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  CHAPTER 1



“Let me out!”
“Shelly, calm down!”
“Let me outta here! I’m not crazy! Let go of me!”
“You’re only making this harder for yourself Shelly. Stop struggling!”
“I WILL NOT! Lemme go! I didn’t do anything! You can’t keep me here! I said stop it! NO!”
“This won’t hurt a bit Shelly; it’ll just be a sharp sting.”
“No! Stop! Stop it! Please… no… I can’t… I didn’t…” sigh…
The ceiling was an off-white colour and had yellowed in places due to age and damp. Light from the generous window caused the randomly flaked paint to cast curling shadows across the ceiling.  A banging noise could be heard coming from above while particles of dust, shaken loose by the vibration, drifted down through the cool air. The room was large and airy, with high ceilings and grey, vinyl flooring. It was furnished sparingly with only a single, iron framed bed, that was bolted to the floor. On the bed, lay a forlorn figure. Dressed in a faded white nightgown, hair loose and spilling over her shoulders, Shelly lay quietly on her back, her eyes open and her breathing measured. 
She tried to raise her right hand to brush the hair away from her cheek and realised that her arm was restrained. Her left arm, too, was tied down. She wiggled her feet - they were bound to the bed as well. She lifted her head and cautiously surveyed the room. The cracking render on the walls indicated the age of the building, as did the rusting bars positioned on the outside of the tall window. The window was open and, although the glass in the top half of the window was frosted and threaded with wires, it still allowed in the bright sunlight and slightly cheered the stark and barren atmosphere of the room. 
She turned her head the other way and saw a large steel door set heavily into the thick concrete wall. It was painted dark green and had a slot at eye height. There was a metal strip that would slide across the door on the outer side and there was also a flap at the bottom of the door. Shelly tugged again on her foot straps and felt the tight leather pinch her skin. She stopped struggling.
After a time, she again tugged gently at her hand restraints whilst at the same time acknowledging her rising urge to urinate. She clamped her pelvic muscles hard and lay still, and hoped that someone would soon come to check on her. Moments later, she heard footsteps outside the room. They echoed as though they were coming from down a long corridor. Louder and louder grew the sounds of several sets of feet, until they reached her door. There was a jangle of keys, then a scraping sound, while whoever was on the other side slid a key into the lock. The tumblers turned smoothly and resounded with a loud click, the sound reverberating in the large, spacious room. With a creak and a groan, the cumbersome door swung open, revealing a short, thin, middle-aged woman and two tall, heavy-set, older men who wore white uniforms. Shelly noticed that one of the men had a large, silver watch on his left arm. It was in stark contrast with the dark tribal tattoos that covered both his forearms. The trio came into the room and closed the door behind them. The men stood, guarding the door, their arms crossed and heads tilted back as they stared down their noses at the patient restrained on the bed.
“Hello Shelly, how are you this morning?” The woman asked, her voice deep and smooth as honey. With a friendly smile she walked over, sat down on the edge of the bed, and placed her hand on Shelly’s leg. Shelly flinched and with futile effort pulled at her straps, then lay back and stared at the ceiling.
“Shelly, my name is Doctor Cameron Matias - you can call me Cam. I am here to make sure that you settle into your new environment easily, and begin your treatment as soon as possible. I was here last night when you came in, but I fear that your introduction to the hospital may have been a little overwhelming. We had to sedate you, for your own safety of course. How are you feeling now?”
Shelly turned her head toward the Doctor and squinted at her in annoyance. “I’m actually doing fine Cam. Thanks for asking. I really need to pee though, so if you would untie me and show me to the nearest bathroom, I’d really appreciate it.” She rolled her eyes and turned her head toward the window.
“Now, now. There’s no need for that attitude Shelly. If you will cast your mind back, you are here under fairly serious charges, and I can guarantee you will be treated with a hell of a lot more consideration here than you would be in the local lockup. I can arrange for you to go to the bathroom if you promise not to cause trouble.”
“No, no trouble at all,” Shelly said irritably. She was beginning to squirm with her very pressing need to urinate. “Please, just let me go to the bathroom!”
Cam stood up and nodded to the orderlies who moved toward the bed and began removing the straps that held Shelly’s limbs in place. Once freed from her manacles, Shelly sat up quickly and swooned a little. She slowly swung her legs over the edge of the bed, carefully stood up and tottered unsteadily as she followed the men out into the hallway. Doctor Matais waited in the room. 
Shelly took the opportunity to take a good look at her surroundings. She was walking down a long, white corridor - the same grey vinyl tiles as those in her room surfaced the floor of the passageway. They felt cool underfoot. All along the hallway, there were doors just like the door to her own room and, as they passed them, Shelly could hear varying degrees of shrieks, sobs and laughter echoing within. She shuddered briefly and turned her attention back to her journey up the hall and her end goal, the toilets.
About halfway down the hall on the left was an open door, and a sign that read “FEMALE” hung above the entrance. The orderly with the tattoos pointed to the doorway and barked gruffly, “Hurry up.” Shelly didn’t need any convincing and she lurched inside to relieve herself.
Once done, she washed her hands and examined her reflection in the stained and damaged mirror above the sink. Her eyes were sunken and her cheeks gaunt, her hair lifeless and limp. She felt dehydrated and, as she stared at her reflection, she glimpsed a dark, fleeting shadow in the gloomy area behind her. She spun around and scanned the shadows but couldn’t see anything at all. Taking a slow, deep breath Shelly turned back to the mirror. 
“Hurry up!” The warden shouted. She nearly jumped out of her skin.
Shelly quickly pushed her hair back from her face and twirled it into a bun at the back of her head, then returned to the corridor whereupon the men escorted her back to her room. Cam was waiting patiently beside the bed, clutching her clipboard to her chest and peering about her through her black-framed glasses.
Shelly walked in, feeling much less vexed than she had before her bathroom visit, and extended her hand to the Doctor. Cam took it and shook it gently.
“I don’t think we’ve had a proper introduction,” Shelly began, kindly this time. “I’m Shelly Butler. It’s nice to meet you.”
Cam smiled, the expression truly lighting her eyes, and Shelly felt that if she was to have any chance of escaping this place, then this woman would be her best bet. She had to lay her trust in someone, and it was very obvious that the odds were stacked against her. She had an uphill battle to fight and it would be nice to have someone on her side. During the time it had taken Shelly to visit the ladies’ room, Cam had sourced a chair and placed it next to the bed. She waved her hand toward the bed and Shelly sat. Then Cam crossed her legs beneath her pencil skirt as she arranged herself on the chair.
“I have the police report that tells me the reason you are here, Shelly, but I want to hear your account. Why do you think you are here?” Shelly was immediately confused - this was not conventional psychiatry, and although she appreciated the opportunity to have a voice, she also sensed that she must be very careful with the words she chose.
“Well…” Shelly began, “A very dear friend passed away recently. I was one of the last people to see him alive and the police suspect that I may have had something to do with his death. Unfortunately, there isn’t anything I’m able to share with them about his passing. Trevor was sick, he had terminal cancer - perhaps that contributed to his death.” Technically, she wasn’t lying, but she wasn’t telling the truth either. There wasn’t anything she was willing to share about Trevor’s death. There was a big difference. She would never reveal the truth and she’d already resolved to protect Nate at all costs. Cam smiled.
“The story I have been given by the police is that you were present at the time of death and that you suffocated Mr Richardson with a pillow. That’s a pretty significant description of events Shelly. I would advise you to think very carefully about how you proceed from here. I realise that you might be trying to protect yourself, or someone else perhaps, but you may substantially reduce any punishment you may receive, by opening up and being honest.”
Shelly looked down at her hands which were currently propped in her lap. She was fidgeting again. She couldn’t help it. Cam continued.
“Now, I’ve taken the liberty of having your notes transferred over from Doctor Rossum’s rooms. They are quite interesting but give me cause for concern, though I now understand a little better why you were brought here and not taken directly to jail.” Shelly groaned inwardly, closed her eyes, took a deep breath and exhaled. She opened her eyes again and turned her unfocussed attention to Doctor Matias, and steeled herself for what was to come. Cam spoke gently.
“I see you have been receiving treatment for audiovisual hallucinations, the most prominent illusion being your dead friend, Nate. Have you seen him recently?”
Shelly shook her head and felt a lump rise in her throat, “No, I haven’t seen him since I’ve been here.”
“Have you seen anyone else, Shelly? Or heard any voices at all? It’s okay if you have. I won’t judge you. I would just like to know what we are dealing with so we can prescribe the appropriate treatment for you.” Cam was gentle with her questioning and Shelly realised the doctor was giving her a reason to remain incarcerated at the hospital, rather than be taken to jail. Shelly wracked her brains for a suitable reply, while Cam waited patiently. She hesitantly began...
“I haven’t seen anything… here. But before I was brought in, I did see some spirits. They guided me to a dead body and I was able to help the police solve the Glenrock Murders…” Shelly trailed off and waited for the Doctor’s response. Cam’s smile was warm and she sported a satisfied look on her face.
“Well,” she stated, “I think that’s something we can work with. I don’t think you are going to be any trouble, are you, Shelly?” As Shelly shook her head, Cam reached out to take her hand and squeezed it softly. “I think you are settled enough to be able to go to the common room now. Mingle with the other patients if you like. There is a TV and some comfortable chairs - the lads here will take you there. You try to relax now. It was lovely to meet you Shelly - you and I will talk again soon.” 
Shelly stood up and called out to Cam before she could walk out the door. “Excuse me, but can I please wear my own clothes?”
“I’m sorry Shelly. Your clothes have been taken for evidence, so you’ll have to stay in the gown for now.” Cam pointed toward the end of the bed. “There’s a pair of slippers under the bed. I’m afraid they’re one size fits all, but they are quite comfortable. Have a good morning.” Cam turned and walked out. 
Shelly looked under the bed, located the slippers and was surprised at their softness when she slid her feet inside. While wiggling her toes, she looked up at the two, stony-faced orderlies, who crooked their heads toward the door. She took a few tentative steps and then was out the door, walking with her two guards toward the opposite end of the hall to that of the bathrooms. There was a door at the end of the corridor with the same wire-threaded glass as the window in her room. As Tattoo Man swiped his security card over the sensor beside the handle it buzzed loudly, and then the door latch clicked. He pushed the door with brute force and it swung open, revealing a small foyer. On the other side of the small area they passed through a second door, and Shelly was in the common room.
The décor was much like the rest of the hospital - white rendered walls, grey vinyl floors and peeling paint on the ceiling. The windows, though wide open, were barred with steel rods to prevent any means of escape, or self-harm, she speculated. The television, mounted on an arm high up on the wall, had thick wire mesh completely surrounding it. It was showing an old rerun of Jerry Springer which Shelly thought was ironic. Most of the guests on the show were nut jobs, much like the residents of the hospital. The thought amused her and she chuckled inwardly.
She wandered around the large room and mentally assessed the other patients. Most were near catatonic and she speculated that they were most probably on high doses of sedative. Others were behaving peculiarly, talking to themselves or the wall, and in one instance, talking to a chair as though someone was sitting there. Shelly scrutinised the chair - it was empty. At least there was no one there that she could see. She turned to her left and noticed a nurses’ station, the staff hidden behind fortified glass. They glanced towards the common room periodically, but did not constantly observe the patients who were virtually left to their own devices and to fend for themselves. As she wandered through the room, she spotted a large white leather armchair, unoccupied, and with a view of the whole area. She thought it would be the perfect position for her to continue her people-watching and hurried toward it. She gratefully sank down into the soft depths of the chair. The pleather was supple and luxurious and Shelly wondered why it remained empty, it was clearly the most comfortable item of furniture in the room. The chair was a recliner and Shelly happily yanked on the footrest lever, then stretched out her legs and leaned back contentedly. 
“Who are you?” A gruff voice rang out behind her. Shelly sat up straight and turned around to locate the origin of the voice. She saw no-one.
“It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the one they’ve been talking about. In the office I mean. We don’t usually listen in, it’s always so boring but when they brought you in, we knew you’d be different, the way they were talking about you. I know you can hear me!” Shelly spun every which way, trying to catch a glimpse of the speaker as the words assaulted her from every direction, but it was as if he was floating in the air around her. Indeed, he was, for at that very moment, with a brief “Pop!” a man materialised out of nowhere. He stretched dramatically and sat himself down beside her, on the magazine table next to the couch. 
“Don’t be so surprised,” he continued. “It’s not as if something like this is out of the ordinary for you. The secret is to act like I’m not here. Just look at the television, pretend you’re watching that show… what is it? Springer? Urgh, yuck! Maybe don’t watch it then. All eyes on me! I’m the best friend you’re gonna make in this joint and I’ll help you all I can. Roger’s the name. Roger Dodger.” He stopped talking and extended a transparent hand. Shelly reached out to shake it, but her fingers passed straight through his and he laughed loudly.
“Never gets old that one,” he chuckled. Shelly took a moment to observe Roger and take in his appearance. He wore high-waisted, dark brown slacks over a white, button-down shirt and a broad, striped tie. His outfit was completed with a pair of black, shiny shoes and a set of red suspenders that slung across his shoulders and crossed at the back. In his hands he held a brown felt hat and, as he tossed it to and fro between his large, gnarled hands, Shelly wondered if he ever put it on. His face was weathered, skin tanned and rough. He looked to be someone who worked long hours in the sun. The long, hooked nose and deep-set eyes, hidden under a heavy brow gave him the appearance of a hard man, though the light-hearted manner of his introduction gave her reason to believe that he was anything but. Shelly was curious and smiled warmly at her new companion.
“So, you’ve been in the office when they’ve been talking about me?” She asked. “What did they say?”
Roger shook his head. “Now, now. I don’t know if I can give out that kind of confidential information to someone I don’t even know.” He grinned and winked cheekily at Shelly and she realised she had forgotten her manners.
“I’m sorry Roger! I forgot myself for a moment.” She blushed awkwardly. “My name is Shelly, Shelly Butler, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
He nodded, a knowing look on his face, “Yes, I know you. You’re Jessica’s daughter.” 
Shelly balked a little at the mention of her grandmother. Her last interaction with her had been more than a little frightening. She glanced around the room, wondering if she would materialise as well. When nothing happened, she turned back to Roger.
“Granddaughter,” Shelly corrected him.
“Yes, granddaughter. I remember you. Wee little thing you were when I last saw you. Jessica was gifted too, though she took it too far and it corrupted her heart.” He shook his head. “Terrible waste of a woman…”
Roger seemed to zone out into his own little world. Shelly snapped him back to attention.
“So now that we know each other, perhaps you can tell me what the doctors-”
“Cam”
“Yes, Cam. Perhaps you can tell me what she was saying in the office. You know, about me?” Roger reached out and patted her hand that was resting on the arm of the sofa. She felt his touch as a breath of cool air on her skin, but she didn’t flinch, it would be rude to do so.
“Well, I guess I can tell you a little,” Roger winked and opened his mouth to start. “Cam said…”
“You fool! Don’t you know it’s against regulations to get involved in the breathers’ affairs!” Roger clamped his mouth shut and Shelly glanced about, curious as to who the new voice belonged to. It belonged to a male for sure, though she couldn’t quite place its origin.
“Show yourself!” She whispered as loudly as she dared. Several of the other patients turned slowly to observe her, as she sat in the chair and talked to herself. “Come on! Where are you?”
An apparition flickered and began to take shape before her and, as she watched, it transformed into a young man of maybe twenty-five years old. He was unconventionally handsome and dressed in seventies attire - brown bell-bottom pants and a tight sky-blue skivvy. He was barefoot and he wore a pair of round, wire-framed glasses. His face appeared to house a permanent scowl. 
“Don’t mind him,” A high-pitched voice proclaimed. “Never happy, always grumpy that one.”
A woman, dressed in a pink nightgown and looking like she was in her seventies appeared, she was seated in the occasional chair closest to Shelly, which might normally be taken up by visitors – however, it appeared the patients were on their own today. Shelly examined the woman for any hint of familiarity, and when she didn’t recognise her, she asked quietly, “Excuse me, but who are you?”
“My name’s Mae, dear. And you’re Jessica’s daughter.”
“Granddaughter.”
“Yes, that’s right. Granddaughter.” Shelly smiled at Mae’s kind face.
“How long have you been here?” 
“I’ve been here longer than these two. Much longer than I care to think.” Mae picked up a pair of knitting needles and a ball of yarn that had been lying inconspicuously in her lap and began to knit, using Kitchener stitch. Shelly found it amusing that a ghost was knitting, the result of the task was as insubstantial as the spirit herself, and that she persisted with it, as though from habit. 
“Erm, exactly how long have you been here, Mae? Oh, where are my manners,” Shelly blushed again, “I’m Shelly, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Glancing over a pair of small, half-moon glasses, Mae paused her knitting and smiled briefly, then turned her attention back to her task without a fuss. 
“1893,” She spoke curtly, “That was the year my husband brought me here. I never did see him again. Never saw the outside world at all. This place is basically all I’ve ever known. It’s my home,” she finished.
“Home, prison, who cares!” Nigel huffed. “We’re all stuck here. And you’re stuck here now, too, Miss Shelly. Very few who enter these doors ever walk out of them again. By the sounds of what Cam has been saying, you’ve got a pretty bad case of the hallucinations. You might have even killed someone. Did you? Did you kill him?”
“No! I didn’t!” Shelly hissed. She was certain that Nigel would become a thorn in her side, his attitude was so sour she could feel the negativity emanating from him. “I didn’t kill anybody, alright?”
“Way to go Nige,” Roger piped up again with a chuckle. “Way to estrange the only person in this place that can see us.” He turned to Shelly and winked, “Don’t mind him, Lovie, he’s got a chip on his shoulder that’s a mile wide.  He’s jealous because when they brought him in, he was having hallucinations too, only his weren’t real. We haven’t seen anyone come through here with talents like yours, since your grandma Jessica arrived, and she passed near on twenty years ago. We’ve had nobody new to talk to until now. So please forgive us if we appear a little excited. You’re big news around here!”
“What do you mean, I’m big news?” Shelly glanced around furtively, “Are there other spirits here beside you three? How many are you?” Her hands began to tremble and she grasped the soft arms of the chair tightly, her vice-like grip turning her knuckles white.
“Don’t you mind the others dear,” The soft clicking of the needles ceased as Mae put her knitting down on her lap. “Most of them are shy, and still suffering from their mortal afflictions. You might see them now and then but it will only be in passing. They don’t know how to wake up from their dream state, so they wander these halls in a trance. There’s no need to be afraid, Shelly. Your grandmother spent most of her time here trying to wake them up, but to no avail. Maybe you’ll have better luck.” Mae turned back to her knitting, the soft clicking resumed and Shelly relaxed back into the chair.
“I don’t think I will be waking anyone up. I don’t think I will be here for long. They will find out soon that I’m innocent, and I’ll be able to go home. Won’t I?” She avoided Nigel’s gaze but she could feel his smirk burning into her skin.  Instead, she turned to Roger, and her eyes pleaded in fear. “Won’t I?” She repeated.
Roger grimaced and shook his head. “That I can’t say, young lassie. You’ve dug yourself a pretty deep hole to climb out of. Nigel here says you’ve already admitted to our dear Cam that you’ve been seeing things, which are grounds enough to keep you here, to begin with. Top that with the murder charge and you’re in pretty hot water. You’re lucky they’ve even let you come to the common room! Most people with your history are confined at least until treatment starts. And after that there’s not always a lot left of your mind to be cooperative with.”
Shelly quaked in fear, “What do you mean? Not much left of my mind? What kind of hospital are they running here?”
“The kind of hospital where experimentation and innovation are the supposed forefront of healing,” Nigel replied, sneering as he spoke. He pulled a soft pack of cigarettes out of his bellbottoms, lit an imaginary match and took a drag. Shelly was overcome with apprehension from the inference to barbaric treatments, and amusement at the sight of a spirit chuffing away on a smoke. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat and ended up choking on her saliva. As she coughed and sputtered, tears of laughter running from her eyes, the lucid patients in the room all turned to stare at her. Above the sound of Jerry Springer’s jeering crowd, which was filtering through the tinny TV speakers, Shelly’s raucous coughing fit caused a huge commotion. Two of the patients started wailing, and one began pulling at her hair while beating her forehead with the heel of her hand. Then a third patient joined the chorus, screaming at the top of her lungs, falling on the floor and clutching at her chest. 
In no time at all, the common room was in an uproar. Several nurses rushed in to address the situation.  Every single one of the staff glared at Shelly so she shrunk down into the depths of the arm-chair and tried to avoid eye contact. A few moments later she heard laugher, pealing like bells, ringing throughout the room and when she looked up Mae was clutching her sides, her knitting in a mess, and laughing so hard that her eyes were pinched and her face was all creased up. While she was calming down from her merry outburst, Mae watched the hospital staff doing their very best to appease the patients who’d been acting up.  Sighing softly, she turned to Shelly and reached out to place her wrinkled hand over and through Shelly’s. Shelly felt a gentle warmth flood her fingers and she wiggled them, feeling Mae’s energy flow and spark from her fingertips.
“Oh, my dear girl, we haven’t had a bit of fun like that in quite a while, have we gentlemen? I can tell having you around here is going to keep us all on our toes.” Mae smiled again and withdrew her hand. Shelly was saddened by the departure of the warm sensation. It reminded her a little of Nate, after he had died. He’d had that same heat, the warmth, the tingling. It had felt good. She missed that. She missed him. 
Ah, Nate. The love of Shelly’s life. He’d been the one to kill Trevor, so he could stay in the body he had taken over, the body of the man Shelly had been engaged to. To the outsider it might seem confusing, that, when Shelly’s fiancé James had left this life, Nate had taken over his body. But then, he’d also had to kill someone in an act of love so he could keep James’s earthly form. It had been a mercy killing really. Trevor had been sick, so sick, and he’d wanted to go – after all, it’d been his idea. It still made her sad. Trevor was a good man, but Nate was a good man too, and didn’t they deserve a chance?
Shelly shook her head at the thoughts that had started swirling around in her mind. She had to focus, on one thing at a time, and right now there was a nurse coming over to her. She steeled herself and waited.






  
  CHAPTER 2



Shelly waited by herself in the bright and airy office. The air was warm on account of the sun streaming in through the window, though the thick, balmy heat made her feel a little claustrophobic. The air smelled sweet and fragrant, and, as she took in her surroundings, Shelly noticed a large bunch of flowers in a huge crystal vase on a side table. They were mostly roses and lilies, with a smattering of baby’s breath. That was where the perfume was coming from. She wondered about Dr Matias, and what her life was like outside these walls. Did her lover give her the flowers or were they from a patient’s family? She realised she would probably never have the opportunity to find out - after all, the doctor was there to get inside her head, not the other way around. Her contemplation was interrupted by the sound of the door opening behind her.  She turned and saw Cam, who smiled as she entered, then closed the door gently behind her. Shelly felt reassured by the sympathetic look in the doctor’s eyes, and she sat on the brown leather couch in the centre of the room when Cam pointed towards it.  Cam sat opposite her, in a blue fabric upholstered chair.
“I didn’t think we would be meeting again today Shelly,” Cam began, she grimaced noticeably. “I understand there was an incident in the common room that upset the other patients. You promised me you wouldn’t be any trouble. Can you tell me what happened?” Shelly sighed and looked down at the floor, her hands fidgeting in her lap.
“Really, it was nothing, Doctor.”
“Cam.”
“Sorry, Cam. It was nothing. I was just sitting on the couch talking to… Just sitting on the couch minding my own business and I had a coughing fit. It was pretty loud, but I couldn’t help it. I guess some of them got upset at the noise. I don’t know what else to tell you.”
“I noticed you started to say you were talking to someone, Shelly. Who were you talking to? Was it another patient? Maybe someone else that we couldn’t see? The nurses said they saw you talking to yourself. Have you seen someone that perhaps the rest of us can’t see?” Cam was gentle in her questioning and Shelly didn’t feel she was being judged. In fact, Cam seemed to understand that she, Shelly, could see spirits. So, she made a decision. She would finally, after all this time, come clean and be honest about her gift. Before she even started Shelly felt a huge burden lift from her shoulders, and she felt so light in her soul that she almost cried with happiness.
“I was talking to some spirits,” she started. Relief.
“Spirits, you say?” Cam inquired kindly. “Can you tell me about them?”
“There are three of them, Roger Dodger, Nigel and Mae. They used to be patients here, a long time ago.” Release.
Her honesty liberated her. She felt the enormity of what she had just done flood through her entire body. It was a freedom she hadn’t known was possible, and it was achieved by revealing her deepest secret, regardless of whether she would be believed or not. She sighed contentedly. Cam spoke.
“Shelly, I think we have made great progress today. Admitting what you are experiencing is important. Now we can take steps to help your mind become healthy again.” 
“No,” Shelly said firmly. “There isn’t actually anything wrong with me. This gift has been passed down through my family for centuries. I really can talk to the dead, and most times they talk back. My mother had the gift and so did my grandmother, and when I have a child, she will have it too. Don’t you see? There’s no escaping it. I am what I am, no amount of treatment is going to change that.” She smiled happily, contented with finally embracing her gift and allowing it to become part of her identity.
Cam shook her head, “Shelly I know you think all of this is real, and it would seem very real to someone who is experiencing it, but I think deep down you understand that you have a mental illness. We know about your Grandmother.  She was similarly afflicted and spent a good portion of her life inside these walls. I believe you have Schizo-Affective Disorder, the same disorder that your grandmother suffered from.  It’s an illness where the sufferer experiences hallucinations and delusions, among other things. It’s great that you acknowledge what you see and hear but I think you need to also accept that it isn’t real. It’s coming from a place in your brain that isn’t functioning as it should be, but you know what? We can help you fix it! With the right medication and therapy, we can help you mend that part of your mind and then you’ll be able to live a happy, normal life.” Cam smiled in assurance and reached out to hold Shelly’s hands.  Shelly was now fidgeting wildly. She felt an overwhelming sadness deep within her, at the betrayal of Cam’s assessment. The doctor continued, speaking in slow and measured tones.
“I have a surprise for you though Shelly. As you are a new patient, your case offers an invaluable opportunity for another young woman. She is an intern here and, of course, is still learning. I have assigned her to you.  She will monitor your progress throughout the treatment process, and will also personally administer some of your treatments. This experience will enable her to treat other people like you, in the future. I really hope you will become good friends with her. She is a wonderful young lady and shows a lot of promise. She’ll assist you with anything you need and check on you several times a day. Would you like to meet her?” Cam gazed at her with hopeful eyes. Shelly stared numbly back at her, her face frozen, and she nodded slowly as the tears started to well up in her eyes. Cam didn’t believe her. Not one bit. She’d already been deemed crazy. There was nothing left to do, except go with it. She’d let the cat out of the bag and instead of her gift being embraced, she’d given them a reason to hold her indefinitely. Shelly waited quietly and sniffled as Cam got up and returned to the door, opening it wide and beckoning.
“It’s okay, you can come in now.”
A figure walked through the door and Shelly gasped in horror. It was Ella. 






  
  CHAPTER 3



Instinctively Shelly leapt from the couch, a savage growl tearing from her throat as she flew toward Ella and barrelled into her. Ella hit the wall with a thud and fell sideways onto the floor. Immediately Shelly was on top of her, her knees straddling Ella’s waist. She screamed, high pitched while her hair flew around wildly and she rained down an assault onto the terrified woman below her. 
In quick succession, she slapped Ella’s soft brown cheek with all the force she could muster in her right arm, and with her left-hand gripped Ella by the jaw and squeezed her cheeks so hard that her nails dug into the flesh and drew blood. Suddenly, the shrill squeal of a whistle penetrated the din, and Shelly knew that the guards were on their way. But the terrified look on Ella’s face was enough to satisfy her and she began to laugh like a maniac. Not yet done, she let go of her nemesis’ jaw and swung at Ella’s face again, this time with a fist. Before she could land her blow, however, a thick, heavy hand grasped her wrist and pulled her back. A second, trunk-like arm curled around her waist and lifted her from the carpet. As soon as Shelly was hauled off her, a terrified Ella cautiously struggled into an upright position and then used her feet to push back until she rested against the wall. Meanwhile, Shelly continued to struggle violently against her captor’s restraint while her breath rasped ragged. She gawked madly around the room, there were people everywhere. Then she spied the doctor. She was coming toward her armed with a needle. Not again!  Cam murmured softly to Shelly as the orderlies held her still. Shelly wailed loudly. 
“Just a sharp sting, Shelly,” The doctor said gently as she pushed the needle into Shelly’s arm. She emptied the plunger quickly, Shelly’s eyes rolled in her head, and she went limp in the orderlies’ arms. 
Shelly awoke in her room. Judging by the dull light filtering in through the window it appeared to be nearing nightfall. As she sat up, her head swam. Looking down at the bed, she was relieved that she hadn’t been tied to it this time around. She knew the door would be locked. She thought back to her attack on Ella and grinned. That bitch deserved it.  However, it did pose a bit of a problem for Shelly. Ella working so closely with her meant that she could easily report back to the medical school about Shelly’s progress or lack thereof. She wasn’t even sure if it was ethical, but judging by the few things she’d already seen around the hospital, she doubted if they adhered to regulation as strongly as they were meant to.
Shelly and Ella had once been friends. Best of friends in fact, and had shared the good times and the bad throughout their relationship. Ella had been there for her when things had deteriorated with James, and Shelly hadn’t doubted her friend’s loyalty for a moment. Until Ella had betrayed her. With a divulgence of Shelly’s odd behaviour to the wrong people, Ella had jeopardised Shelly’s whole career and made her an outcast from their social circle. Her behaviour had been unforgivable and so Shelly felt her actions that afternoon were justified.
She grimaced as she rubbed the bruise on her arm where the sedative had been injected. The light continued to fade outside and after a while, the room’s fluorescent light flickered on. The light was insufficient for the large room, it made her skin look sallow and she felt as though she were sitting in a twilight. She gazed listlessly toward the window and wished for the bright daylight to return.
And then something odd happened. A crow, black and sleek, flew down and perched on the bars outside the window, then jumped onto the window sill. It was a large bird, and Shelly thought that, due to its size it must be a male. He eyed her sidelong and tilted his head this way and that as Shelly sat, mouth ajar, amazed that he had come so close. He certainly is a brave little bird, she thought. The crow cawed loudly at her, so she slowly eased herself off the bed, stood up, took a single step toward him and tentatively stretched out her hand. 
He cawed again and struck the concrete window sill with his beak. Once. Twice.  Three times. His beak made a loud clicking sound in the quiet of the room. Shelly took another step closer and the crow hopped along his perch and continued to watch her carefully. One more step. The bird skipped lightly back onto the window bars. Then, with one last sidelong look at Shelly, he spread his wings and launched out into the darkness. Shelly’s shoulders sank and she gazed after him longingly. 
While she stood there, lost in her contemplation, she heard keys jangle at the door and a click as the lock turned. She spun around, immediately on her guard and waited as the door swung open with a groan.
It was Nate.
He just stood there, shoulders slumped, and sorrow replaced the shock in his eyes as he took in her dishevelled appearance. But Shelly didn’t notice. She whooped with glee and raced toward him, bare feet slapping on the vinyl floor. She leapt into his arms and hugged him tightly, buried her face into his neck and whispered, “I’ve missed you so much! I’m so glad you’re here.”
Nate hugged her back just as tight and tenderly stroked the tangled mess of hair that hung down her back. Shelly breathed him in and pulled back gently, so as to examine him more closely. His skin was pale and blotchy and there were dark circles under his red-rimmed eyes. He’s been crying. His face was creased with worry and he hadn’t shaved by the looks of it. Shelly realised that she mustn’t look much better, judging by the expression on his face.
“What have they done to you?” Nate asked. Concern filled his voice; his eyes reflected his worry. Shelly pulled away from him and walked across the room.
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed Nate,” she spoke abruptly, “but I’m in a mental hospital. It’s not the nicest place to be.” She paced around on the cold floor as a chill breeze filtered in through the open window. Nate crossed the room and tugged at the wooden frame of the window. It didn’t budge. Then he saw the nails that had been used to fasten it open and shook his head in disgust.
“I can’t let you live like this Shelly,” he crossed the room to her and gripped her forearms tightly. She gently tugged his hands away and shuffled across the small distance to the bed. She sat down and gazed dejectedly at the floor.
“But what can we do about it, Nate? I’m already here, and it’s better than the alternative. There’s no way they’re going to let me out of here. You should just move on with your life.” She began to cry, the true enormity of her situation bearing down on her. Nate sat beside her and she felt the old mattress sink down. She couldn’t look at him. A tear fell from her face and soaked into the white nightgown that had now become her attire. He took her hand and squeezed gently.
“I’m going to fix this,” he said quietly. “I’m going to get you out of here. Trust me, it’s for the best.”
Shelly looked up at him, fear and horror in her eyes. “No, you can’t!” Her voice trembled. “You can’t do that! They’ll put you in prison, you know they will. It won’t help anything at all!”
“Shelly, you didn’t do anything wrong. I can’t let you take the fall for me any longer. I love you too much. And I’d be a coward if I let you stay here for me.” He let go of her hand and stood up. “I’ll go to the police station tonight. You’ll be home by morning.”
Shelly jumped up from the bed and grabbed Nate by both slender biceps. “Please Nate, don’t do this. I couldn’t bear it! I’ll be okay, I promise, just give me some time. I can do this!”
“No, it’s already been too much,” He replied, his face resolute. “I just ask one thing of you, please…” he trailed off.
“Anything, Nate. I’ll do anything!” Shelly looked at him hopefully, her cheeks wet with tears.
“Kiss me,” he said.
Their mouths met and Nate tasted the salt on her lips. They kissed softly at first, then deeply, passionately, sharing their love in this one moment, like they might never be able to again. When Nate pulled back, Shelly stood motionless, her eyes closed, lips parted. As she bowed her head Nate kissed her one last time on the forehead, then he moved past her and walked out the door.
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