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The outside of the asylum looked like a castle from the onlookers below. It stood silhouetted against the sky in all of its majesty. The rusty iron gates squeaked as visitors went in and out. The building itself was made of bricks that were laid by hand. It sat there so long that there were vines climbing up the sides of the asylum. The window frames were made out of wrought iron that covered the glass like a cage.

Anyone who was admitted to this hospital almost always never left. Rusty hospital beds and old wheelchairs now occupy the once filled rooms. The lights are dim and some even flicker on and off. The paint on the walls is chipped and peeling in some places.

The concrete floors of the asylum are full of cracks and some even have scratch marks in them as if the patients tried clawing their way out.

Stretchers stand in now empty hallways. In one room there was an electric shock therapy machine. In another was lobotomy equipment.

Back in those days there wasn't a city morgue so the asylum had its own right down in the basement. This included an autopsy table and all the embalming equipment any person would need. The autopsy table had a drain in the center of it where the body fluids would go.

In another room there was dental equipment, especially the kind for removing teeth. Every chair, stretcher and gurney had restraints.

If you listen closely, you could still hear the distant screams of the patients once held captive here.

Don't let the name fool you, this place is anything but sweet. Its long and tragic past is nothing compared to its devastating body count. It was once a hospital that treated tuberculosis but had since become an asylum to house the criminally insane.

The secrets these walls hold. The stories they would tell if they could speak. Walking these halls after all these years brought back the memories of the torture I suffered through the hands of the nuns and chaplain. I wasn't supposed to be here but I just had to see this place again. Not just for me but for the others lost in time.

Their names carved into the walls over the years have faded but you could still make them out through the coats of paint thrown on the walls to cover them. Somewhere among them you will find mine. Looking out the windows you will see a bunch of unmarked graves where they buried the patients who died under their care. These patients were never claimed by their families. When it was too cold during the winter the bodies were stored in the basement. Some of them never left until they closed the place down, they were forgotten behind piles of supplies.

I walked over to the wall and found my best friend's name. Feeling every letter brought back the memories we shared together in this hell. I saw something out of the corner of my eye and turned to see what it was. I came face to face with something out of a horror movie. I hoped it wasn't a hallucination. I have been taking my medicine regularly haven't I? Standing there looking back at me was a nun. A burned one.

Her once-white robes are now charred black and ash-gray, hanging in scorched, tattered strips. Parts of the fabric still smolder faintly, glowing with dull orange embers in the darkness.

Her skin is blistered and cracked with areas blackened beyond identification. One side of her face remains eerily intact — pale, and sorrowful— while the other is melted, exposing teeth beneath her scorched flesh. Tufts of smoke curl continuously around her body, carrying the faint scent of burning skin mixed with ash.

Her eyes are the most unsettling thing I have ever seen: glowing faintly white, staring back at me with a mournful intensity. Instead of footprints behind her she left scorched marks and the air around her became unnaturally cold despite her being burned alive.

When she walked away, she glided silently through the dark hallways clutching her burned rosary with blackened fingers. Soft whispers of a prayer echo around her, warped and layered with distant crackling flames, as though the moment of her death still followed her endlessly. Trying to catch my breath I was transported back in time. Suddenly I wasn’t in the hallway anymore. I was back in that basement.

I remembered pushing open the basement door, and how the smell hit me first—bleach, mildew, and the coppery sweetness of old blood buried beneath decades of rot. The air was colder downstairs, thick and damp enough to cling to my skin. Each step echoed through the narrow corridor like the building itself was listening.

I told myself not to look, but then I saw the table.

Metal. Rusted at the corners. A single yellow light swinging overhead.

And him.

My best friend lay motionless on the embalming table, pale beneath the harsh light, dark hair still damp as though someone had tried to wash away what happened. His lips were slightly parted, his expression unnervingly peaceful despite the bruising shadowed along his throat. Tubes and stained instruments rested nearby in neat rows, abandoned in the middle of some unfinished procedure.

My breath caught so violently it hurt.

The asylum walls closed around me again, water dripping steadily somewhere in the dark. The hum of failing fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. My stomach twisted as I remembered the sound of the furnace blazing in the background, the sound of the nun asking me why I was down there, the way my knees nearly gave out when I recognized his face.

No. No, no, no—

My chest tightened until breathing became impossible. Every detail returned with brutal clarity: the freezing air burning my lungs, the sour antiseptic smell, the tremor in my own hands as I reached toward him but couldn’t force myself to touch him.

Because he looked wrong.

Not dead.

Empty.

As if something essential had been hollowed out and left behind in that terrible room.

The memory sharpened further—the flicker of lights, the distant screams echoing somewhere deeper in the asylum, the sudden certainty that we were not alone down there.

Then came the sound.

A wet creak from the darkness behind the embalming table.

My pulse exploded. I spun around to see the nun lunging at me with a syringe in her hands. I didn't think twice I dodged her attack. She fell forward and hit her head on the side of the table and fell to the floor. No longer moving. I didn't know what to do. I couldn't let someone find her. They would torture us all until they found out who did this. If she came to I would be laying next to James. Struggling, I picked her up. I carried her over to the furnace. Using her robe I opened the door and pushed her inside. Her screams, blood curdling, echoed through the room, filling my ears until it was all I could hear.

As soon as the smell of burning flesh hit my nose the flashback shattered.

Suddenly I was back in the present, gripping the doorframe hard enough for my knuckles to whiten, cold sweat dripping down my spine while the phantom smell of antiseptic and burning flesh still filled my nose.
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I was brought to this place as a little girl by the social worker after my parents perished in a fire that consumed our home. A fire that everyone believed I set.

The fire had burned so hot that the house no longer looked like a house at all. It was now a smoldering skeleton of blackened beams and glowing embers beneath the flashing red lights of the fire trucks. Smoke curled into the night sky carrying the smell of melted plastic, wet ash, and charred wood with it across the quiet neighborhood. Neighbors stood barefoot on their lawns wrapped in blankets, staring in stunned silence as firefighters sifted through the ruins.

And in the middle of it all sat eight year old me.

I was perched alone on the curb at the edge of my parent's property, lit up by the strobing red and blue lights. My pale yellow nightgown should have been stained with soot or singed by flame, but it hung spotless against my skin. Not a burn marked my body. Not a scratch. My bare feet were clean despite the ash coating the street around me.

I didn’t cry.

A paramedic knelt in front of me with a blanket draped over his arm, speaking softly, but I barely heard him. My wide eyes remained fixed on the ruins as sparks drifted upward into the darkness like dying fireflies.

“Sweetheart,” the paramedic asked gently, “where were your parents when the fire started?”

I turned slowly toward him.

“In the house,” I whispered. My voice was calm. Too calm.

Behind us, firefighters carried out the first body beneath a white sheet. Someone nearby gasped. Another person began to sob, but I didn’t react at all.

A police officer crouched beside one of the fire investigators near the porch remains. “No signs of forced entry,” he muttered. “Smoke alarms were ripped out.”

The investigator glanced toward me sitting alone under the ambulance lights.“And she got out without a single burn?” he asked quietly.

The officer didn’t answer.

Whispers spread through the gathered crowd like a second fire.

“She was always strange.”

“I heard she talked to herself.”

“My son said she threatened her brother last week.”

I could feel them staring at me now. Adults who had once smiled at me across fences suddenly looked afraid. One woman covered her own child’s ears as they walked past the scene.

I lowered my eyes to my hands folded neatly in my lap. There was ash beneath my fingernails.

When the wind shifted, carrying another wave of heat from the wreckage, I finally smiled — small and fleeting, almost hidden behind strands of smoke-damp hair. And that was the moment everyone decided I had done it.

After answering a million questions I was taken away by the social worker who gave me a small pink stuffed bunny. I held onto it as she buckled me into the back seat of her car. The investigators still thought I had set the fire even though I told them a man had carried me out of the blazing house. We pulled away from what used to be my house and headed towards what would become my home for the next 10 years.

When she pulled into the driveway of the asylum, I clung tight to the bunny as if it was the only thing that could protect me. This place looked really scary. I had no idea how scary it actually was until I entered and had to endure the torment of the workers. The social worker got out and came around to unbuckle my seat belt. She offered me her hand which I graciously took.

I squeezed her hand tight as we approached the looming gate. Reading the name of the asylum on the gate, Sweet Serenity, I thought to myself maybe it wouldn't be so bad. Standing there with the bunny in one hand, the social worker’s hand in the other wearing my yellow nightgown and barefoot, I looked at my future.

When we walked through the gate and headed towards the church-like doors, I realized I could no longer go back to the girl I was before. I became a whole new person. The doors are too big.

They don’t just open—they groan, like they don’t want to let anyone in. When they close behind you, the sound echoes forever. It bounces down the halls until it feels like it’s inside your chest. The air smells strange. Sort of like soap that doesn’t quite clean things, mixed with something older... like wet musty walls.

Everything is too tall. The ceilings stretch way up where the lights flicker and hum, and the walls feel like they go on forever without ending. The floors are shiny but scuffed, and your footsteps sound too loud. Exactly like you’re doing something wrong just by walking.

As we walk down the hall towards the registration area I notice that there are doors everywhere. Some are open just a crack, like they’re watching you. Others are shut tight, with little square windows too high to see through unless someone lifts you up. Sometimes you hear things behind them. Not words, not really. Just sounds, crying, laughing that doesn’t sound happy, whispering that stops when you try to listen.

The beds look like they belong to dolls, but not the nice kind. Thin metal frames, blankets tucked too tight, pillows that don’t look soft at all. Everything is the same color—white, gray, faded green—like someone took all the colors away so nothing could feel alive. I want to turn around and run, but instead I squeeze the social worker's hand tighter and pull the bunny to my chest.

As we pass them, the grown-ups walk fast. Their shoes click sharply, and they don’t look down much. When they do, their smiles feel practiced, like they learned them from somewhere else. I want to ask questions, but the building feels like it’s listening, and I'm not sure it would like the noise.

There are corners where the light doesn’t reach. I try not to look at them too long, because it feels like something might be standing there, very still, waiting for me to notice.

And the quiet is the worst part.

Even when there’s noise, it’s still quiet somehow—like everything loud gets swallowed before it can escape. Like the walls are keeping secrets.

Snapping back to the present, At first, I didn't recognize it as a realization—more like a feeling that followed me quietly and persistently, the way a draft slips through a closed room.

Returning to Sweet Serenity as an adult, I fully expect memories to come back in fragments: the echo of footsteps, the smell of bleach, the distant hum of prayers whispered through clenched teeth. What I didn't expect was resistance. The building doesn’t feel abandoned. It feels withholding.

The walls are wrong. They are Watchful. As if they are holding their breath.

I notice it in small ways. My footsteps don’t echo the way they should. Sound seems to sink instead of bounce. When I press my palm flat against the plaster, it isn’t cold like I would expect it to be, like stone—it feels oddly warm, faintly damp, like skin that’s been hiding a fever. I pull my hand back instinctively, wiping it on my coat without knowing why.

There are places where the air thickens.

A hallway I knew led to the registration office now stretches too long, the door at the end slightly off-center, like it’s been moved but not well enough to hide the seam. When I walk toward it, a pressure builds behind my ears, like descending too quickly underwater. I stop—not out of fear, not yet—but because something inside me recognizes a boundary I don’t remember learning.

That’s when the thought comes, quiet and unwelcome:

Some things were never meant to be found again.

As a child, I believed the asylum was full of cruelty. That the nuns, the chaplain, the rituals—they were the source of everything wrong. But standing here now, older, steadier, I began to understand something more unsettling:

The people didn’t just commit horrors.

They hid them.

And not just with locked doors or threats or punishment—but with the building itself.

I started to see the pattern. Doors that shouldn’t exist. Rooms that feel smaller on the inside than they appear from the outside. Corners where the light doesn’t reach, even when it should. It’s not just decay. It’s intention. Like the structure was altered—layered over, reshaped—not to keep people out...

...but to keep something in.

My mind tries to rationalize it at first. Trauma, I think. Memory distortion, my brain protecting itself.

But then I heard it.

Not a voice—nothing so clear—but a faint, irregular sound from behind one of the walls. Not scratching. Not knocking. Something softer. Rhythmic. Almost like breathing, but uneven, strained... as if whatever made it had forgotten how.

I froze.

Because I realized, with a clarity that settles deep in my bones:

The secrets weren’t just events.

They were contained.

Buried in the architecture. Sealed into the walls not as metaphor, but as method. Whatever happened here wasn’t meant to be remembered—not even by the building itself. And yet, something remains. Not alive, not exactly—but not gone either.

And the worst part—the thing that truly unravels me—is this:

The walls aren’t trying to reveal anything to me.

They are trying to keep me from understanding.

Every shift in the hallway, every swallowed echo, every wrong angle and heavy silence—it isn’t decay.

It’s resistance.

Sweet Serenity isn’t haunted in the way stories usually mean.

It is guarded.

And standing there, hand hovering inches from the wall I now refuse to touch again, I finally understand:

Some secrets don’t stay hidden because they’re forgotten.

They stay hidden because something is still hiding them.
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But I had my own secrets to uncover. I found my way down the hall to the registration office which was where we spoke to the chaplain. I hoped my file was still housed in the cabinet where he would put it after every so-called therapy session.

The door to the office sits heavier than it should. It is as if it remembers every hand that ever pushed it open.

It’s made of thick, dark wood—oak, once polished, now dulled to a tired matte by decades of fingerprints as well as neglect. Long cracks vein through the panels. Subtle at first glance, but deep enough to suggest the wood has been slowly pulling itself apart. And in all honesty I don't blame it if it was. The grain twists in uneasy patterns, like something was trying to move beneath the surface. As I ran my finger along the wood, I half expected it to crumble into splinters.

A small, square window is set at my eye level now, but as a child it was feet above my head unless I stood on the chair that sat next to the door. Its glass warped and bubbled with age. Through it, the light never came through clean. Everything on the other side appears slightly distorted, stretched at the edges, as if reality itself hesitates to pass through. The corners of the glass are clouded with a permanent fog, trapping faint shadows that never quite resolve into shapes.

The metal handle is cold as I grasp it. Tarnished brass, worn down where countless palms have gripped it—some steady, others shaking. Around it, the wood is darker, stained not just by use but by something harder to name. The keyhole beneath is oversized, old-fashioned, its edges scratched as though keys were often forced in too quickly. I was praying it was unlocked.

Bolted across the upper half is a sliding hatch, meant for paperwork to pass through. It hangs slightly crooked now. Its hinges complaining in a soft, rusted whine when disturbed.

A faded sign is screwed into the center panel: Chaplain. The letters, once clean and official, are now chipped and peeling, some nearly erased.

And when the door is shut, it doesn’t sit flush in its frame. There’s always the slightest gap. Just enough for a whisper of colder air to slip through... along with the faintest suggestion that the office beyond is not as empty as it should be.

I try the knob and am relieved that it turns. When it creaks open, the air inside feels close and stale, tinged with the faint, lingering scent of incense that has long since burned away.

The room is narrow, crowded with dark wooden furniture that seems way too large for the space and looked even bigger when I was a kid. The heavy desk still dominates the center, its surface scarred with scratches and ink stains, as though sermons and confessions were carved into it just as often as written. Behind it sits a tall-backed chair. It's smaller than what I remember. The upholstery is now cracked and splitting, with stuffing peeking through like exposed bone.

The crucifix still hangs crookedly on the wall, the figure of Christ darkened with age. Beneath it, a shelf sags under the weight of thick, leather-bound Bibles. Dust clings to everything, softening edges, muting colors, as though time itself is trying to forget the room.

A single window, barred like our rooms, lets in a thin strip of gray light. It falls across the floorboards, illuminating motes of dust that drift lazily through the air. I sneeze when it hits my nose. The glass is stained, distorting whatever lies outside into something unrecognizable.

In one corner stands a small altar set for prayer. It houses a tarnished chalice, a cracked rosary, and a pair of melted candles fused to their holders. The wax has dripped and hardened in thick layers, suggesting they were left burning far longer than they should have been.

There’s a quiet in the office, but it's definitely not a peaceful one. It's as if the walls have absorbed every whispered confession, every desperate plea, every punishment disguised as penance—and are still holding onto them.

I made my way to the cabinet behind the desk.

It stands slumped against the wall as if it’s grown tired of holding the weight of secrets no one should have kept. It used to be painted institutional gray, but now its surface has long since surrendered to time—flaking into curling chips that reveal the dull, rust-bitten metal beneath. The drawers sit unevenly, some slightly ajar, as though they were opened in a rush and never properly closed again.

Each handle is cold and pitted, the metal eaten away in tiny craters where years of damp air settled and lingered. The label slots are clouded with grime, their paper inserts yellowed and curling at the edges, names barely legible—smudged ink bleeding into the fibers like memories trying to disappear.

When I pulled one of the drawers, it didn't slide so much as protest. It groaned, a long, hollow sound that echoed too loudly in the quiet, as if the cabinet objected to being disturbed. Inside, the folders sag under their own weight, brittle and warped, some tied with fraying string, others split open to reveal scattered records—notes scribbled in hurried, slanted handwriting, dates circled, diagnoses underlined too heavily.

There’s a smell that clings to it—dust, mildew, and something faintly metallic, like old blood or rusted instruments. It’s the kind of scent that never quite leaves your nose once noticed.

I rummaged through the files looking for the one marked with my name. I find it buried in the bottom of the drawer as if the chaplain was trying to keep it tucked away so no one would know I was housed here. I pulled it out and blew off the dust to reveal my name and the picture they took of me when I first arrived. Iris Grey, age 8. The picture has since faded but you could still make out my yellow nightgown and the pink bunny I clung to.

I open it to see the notes scrawled on the first page. Diagnosis schizophrenia. Suddenly I was a little kid again sitting in the chair we were made to sit in when speaking with the chaplain. The chair was far too big for me.

Its dark wooden arms swallowed my tiny body and my sock-covered feet hung several inches above the worn floor. I swung them back and forth. Every so often, the toes of one foot searched for the ground, hoping it had somehow grown closer. It never had.

The chaplain's desk stood between us like a polished wall of oak. Disheveled stacks of papers, a brass cross, and a small green-shaded lamp sat upon its surface. Behind it, the older man watched me with eyes that felt as if they were boring into my soul, his hands folded together as though he were waiting for words that refused to come.

I sat with my shoulders slumped, clutching the stuffed rabbit so tightly that its ears were bent flat against its head. The sleeves of my oversized hospital gown swallowed my hands, leaving only the tips of my fingers visible. A white band circled my wrist, stark against my pale skin.

I seemed impossibly small in the oversized chair. It was as though the furniture had been built for adults and I’d been left here by mistake.

My gaze wandered around the office instead of meeting the chaplain's eyes. I counted the books on the shelves. I traced the cracks in the ceiling with silent concentration. I listened to the steady ticking of an old clock mounted on the wall. Anything was easier than looking at the man across from me.

“Avoiding the question isn't going to make it disappear and it for sure isn't going to help you in the long run,” he said, drawing my attention back to him as he whacked his desk with a ruler.

When I finally lifted my head, I found myself looking directly into his eyes.

They were a cold, steely blue—not unkind, but piercing. They held the stillness of winter skies. Clear and impossible to look away from.

It felt as if he were staring into my soul.

The sensation made my chest tighten. I lowered my gaze instinctively, afraid that if I looked any longer he would discover every secret I carried—the guilt I couldn't explain, the nightmares I couldn't escape, the questions I was too afraid to ask aloud

"You don't have to be afraid of me," the chaplain said quietly.

His voice softened the sharpness of his gaze, but it didn't lessen its weight.

I looked up again, only for a heartbeat.

There was something unsettling about eyes that seemed to recognize grief before it was spoken. They didn't judge me. They didn't pity me. They simply waited, patient and unwavering, as though they understood that some wounds could not be described until they had been silently carried for a very long time.

For the first time since the fire, I wondered if someone might actually see the pain I had been trying so desperately to hide..

After a long silence, I spoke.

"I didn't know him."

The chaplain looked at me gently. "The man who carried you?"

I nodded.

"I woke up because everything was... loud." My small voice trembled. "There was popping, and people were yelling outside. My room was all orange." I swallowed hard. "I thought the sun got inside."

The chaplain remained quiet, encouraging me to continue by nodding his head.

"I tried to find Mommy and Daddy, but the hallway was full of smoke. It hurt my eyes." I rubbed at them instinctively. "I couldn't breathe very well."

My fingers tightened on the bunny in my lap

"Then... someone picked me up."

I frowned as if trying to remember every detail.

"He was really big. Bigger than Daddy." A tiny pause. "His jacket was rough, and it smelled funny... like smoke and wet dirt. He had this mask on his face, so I couldn't see all of him."

I looked up toward the window, searching the memory.

"I remember his eyes."

The chaplain tilted his head slightly.

"They were the only part I could really see."

I hesitated.

"They looked scared."

The chaplain's expression softened.

"I thought grown-ups weren't supposed to be scared," I whispered.

"He kept telling me, 'I've got you. You're okay. Don't let go.'"

I wrapped my arms around myself, unconsciously mimicking the way I’d been carried.

"I held onto his neck as tight as I could."

My voice became quieter.

"It was really hot."

I closed my eyes.

"I could hear wood breaking... really loud." I flinched at the memory. "Then he started running."

A tear slipped down my cheek.

"When we got outside, everything felt cold, even though the fire was still behind us."

I sniffled.

"He put me on the grass.” I opened my eyes back up.

"The man took his mask off for just a second."

"What did you see?" the chaplain asked softly.

"He looked tired." I paused. "Like he'd been crying without tears."

I looked down at my lap.

"I wanted to tell him thank you."

Another silence filled the room.

"But he disappeared before I could."

I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my gown.

"I don't even know his name."

The chaplain let the quiet settle before speaking.

"Iris..."

"He had blue eyes." My voice grew stronger. "He picked me up because the fire was too hot."

His gaze settled on me again, heavy with compassion.

"There wasn't a man."

I frowned.

"Yes, there was."

"There wasn't."

I shook my head harder. "You're wrong."

"The firefighters searched the house from the moment they arrived. They found only four people."

I waited.

"They found your mother."

My lips parted.

"They found your father."

The room seemed to shrink.

"They found your brother."

A long silence.

"And they found you outside."

I blinked, confused.

"But..." I said. "The man..."

The chaplain's voice remained calm, though it carried the weight of something almost unbearable.

"No one carried you from that house."

My breathing quickened.

"I remember him."

"I know you do."

"He held me."

"I know."

"He told me I'd be okay."

The chaplain leaned forward.

"Sometimes, after something unimaginably frightening, our minds create memories that help us survive. They can feel every bit as real as anything that truly happened."

Tears welled in my eyes.

"So... who saved me?"

"You did.”

I stared at him, searching his face for some sign that he was lying.

"No."

"I'm sorry."

"No!" My voice cracked. "You're lying!"

"I wish I were."

I climbed out of the chair so quickly it rocked behind me.

"I didn't do anything!"

"Iris..."

"The man lit the fire!" I shouted. "I saw him!"

The chaplain rose slowly but kept his distance and hit his desk one more time with the ruler.

"The investigators found no evidence that anyone else was in the house."

I backed toward the office door.

"No..."

"They found something else."

I stopped.

"They determined the fire began in your bedroom."

Suddenly I was back in the office holding the file in my hands.
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