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Lychhurst Hospital: June, 1988

 

Bree Thorne trudged behind her mother up the walkway to Lychhurst Hospital, fists clenched at her sides in resentment. She was ten years old. Too old to go to Lychhurst Little Folks, the daycare her mom started running last year. Why couldn’t she go to Grandma’s house instead? Or even stay home alone while Mom was working? She could take care of herself. She even knew how to use the stove to make Top Ramen.

“Come on, Bree,” Mom called. “I don’t want to be late.”

The worried look in Mom’s green eyes gave Bree a pang of guilt and she quickened her pace.

The old hospital was a mishmash of different styles as it had been remodeled and expanded over the ages. The gray slate roofs were conical over some towers, gabled in others, and had those Addams Family roofs in others. Big smokestacks protruded behind a wing on the left and the center was dominated by a clock tower like in Back to The Future. The chipped, faded, reddish brick walls were covered with crawling ivy on some of the wide wings, and dingy with moss in others.

Bree tried to think of something nice to say. “This place looks spooky.”

Mom gave her a small smile, knowing how much her daughter admired all things creepy. “It does, doesn’t it? Lychhurst was built back in 1844 and has a long history. Some of it is kinda scary. If you’re good today, maybe we can learn more about it.”

“Is it haunted?” Bree asked eagerly.

“Without a doubt. All hospitals have ghosts,” Mom said cheerfully, then suddenly went serious. “The daycare definitely doesn’t have any, though.”

To Bree’s disappointment, the inside of the hospital didn’t match the creepy outside. Instead, the hallway they entered resembled the ones in the boring soap operas Mom taped on the VCR to watch when she got off work. White walls, light blue wainscotting, yellowish linoleum floors, and boring paintings of flowers on the walls.

The stupid daycare was worse. The walls were covered with cheery murals of fairytale figures gamboling through flowery fields and forests; some looked like they’d been painted by her mom.

The main room had a mini playhouse in one corner, craft tables in another, shelves full of blue padded mats for naptime, and a wall of cubbies just like in her fourth-grade classroom. Another shelf held various toys, dolls, and stuffed animals. One clown doll looked ancient and somehow malevolent. Bree couldn’t help shuddering in revulsion at the sight of it.

“Miss Kayla!” a mass of little kids cried out with exuberance before they flocked around Bree’s mom.

Bree’s shoulders slumped in dejection. This summer was going to suck.

A boy her age met her eyes and gave her a sideways smirk, like he understood how lame this babyish place was. Bree gave him a matching cynical smile as she wove through the mass of kids laying claim to her mother and made her way to his side.

“I’m Bree Thorne.” She held out her hand. “Miss Kayla is my mom.”

“Jeff Tanner.” Jeff high-fived her. “My mom works in the records room. I’m glad to see you. I thought it was just going to be me and Rani Sharma stuck here for the summer.”

“Rani?” Bree asked.

“Yeah. Her mom’s a doctor. She’s in the playhouse. Come on.” He tugged her arm.

The brown playhouse was wonderfully dim inside, a welcome change from the glaring brightness of the playroom. Rani sat inside with a sketchbook on her lap. She had umber brown skin and long legs with dinosaur Band-Aids on her knees. She grinned at Jeff and peered at Bree curiously.

“I love your drawing!” Bree beamed down at the sketch of a crow perched on a tombstone. If Rani also liked spooky stuff, they could become great friends.

“Thank you.” Rani shifted her straight, shiny black hair behind her ear and lifted her sketchbook to give Bree a better look. “It’s hard to get the feathers right.”

Right after introducing themselves, Mom called them for outside playtime. They were instructed to line up single file and led out a door into a rectangular area surrounded by brick walls that had bits of moss growing between the grout. Instead of grass, the majority of the playground was sand framed by a boardwalk. 

There was a swing set and slide on one end and two more playhouses under the eaves opposite the daycare’s wall. Plastic buckets and shovels were scattered everywhere in the sand and a bin full of chalk sat on one corner of the boardwalk. 

One of the daycare “teachers” —as Mom told her they were to be called—settled herself in a chair outside like a lifeguard. She even wore a whistle around her neck.

The littler kids charged out into the giant sandbox, shrieking obnoxiously. Bree, Jeff, and Rani exchanged annoyed looks. Bree felt a flare of kinship. Maybe this summer wouldn’t suck so bad.

They walked around the boardwalk, weaving around running kids and the daycare teacher, whose nose was buried in a copy of Newsweek full of articles about the latest stuff going on in the USSR, talking about their lives outside of the daycare. 

All three were ten and going to be in the fifth grade when school started, but Rani and Jeff went to another elementary school. They were fascinated at the fact that the Bree was the daughter of the daycare’s boss.

“Does that mean you can do anything you want and not get punished?” Jeff asked.

Bree shook her head. “No. I’ll probably be punished worse if I do something wrong. So no one thinks she’s picking favorites.”

Rani nodded. “My mom thinks the same way.” She pointed up to a smokestack on the hospital roof. “What do you think they’re burning in there?”

Bree’s imagination immediately flitted to the macabre. “Maybe dead bodies.”

Jeff shook his head. “People get cremated at the funeral home. But I bet when stuff gets amputated it gets burned.”

“And tumors that get cut out during surgery,” Rani added.

The rest of the playtime was spent coming up with the grossest things they could think of burning in the hospital’s incinerator. 

When they were called inside, Bree was pleased to see that there were separate activities for the older kids. While the little ones were given coloring pages and Play-Doh, the big kids got clay that they could shape into anything they wanted and Mom would then bake it in the oven to harden and tomorrow they could paint their creations.

Jeff made a dragon, Rani a cat, and Bree a raven like her new friend’s drawing. There were four other “big kids,” but they were all younger and either scared of Bree’s and her friends’ talk about the incinerator or too babyish and dumb to bother talking with.

Then came lunchtime. Some kids took lunchboxes from cubbies, others had bag lunches that one of the daycare teachers handed out from the daycare kitchen. Bree got one of those. A tuna sandwich and a little bag of Lay’s potato chips. 

Jeff had a Thundercats lunchbox and Rani had a Jem one. Bree was envious of both. Maybe Mom would let her bring her Real Ghostbusters lunchbox tomorrow.

After lunch, the tables were pushed up against the walls and the stack of padded blue mats laid out for naptime. At first, Bree felt a tremor of horror at the idea of taking a nap, but then Mom escorted the big kids out into the hall. Jeff, Rani, and a couple other kids grabbed their jackets from their cubbies on the way out. Bree frowned in confusion.

A voice from a speaker in the ceiling called out, “Doctor Slaughter, Two-one-seven… Doctor Slaughter, Two-one-seven…”

“There’s a Doctor Slaughter?” Bree giggled even as she was fascinated that the daycare was still plugged into the hospital’s communication system.

Mom laughed. “And a Doctor Cutteroff, Doctor Butcher, and Doctor Cutting. You’ll hear a lot of interesting things.”

She opened a door and gestured for the kids to go in. “This is the TV room. You can pick out movies from that cupboard, or read books. I’ll come get you when naptime is over and there will be a snack.”

Immediately Bree understood why the other kids brought jackets. The TV room was cold! Bree looked for a vent that would explain the cold, but the only one she found wasn’t running. She then noticed the worn linoleum floor, the hard metal chairs, and couches covered in orange fake leather and realized the TV room used to be a hospital room.

Along with the cold, an air of despair hung heavy in the room, pressing on her shoulders, and for a moment, Bree swore she could hear the sluggish beeps of heart monitors and pained moans of the patients who used to be here.

A little panel with a call button and an intercom in the wall right by where a bed would be captured her attention, though Bree couldn’t say why.

While the other kids rifled through the VHS tapes and argued about which movie they’d watch, Bree approached the call button. The amber and green lights were dead. She flipped the metal switch, but it didn’t light up.

“I tried that too,” Jeff said. “Only the main intercom system is still plugged into the daycare. The room call buttons are disconnected.”

“There’s another one in the bathroom too.” Rani pointed at a door that Bree hadn’t noticed. “I thought it would be funny if I told the nurse station I was pooping, but it doesn’t work.”

They all laughed. The other kids had put on Return to Oz, a movie Bree absolutely loved. She, Jeff, and Rani sat on a long chaise-like seat that had probably originally been for visitors to sleep on if they were staying overnight with a patient.

Just when they got to the part where Dorothy was being sent to the scary insane asylum, Bree noticed a light from the corner of her eye. The call button was on. She got up on her knees, turning her ear toward it.

The little speaker crackled and she heard the voice of a young boy.

“Help me.”

Bree jumped as Rani tapped her shoulder. “Did you hear that too?”

“Hear what?” Jeff whispered.

The voice spoke again. “Help me.”

Bree pushed the button to speak. “What’s your name? I can ask my mom to call a nurse.”

“Help me,” the boy repeated. “I’m so cold.”

“Where are you?” Bree asked.

“In this room. Please…”

Rani gasped. “Maybe you should get your mom. Or another teacher.”

Bree nodded and slipped out of the TV room. But when she opened the door of the playroom, Mom looked up from the magazine she was reading and made a stern gesture for her to go away. She didn’t want Bree to wake up the napping little kids.

With a sigh, Bree headed to the front desk. She didn’t want to talk to a strange grownup, but the front desk lady would know how to get in touch with a nurse in the hospital.

The lady at the desk frowned at her as she approached. Her hair was dyed black in a beehive and she had big horn-rimmed glasses just like Bree’s grandma wore in the old black and white Senior photo. Her name tag read Miss Sue. “What do you want?”

“The call button is on in the TV room and a little boy is calling for help. Can you call a nurse?”

Miss Sue’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have time for pranks, young lady. Those buttons were disabled when this
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