to take care of you. Your parents will come get you when you’re feeling better.”

“Warden Crawford is the best,” the other man said. His voice was just as warm, but his gaze was cold as he stared at—through—Ricky. Like Ricky wasn’t there at all, or if he was, he was just a speck of dirt.

“He really is the best,” the taller orderly added mechanically.

Ricky fought them at that. He had heard those words before, about other doctors, other “specialists.” It was code. It was all code, everything these people in “resorts” and hospitals said. They never said what they really had in mind, which was that he would never get out, never be free, until he became a different person altogether. The taller, stronger orderly on his right swore under his breath, struggling to hold on to Ricky’s arm and reach for something out of Ricky’s view.

The room was cold, chilled from the spring rain outside, and the lights were too bright, bleached and pale like the rest of the room. The outdoors had never felt farther away. Maybe it was just a few feet to the wall, and then a few inches of brick, but the free air may as well have been on the other side of a mile of concrete.
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“This is your choice,” the orderly said with a grunting sigh. “You make the choices here on how we treat you, Rick.”

Ricky knew that wasn’t true, so he fought harder, tossing his weight from side to side, trying to smash his forehead into one of them and break their grip. Their voices became far-off almost the second the needle slid into his arm, pricking harder than usual, biting deep into the vein.

“I just want to see them,” Ricky was saying, crumpling slowly to the linoleum. “I can make them understand.”

“Of course you can. But you should rest now. Your parents will be back to see you before you know it.”

Soothing words. Nonsense. The details of the room blurred. The bed and the window and the desk all became similar blobs of milky gray. Ricky let himself go fully into the dark, the oncoming numbness almost a relief from the knot of fear and betrayal winding tight in his gut.

Mom and Butch must be already on the road back to Boston. Long gone, long gone. He’d always talked his way out before, and he knew he could do it again if he just had a minute alone with his mother.

“He’ll be all right here, won’t he?” his mother had asked. The Cadillac rolled smoothly up the hill to the hospital, rain beating relentlessly, rhythmically, like tiny toy soldier drums on the windows. “It doesn’t look anything like Victorwood . . . Maybe this is too extreme.”
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“How many more times, Kathy? He’s a freak. Violent. He’s a goddamn—”

“Don’t say it.”

It had felt like a dream then, but it felt even more like one now. At first he’d been so sure they were just taking him back to Victorwood, a home for “wayward” boys like him. The staff there were chumps, pushovers, and as soon as he’d had enough of the place, it had taken only a few tearful calls to get his mother racing up the manicured drive, her own eyes filled with tears as she welcomed him into a hug. But they hadn’t been taking him to Victorwood this time. Somewhere along the way they had turned off, changed course. That Next Time Will Mean Real Consequences moment that Butch liked to reference was finally upon them.

Damn. He shouldn’t have let himself get caught with Martin like that. Butch had finally made good on his threats. The long, angry car ride to the hospital, to Brookline, had been punishment enough, and the whole time Ricky was thinking they wouldn’t really do it. They wouldn’t really commit him.

And now here he was, slipping into unconsciousness far away from home, with two strangers hauling him onto a thin mattress and his last clear thoughts: They did it. This time they really did it. They’re locking me up and they’re not coming back.
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He stared at the ceiling for hours and hours, his hands folded tightly over his stomach. His voice felt scratchy from yelling at the orderlies and then, when that hadn’t worked, from humming to himself to try to stave off some of the anxiety. Now he was quiet. The tips of his fingers were so cold, he worried they might just freeze and grow brittle and break off.

That cold had set in the second they came through the doors of the hospital, and it had been his first warning. The yard surrounding Brookline was pretty and well-kept, a sturdy black fence the only indication that the freedom to come and go depended on your status as patient or parent. Brown brick buildings chased along in a U shape next to the hospital. They stood out because they were of a totally different construction than the hospital, dark and old and collegiate. Disheveled young men in sweater vests and corduroys ambled from one building to the next—students preparing to leave for their summer vacations, Ricky would later learn.

Next to those old buildings, Brookline was pure white. Clean. Even the grass had been clipped to a perfectly even height. It had felt fake under his shoes, he remembered that. And there were patients outside in the garden, backs bent, meticulously deadheading the flowers and pruning the hedges while orderlies in crisp uniforms looked on.
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It was all pristine and picture-perfect, until you stepped inside, and that cold hit you like a jolt of electricity.

Drowsy as he was, Ricky was certain that he would never get a wink of real rest in this place, not even if they gave him another one of those sedative shots. He kept nodding off and snapping awake again, sure that someone was on the other side of his door, listening in. And his uneasy sleep was broken by a sudden scream in the night. (He assumed it was night—it was difficult to tell in the shuttered cell.)

His limbs were leaden as he pushed into a sitting position. The scream came again, and then again, forcing him fully awake. He drew up and shuffled to the door, pressing himself against the frigid surface. Ricky’s hand slipped lower, coming to rest on the handle; he was shocked when it gave under that little bit of pressure. This couldn’t be. He wouldn’t be allowed to wander the halls of Brookline alone. He could tell from his strong-armed welcome that this wasn’t that kind of place. Had the orderlies screwed up and forgotten to lock him in? It was dark and still in the hallway, with no nurses or orderlies in sight, no other patients, no signs of life whatsoever except a thrum like a heartbeat that drummed low and slow from beneath his feet. Maybe it was the pipes or an old-timey furnace, grumbling below like an ancient, slumbering beast. The root of the building. Its core. The living, beating heart of the asylum.

Ricky wandered down the corridor to the staircase, his bare feet as icy-cold as the floor. A milky light filled the whole place, illuminating the steps as he padded down to the first-floor landing. The beating heart called to him, steady, and he followed. He didn’t feel safe, exactly. More like reckless. What could they do, kick him out? It wasn’t his fault those idiots had left his door unbolted.

Also—and he knew this was weird—the deep bum-bah-bum of the asylum’s heartbeat gave him courage. It almost felt comforting.

It wasn’t until he reached the lobby that his anxiety returned. He had sat here just hours earlier watching Butch fill out the paperwork while his mother wept.

“Won’t you miss me?” he had murmured, giving his mom huge, childlike eyes.

“Honey . . .” She’d almost gone for it, her lip quivering as she stared at him.

“No, not this again.” Butch had finalized it, broken the spell. And Ricky hated him for it.

Now he could feel the dread and the disbelief of that moment rise up harder and stronger, blasting over him like a wave intent on drowning him. He hurried over to the doors that led outside, thinking for a wild second that he’d be better off making a break for it than trying to get ahold of his mom on the phone, but his luck from before ran out—these were definitely locked.

The heart—or the furnace, whatever the hell was making that noise—called more insistently, and he followed once more, but reluctantly this time. “Nowhere to Run” came to mind: the song, the idea. The sound that was emanating from the basement was like the baseline of that song, climbing, driving, dark, and infectious.

Nowhere to run . . .

He was in a part of the asylum he didn’t recognize. That wasn’t exactly a surprise. He hadn’t even been here a full day. The lobby was behind him, and ahead, offices and storage rooms lined a narrow hall that disappeared into a yawning mouth of darkness. An arch. An arch that led down.
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So down he went, into the colder and colder depths, feeling the rough stones on the walls, smelling the wormy, wet-earth scent that permeated the basement. The stairs seemed to go on forever, and that steady bum-bah-bum roared louder, reverberating until it was part of him, interwoven with his dread, interwoven with the brick and mortar itself. The pipes rattled, creaked, sudden taps inside of them making him wonder if they were about to burst open any second.

Searching. He was searching now, he realized, desperate to find not a phone or an exit but the source of the heartbeat.

Ricky followed the drumming all the way to a long, tall corridor, the ceiling so high above him it may as well have been empty sky. Something scratched at his back, but when he turned to look, there was nothing there. That’s when he realized he must be dreaming—when what felt like sharp human nails scored through his shirt and burned against his skin, and still nothing was there. He was alone in the hall.

He gritted his teeth against the pain and pressed on toward the heartbeat, passing windowless doors on either side of him that were shut and locked. In the nightmare he knew they would be, but he tried each one anyway. He was suddenly sure that the screaming he’d heard earlier had been coming from this hallway. That someone behind the far door on the right had been crying out so loudly that he could hear it all the way in his room, and the heartbeat had been guiding him straight to the source.

And when he reached the final door on the right? It was open like his. More negligence, surely. He had to go inside, escape the claws scraping at his back and find the heartbeat thundering in his ears. It was his own heartbeat now, his own pulsing fear.

He stopped outside the door and peered in, the scratching nails inside him now, tearing up his stomach and crawling up his throat. There was no scream and no heartbeat, just silence. Then he saw her. A little girl stood in the empty room, her nightgown tattered and soiled. She turned a slow circle, around and around, but every angle Ricky caught was just long, dirty hair.

There was no face beneath the hair but somehow he felt her eyes. Her eyes were there, watching, measuring . . . He was part of this place now. He had been seen.
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He was feeling more like himself by morning, rising with “Nowhere to Run” stuck in his head. It was all just an anxiety dream, he decided. There was no way he had actually left his room in the middle of the night.

Just to make sure, he checked the bottoms of his feet. Clean. That was a bigger relief than he wanted to admit.

It was back to plan A: finding a telephone. His parents—or at least his mother—would return for him and soon. She couldn’t live without her sweet little Baby Bear. She would come back for him, with or without Butch, because she was too weak and fragile not to. That wasn’t an insult, it was just the truth. She couldn’t handle her life without him, not daily decisions, not major responsibilities, not any of it.

And damn. He had almost gotten her, there in the lobby, but Butch had had to ruin it. It was why she had remarried so soon after his real father disappeared. After a year, the courts granted her a divorce based on “abandonment” and Butch was already in their lives by then, like he was just chomping at the bit, waiting to take his dad’s place. She couldn’t be on her own. She couldn’t be accountable for anything. Ricky didn’t know if he hated his mother, but he certainly didn’t like her.

Still. Blood might be thinner than water, in his opinion, but it would win him his freedom in the end.

Soon he would be back in Boston, back in his room, surrounded by his posters of Paul and John, surrounded by his clothes and his things, his books and his baseball cards. He’d probably even get the Biscayne back—his real ticket to freedom, which he’d barely had time to take advantage of before this string of glorified time-outs.

Ricky could already picture it: windows down, music up, the spring wind carrying the glorious scent of hamburgers and hot dogs sizzling on dozens of suburban grills. . . . Mom at least had let him have one last hamburger yesterday before they made it here, but Butch had refused to turn the radio to anything but baseball results.

A short, shy knock came at the door. Ricky sat up in bed and then swung his legs over the edge, running both hands through his rumpled hair as the door opened and a kind-faced, red-haired nurse stepped inside.

“Hello? I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

Ricky snorted, standing and leaning against the bed. “Is that what passes for a joke around here?”

She wasn’t pretty, necessarily. More like harmless. Clean. And about as sharp in the corners as an origami crane. She stared at him, obviously bewildered.

“Oh. No. I wasn’t making a joke.” She held her clipboard tight to her chest. “I’m Nurse Ash, and I’ll be overseeing your care here at Brookline.”

“Ash. Nurse Ash. Huh. That’s a fittingly macabre name for this charming little dungeon.”

Her expression went blank and she shrugged, looking down at her notes.

“I won’t fuss if it helps you to have a sense of humor about all this,” she said, almost breezily. “We’re going to have to get to know each other, and I prefer my patients cheerful, if at all possible. Cooperative, at the very least.”

“Aye, aye,” he said with a salute. Usually he was dealing with buttoned-up counselors glaring at him behind spectacles, but maybe he could have a bit of fun with this one. She was closer to his age, surprisingly young for a nurse. If he played his cards right, she might be his friend, and a friend might be able to help him place a phone call to his mother. “And how do you run the Good Ship Loony Bin. Is it a tight ship or a loose one?”

It never hurt to use a little flirtation when making friends, even if that approach had fallen flat with the dusty old psychologists he was normally assigned.

“I know this must be difficult for you, seeing as how you . . .” Nurse Ash scrutinized her notes, which included the paperwork from Butch. Her sentence trailed off, and he could just about pinpoint the instant she located the exact reasons for his being there. After his name (Carrick Andrew Desmond, although nobody but his grandmother and Butch when he was angry called him Carrick), his age, his weight, and his date of birth, there would have been whatever euphemism Butch had picked for his problem this time.

The last two times, he’d also cited “violent outbursts” on these applications. But that was just the one time, and really, Butch deserved the fork that got flung at his head for the things he was calling Ricky.

“Seeing as how I got caught in bed with the neighbor boy. Or I should say, young man. I’m not that much of a pervert.”

“You’re not a pervert at all, Mr. Desmond,” Nurse Ash said flatly. Huh. That was new. “I don’t like words like that. They don’t do anything but shame. Treatment is not about shame.”

Maybe she really was different. He doubted it, but anything was possible.

“You shock me, Nurse Ash. But in the very best of ways.”

She smiled then and it almost made her pretty. “Please let me know if you have any trouble settling in. Accommodating to life here can be”—the nurse bit down on her lip, hesitating—“perplexing.”

“Oh, trust me, nothing I can’t handle. I was born to jailers.” Possibly an overstatement.

As she moved to go, she frowned, shaking her head. “I’m afraid life must have been very unfair for you so far.” But that was an understatement.

“I’m afraid it’s very unfair for everyone.”

“I’ll check in with you again shortly,” she said, trotting to the door. She seemed to turn away from him quickly, perhaps to hide the blush creeping down her neck.

He was feeling even better, downright smug, when a familiar girl’s scream cut through the silence. The door shut hard and locked with a click, and Ricky’s smile vanished. That wasn’t just the scream of someone gripped by madness. It was a shriek of pain.
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Breakfast occurred at seven. Lunch at noon. Predictable. Regimented. When Ricky asked the sharp-faced nurse escorting him to lunch what he could expect to eat, she shook her head and said with a humorless chuckle, “Soup and bread, Mr. Desmond, soup and bread. You’ll learn.”

She wasn’t as nice or as quick to blush as Nurse Ash.

Breakfast had been soft porridge and eggs (not quite scrambled, and not quite real, he suspected, but powdered). Nothing one could possibly choke on. He guessed that was the reason behind the soup and bread, too.

He ate his lunch in observant silence, his eyes scanning the “cafeteria,” which seemed to be a large, multipurpose room with a gated corridor to the kitchens and an arched doorway to the main hospital hall that also could be shut up and locked if necessary. White. Everything was white and blisteringly clean. It was clean enough to eat off the floors in here, but luckily they hadn’t made him do that.

Rain drummed against the walls; he could hear it distantly, a reminder that life continued on while his stalled inside Brookline.

The soup draining off his spoon was the color of diluted blood. At one point it had probably resembled a hardy vegetable soup, but it had been watered down and reconstituted to a tepid, tomato-flavored water with the occasional chunk of celery. Setting down his spoon, Ricky watched a few other patients file into the room. They were brought in shifts; his table was already full, and now the bench directly behind him was filling up.

[image: images]

It was like high school, only these weren’t cliques choosing their own little spheres. They weren’t even talking. The other patients were eating so quickly they might have been having their last meal, and Ricky hurried to finish his soup, figuring they knew something he didn’t. Nurses stood at opposite ends of the long, white tables wearing identical expressions as their eyes roamed the room.

At the table in front of him, an elderly woman sat elbow to elbow with a short-haired girl who looked like she wanted to glance over her shoulder, maybe to catch his eye. But each time she started to turn, she glanced first at the nurses and thought better of it.

Ricky scraped the last of the soup out of the bowl and crammed half of the stale roll in his mouth. The nurses began walking down the bench behind them, tapping each patient on the shoulder, their signal to leave. A big, broad-shouldered hulk down the bench from Ricky hesitated, taking an extra second to eat some soup.

“Dennis.”

She clapped, once, and Ricky watched wide-eyed as the giant man scrambled up off the bench, hanging his head as if he were a kid caught with his hand in a candy jar. Whatever the nurses did here to keep their patients in line, it was clearly working.


When the rain stopped they were marched outside for “work hour.”

Ricky stood in the grass and stared up at the dull sky, letting records play in his head. Otis, Stevie, Smokey . . . All the records he could only play when he was home alone. His parents hated his taste in music, especially Butch.

Ricky wrinkled his nose as Nurse Ash appeared in the yard, carrying a basket filled with gardening gloves. Yeah, this felt about right. Chore duty usually landed heaviest on his shoulders when Butch came home early from work and caught him playing Smokey Robinson’s latest on full blast. On Butch’s hi-fi, no less.

I won’t have any of that goddamn noise in my house, a man wants peace and quiet when he gets home.

Oh, Butch, I really don’t think my mother would appreciate that kind of language in this house—

Outside, Carrick. Now!

Nurse Ash didn’t scream at him as she handed him a pair of gloves. She was still as neat and tidy as the other nurses, but now Ricky noticed her hair looked wilder under her hat, not clipped or curled or rolled into a perfect bun.

“What am I supposed to do with these?” he asked wryly.

“Put them on your hands, I imagine,” Nurse Ash responded, equally dry.

He smirked. “I figured out that much, but . . .” He nodded to the other patients, who had grabbed pairs of gloves and immediately peeled off to predetermined locations to begin work.

“Every day after lunch we have supervised gardening. We can’t let you have anything too sharp, obviously, but Warden Crawford thinks this kind of exercise is good for you. Why don’t you join Kay? She’s going to deadhead the azaleas.”

“Groovy,” he muttered. Before Nurse Ash could move down to the next patient, he said, “Look, do you think . . . Is there a way you could maybe put in a good word for me with that warden guy? I really need to talk to my mother. If I could just make a phone call, it would mean the world to me.”

Instead of rejecting his request outright, she calmly handed a pair of gloves to the patient after him.

Right when he’d resigned himself to being ignored, she asked, “Is something the matter?”

Ricky’s guffaw was so loud it startled everyone in the yard. All eyes were on him as he cleared his throat and lowered his head, trying to shake off their attention. “I don’t belong here,” he said, softer. “Look at me. Can’t you tell? I’m not . . . one of these people. A crazy.”

She sighed. “Order, routine, discipline, and—yes, occasionally—correct medication. That’s what we do here. That’s what keeps our patients healthy. That’s what keeps them from harming themselves.” She paused and then said significantly, “Or others.”

Right. So maybe that incident was what had really landed him in Brookline. Maybe this had nothing—or little—to do with him and Martin.

“It was one time,” he whispered.

“Your stepfather had a fractured wrist,” she pointed out. “Try to get along here, Ricky. It’s for your own good. Order, discipline—”

“Yeah, I got it.”

Ricky yanked on the gloves and turned slightly, facing the driveway beyond the wrought-iron fence. A row of bushes, azaleas apparently, grew along the fence, outlining the borders of his prison in green and pink. A serious-looking and seriously strong male orderly guarded the gate itself while the girl Nurse Ash had pointed out knelt next to one of the azalea bushes. The morning mist that should have dissipated by now hung like a wreath of smoke around the fence, a ghost spread across the entire yard.

He made his way toward the girl but kept his eyes on the gate. Ricky briefly considered rushing the guard, but between the sedative, the eggs, and the watery tomato soup, he didn’t exactly have much energy for tackling.

“You can stop looking at the road,” the girl said when he reached her. He hadn’t noticed her watching him. Her eyes were still on the azaleas. “Nobody’s coming for us.”

“Not yet, anyway.” The yard sloped down toward her and the bushes. As he knelt beside her, recognition dawned—she was the girl who had tried to scope him out during lunch. She was black and her hair was cut short, unevenly, but even the bald patches couldn’t take away the fact that she was a looker. Tall, slender, managing to look poised even in the baggy, sack-like shirt and trousers they’d given her to wear.

He rested his knees in the mud and started picking at the flowers, even though there weren’t any that were obviously dead. “What happened to your hair?”

“They make me cut it short, so I tear it out sometimes instead.” She said it softly, sadly. Her voice was gentle and low, as if someone were sleeping nearby. Ricky had met a few New Yorkers at Victorwood and Hillcrest, and he could hear a similar influence in her accent, though he couldn’t be sure. “Order and discipline aren’t really my style. Never seen you here before.”

“I’m new,” Ricky replied. He stopped his picking, turning fully toward her. “My name’s Rick, or Ricky. Carrick, actually, but only when I’m in trouble.”

That made her smile. “Kay. I guess we both like to keep it short and sweet.”

“And you’re here for what? Tearing your hair out?”

“No, that’s just my one little rebellion. I try not to draw too much attention to myself,” she said, pausing and wiping the back of her hand across her forehead. When she rested back on her thighs Ricky could tell she was even taller than him, by a few inches. “You might’ve noticed, but anybody gets caught talking too much or out of turn and they’re disciplined. Still, we find our ways.” She pointed to his right, where Nurse Ash was supervising an old patient who didn’t seem to be working so much as admiring the tulip beds. He had grave scarring along one half of his neck. It was well healed but still gnarled and pink. “That’s Sloane. He’s convinced he can fly. Tried jumping off a few roofs until his kids got tired of scraping him off the pavement. Far as I can tell he’s been in here for forever. And that’s Angela,” Kay said, indicating a middle-aged woman tending to daffodils at the top of the hill. She didn’t look insane to Ricky, just bored. “Took her husband apart and tried to serve him to his stepmama.”

Ricky gave Angela another look, wide-eyed this time. “Really?”

Kay nodded. “He was beating her up for years. Cops wouldn’t do anything to help because he was one of them. Makes you sick to think about.”

“God, that’s awful. Shouldn’t she be in prison?”

“Maybe a judge went easy on her. I don’t know her whole life story,” Kay explained nonchalantly.

“That still leaves you . . .”

“And you,” Kay replied.

“Uh-huh, but I asked first,” Ricky said, enjoying this little game.

“I didn’t have to give you all that information. It’s hard to get answers around here, you know. Hard to even talk without getting in trouble. Took me a month just to get a word out of Angela during work hour.”

Then he was lucky she was talking to him at all, and in an almost friendly way. Looking away, he shrugged and said, “That’s fair. I like other boys. Well, I like girls, too. I don’t really have a preference, and that’s the problem, I guess.”

“According to your parents,” Kay said in her soft voice.

“According to pretty much everyone.” He studied her for a moment before saying slowly, “But not you.”

“No. Not me.” She clenched her jaw, and together they watched Nurse Ash finally tug Sloane off the gate and urge him back up the shallow hill toward Brookline’s entrance. He still couldn’t make out her exact accent. It sounded like she had polished the rough edges off whatever it was. “Is that it? You do something else?”

“Not really,” Ricky lied. She didn’t need to know about the one bad time he’d lost his temper. About his stepfather’s fractured wrist.

“They tried to put my auntie in some hospital in California for that. I almost ended up there, too. Thank God we moved back to New York before they could get that idea in their heads. Some terrible things went on in that place. They wouldn’t even tell me all of it, said it was too much for a child’s mind. Shame they didn’t think putting me in here would be too much. I guess no horror stories get told about this place.”

Ricky shivered. The previous “resorts” his parents had tried were horrible in their own way. Even so, he had occasionally enjoyed tricking the staff there and finding ways to get around. It was like a game. He still thought Brookline could be a game, too, once he got the hang of it.

“So you’re like me?” he asked, trying not to think too hard about how long he might be at the hospital. He didn’t think he could stand being here for a month.

Kay laughed at that, glancing at him sideways. “I’m not sure I would put it like that.”

“So what then? Do you want me to guess?”

“I wouldn’t make you do that.” Kay chewed her lip. It was rough and worn, as if she resorted to chewing it quite a lot. “And I should take pity on you, seeing as how you’ve been talking to me like I’m a lady.”

Ricky blinked. “Because . . . you are one.”

She chuckled, rolling her eyes. “You really think so?”

“Is this some kind of trick question?” he asked, his face suddenly warm. “I mean, you are,” Ricky insisted.

“I wasn’t always that way.”

That was something to think over, but not now. He didn’t like to be on the back foot in a conversation, didn’t like feeling foolish. He took what he hoped passed for a casual glance at her. “Well, you’ve looked like a girl as long as I’ve known you.” That got a short laugh. “You sort of have that Diana Ross look going on, it’s nice.”

“Diana Ross . . . ,” Kay whispered it, staring past Ricky, her eyes becoming slightly unfocused. “That would be nice, wouldn’t it? Only she wasn’t born Daniel Ross, was she?”

“Miss Ross and I aren’t exactly on a first-name basis,” Ricky said lightly.

“Kay is short for Keith.”

Kay waited, watching, smiling wider the longer the silence went on, like she was used to this. After a moment Ricky nodded. He just nodded. What else was there to do? He understood and it seemed like she had more to say.

“My parents are both beanpoles, and my pops couldn’t grow a beard if his life depended on it, all that’s lucky for me.” She laughed, wistfully, shaking her head. “My brother found out I was hopping a train to Baltimore. Ratted me out. I heard about a doctor there that helps out girls like me. Guess that was for nothing now.”

“That’s why they keep cutting your hair here?” he asked.

Kay nodded, smoothing her long fingers over her patchy hair. “Before they put me in here it was so nice and long. Wish you could have seen it.”

“What’s in Baltimore?”

“An open mind or two,” she murmured. “I was afraid, you know, and I didn’t really want to leave home, but what else can you do? You have to grow up, I guess, or try to.”
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