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Part I
Ivy Lane 



Chapter One 
 
The contrast between the brisk 50 degrees it was outside and the stifling heat from the radiator in Dr. Neumann’s office irritated me. I was hot and uncomfortable. 
“How often do the couches in here get cleaned?” I asked.
Dr. Neumann was startled out of his scrawling by my question, and I laughed as his glasses nearly slipped off his long, slender nose when his head jerked my way.
The leather couch was sticking to the back of my bare thighs. I lifted my legs and slipped my hands underneath where I could feel the dampness caused by my body heat against the worn, black leather. I couldn’t help but wonder how many other people’s sweaty, sticky bodies had sat here before I had. I shuddered and pulled my skirt under my legs as I slid my leather jacket back over my shoulders to get ready to leave the psychologist’s office. 
“The office is cleaned nightly,” Dr. Neumann responded as he pushed the wire-rimmed specs back onto their rightful place.
“But the couches specifically,” I asked, lifting my legs again as I gestured to the clinging leather, “Do they get wiped down?”
Dr. Neumann sat back in his office chair and crossed his arms over his chest as the pencil he had been using to scribble notes about our session hung from his lip. 
“I honestly don’t know I’m afraid to say. However, I will make a note to ask the cleaning company about it.”
The sixty-year-old balding therapist jotted down the question on a sticky note then turned his attention back to me. I shifted my weight back and forth on the couch, unable to get comfortable. Our session today had not gone well. Dr. Neumann wanted me to open up about my childhood. But how could I when I couldn’t remember? I didn’t want to be at those court-ordered sessions with a therapist who didn’t even know anything about me. It was ludicrous.
Being trapped in Harrisburg, Missouri was maddening. I needed to get back home, well—the only place I considered my home anyway. I needed to find Carter in Cedarville, Minnesota.
“There’s something else we need to talk about Ivy,” Dr. Neumann took off his glasses and held them between both his hands on his desk. He did this when he was trying to be serious. 
“You’ve got two weeks left- give or take- at Lochnar. What are your plans for your release?” He asked. 
“Go home, of course,” I said without hesitation. 
Dr. Neumann sat back in his chair and sighed. 
“Ivy, we’ve talked about this,” he warned. 
“I lived with them for almost four years Dr. Neumann,” I reminded him. 
“We have tried to contact the McCourt’s on several occasions Ivy. You know as well as I do that McCourt Manor is not an option.”
“Why?” I snapped at the doctor. “Just because Dr. John is dead? I know Carter still lives there. He would never leave, and the deed is still in John and Ester’s name.”
Dr. Neumann leaned forward in his seat and put the glasses back on his face. His eyes were locked on mine, and he looked tired. I also saw the pity that I didn’t want. The old man’s look said it all. 
“Dr. Neumann. I know what they say about my dad, but I know he didn’t do it. Those girls ran away. They were bad, wicked girls who didn’t want to stay. They didn’t want help, and they left. That wasn’t his fault,” I insisted. 
The McCourts were my foster family from the time I was eight to just before my twelfth birthday. They saved me, but there were other foster children they couldn’t save. I would be much worse today if it weren’t for Dr. John, Mama Ester, and their son, Carter. 
No matter what they said on the news about Dr. John. I knew in my heart, that he was innocent, even if he was convicted and killed. They never even found those girls that ran away—no bodies, no evidence, no trail that led the authorities to his conviction. They took the only father that ever cared for me away to be killed in prison for crimes he didn’t commit—wouldn’t commit. Dr. John and his wife, my Mama Ester were the nicest people I’d ever met. 
“Ivy, we’ve been down this route before. We’ve tried to contact Ester. She can’t be found, and neither can the son, Carter. Besides, Carter McCourt was just a few years older than you when you lived at that house, what is telling you that he would welcome you to live with him now?” Dr. Neumann’s question was all too personal, even if he didn’t know it, and it sent chills up my spine and gave me hope that I would see Carter in just a couple of weeks.
My face flushed red, and I looked down. Dr. Neumann liked to try to force me to rationalize, analyze evidence, think deeper about things, but sometimes these things don’t exist within rational and logical thinking. What I felt for Carter was so much more than anything science or data could explain. I knew because I could feel it because I just knew, that Carter and I were linked and that he would indeed welcome me back into the only place I was truly accepted—his home, McCourt Manor. 
“Ivy, last time we went down this road, we extended your stay an additional four months. I don’t want to have to do that again so close to your completion of the program, but I will if I have to,” Dr. Neumann threatened me that ended in a sigh that suggested he was simply tired of me, just like everyone else had been my whole life. 
I clenched my fists and buried my hands back under my thighs as I squeezed my eyes shut. I breathed in and out just like Dr. Neumann had taught me to do when I was angry. 
“Do you need a minute, Ivy?” He asked calmly. 
“No,” I told him through gritted teeth. “I think our time is up.”
I opened my eyes and saw Dr. Neumann look down his nose at me as he cleared his throat. 
“Well Ivy, we have just two court-ordered appointments left; however, it is my recommendation that you keep to our schedule of weekly sessions even after the order is lifted. Next week we need to talk again about the McCourts and what you plan to do and where you’re going after this. I better not hear you mention McCourt Manor or Cedarville at our next session, or I will need to change my recommendation for your release. I think we are close to figuring out why the memories of your biological parents and early childhood are blocked. I want to keep exploring that with you. What do you think, hmm?”
I didn’t want to talk to the mouth-breathing old man for another two sessions, let alone after that. Besides, I had somewhere to be. 
“Can’t Doc, I’m on a time crunch as it is, and you don’t have to worry about where I’m going, I’ll figure it out. Once I’m done with the program, I’m no longer your concern.” I told him how I saw things as I stood from the couch. I was so sick of people pretending that they cared.
Our session had been over for a few minutes, and I was ready to go, whether my therapist was ready or not. 
“Alright Ivy, we’ll talk about it again next week, but you need to have a plan,” he smiled and stood to join me at the office door. 
I didn’t wait for him to open the door for me; instead, I swung it open and bounced into the hallway and out to the reception area before he could rattle off his usual reminder of our scheduled time. 
I drew in a sharp breath and stopped dead in my tracks. A little girl with greasy blonde hair sat on a plastic blue chair next to a woman wearing slacks and a blazer. From her blazer pocket hung a social services badge. The woman’s name was Carol Rogers, and the little girl was one of her charges, probably in foster care like I had been. Looking at the child was like passing by a mirror, and seeing yourself in your peripheral vision—familiar, but uncertain, and the image blended together. 
Carol was engrossed in scrolling through emails on her tablet. I had known many women like Carol in my lifetime. The child looked up at me with blank eyes as I finally forced myself to pick up a foot and cross the room towards the exit. I smiled briefly and winked at her before pushing the door open. I noticed her smirk as I left. A silent connection between a former foster kid and a current one. She understood the message: “You are not alone.” I was comforted that I may have lifted her spirits, even if just for a second. 
I wasn’t much older than that little girl when I started my first therapy sessions. I shuddered when I thought about the very first memories I’ve ever had as I settled onto the bus station bench in front of the medical complex. 
Dr. Neumann pissed me off. I hated talking about myself to anyone, but Carter. I didn’t need therapy when I lived at the McCourt house. I was happy there. Carter, John, and Mama Ester truly understood me, and I needed to get back to them. The thought of having weeks left trapped in Lochnar House made my skin crawl. 
A rage began burning inside of my body. My legs and arms felt like they were going to explode if I didn’t do something with them. My head was swimming with awful thoughts, and I found myself wanting to—needing to…
 “Fuck!” I cried out, and my body surged with energy. I kept cursing and beating against the terribly made structure that people called a bus stop. I beat my fists against the plexiglass, not caring if I broke through it, and ripped posters down and shredding them that were taped to the inside. I saw my hands were bleeding, but I continued anyway.
The plexiglass shelter was also occupied by a homeless man who quietly stared at me from the opposite corner of the bus stop. He was buried under a dirty grey blanket and curled up in the corner as much as he could, fearing my outburst. He cursed as he knocked over the 40-ounce glass beer bottle he had tucked into his side. 
“Son of a bitch,” the man grumbled as he scrambled to recover the bottle. 
Without saying a word, I ended my bus stop tirade and decided that walking would be a better idea. Perhaps the exercise would help take my mind off the waiting, the being trapped. My palms began to sting as blood was drawn to the surface where my nails dug into my flesh — one of my nervous habits. Blood dripped from my knuckles and my palms onto the sidewalk like leaving a trail of breadcrumbs in case I lost my way.
As I walked towards Lochnar House, my mind wandered, still rife with troubled bitterness. 
I didn’t understand why they wanted me to remember. Why would I want to think about anything before Carter? Becoming part of the McCourt family was the best thing that ever happened to me. As far as I was concerned, the day I walked through their door was the day my life started, and finally had a chance to be happy and normal.
My biological mother never returned to pick me up from catechism class at St. Mary’s. She didn’t bother picking up the phone when the sisters called over and again. The police were finally called after an hour of waiting. That horrible feeling in my gut that began in that hour wouldn’t subside until I arrived at McCourt Manor. My home, our home, was empty when the police started looking for her. She was gone. 
I was placed with an emergency foster family for the night while the manhunt, which turned out to be quite a waste of time and resources, continued for my mother. I was six years old. My memory started after those events. I can only tell the same story that the newspapers had written at the time, and they were thorough enough for me to hang onto. Besides, it was the only story there was. 
That’s what Dr. Neumann wanted. He wanted to wake the sleeping beast that was my childhood, before my mother vanished, and why my brain had blocked the memories. But I wasn’t going to be his guinea pig so he could author some boring article about my ‘breakthrough’ in a scientific journal. I wasn’t going to be the one to give him his career validation.
They never found my mother. She had vanished without a trace, and I had seemingly become invisible in the process of trying to find her. I was in five different foster homes before I landed at the McCourt’s. They were the first to see that I wasn’t the bad little girl the other mothers claimed me to be. I don’t remember them, but I know they were terrible women without a nurturing bone in their bodies. They lied and accused me of awful things. 
Ester McCourt saw past the lies, the warnings that I would be too much to handle, and the false accusations of wrongdoing. She welcomed me into her home with a vanilla cake coated in confetti frosting and brightly colored candles. I had forgotten what a birthday was by the time I arrived at her home. The flames of the flickering candles had scared me at first. When Carter bounded down the stairs blowing a paper horn mercilessly, with mischief dancing in his eyes, I knew I was finally home. All the nerves I felt, the sickening feeling of being abandoned, had melted away with the candle wax. 
The very first words Mama Ester said to me were: Happiest of birthdays my darling girl. Make a wish!

That was fourteen years ago, and that single wish would carry me through as I trudged through the piles of autumn leaves that lined the curb, making my way to the poorly ran halfway house, Lochnar House. Once I made my way back to Carter, my wish would be fulfilled—just a couple more weeks. 
The crisp wind bit at my face like shards of glass floating on the arctic winds that ushered in the early winter as I regretted walking away from the bus stop. But I couldn't deny that the brisk pace had helped to calm my frustrations and ease my anxiety. Cedarville was only a full day's drive, and if everything went according to plan, I'd be off parole and finally able to leave town with four days to spare before my birthday which was also Carter and Ester's favorite day. I planned to surprise them by showing up and finally bringing our whole family together, well, except for Dr. John. I would grieve with them when I got to McCourt Manor. 
 I got closer to Lochnar House, and the scene changed dramatically. All of the houses in that part of town were dilapidated and falling apart. Dogs rattled the chain link fences that surrounded most of the homes. The beasts didn't startle me anymore, but I was grateful for the days they were locked up in their cages--usually first of the month and Fridays when people got paid. In this part of town, everyone had a side hustle — even me. After spending two years in jail for compulsory theft and most of the last six months on house arrest, I was ready to give up that life and find my family again. 
"Ivy, Hey!" Cameron, the barely-eighteen-year-old girlfriend of one of the neighbors, called from the front stoop of what looked like a drug den. She sat on the broken cement and waved with a crooked smile. 
I didn't want to talk to her. 
I kept walking and pretended as though I didn't hear her. 
"Bitch! My girlfriend is talking to you!" Ray, the middle-aged neighbor, called out as I bounded up the stone steps to the most expensive house in the neighborhood. I chanced a quick look with an angry scowl in my expression before I headed into the building. 
The all brick, newly constructed home had eight bedrooms and three bathrooms. The basement was fully finished as an apartment for our house mom, and the yard was professionally landscaped and maintained by a lawn care service. Most of the people in town couldn't even afford a lawnmower, so the halfway house had become quite the point of contention in the city with most residents not thinking so kindly of those of us who were forced to live there. 
Only two more weeks.
I darted straight up to my bedroom without even checking with Barb, our house mom, or “residential aide” as she liked to be called when she was upset with us. I was in well before curfew, but I was supposed to check in with her after my appointments with Dr. Neumann to make sure I was “emotionally stable enough to be in the house.” A few bad days and everyone believed I was some psychopath. 
The bedroom was small, only eight by eight, but it was easy to manage. All eight of the women living there at the time were responsible for keeping their individual rooms clean and taking turns cleaning common areas. We were evaluated on our domestic abilities among other things every week. Luckily, Barb was generous. I was confident she’d recommend my being allowed to move on from the wretched place. 
I flung my purse onto a folding chair next to my door and collapsed onto the twin sized bed. I had been trying my best to sleep through most of the final days at the Lochnar Women’s House, but as my release was nearing, the anxiety and excitement of finally going back to Carter were keeping me up at night. 
I enjoyed imagining what he looked like. Would he still have the same curly brown hair that hung down into his sage green eyes? Did he grow up and take after Dr. John or his mother, Ester? Did his freckles still pop out in the summertime? Did the gap in his front teeth ever get fixed? 
I had spent days in the library scouring the internet and social media trying to find him to no avail. The closest I found was a yearbook from Cedarville High School that indicated he had graduated, but the trail was dead after that. Ester still owned our home according to public records, but Ester, who was well into her sixties, were social media ghosts like her son. The only phone number I found for the McCourt's rang endlessly without anyone ever picking up. At least I knew where I needed to start looking—back home in Cedarville. 
That night I needed to find something to take my mind off the waiting. I was out of sleeping pills, and Dr. Neumann wouldn’t refill my prescription for another week at least. 
I sat up and stared out the window above my headboard. The half-full moon hung in a dark sky. Too much light pollution from the city to allow the stars to breathe freely, but I always liked how the moon had the strength to shine, nevertheless. Just like I knew Carter would shine for me; he was the light in my darkness, my compass in life, finally leading me home. 
I could feel him, even then, as I looked out my window, gazing at the moon. I felt the delicately woven thread that connected my soul to his, the connection that bonded us across the universe, across lifetimes, a thread that could never be severed by time or distance. I took a deep breath and settled back down into the bed linens. I knew he felt it too, in my gut, in my heart, I knew he felt the same way. 
I kicked off my jeans and slowly roamed my inner thighs, dragging my fingertips over my delicate skin softly, as though he were teasing me with feather-light kisses. I smiled and imagined what it would feel like to finally be with him entirely as my two slender fingers slid inside, forcing me to tighten in ecstasy and draw in a sharp breath. I was good at finding ways to keep my mind—and hands, busy. 



Chapter Two 
 
"Come on; it’ll be fun I promise."
Carter's hand reached for mine as I stood on the front steps of the McCourt home, refusing to take a step onto the leaf covered ground. The ancient maple trees that decorated the lawn of the estate had shed the first of their leaves, turning the small town near the Canadian border ablaze with orange, red, yellows and browns as much on the ground as in the trees. 
"We can't. Mama Ester will be so angry with me," an eight-year-old me tried to reason with Carter who, at twelve years old, was much more persuasive than I. 
His lips curled into a half smile as he reached for my hand once again. 
"Oh, come on. As long as you're with me, you'll be fine. She won't be mad. Mama never gets mad at me," Carter assured me. 
I didn't believe him though I wanted to so badly. Mother Ester had been clear on her rules. I had to stay inside the house for my own good--as much as everyone else's. I wasn't a bad little girl, I just had to prove it, she had explained to me, and that meant staying hidden away for a while. 
I shook my head and backed away from his outstretched hand. He let his arm fall to his side and heavily sighed as he climbed the wooden steps. His eyes narrowed as mine filled with tears. I didn't want to disappoint him but how could I disobey Ester?
"Don't you trust me? Don't you know I would never do anything to get you in trouble or hurt you?"
His words sounded nice, but his tone revealed he wasn't happy with me. Of course, he had never done anything untrustworthy. He took care of me, drew me pictures, even sang to me at night when there was no piano music to lull me to sleep. I knew what happened to children who didn't follow Ester's rules though, and I didn't want to anger the only woman who wanted to be my mother. 
My lip trembled as I nodded affirmation to Carter. His palm cupped my tiny cheek, and his thumb brushed away a tear that had escaped. I froze as he moved to run his thumb over the welt that marred the other cheek.
"I won't let him hurt you again either," he muttered before quickly dropping his hand and bounding down the stairs. "Let's go. They won't be back for a while, and I want to show you something." There was excitement in his voice, and as he skipped the last step of the porch, jumping to the ground, he laughed, "Chase me, Lucky!"
This was my favorite game, and my young heart jumped in my chest as his sly smirk turned into a wide, mischievous grin. He knew I loved it when they called me Lucky. I was their 23rd foster child, and 23 was Dr. John’s favorite number, it was also my birthday—January 23rd. John insisted me being Lucky was why my treatment was so necessary. 
Carter sprinted across the yard, kicking up leaves as he went, and it only took me a second before I too leaped from the steps, and chased after him with glee. 
The leaves floated down around me as we raced through the towering trees surrounding the McCourt house. There were no other houses for miles around, and we could shriek and laugh to our delight without ever having to worry about disturbing anyone. That evening was the first time I had been outdoors since the McCourts had saved me a few weeks before and it felt good to stretch my legs as well as my vocal cords.
I chased him to the apple trees that lined the old carriage road behind the house and collapsed with him in a fit of giggles onto a pile of leaves that had been raked three feet high. The crisp autumn air stung my lungs as I breathed heavily, trying to catch my breath. 
"Are you okay?" Carter asked as he rubbed circles on my back. 
"Yeah," I told him as I picked up a handful of leaves and playfully flung it into his face. I laughed, but his expression dimmed.
The sunset had turned the sky bright red and orange, just like the leaves that still floated gently down onto us. 
"Good, cause we gotta go!" Carter exclaimed and abruptly scrambled out of the pile of leaves. 
I looked at him in confusion, but he left me no time to ask questions before he yanked me up by my arm and began sprinting towards the house, dragging me along with him. 
"Carter, stop! Ow! That hurts!"
I tried to jerk my arm away, but Carter kept going. He was twelve, four years older than I, and much stronger. I looked around frantically to decipher what had ignited the urgency in Carter and saw the headlights of a car--Mama Ester's car, flick off as the small black sedan pulled into the main drive and parked at the side of the house. 
My breath hitched in my throat and terror gripped my heart. We were going to get caught. Suddenly I was on the ground in seconds having tripped over a stick or rock, I couldn’t tell. I yelped as my knees hit the hard ground and my hand was ripped from Carter's. He turned around in a panic. 
"Get up!" He hissed as he grabbed hand once more and pulled me along. 
My knees throbbed. My hands were scraped up and covered in sticky mud and leaves, but we were only a few feet from the porch. Carter wasn't going back up the steps though. I followed him around the side of the house opposite where Mama Ester parked.
Carter dropped my hand and pulled at the large wooden doors that lead into the ground next to the house. The cellar, Carter would tell me later. 
"Go on," he whispered and gestured at the hole in the ground. 
I peered down and saw only darkness. I shook my head frantically and tried to back away. 
"This is the only way, come on," he urged. 
I took a step down and felt Carter's hand on my back as he followed me down, shutting the doors behind us. Everything was dark, and I couldn't see more than a few inches in front of my face, but Carter seemed to have the room memorized. He maneuvered in front of me as we entered the cellar and pulled me along, making sure to tell me to duck, step over, or watch out for, different obstacles that were invisible in our path. 

We finally reached another staircase, and as Carter turned the knob, we heard the creaking of the front door opening and Mama Ester's purse being tossed onto the entry table. 
"Hurry!" Carter demanded as he pushed open the door and pointed to the grand staircase that leads up to the bedrooms. "I'll distract her, you’ll be safe, I promise." he said with a wink before he turned the opposite way down the hallway. He was out of sight before I heard him greet his mother. 
I dashed to the stairs and scurried up as fast as I could while still being quiet. I was terrified one of the other little girls tucked behind the foreboding black doors that lined the hallway would hear me and rat us out. 
I had asked Carter about them before. I never saw them, but I could hear them crying sometimes. He always just shrugged and said they were terrible kids that needed to be straightened out and I was lucky to be born when I was, and I shouldn't concern myself with them. They were all jealous, bad, evil, little girls who couldn't be fixed. Mama Ester and Papa John were only interested in correcting me. I was special. The other girls weren't. 
Even at eight years old I knew that if you were special, you had a target on your back. That's what the social worker lady had called me after my first foster family gave me back. I was a special little girl who needed special care. 
Nothing good had happened to me afterward, until the McCourts found me, anyway. They understood me, even if I didn't understand myself, and I knew everything they did was for my best interest. They knew the target was on my back and they wanted to protect me. 
The last thing I wanted to do was make Mama upset, but I was also desperate to watch Carter with his mother, our mother. I understood why Ester and John were keeping me locked away, but I wanted to be a part of their family so badly--even if just through watching. 
I was also curious as to what made Carter the most special of us all. Was it only because he was their blood, or was there something more to him? Maybe it was just because he was a boy and the rest of us were girls? My eight-year-old mind believed it had to be because there was something about him that was better than the rest of us. 
The top of the staircase overlooked the living room and foyer. I crept around the corner, where the hallway began, got down on my belly and slithered back to the edge of the staircase railing. I could hear muffled voices coming from the kitchen—Mama and Carter. 
“Your father says number eighteen will be saved tonight.”
“I know.”
“He wants your help tonight. You’re old enough to learn.”
“I’m ready.”
Carter’s voice was steady and sure. 
One of the doors in the hallway creaked open. 
I didn’t wait to see which door it was. I jumped up and ran as fast as my little legs could carry me down the hall ahead without looking over my shoulder. My door was at the end of the hallway, and I kept my eyes on it as I ran. I burst through the door and closed it behind me quickly before I jumped onto the mattress that sat on the floor in the corner and pulled the old, worn comforter over my head. 
I laid on the bed with my eyes squeezed shut as I panted and tried to catch my breath. Heavy footsteps padded down the hallway and stopped in front of my door. My heart stopped as I waited for the knob to turn. Instead, I heard the metal of the outside lock scratch against the door as it was slipped into place, locking me back inside. 
 
***
 
"Ivy, Are you in there? Ivy!"
A shrill command and incessant banging startled me out of the single sized mattress, and I tumbled onto the floor in a tangled mess of sheets as I gasped for breath. The dream was already escaping me but the realness of what I felt lingered. I was scared, nervous, and doubtful in my dream. I was worried about what would happen if Mama Ester caught me outside. None of it was real, but then why did it feel like a memory?
 I fought my way out of the heap of linens and glanced up at the clock. 7 p.m. I was an hour late for dinner and I was surprised it had taken our residential aide, Barb, this long to come looking for me. 
"Okay, okay, I hear you!" I shouted back at the nagging middle-aged woman who lived in the basement rent-free in exchange for watching over all us degenerate women in Lochnar House. 
"You're already an hour late! Only two weeks left, and you want to fuck it up I see!" she badgered from outside of the door. 
"I told you I'm coming!" I shouted the last word as loud as I could and whipped a pillow at the door. 
I had learned in my first two weeks here that throwing things at Barb, the counselors or the other women didn't impress judges or your parole officer. The pillows barely made a thud when I pretended one of their faces were taped to the door, bedpost, or corner of the dresser however and this tactic had helped me release a lot of pent up aggression and anger at the other women here. I could thank the feather pillows they supplied us with for there being only two weeks left until my release. If Barb didn't get off my ass, it would all be ruined though. 
"I expect you downstairs for evening group in five minutes. You missed dinner, and there are no leftovers," Barb warned before her wide, flip flop clad feet were heard slapping against the laminate flooring as she walked away. 
Barb was supposed to be a motherly figure to us girls, but she was nothing like Ester. No mother on earth could compare to Ester McCourt, who was glamorous, beautiful, and the most intelligent person I had ever met. I used to listen to her go on for hours about things that most people probably had no idea about--aliens, lost civilizations, spirits, mediums, chakras. The McCourt’s were enlightened, and they were getting close to discovering some remarkable things when I was taken away from them. I don't know what happened to the McCourts after I was stripped from my bed in the middle of the night and carried off to the hospital, but I intended to get the answers I deserved. 
I glared into the mirror as I ripped a hairbrush through my short dingy blonde hair that hadn’t grown much since getting out of prison. I frowned hard at my reflection. I was worried Carter wouldn’t recognize me without the long, bright blonde hair I had when he last saw me. Goldilocks Ester had called me every time she ran her long fingers through my delicate waves. 
Piano player fingers were how Ester described her hands. Her talent for piano was no secret to anyone, and on nights I couldn’t sleep, all I had to do was lay on the floor with my ear over the cold air return and wait for the sweet melodies of her piano playing to lull me to sleep. Even as an adult, I listened to a piano playlist to fall asleep on most nights, and I loved every second of it.
My memories of my foster family were so clear in my mind it caused me to feel even more confusion and agitation when I thought about the dream. I remembered the fall, I remembered running through the apple trees with Carter, but I didn’t remember that day and what happened in the dream. 
I looped a rubber band around the hair I had gathered into a low ponytail then picked up the jeans that I had tossed to the floor earlier and slipped them back on. I took a deep breath and opened the bedroom door to head down to our common area for group therapy night. Candace’s tall, lanky form blocked me from exiting, however, and I took a step backward. 
“Excuse you,” I snapped at her and crossed my arms over my chest to show her how annoyed I was. 
Candace had turned forty years old last week and was currently one of the oldest women in the halfway house. Three of us were in our twenties, four in our thirties, and Candace was the oldest at forty now that Trixie, a sixty-year-old truck stop prostitute had been released. 
I had been sad to see Trixie go. She had a sense of humor at least. Old Trixie was replaced with Diana—a nineteen-year-old in rehab for the second time who refused to come out of her room and screamed through the first five nights she was here. 
I stared at Candace who just stood still and glared right back at me. Her long dreadlocks were wrapped up into a beehive of grey and black twisted hair that caused her to tower over me. Her dramatic locks cascaded down to her ass, so I wasn’t sure if the hairstyle was an intimidation tactic or for convenience. Her stance indicated Candace wasn’t blocking me into my room because she wanted to have a tea party. 
“Give it to me,” she demanded, breaking our staring contest. 
She took a step into my room, only inches in front of me. I smirked and took a step to the side while I gestured around the small bedroom. 
“There’s only a bed and a mostly empty dresser. I don’t know what you’re looking for, but go ahead and have a peak,” I offered with a shrug.
Candace narrowed her eyes more and took a deep breath. 
“I don’t have time for your games, Ivy. We both know you have it. Just give it to me so I can give it back to her. She’ll report you, and then you might not get to leave,” she tested me. 
“I don’t know what you are talking about, and I don’t appreciate you pinning whatever it is on me,” I stuck my chin in the air and told her confidently while gripping the ring I knew she was looking for in the palm of my hand behind my back. 
I had stolen it from Diana yesterday. The poor girl sings so loud and off-key in the shower that she didn't even hear the door creak open when I slipped my hand inside and swiped the white gold band with the emerald stone center from the sink counter. 
I slipped the pretty little accessory into the back pocket of my jeans and stuck my thumbs through the belt loops on my hips. Candace glanced down at my now bare hands before meeting my eyes in a glare once again. She was definitely someone I wouldn't miss when I left here in two weeks. I wouldn't miss any of them actually. Not a single person in Lochnar would ever cross my mind as soon as I drove over the town line. 
"We've got to get to group," I reminded the middle-aged woman who was trying to intimidate me, a young woman nearly half her age. 
"We aren't going to the meeting until you give me Diana's ring," Candace warned and shifted her weight, so the combat style boots she liked to wear were planted firmly in place. 
I rolled my eyes and tried to step around her, but she maneuvered in front of me. I tried to duck around the other way and was blocked again. I growled in frustration which solicited a snort from Candace, my enemy at the moment. I could feel the anger bubbling in my stomach as I stepped back, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath, just like Dr. Neumann had taught me. The breaths weren't stopping my hands from clenching into fists; they weren't stopping the red rage from burning its way up my chest onto my face from my gut. 
"Jesus, you really are crazy, aren't you?" 
Candace's voice smashed through my mind like a boulder and the mindfulness techniques Dr. Neumann had taught me went right out the window as I lunged at the woman. 
Candace was pulled back through the door to my bedroom before I reached her by Barb who stood in the hallway surrounded by the other six Lochnar House women, including Diana who looked terrified and had tears in her eyes. 
I patted my pocket, felt the tiny gold band still stuck in the corner and when her eyes met mine, I smirked at her and gave her a wink. She gasped and turned away quickly. She was less than three years younger than me, but I couldn't help but look at her as a child. She was smaller than a woman her age should be and had stringy hair that she had to keep short because it fell out so often. She was even missing a few teeth, but they weren't baby teeth that had fallen out. Bulimia had taken a toll on the young woman, but if she had made it to a halfway house, it meant she was on the mend at least. 
The concept was laughable when I thought about it--being on the mend at Lochnar House. This was my second time here. They hadn't fixed me, but I was getting out anyway, time was up. This time would be different from the last though, I was going to straight to Cedarville, and I was going to be smart. 
"What are you laughing at?" Barb snapped from the doorway. 
"Nothing," I shrugged without the smirk leaving my face. 
"Anyone want to tell me what's going on here?" 
Barb looked from me to Candace who was now standing behind Barb. 
"She stole Diana's ring," Candace offered casually and returned my smirk. 
"Do you have proof of this? Did you see her do it?" Barb asked. 
"Well no," Candace stammered having expected Barb to take her side without question. 
"Then shut up and get down to group!" Barb yelled and clapped her hands at all the women. 
They merged into a straight line with Candace and Diana mixing in somewhere near the middle as they filed down the stairs to the common areas. Barb waited until they were almost all out of earshot before she whipped around to face me. 
"If you took that little girl's ring, give it back. If you didn't, quit pissing off Candie. You've only got a few weeks left, and we will all be glad to see you go. If you have to stay, it fucks it up for everybody, so don't do anything to get yourself in trouble, you hear?" Barb hissed. 
"Loud and clear," I muttered back.
"Good," she stated as she turned and headed down the hallway after the other women. 
Just another reminder that I wouldn't miss a single one of these people. Vile. All of them. I didn’t belong here. I wasn't like them. So, I stole things sometimes? So what? I grew up with nothing of my own, but a few pieces of clothing and a dirty teddy bear shoved into a black garbage bag, and even that was lost somewhere along the way. If I wanted to take things sometimes, I should be able to. I never hurt anyone. Even the judge knew I didn't belong in jail, and I just needed to go home. 
I slammed my bedroom door shut behind me and followed her downstairs to our common room. There were two televisions on each side of the large room, four card tables with two chairs at each, a worn out brown leather sectional with a few holes in the cushions, and two Lazy Boy recliners that I flat out refused to sit in even once during the five and a half months I had currently been residing at Lochnar House. Canvas prints of inspirational quotes decorated the room, but I had never bothered to read any of them. There were shelves of books I had also never read and games I was never invited to play with the other women lining the room. 
The chairs from the card tables had been gathered and arranged in a circle. The seven other women who lived there and Dr. Santiago, our group therapy counselor, were already seated. Two chairs were left open, one for Barb and one for me. Dr. Santiago stood when she heard us reaching the bottom of the staircase. 
"Good evening Ivy, thank you for joining us," she smiled kindly and motioned for me to take a seat in the empty chair right next to her. 
I ignored her gesture and crossed the circle to the chair directly opposite between Judy and Sammie. Dr. Santiago turned to Barb and shook her hand before both women sat, neither acknowledging my rudeness. 
"Alright ladies, now that we are all here, I have an announcement to make."
The young doctor was probably only a decade or so older than I was though she had never told us her age. Her caramel complexion was nearly wrinkle-free except for lines around her eyes so she couldn't be much older than 35. 
"One week from tomorrow is family day," she went on. 
I shifted in my seat uncomfortably as her eyes flicked to mine first before glancing around to the others, gauging their level of uncomfortableness. I followed her eyes. Judy and Sammie who sat on either side of me both looked indifferent. Sammie was staring off into space, probably high, and Judy picked at her fingernails, letting the black nail polish crumble into a mess on the tile floor. Diana looked excited and was sitting up in her chair next to Candace, who also seemed rather happy. Two other women slumped into their seats and folded their arms while the one sitting next to the doctor already had her head buried in her arms as she sobbed. 
I rolled my eyes as Barb went to her and offered a hug and comfort. Candace grabbed the tissue from a card table nearby and passed it around the circle. Her name was Aleah, and she was newer to the group. She was one of the women in their thirties but, like me, rarely came out of her room. Aleah was also very secretive, and none of us knew why she was at the house; we just knew she hadn't come from jail like the rest of us. Most nights crying sounds came from her room, but things had been getting worse for her lately. Last night she had woken up the entire house with her shrieking over a nightmare — just another reason to add to the list of why I was happy to be leaving Lochnar. 
Dr. Santiago tried to ignore the sobbing girl next to her and addressed the rest of us. 
"I know not all of us have what most people would consider family, but next week isn't about who gave birth to us or who our siblings are. Family Day is really about our support systems--the people who will have your backs and be a positive influence in your life when you leave Lochnar House. That might be a friend, colleague, boyfriend, or a sponsor from our program, but everyone will have someone here with them next week. Not a single one of you will be alone," the doctor assured us. 
I knew it was all bullshit. The first Family Day I suffered through happened in my first month here. My reaction wasn't as dramatic as Aleah’s, but you could definitely say I wasn't happy about it. I had no family except for the McCourts, and how was I supposed to let them know I was here when everyone kept telling me I couldn’t contact them. Dr. John was murdered, and Ester couldn’t be found according to my doctors. No one would tell me anything about Carter.
I had spent hours on Google Earth years ago searching the small town of Cedarville, Minnesota for the large, Victorian House with painted yellow turrets covered in black shingles I remembered growing up in. When I finally found the address, 23 Briarwood Drive, I felt closer than ever to finding Carter, but stealing the car to get there was what landed me in jail, and now the halfway house, in the first place. I sent letters to the house while I was in jail, but none were answered. Dr. Neumann had already extended my stay at the house by four months after finding out I was still trying to contact them. 
I had done such a good job over the last few months pretending like I didn't care about them like I wasn't going to steal another car and drive straight to Cedarville the second I was allowed to walk off the front porch of the house without a fucking ankle bracelet on. Only two more weeks and one more Family Day to suffer through and then I would be free. I was growing antsy; Carter was all I could think about. 
"Ivy?" Dr. Santiago called my name, interrupting my daydream. 
"What?" I responded. 
Dr. Santiago smiled. She always smiled when someone was rude to her. I wondered how long getting into the habit of doing that took, but I had never asked. Not like I was going to try using the technique, my frown fit much better. 
"Your sponsor will be here for family day next week, but Kaitlynn is also going to be Diana's sponsor since you'll be moving on in just a few weeks," Dr. Santiago repeated since I hadn't been listening to her the first time. 
I looked over at Diana. The girl was staring at her feet, but I could feel her trying not to look at me as she channeled her nervousness into her kicking feet that didn't quite reach the floor. How long had she been bulimic to have stopped growing at less than five feet tall? I considered the possibilities, remembering my own struggle with hunger as a teenager although I would never have considered throwing up the little bit of food I stole. 
"Fine," I replied. 
Dr. Santiago went on talking about the upcoming Family Day events. Group sessions, individual family sessions, trust falls, mazes, cooperative games, all the usual bullshit that I wasn't interested in and had already given little effort to participate in last time. 
The rest of the hour dragged on with a few of the women talking about whom they had invited and what they were looking forward to about the event. Dr. Santiago skipped over me, which didn’t surprise me. I was often skipped over at group therapy. When she let me talk or respond the other women tended not to like what I had to say. I wasn't "empathetic" Dr. Neumann, and Dr. Santiago both told me. Why would I want to feel what other people felt? I didn't care, and I didn't want to "work on it."
When Dr. Santiago finally announced group was over, I darted right back up to my room. I didn't stick around for the desserts they tempted us with, trying to force us to be social and get to know each other better. No one followed me up the stairs and when I closed the door behind me, I knew I wouldn’t hear another voice until Barb woke me up and drug me down to breakfast in the morning. Sleep was the best way to get through the next two weeks, especially if I wanted to stay out of trouble. 
I laid on the small bed and thought about the dream I had during my nap. I remembered playing in the leaves outside with Carter; it was one of my favorite things to do in the fall. I couldn’t remember any time that Mama Ester was outside playing with us, but I also couldn’t remember being forbidden from going outside. The more I thought about the dream, the more nervous I became. I felt scared, nervous, anxious, and terrified of being in trouble, but I knew that Mama Ester and John were kind, nurturing, and loving. They were trying to cure me, and they were the only family who would take a chance on me when I started being bad. I wasn’t afraid of them. 
I grabbed my sleeping pill bottle from the end table and tilted it upside down, but no pill came out. 
“Ugh!” I groaned into the pillow as I flipped over. 
I took another pillow and held it over the top of my head to drown out the light and the noisy chattering I could hear downstairs in the meeting room still. I prayed I could get through the night without another false narrative playing in my head. 
 



Chapter Three
 
"This is your room,"
Mama Ester announced as she pushed open the heavy, black door that more resembled an entrance than a bedroom door. "I hope you like it. I picked out every item just for you."
I looked up at her serene, beautiful, smiling face and smiled back. The sugar high from the cake made me giddy with joy. None of the other families had welcomed me in such an extravagant way--with birthday cake!
 I licked my lips and rather than take a nap, as I suspected the lady wanted, I hoped we could go downstairs and have one more delicious slice. 
Mama Ester gently put her hand on my back and nudged me into the bedroom. The small, four-poster bed with sheer, purple canopy was the first part of the room that caught my eyes. It was as if a big princess bed had been replicated to fit a little girl like me perfectly. 
"Is this my bed?" I marveled. 
"Everything in here is for good. As long as you stay good, you can have anything you want within these walls," She smiled warmly and stroked my hair. 
"How did you know my favorite color is purple?" I asked in awe as I gazed around the quaint bedroom with lavender walls, plum bedding, and a fuchsia, fuzzy rug in the middle of the floor. 
"I knew everything of importance about you Miss Lane, the minute I saw you."
Mama Ester knelt beside me. Her long, white cotton dress billowed around her bare feet and mine. I giggled as the soft fabric tickled my tiny toes, and she gently grabbed the sides of my head and pulled me into her chest. She smelled like soap and expensive perfume and when I pulled away the light that shined through the tiny bars on the window made her diamond earrings dazzle. 
"Dr. John will be home soon. Carter will escort you to the bathroom so you can have a bath. You don't need help do you?"
I shook my head and laughed; What kind of eight-year-old needed help taking a bath? Mama Ester just smiled again and quickly patted the top of my head before she stood again. 
"Good girl. Scrub good and make sure to get all the soap out of your hair. I'll be back to put a ribbon in it before dinner. You'll meet Dr. John then, alright?"
"Thank you, Mama," I nodded to her. 
"Mama Ester," she corrected me. "Never just Mama."
The look on her face was stern, and her tone crushed my sugar high. I looked down at my bare feet and wiggled my toes, waiting for a physical reaction from Mama Ester. She turned without saying or doing anything else and walked out the door. I looked up and saw Carter, her son, standing in the doorway staring at me. He wasn't as enthusiastic as he was when he came bounding into the room with horns earlier, but I still hoped we could be friends. 
The lady from social services hadn't told me there would be other children at this house. She hadn't told me much of anything though really, just shuffled me from one house to the next when the complaints started coming in. 
"Hey," Carter greeted me. 
He leaned against the doorway with his skinny arms crossed. 
"You should tie your sneakers, so you don't fall," I told him and pointed down at his red Converse. 
He narrowed his eyes in confusion then looked down to his sneakers that were, indeed, untied. He knelt and tied them quickly then stood back up and pushed the stray hairs that had fallen out of his low ponytail behind his ears. He crossed his arms again and looked me up and down. 
"You're the youngest one so far. You're only eight, right?" He asked me. 
"Eight years old today," I reminded him as though he didn't just celebrate my birthday downstairs a few minutes ago. 
"I'll be twelve in a few days, and most of the wicked girls here are older than me. You don't seem wicked," Carter declared. 
I pondered his words for a few seconds. There were other girls here? Why didn't I see them? Why didn't they come to my birthday party?
"They don't get to come out of their rooms," Carter said as though he had read my mind. "They haven't been good. Their treatment isn't right yet."
I looked down at my toes again and thought about the last family, and the one before that, and all the others who had sent me away because I was bad. 
"I'm a bad girl," I whispered to Carter without looking up at him. "Will I have to stay in my room too?"
Carter stepped inside the room and crossed the few feet to where I was standing. 
"Did you really cut open all those animals?" 
His voice trembled a bit when he asked me like he was scared of what my answer would be or maybe already scared of me like everyone else was. 
I began to shake, remembering the most recent incident that got me expelled from the last foster home. 
"They were sick. I tried to save them; I promise" I explained and hoped he would understand. 
He grabbed my hands in his, but I still didn't look up. 
"If you're good and do what father tells you to do, everything will be fine. Let's go; I'll show you the bath."
Carter gently pulled my hands, and I followed him. My bare feet padded against the cool wood floor. As we walked down the corridor, I noticed all the other doors, just like mine. A tiny chalkboard was fixed to each that I hadn't noticed on mine earlier. Each board had a number drawn in chalk in the middle of it--5, 10, 17, 21, 4, the numbers continued down the hall in no particular order on both sides. In total, there were ten doors, counting my room at the end. 
Carter pushed through the wooden double doors at the end of the corridor, and we came to a foyer. Looking around the room, I saw a black leather love seat that sat all alone, an end table with a lamp stood against the opposite wall with another door, a white one, across the small room. A small, narrow, enclosed staircase led downstairs. 
Carter crossed the room to the white door and pushed it open. 
"There are towels next to the tub and soap in the pump thing sitting on the edge of the tub. Hanging next to the tub is the nightgown you need to wear. Put that on and let me know when you're done and I'll get Mama," Carter instructed before ushering me inside. 
He closed the door behind me, and I heard the click of the lock. I whirled around and turned the knob. He had locked me inside. Probably just for my privacy, I told myself. 
I left my clothes in a puddle on the floor and climbed into the fancy clawfoot tub. I had never lived with a rich family before. I didn't think rich families took in foster kids, but this place, McCourt Manor they called it, was a dream come true. I soaked in the tub and thought about the other girls here. The wicked girls Carter had called them. I hoped Mama Ester and Dr. John didn't think I was wicked already. I wanted them to give me a chance. I liked Carter and Mama Ester so far, and I thought I could be happy here, especially if Dr. John could fix me as Carter said. 
"You've got five more minutes," Carter's voice came from the other side of the locked door. 
"Ok," I responded and ducked my head under the water to wash my hair. 
The tub was so deep I could sink my entire body under the water like at the swimming pool. I couldn't remember the last time I was at a swimming pool, but I could remember what it felt like to be immersed in the water. I smiled and scrubbed my hair, picturing mermaids and tropical fish in my mind. Carter's frantic pounding on the door was muffled under the water and let it float away with the bubbles. 
When I came up for breath, Carter was standing at the foot of the tub holding out a big, fluffy white towel. I stood up from the water and snatched the towel from him. He extended his hand, and I took it to help me out of the tub. I wrapped the towel around myself as Carter pushed me out of the bathroom. 
"Come on; I told you to hurry up. Mama Ester is waiting in your room already. She's mad." 
I scurried down the long corridor, helped along by Carter's nudges to my back. When we got back down to my room, the last one on the left, it was already wide open. Mama Ester was standing by the tiny, barred window, peering outside. The window was far above my head, and I wondered what she saw out there. 
"Sorry, Mama," Carter's head was down when he spoke to his mother. 
I glanced from him to her and caught the smug smirk she didn't bother hiding. 
"You can go now," she directed him. "Be ready at the door for your father."
Carter turned and left. I jumped at the sound of the door as Carter pulled it closed behind him. 
"We have rules in this house," Ester began. "Rules that must be followed. A strict routine and discipline are the foundation of treatment here."
Mama Ester walked over to the closet and pulled out a long white nightgown with ruffles on the hem and sleeves. We had forgotten the one set out in the bathroom in a rush back to the bedroom. Shoot. 
"Since this is your first night here, I will let this infraction slide. Dr. John will explain the rules over dinner tonight and after that, well my dear, after that, there is nothing I can do for you if you choose to break the rules. Do you understand?"
I nodded. This wasn't the first home I was placed in a foster home that believed in corporal punishment. Mama Ester didn't realize yet that spankings didn't work on me. No one had been able to drive out the darkness they claimed was inside of me through time outs or taking away my toys either. I was who I was, but for now, I would be agreeable. 
Mama Ester loosened the towel wrapped around my body and let it fall to the ground. 
"Arms up," she instructed. 
I did as she said and she slipped the soft, cotton nightgown down over my shoulders. The fabric reached my feet and tickled my toes, the way Mama Ester's dress reached her feet. I smiled at the similarities and wondered if she would dress us alike every day. She patted the bed, and I sat next to her. She held a silver comb and began to work through the tangles in my stringy, blonde hair. She was gentle, and when all the knots were gone, she nestled what she could on top of my head in a bun and used bobby pins from her pocket to secure the loose hairs. 
"What color ribbon would you like?"
"Dark red," I told her immediately. 
"I thought so," she responded, holding a beautiful burgundy silk ribbon out in front of me. 
I smiled, and she tied the ribbon around my hair and made a bow at the front. 
"Are you ready to meet Dr. John?" She asked me when she was finished. 
I nodded, not knowing if I had any other choice. 
“Dr. John is especially excited to meet you tonight. Do you know that you’re incredibly special to us? Number 23. John’s favorite number and we get you on the 23rd and it just so happens to be your birthday! Not to mention your file is exactly what he’s been looking for. We are so grateful to have you here,” Mama Ester said with joy. 
She took my hand and led me back down the corridor and to the foyer where the bathroom was. This time though we went down the staircase. There were only fifteen or so steps, and when we got to the bottom, Mama Ester stepped in front of me and used a key that hung from a necklace she wore to unlock the door at the bottom of the staircase. 
She pushed it open and walked through. She ushered me ahead of her as we entered the biggest kitchen I had ever seen. There were four big ovens built into one wall and a big flat cooktop that took up an entire counter. Three large silver refrigerators sat opposite the cooktop, and the middle of the room had three islands, one with a built-in sink. All the surfaces were made of what looked like sparkling rocks. 
"Wow," I gushed. 
"Rule number one is: Don't speak unless you are spoken to. You should remember that when you meet Dr. John." She nodded with wide eyes in an attempt to get me to take the meeting as seriously as possible.
I nodded back to her, and we proceeded to walk through the kitchen and down another hallway. The doors on this level of the house were made of a light color wood, and the walls were all white. Much different than the upstairs of the home where my room was. 
She knocked on one of the doors in the middle and stepped back. 
“Enter” was the only response. 
Mama Ester gently pushed the door open and stepped inside, keeping me behind her. 
“Good evening, doctor. Number 23 has arrived. Would you like to meet her now or at dinner?”
I peeled around the corner of Mama Ester’s long white dress and saw Dr. John. He sat at a large wooden desk and stared down at a pile of papers. He had brown hair that was neatly combed back away from his face. He looked bored, and when he finally looked up at Mama Ester, he took his thin, wire-rimmed glasses off, and set them on the table, then neatly folded his hands on top of the desk, and let out a deep sigh. 
“Carter has already given me the rundown on that girl. She’s slow. She doesn’t listen, and she’s younger than the rest.”
His voice was even, and he spoke each word as though it were a fact—simple common knowledge. His eyes flickered down to mine and narrowed. Mama Ester saw the movement and quickly pushed my face behind her back where Dr. John couldn’t see me.
“Carter came to you already?” She asked him, the joy she had earlier completely gone from her voice.
“As soon as he deposited the girl with you, as he is instructed to. Now, I suppose you’ll handle her punishment?” He looked back down to his stack of papers to let her know the conversation was over. 
“She hasn’t started treatment yet,” Mama Ester reminded him. 
He scoffed in reply, and I peeked back around Mama Ester’s back. Dr. John stood up abruptly and the chair he sat in fell over behind him. 
“You are the one that wanted to bring in a younger girl. I told you that younger girls wouldn’t respond to the treatment. You took it upon yourself to accept an eight-year-old for fuck’s sake. Deal with her or I will deal with YOU!” Dr. John slammed his fist down onto the table and startled me. 
I cowered behind Mama Ester. I knew what was coming next. They all thought they could punish the bad out of me. The last one spanked me and locked me in the closet of the basement after I cut open the barn cats. I wondered what my punishment from Mama Ester and Dr. John would be.
 



Chapter Four 
 
Dr. Neumann’s office smelled like lemon and bleach when I walked in for our second-to-last session. The heat was turned down, and when I sat on the couch, I noticed the leather was slick and smoother to the touch than usual. I was exhausted, anxious, and confused. My dreams about the McCourts were getting more frequent and more vivid over the last few nights, and I was out of sleeping pills. I needed them to stop. They frightened me, and I hoped Dr. Neumann would refill my three-month prescription one more time before I was finally free next week. 
“The couches are clean,” I remarked as if he didn’t already know that. 
“Yes, I asked the cleaning company to tell their workers to make sure the couches are wiped down each night,” he explained. 
“Seems they weren’t doing it before then,” I frowned as I thought about all the times my bare skin had touched the nasty, sweaty, germ covered couches. This time I made it a point to wear jeans. 
“Have you given any thought to your plan for next week?” Dr. Neumann asked to change topics. 
I squirmed in my seat and bit my lip. I knew I couldn’t mention the McCourts again. I wasn’t stupid. I remembered talking about them would get me another four months in this place, Dr. Neumann said as much last week. 
“I’m looking for apartments this week. I have a showing for one today, after our appointment in fact,” I lied. 
“So, you’ve decided to stay in town then? You’re not going to Minnesota?” 
Dr. Neumann stood up and moved around to the front of his desk and sat on the edge of it. I didn’t like how he could look down on me from that position, so I stood up as well and moved over to the window, behind his large desk. The blinds were open, and I peered through them to see nothing but the dead grass and the parking lot outside. 
“Why would I ever want to leave here?” I asked him. 
He heard the obvious sarcasm in my voice and rose from the desk to join me at the window. He stood right next to me so that my shoulder was lightly brushing his arm. I hugged my arms across my chest and took a step to the side so that we wouldn’t touch. 
“Why would you want to go anywhere else?” He asked me as he looked out the window with me. 
I snorted and turned around. I let my back rest against the window and didn’t miss Dr. Neumann’s eyes travel from my head, down my chest and to my hips all in one glance before returning to my eyes. The old man had a history of flirting with his patients, the other women in the house talked, but there was no way I’d let him make any advances. Men who tried funny business with me didn’t tend to get far. 
“I’d love to go far away from here, but the truth is that I don’t know anyone anywhere else. I’m twenty-two, and I became an adult in jail and spent my twenty-first birthday in solitary confinement. I have no job experience, no place to live, no possessions. I know the reality of my situation doctor,” I assured him. 
“If you are serious about staying in the county and getting up on your feet, we have programs that can help you. You’ll need to stay in therapy, but some grants can help you get an apartment and living expenses until you have a few paychecks in the bank,” he offered.
“That’s probably a good idea, thanks,” I agreed with him before walking back across the room and sitting back down on the couch. 
I had no intention of staying in Harrisburg. I wanted to get as far away from the town and the halfway house as I possibly could, and I needed to get to Carter and Mama Ester. Thinking about them made the dreams I had been having about my family come rushing to the front of my mind. 
“Anything bothering you, Ivy?” Dr. Neumann asked as he took a seat back at his desk. “You’re spacing out a bit.”
“Actually, I was hoping you could write me another prescription for the sleeping pills,” I admitted. 
“Having trouble sleeping?” 
“Obviously.”
“You should have enough of your last prescription to last another two weeks. Since you’re staying in Harrisburg, you can stop by to get a refill then,” he stated. 
“I think the pharmacist shorted me on the last refill you gave me because I’m out now, so if I could just get another today, while I’m here that would be great,” I pushed. 
Dr. Neumann sighed. 
“Have you tried any of the methods we had talked about before to help you sleep—meditation, tea, oils, changing your diet, adding exercise to your daily routine?”
“None of that helps,” I insisted. 
“Well, how do you know if you don’t try?” He badgered me. 
“Because I know,” I insisted. “I need the sleeping pills. The only time I can sleep peacefully is after taking one of those little pills.”
“Ivy, the problem is that you should have somewhere around fifteen pills left and you’re telling me the pharmacist shorted you? If you took an extra one just once or twice, I might overlook it this once, but you dosed yourself double what I prescribed and told you was safe,” the doctor lectured. 
I rolled my eyes and slouched back against the leather sofa. 
“I didn’t take any extra Dr. Neumann. If the pharmacist didn’t short me, one of the other girls in the house must have stolen them. You know, Candace is on Ambien too, and I think even Diana might be taking them, that girl cries herself to sleep almost every night. I wouldn’t put it past either of them to take some of my stash,” I rationalized to Dr. Neumann even though I knew he didn’t believe me. 
My story was plausible though. I lived in a halfway house with drug addicts and alcoholics and other women who had just gotten out of prison. Stealing pills wouldn’t be unusual or a surprising offense for any of us. I could see the wheels in the doctor’s head turning as he scratched his throat around his jaw where his 5-o'clock shadow was two days past needing trimmed, and bits of grey were slowly spreading across his beard.
“Why don’t you tell me why you are so desperate for the pills?” Dr. Neumann asked quietly. 
I looked past him and shook my head. I bit my lip remembering the past few nights of nightmares. Terrifying images of being strapped to a table with headphones over my ears. Dreams that included closets with spikes sticking out of the walls so that if you moved even a few inches, you’d be poked, cut, or worse. The worst ones included bathtubs of ice water and being whipped with a leather belt while being made to watch disturbing images on the projector. I didn’t understand any of it. None of it happened, of course. These weren’t memories, but I was having dreams of memories as well; except, they were different. In my dreams, I felt scared and nervous. I was worried about being punished in my dreams, but the McCourt’s were always so kind to me. 
“Ivy?”
“I’m having nightmares, it’s no big deal,” I stated. 
I crossed my arms across my chest and looked him in the eyes. I wasn’t lying. 
“What kind of nightmares. What happens in them?” He asked with his pen poised to start writing down everything I was saying. 
“Just the regular kind. No big deal,” I reiterated, making sure to say the last words slowly. 
“About jail?” the doctor asked. 
“Yes,” I told him. 
“You're not truthful, Ivy.”
“About terrible things, okay?” I finally admitted to Dr. Neumann in exasperation. 
“Give me an example,” he prodded. 
“Well, last night I dreamt of the McCourts. I know you don’t want to hear that, but if you want me to be honest, well, here I am, being honest,” I threw my hands up in the air. 
“The McCourts? Well, what happened in your dream?”
“Nightmare,” I corrected Dr. Neumann. 
“Okay, nightmare then. What happened, Ivy?”
I gulped and tried to think back to the nightmares that left me with only three hours of sleep the night before. 
“Well, lately, they’ve been about when I first got there, when I was eight. The nightmares are kind of like my memories, but different, darker, I guess. I don’t know, it’s confusing, and I know the things that happened in the nightmares never actually happened. I know it.”
Dr. Neumann set down his pencil and looked at me with excitement. 
“Ivy, you’re beginning to get your memories back,” he told me. 
“No. I told you, these aren’t memories. They—they’re twisted up. Not right,” I insisted. 
“Dr. John McCourt was a murderer and—”
“He was not a murderer!” I snapped loudly at Dr. Neumann and pointed my finger at him.
“Lower your voice, Ivy,” he warned me, calmly.
“No, doctor. I’m sick of this. I’ve been living in Lochnar House having you and Barb, and Dr. Santiago all try to tell me that my childhood wasn’t real! That I made up all the good times to cover my trauma? I don’t accept that. I know what happened to me. I lived there for four years. That’s a whole lot of memories to make up!” 
I stood and paced in front of Dr. Neumann’s desk, wringing my hands in front of my stomach and fuming. The unwillingness to accept the reality of my situation, as the good doctor described my situation, was part of what got my time in Lochnar House extended, but I knew, in my heart, that nothing bad had happened to me at that house. I was loved there, and I loved them back, all of them. 
“Ivy, this type of, memory blocking or memory replacement is common with abused children—”
“I was not abused!” I shouted at the doctor. 
A knock at the door stopped me in my tracks. 
“Everything okay in there, Dr. Neumann?” The secretary from the front desk asked. 
“Is everything okay, Ivy?” he asked me. 
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
“Yes,” I hissed out the words. 
“We’re fine. Thank you, Courtney,” the doctor told his receptionist. 
I didn’t hear her walk away, so I assumed she was still standing outside, waiting for Dr. Neumann to call for help. I didn’t care. I was done talking about my nightmares and people trying to tell me what was real and what wasn’t.
“Sit down,” Dr. Neumann gestured to the couch. 
“I’ll stand,” I told him and shoved my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. 
“Sit. Down. Now.” His voice was stern.
I looked at him and found that I respected his demeanor more. I gave a slight nod and a smirk and went to sit down on the freshly cleaned couch.
The doctor stared at me for several seconds before he finally began our session again. 
“Have you had any other nightmares? Maybe, anything that doesn’t take place at the Manor?” He asked gently.
I wasn’t sure how honest I wanted to keep being with him, but I thought back to my sleeping pills and decided if I told him how horrifying the dreams were, maybe he would give me a refill. 
“Yes, most of them take place somewhere else,” I admitted like he wanted even though it was a lie. 
“Are the McCourts in them?” he pushed for more information. 
“No, just me.”
“And tell me what happens in them,” he pushed again and sat on the edge of his desk. 
He grabbed his pencil and notepad again and pushed his glasses up his nose. He was ready to listen and take notes on the fucked up shit that was about to come out of my mouth. I knew he would just use it in his final report to make me stay. 
“Just the usual stuff—falling, dying, disappearing, being lost, being trapped.” I lied to him with a shrug of my shoulders. 
I couldn’t tell him that in the worst dreams I cowered in the corner, naked, doubled over in hunger pains, no lights, a bucket to piss and shit in where the beautiful four-poster bed should have been. I didn’t want to talk about the dream where someone held my head under ice water until I was seconds away from drowning or the dream where I’m walking through the forest with blood dripping down my arms, and dirt all over my clothes. 
I shook my head and took a deep breath. 
“Besides, the dreams are probably being brought on by stress and anxiety over my release next week, right?” I told him, hoping that seed would take root and he’d agree. 
“Nightmares can be brought on my stress, anxiety, fatigue, and even illness, but you are going to have to acknowledge that the other possibility- that your memories are coming back-could also be very real,” Dr. Neumann suggested. 
“We aren’t going through this again,” I told him. “I’ve got one week left Dr. Neumann. One week. I need to get some sleep.”
“Did you find an apartment?” He asked. 
Shit. I had forgotten that I was supposed to be apartment shopping. I needed a new address to turn in as a forwarding address for my release. 
“I’m still working on it,” I lied. 
“Have you considered that maybe you should stay a few more weeks at Lochnar House and get a more concrete plan in place before you are released from Parole and allowed to move out of the house?” 
The doctor stood again and faced me. He tapped the notepad against the palm of his other hand and waited for my response. 
“Are you saying you’re not going to let me out of Lochnar House?” I sneered. 
“No, that’s not what I am saying. If you are going to stay at Lochnar House, it would need to be voluntary. After next week, you’ll have completed the program, and you need continued treatment to stay, which, since you don’t have insurance, you can’t get any more. So, you’re leaving us next week no matter what Ivy.”
This revelation shocked me. I hadn’t expected to find this out, and I was delighted. A huge weight was lifted from my shoulders. I knew I was leaving; now the planning could begin. I would be reuniting with Carter and Ester McCourt in no time.



Chapter Five 
 
“Come on Ivy, it’s time,” the only voice in this place that didn’t make me cringe came from the other side. 
Kaitlynn was my sponsor. We met while I was in jail after I found out I would be coming to live at Lochnar House. Everyone needed a sponsor, and I didn’t have one so Dr. Neumann and Dr. Santiago found me one. A volunteer who became the only person I didn’t hate in that small town. She was my age—a few months older, and she left me alone for the most part. 
“Okay. I’m coming,” I responded and swiped my hair back into a messy ponytail. 
I didn’t understand why they wanted me to put on a show. Everyone at Lochnar knew I was alone, and I didn’t care that they knew. Dr. Santiago’s insistence that we all participate in Family Day was a misguided waste of time. Some of us wanted to be alone. Unless you were Carter, Ester, or John, I couldn’t care less if you supported me or not. I think deep down, Kaitlynn knew that, and it was why she didn’t press the way Barb and the doctors did. I respected her for that at the very least. She knew when she wasn’t wanted. 
I opened the door, and Kaitlynn greeted me with a broad smile. Her blue eyes sparkled, and her honey-colored hair hung loosely down her back, secured away from her face with a thick winter headband. She was a genuinely happy person. Very few of those exist you know, but all you had to do was look into her eyes, and know she was happy. She radiated sunshine and happiness. I was glad I didn’t have to be around her more than once a month when sponsors were invited to come on group outings. I was even gladder; this was the last time I was ever going to see her. 
“How are you?” she asked quietly as we approached the stairs. 
“I’m great,” I answered and gestured for her to go ahead of me. 
“That’s good to hear. You’re moving on next week, right?” 
Kaitlynn went ahead of me down the stairs, and I dipped my hand into the large tote bag she struggled to carry over her shoulder as she went down the first two steps. I slipped it back out as I stepped behind her, bringing her chapstick, a pen, and her card holder out. I smiled, pleased with my haul, and slipped the pen into my ponytail holder. The cardholder I stuck in my back pocket, and the chapstick I swiped across my mouth before dropping it back into her tote bag. I didn’t like cherry. 
“Yup, moving on,” I agreed.
“I’m happy for you.”
Of course, she was. 
“Thanks,” was my only response. 
We reached the bottom of the stairs, and I noticed Kaitlynn looking around. Her eyes stopped on Diana, sitting on the sectional with who had to be her mother. The woman reflected the nineteen-year-old, just with more wrinkles, silver streaks through the bright blonde hair, a few inches taller, and maybe only fifteen pounds heavier. The apple obviously didn’t fall far from the tree in that family. 
“You can go, I’ll hide out over here. Diana needs you much more than I ever will.”
Kaitlynn looked up at me and frowned. Her forehead was scrunched together forming unattractive lines in the middle of her eyes that aged her at least ten years. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” I warned her, averting my eyes. “I never asked for a sponsor.”
“I just wanted to let you know that I wished you had let me in while you were here. I don’t feel like I was there for you as well as I could’ve been, and I hope you can find a great support system wherever you’re headed next,” she spoke quietly with tears in her eyes as she grabbed my hand and squeezed it once before dropping it. “You’ve got my phone number, so if you ever need someone to talk to, even after you move out of Lochnar House, just give me a call or text whenever you want,” she offered with a nod before sniffing back her tears and giving me a quick hug. 
“Uh, thanks, I guess?” 
I was uncomfortable and not sure what to say back to her. My unwillingness to open up had nothing to do with her and everything to do with who she wasn’t. This wasn’t something she had any control over, and her overt display of emotion was unwarranted as far as I was concerned, but as I looked around the room, it seemed as though I was the only person not crying or emotional in some way or another. 
Kaitlynn touched my arm in goodbye as she drifted away from me and towards Diana, her new project. Seven more days is all that stood between Carter and me. Seven more days and this damn event. 
“Where’s your sponsor, Ivy?” Dr. Neumann’s voice startled me as he approached me from behind, and grabbed my shoulder.
“I don’t need one anymore,” I told him as I whirled to face him. “I only got a few days left. You know that.”
“Have you given any consideration to what I recommended about continuing our sessions and staying in Lochnar House?”
“No. I didn’t think about it because we both know I’m leaving. I’m ready to move on, and there’s nothing more our cute little therapy sessions can do for me. I’m tired of you people telling me what my memories should be.”
He snorted, “Cute?”
“Yeah, cute,” I sneered, “You, believing that you can fix me, make me remember, is pretty cute. I’m pretty sure Candace thinks your therapy sessions are pretty cute too, or maybe she was talking about you,” I teased him. 
I had seen the way he looked at her, staring at her eyes, flicking to her chin, then slowly down to her breasts, hips, and legs. He tried intentionally to be subtle, but I saw him. 
His cheeks flushed pink, but he didn’t react. Instead, he leaned in close so that I could feel his stale, diet-coke laden breath on my ear. 
“You’ll be back, Ivy. You can’t escape who you are. We have things to work on, and one more session isn't going to be enough,” he whispered with what seemed like malice on his tongue. 
"Well, you're going to have to make do with our last appointment in two days, because I am not coming back, and you already said I would have to leave the house anyway."
Dr. Neumann glared at me and grunted as he walked away quickly towards the front door that Dr. Santiago had just walked through. She was immediately greeted by Sammie, Sammie’s girlfriend and an older woman whom I assumed was a relative. Dr. Neumann joined them and greeted his colleague before checking over his shoulder to see if I was still watching. He adjusted his blazer and stretched his neck. I made him nervous. I smiled at him and turned away to head back upstairs to my room. There was nothing for me there. 
“You’ve got to check in with your parole officer in four days. He’s gotta sign off on your release,” Barb interrupted my ascent up the stairs. 
I didn’t stop, but I did slow as I climbed each step one at a time. 
“I’ll show up at Darrin’s. He doesn’t have to worry, and neither do you. I’ll be out of here soon enough. 
She didn’t say another word, but I saw the half smile on her face as she drifted away and grabbed Aleah and Diana, the two newbies, to help her set up the circle for the group session I was definitely not going to attend. 
I was confident Dr. Neumann and Barb would have a good report for Darrin, Dr. Neumann had already shown me the letter, but Dr. Santiago was another story. I fingered Dr. Neumann’s watch inside my pocket. I’d be able to pawn next week if he didn’t realize I stole it. I needed a good hiding place for it since my room would be the first place Barb would check when the doctor reports his watch missing. 
I pushed open the door to one of the upstairs bathrooms and locked it behind me. I took the yellow-gold- gaudy as hell- watch from my pocket and sat it on the counter. I couldn’t tell the difference between a Rolex and a knock-off, but a pawn shop would easily know if it was real and give me what it was worth. The potted plant next to the toilet would make a great hiding place, so I grabbed a handful of the fake moss and roots and buried the watch underneath the phony fern. I replaced the mossy filling and hoped no one would think to dig through the bathroom decor to look for anything, much less Dr. Neumann’s watch. 
“Are you in there, Ivy?” Dr. Santiago’s voice interrupted my plotting with a rap, rap, rap, on the door using just a knuckle. 
“Yes, fuck. Can I pee for a second please?” 
I heard her bracelets jingle and her heels click as she stepped back away from the door to the bathroom, but I could tell she was still there waiting. I washed my hands in the sink, flushed the toilet for effect, and exited the bathroom where Dr. Santiago was indeed standing with a smile on her face. 
“Are you enjoying Family Day?” She asked casually. 
“Of course, my favorite day of reintegration,” I responded. 
“Look, let’s be real,” the doctor said and let her arms fall to her sides in defeat. “I know you aren’t going to participate today fully, but you don’t have insurance, and the program only covers six months, so you’re out no matter what. I just wanted to let you know, so no one wastes their time. Let’s make the next seven days as easy as possible for everyone,” Doctor Santiago suggested. 
Finally, someone saw things my way. 
“That sounds like a great plan,” I told her. “I’ll just go take a nap then and skip the whole group kumbaya Barb is setting up downstairs.”
“I’m not going to force you to participate, although I wish you would reconsider. You haven’t made an enemy out of everyone here yet. Use the last week of your stay to make a friend you can rely on wherever you go next,” the doctor suggested. 
“I have a family I’m going to find, and that’s all that matters to me. They are all the support I will need,” I insisted. 
“Oh yeah? Where’s that family at today, Ivy? Where were they five months ago or while you were in jail?” 
“You can’t talk to me like that!” I snapped at her. 
“I’m not your therapist anymore, Ivy. This isn’t official. I’m talking to you like a real person right now, and I’m telling you that if you can’t get back to reality, you’re going to keep ending up in places like this or worse,” she warned. 
“Or worse? Nothing is worse than jail,” I reminded her. 
“You spent three years in a minimum-security women’s prison. Hospitalization for kleptomania in a psychiatric hospital will be much worse than prison, especially if Dr. Neumann adds any other diagnoses to your final paperwork.”
 I never considered Dr. Neumann giving me an additional diagnosis, but after his words about continuing our sessions just a few minutes earlier and last week, I was beginning to question whether he would try to keep me here longer, as Dr. Santiago suggested. 
"Why would he diagnose me with something else?" I asked. 
"Why wouldn't he?" she questioned me back. 
"I didn't think we were in therapy doc. Can't I get a straight answer from you for once?" 
I was irritated. Dr. Santiago was standing in front of me, being unkind, and for what? Less than a full week left here, and I had been on exceptional behavior for months now. Didn't they appreciate that?
"You exhibit clear signs of several different psychological disorders — narcissistic personality, possibly bipolar, for starters. Not to mention PTSD, which I know you were diagnosed with a few months ago, and maybe even psychosis. If I were your doctor, I would recommend you stay. He has until tomorrow to complete his final recommendation you know," Dr. Santiago warned me. 
"He gave me a copy of the letter last week," I told her as she had no idea what she was talking about. "He wants me to continue my sessions, but I don't have to, and there’s no insurance to pay for it. I can still go," I insisted. 
"He gave you a letter maybe, but he's given nothing to the parole board. Your file is incomplete; at least it was when I saw it this afternoon."
Dr. Santiago looked at me with a blank expression. She was one of the few people I couldn't read, and I resented her for it. She wasn't my doctor; she was just the group therapy counselor. While her opinion mattered, it was Dr. Neumann whom the board would listen to, and alarm bells were going off in my head. I had been rude to him earlier, and now Dr. Santiago was telling me my future, my being released from this hell hole was uncertain. I needed to get out of Lochnar House before he had a chance to trap me or send me back to prison, or to one of the psych wards Dr. Santiago was always warning us we could end up in. I'd never escape from one of those places.
I glanced down at the ankle monitor that held me hostage and monitored my comings and goings from the house. If I went anywhere other than the Salvation Army where I was forced to work in the soup kitchen as part of my parole, Dr. Neumann's office and back to the house, an alarm would be set off notifying the police, Barb, and Darrin, my parole officer. I knew the same would happen if I removed it as well. I needed to figure out how I could cut it off and be long gone, away from Lochnar House, in under three minutes. That wasn't going to be easy. 
"You know if you run, you'll get caught. You wouldn't be the first to try, and you won't be the last, but it always ends up the same way," Dr. Santiago clicked her tongue, and she finished her lecturing. 
"I'm not running. I only got a few days left. I'm definitely not trying to fuck it up" I assured her. 
She smirked knowingly and turned to go back down the staircase, her heels clicking away on the laminate flooring. Her hourglass hips swayed as she took the steps one by one and as soon as she was below my line of sight, I darted back into the bathroom and dug up the watch. I wasn't sure what I was going to do, but the adrenaline that coursed through my veins demanded I act now. There were plenty enough people to provide a distraction when the police came looking for me. 
The doorbell chime to the front door of the halfway house drew my attention, and I opened the bathroom door and leaned over the railing in the hallway to look down below. A grocery delivery was being made. As Barb signed for the delivery, I heard the boy announce there were several bags. I knew in that instant what I needed to do. 
I scrambled down the hall to my bedroom, flung open the door and grabbed my purse with the $20 bill, a government-provided cellphone I was given after getting out of jail, a Chapstick, and sticky note with an address written on it. I pulled a sweater over my head, forgoing my large, bulky winter coat and stuffed a pair of gloves into the purse with the Rolex. I didn't have time to pack anything else, and as I heard the delivery boy tell Barb he only had one more bag to grab, I knew it was now or never. 
I burst into Candace's empty bedroom. She was a sewer and Barb allowed her to have a sewing machine in her room. They never let me have personal things like that, but Candace was the favorite because she had a nice, sharp pair of scissors.
I grabbed the long fabric scissors and took a deep breath as I pushed open her window, the one that overlooked the front porch. I climbed through the open window and sat with my feet on the ledge. The scissors trembled in my hand as I positioned them in the cutting position. I worried the blades wouldn’t cut through the rubbery material of the ankle bracelet, but it was the only shot I had. I held my breath and cut the band clean in half just as the grocery deliverer rounded the porch and grabbed the last bag of groceries. 
The bracelet fell to the ground. Ten seconds were already gone. The signal would’ve transmitted by now, and police were on the way. I slid down the angular porch roof and jumped the last seven feet to the ground then bolted for the back of the grocery van that was still open. I scrambled into the back and sighed with relief when I saw the large boxes of bulk paper towels stacked in the corner. I maneuvered them in seconds and hid behind them as the driver slammed the back door shut. A few seconds later the engine roared to life, and the van was pulling out of the driveway. I crawled from behind the stack of paper products and peeked through the window of the back door. 
I smiled knowing the chaos that had to have been erupting inside Lochnar House. Sirens suddenly came blaring into earshot, and the van pulled to the side to allow them to pass. Two cop cars, followed by an unmarked police van, and K-9 unit vehicle, all sped down the block towards the house I had just escaped. I held my breath again and waited for one of the cars to abruptly turn around and pull the delivery driver over. 
I exhaled slowly as the driver pulled back onto the road and continued through the lights that were now green down the street. We were free and clear. I got out; I did it. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stay aboard the van to the grocery store. The cops would figure it out soon that I had hitched the ride with the delivery boy unbeknownst to him, but for just a few more seconds I wanted to revel in the glory of my spontaneity working out for once in my life. 
I stretched my neck and cracked my knuckles before gripping my purse firmly to my side. As the van slowly turned into a subdivision and slowed for a speed bump, I pushed open the back door and hopped out with ease. I didn’t bother closing the door—the driver would think it popped open going over the speed bump anyway. 
A half-open garage on the corner caught my eye. I took a quick look around and didn’t spot anyone outside, so I casually walked up the driveway as though it were as natural as sin for me to be there. I ducked under the half up garage door where my ticket to freedom sat waiting for me, keys already in the ignition. 
The blue four-door family car was as nondescript as a car could be which was what I needed, but I knew the owner would be back within seconds. There was no time for hesitation; I needed to be long gone before the cops tracked the delivery van into the subdivision. The car handle gave way quickly, and I slipped into the driver seat. The garage door opener was clipped to the visor, and I pushed the button to open the door the rest of the way as I put the sedan in reverse. I backed the car silently down the driveway, and though my heart was in my throat waiting for the front door of the house to burst open, nothing happened, and within seconds I was jolted over the speed bump and driving out of the subdivision. 
The road was empty ahead of me except for a minivan and bicyclists. No cops came from the direction of Lochnar House, the man walking his dog paid me no attention, and as I put my foot to the gas to merge onto Main Street and head to the highway, I breathed a sigh of relief as hysterical laughter erupted from my throat and tears streamed down my face. 
I had done it. I was going home, and no one was stopping me. 



Chapter Six 
 
The highway stretched ahead mercilessly, and I prayed I was still headed in the right direction. I had ditched the cell phone on the highway exit heading out of town so the police couldn't track me. I was fairly certain the car didn't have a built-in emergency GPS, but I knew I would have to ditch the car before long, just in case. 
I had been on the road for an hour, and while I had yet to see signs of being tailed by the authorities, the fact that I hadn't heard an alert on the radio was even more concerning. Did they not know I was gone? Did they not care? Was no one looking for me? Surely escaping Lochnar House and violating my parole would have someone after me? 
I glanced in the review mirror again, but I was all alone on the long stretch of highway. I knew better than to let my guard down for even one second, yet as the forest grew denser along the winding road, I couldn't help but let my memories drift back to my first Autumn in Cedarville. 
The squawking of a large bird startled me from my memories, and I jerked the wheel, sending the sedan across the highway. I yanked the wheel the other way and veered back into my lane. My heart raced as I pulled the car over to the gravelly shoulder and parked. 
I breathed deeply and squeezed my eyes shut, just as Dr. Neumann had taught me, and tried to calm my heart. There were no other cars on the highway thankfully, but I knew I couldn’t waste any time sitting on the side of the road. My eyes fluttered open and my gaze settled on a field of cars just up ahead on the right. I sat up straight and stared ahead at the answer I was needing. I mused at all the good luck I was having that day and pulled back onto the highway with the rural car dealership in my sights. 
I took the exit where the car dealership—Carz R Us, was situated immediately to the right. The lot was surrounded by a chain link fence, and there were large light posts situated around where the cars were parked, but none of them seemed to be working or turned on even though the sun was setting. I glanced at the dashboard clock—7:30 pm. The dealership was probably closed now. I could wait until the sun was set completely and sneak in under the shroud of darkness which was probably the safest scenario if I wanted to get away with it; however, Darrin or the police, or Barb, might have already been on my tail, and I didn’t know it. 
I couldn’t get caught. It was now or never, and I had no idea how many more opportunities to steal a car would be in front of me. I pulled the car over to the side of the road and parked it mostly in the ditch. There was a town further down the highway according to all the mile markers, but the car dealership was surrounded by nothing but newly harvested fields. 
I pulled the sweater back over my head and fixed my ponytail to make it more secure then slipped the black winter gloves I had stashed away in my purse over my hands. I pushed the car door open, tossed the keys on the seat and tucked my bag under my arm. I was never more thankful to have decided to wear jeans that day. The setting sun was causing the temperature to drop fast, and the chilly autumn air breezed through my sweater which it turned out was not as thick as I believed. 
I crossed the grassy area between the highway and the fence in less than three minutes. The chain link fence was only six feet high, and my narrow-toed boots made scaling the fence easy. When I reached the top, I took a deep breath and looked around. A car whizzed by several hundred yards away on the overpass as I jumped down onto the grass below. I looked up and watched it take the exit and drive past the car I had left on the side of the road. They didn’t even slow down as they passed the car and I breathed a sigh of relief. 
The cars were lined up with barely two feet between them on a gravel lot. There was a mix of small trucks, out of production station wagons, rusted out minivans, and small cars that were at least as old as I was. No one would miss one of those old beaters. 
The gravel crunched under my boots as I approached the first car, a beat-up old neon. I tried the handle, locked. I tried a few more with the same outcome. There were probably fifty or sixty cars in the lot, and I wasn’t going to waste my time trying every single handle. Some of them I knew I wouldn’t be able to hotwire anyway. 
A small brick building stood at the front of the car lot. The roof was painted with the car dealership name and logo so that everyone on the highway overpass could see that there was a car dealership stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. I examined the towering light poles for cameras as I approached the building. I didn’t see anything that would indicate a security system and relaxed a bit. Perhaps this wouldn’t be too hard after all. 
The front of the little building was a window and a white door. Blinds covered the inside of the window making it impossible for me to peek inside. I grasped the cold, brass doorknob and turned it hard—it was locked just like the cars, but the door gave a bit, and I could tell it wasn’t secured with a deadbolt. 
I picked a bobby pin from underneath my ponytail and knelt in front of the door. Picking locks were one of the first tricks I learned after running away from foster home number six after being yanked out of the McCourt’s home. The skill had proven useful time and time again as a great way to get out of trouble, get inside somewhere warm to sleep or get a bite to eat. 
Within seconds, the knob turned easily, and the door was creaking open. The dealership office was sparsely decorated with a large fern just inside the doorway, a large empty water dispenser with paper cups shared a wall with four black metal folding chairs that awaited customers and a large beige metal desk on the other side of the half wall with bulletproof glass.
I approached the divide and peered through the glass. A metal box hung on the wall just behind the desk. I knew the car keys were all kept locked inside, but no one had locked up the box that day, it seemed. The door was not closed completely, and I could see the little white tags hanging off the dozens of sets inside — another stroke of fantastic luck. 
I pushed through the door labeled "employees only," and slid over the top of the large metal desk. I stood in front of the metal box and grabbed the first set of keys that had an alarm on the key fob then slid right back over the desk. I jogged out of the office and held the key fob up as soon as I stepped outside. The sun had set, and I expected to see headlight blinking on and off as I pushed the alarm button. Instead, there were only crows cawing on the power lines that ran alongside the highway. 
Fuck. 
A cop car was parked next to the car I had stolen. The door was open, and I could see the cop bent over searching inside. I turned and ran back inside the office and burst into the back room again and scrambled over the desk. This time I grabbed a handful of keys and took them all outside with me. I knew I couldn't set the alarms off, but the lights should blink when I pressed the lock button. I could push the buttons quickly to find the matching vehicles without drawing much attention I hoped. 
My third set of keys I tried made the headlights of a rusty blue minivan flash. The mom-car wouldn't have been my first choice, but it was parked in a front row, and I didn't have any more time to waste. I ran across the lot dropping the other sets of keys as I sprinted to the van. I pressed the key fob again to unlock the doors and yanked the door open without hesitation. A few minutes later the minivan was started, and I was pulling onto the gravel drive that led out of the car dealership and up to the access road. 
I came to the gate which was locked with a chain and padlock and parked the van. I nervously looked over my shoulder and up towards the highway. The cop was sitting in his car now, and the abandoned vehicle was dark inside. I didn't have any chain cutters, and if I rammed the gates the cop would hear it, and I would be caught red-handed again. 
A small body shop was connected to the office, and I figured there had to be something I could use to cut through the chain on the gate. My heart raced, and cold sweat beaded my forehead. I had to keep moving, or I'd get caught again. I climbed out of the minivan and raced back down the gravel road to the shop. The rolling garage door was partly open. I slowed my pace a bit so that if anyone were to be inside after-hours, they wouldn’t hear me.
I crept around the corner of the shop and dropped into a crouch as I tried to steady my breathing. No sound came from inside the garage. I peeked my head around the edge of the door and glanced around. No one seemed to be inside, so I slipped underneath the rolling door silently. When I stood up, I was shoved up against the garage door. The cold metal clanged loudly as my head bounced off. I slumped to the floor and tried to scramble back under the door, but a hand grabbed onto my ankle, then another, and I was yanked back into the garage and sent sprawling across the concrete floor. 
Panic set in as my hands roamed the floor trying to find a weapon. There had to be a tool lying around the shop floor somewhere, but I couldn't find anything but a layer of dust and cracks in the concrete. A tall, broad shadow loomed over me in the dark. My eyes began to adjust, and I could tell it was a man. 
"What the fuck do you think you're doing here?!" He finally yelled at me. "You're a woman? Are you fucking kidding me?"
A click and then faint buzzing sound came as the halogen lamps above the garage door began to warm up and brighten. I closed my eyes against the glare to let my eyes adjust and covered my face with my hands. I had backed up against a wall with nowhere to go, and I prayed I could find a way out of the mess I was in before the guy had the sense to call the police. 
He stomped towards me shaking his head. He was heavy set and as the lamps turned on completely I could he was young, maybe my age or just a little older. His eyes were downcast in a glare, but he was already huffing and puffing, out of breath from our brief scramble at the garage door. He had shaggy hair that he kept blowing out of his eyes and a long, heavy flashlight like the kind the police use, hung from his belt. I was sure of each step I needed to take as he reached down and grabbed my shoulders to yank me upwards. 
I used the momentum of his yank to bring my knee up quickly and hard into his pudgy midsection. His greasy, long hair was in my fists, and I yanked sideways as hard as I could. He yelped and tumbled over, releasing me from his grip. As soon as I steadied myself, I brought my boot down onto his face. He screamed and brought his hands up to cover his face, and I used the opportunity to reach down and grab the flashlight from his belt. I knew I had to get out of here and I couldn’t let garage guy call the police. The thought of killing him hadn’t even fully formed my mind before I was bringing the large, metal flashlight down onto his skull. Again. And Again.
Everything was quiet, and neither of us moved. The blood pooled around my boots as I held my breath and waited to see which one of us would inhale first. My eyes were trained to his chest. I didn’t want to look at the mess I had made of his face and head; although I knew it wasn’t anything, I would soon forget. 
A worn nametag patch on his blue mechanic’s shirt said his name was Rudy. I had a feeling Rudy was dead. I had never killed anyone before. I had come close once when I was 17 but knowing that this time, I had completed what I started, a sense of shock and awe came over me. I knelt and placed two fingers on his neck where his pulse was supposed to be. His blood was still warm, and bits of flesh mixed in with it, sliding down his neck onto the floor. 
Nothing. 
I wiped his sticky blood off my hands with the hem of his uniform shirt then stood up. I stared down at his body for a few minutes and tried to survey my emotions as Dr. Neumann taught me in one of our first sessions. I wasn’t in tune with my emotions, they said. I tried to tell them I didn’t have any. At least, not the ones they wanted me to have. I was only focused on one thing: Finding my family. If it didn’t have to do with that goal, I didn’t care about it. Once again, I felt nothing. 
I did feel something—relief. I was relieved that I could get out of the dealership with any car I wanted without anyone getting in my way now. I could relax and take my time as long as the police didn’t come back to the car. I smiled. There. I did what they wanted. I felt something. 
I turned away from Rudy’s body and paced around the garage, scanning the shelves and counters for valuables that would fit in my pocket or purse. All I saw were some wrenches, nuts, and bolts, and other car shop things I had no use for. Just as I was about to walk out and head back to the minivan, I saw the gas cans in the corner. There were three five-gallon plastic gas containers, and they were all full. Luck had struck again. The van was mostly full, and another 15 gallons would hopefully be enough to get to Cedarville without having to stop at a gas station. Another one of my problems solved. Fate was obviously on my side. 



Chapter Seven 
 
I blew a kiss to the little blue sedan that still sat parked on the highway shoulder as I passed it and pulled onto the exit to get back on track. The big green highway sign read “Cedarville 350 miles,” and butterflies erupted in my stomach. That sign was the first indication I had seen that I was heading in the right direction. Carter always mused about how lucky I was. He didn’t understand I was only lucky because of him. He was my good luck charm and the more luck I had, the closer I was to him. The rope that bound me to him was getting stronger. He had to feel it too, the tension was undeniable. 
I drove for hours down the highway in the dark contemplating if Carter would recognize me. Twelve years had passed quickly, but I didn’t believe I looked much different from the ten-year-old little girl that was stolen from him. 
My eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror. Rudy's blood left splatters on my face. I used the back of my sleeve to wipe away the smears closest to my mouth and near my eyes. I tried to remember when the lines at the corner of my eyes had developed. Probably around the same time my sky-blue eyes turned grey. Not the same color they were the last time Carter saw me. 
I frowned, decided to leave the blood on my cheeks, and trained my eyes back on the road. The yellow lines down the center of the highway blurred together as I pressed my foot on the gas, trying to make up for lost time. I was just a few more hours away, but my eyes were already weighing heavy. The evening had been exhausting, but my desperation to get back to my home trumped any discomfort I was feeling. 
A buzzer came from the radio--the emergency alert system was activating. 
I turned up the volume a husky, male voice started the announcement.
"Interstate 35 has been temporarily closed between exit 102 and 103 so that police can properly survey a murder scene. The murder suspect, Ivy Bell, is still at large and considered armed and dangerous. Bell was recently reported missing from a halfway house in Missouri, and was last seen driving a blue minivan license plate C-J-M-2-3-2-3…"
I slammed on the rusty brakes and the van skid to a stop. Could it be? Scrambled out of the van and ran around to the front. The license plate was illuminated, and a wide smile crept across my face. A sob escaped my throat, then a laugh. The next minute I was on my bottom, on the side of the interstate laughing hysterically. I couldn't believe the luck I was having. C-J-M was Carter John McCourt, and 23 was my lucky number. The most important number in the world and there it was, twice, on the license plate of the minivan I had stolen, the van I would have to ditch, right here. 
I hadn't even noticed the license plate when I took the van. If I had taken my time, I would've remembered to take them off and switch them with another car in the lot. What kind of car dealership leaves the license plates on the cars anyway? A crappy used one ran by a dead guy named Rudy, that was the kind. I couldn't be too annoyed though. Rudy and fate had worked together nicely to get me into this vehicle, and now, I was only two hours at most from Cedarville. 
I got up off the ground and went back to the van. I grabbed my purse from the passenger seat, tossed the keys on the driver's like I had with the sedan, and started walking down the highway in the dark. 
This part of the highway was rural and would remain desolate until I got to Cedarville, I remembered as much from the map directions I had before tossing my phone. My boots scraped across the gravelly shoulder of the highway, and I kicked larger pieces with my foot. My mind kept drifting back to Carter, Ester, John and all the nights I had spent in the McCourt Manor. 
"You must use the light within yourself to drive out the darkness" John used to tell me. 
When everyone else thought I was an evil little girl, full of malice and hate, John and Ester knew there was still light inside of me. I just needed to be broken, cracked so that that light could come out. Thinking about the past made me angry, and the more I thought about being broken, the more rageful I became. They could have fixed me, made it so the light could come out, but I never got a chance to be saved before I was stolen away by social services once again. 
I kicked a large rock harder than I should have and yelped as I hopped up and down on the foot that wasn't in pain. 
"Fuck!" I screamed in pain. 
A cow mooed loudly in response from somewhere nearby. 
"Fuck you!" I yelled back towards the sound coming from a dairy farm a few yards up the road. 
I pinched my nose as the air began to smell of manure. The further I walked the stronger the smell became. Frustration and exhaustion were both taking hold of me, but I knew there was no other direction to go. Cedarville was only a two-hour drive. I did the math in my head and walking a mile every 15 minutes would get me there in about 30 hours. I knew I couldn’t walk for well over an entire day straight. 
I needed to find another vehicle or catch a ride with a driver. 
"Please, let a damn truck come by," I begged the stars. 
I tried to keep my mind on Carter, but when I thought I had a clear, detailed memory of his face, Rudy would invade my thoughts. His bloody, battered, face. His broken skull. The brain matter and scalp stuck to the flashlight. I could still hear the crack of his skull as I brought the metal down, his shouts slurring together as I brought the flashlight down again, and again until I heard nothing. 
I couldn’t even remember what his face looked like before I destroyed it. All I could picture was greasy, straight, black hair, and pudgy, red cheeks. It was nothing at all like Carter’s wavy chestnut locks and strong jaw. I hoped he hadn’t changed much. Even at 12 years old he resembled his father, John, so much. They had the same color hair, although Carter kept his long. Their eyes were the same sage green; they even walked the same way and used the same sideways smirk when they wanted you to trust them. 
I whirled around as a coyote howled somewhere in the distance behind me. I knew the animal was far away, but the headlights coming over the hill drew my attention away from the howling. I flipped my hair over my shoulder and brushed the gravel dust off my hoodie. A semi truck was approaching. I couldn’t tell if the driver was male or female, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the truck was heading North, towards Cedarville. 
I stuck out my thumb and took a step onto the highway road. No other cars were traveling in the middle of the night, and I knew the truck’s headlights would make me visible enough to the driver who was only a few dozen yards away. 
The brakes screeched a bit as the truck slowed down and pulled over to the shoulder just ahead of where I stood. I jogged up to the passenger side. The driver wasted no time in pushing the passenger door open. The tuck sat a few feet above the ground, and I had to pull myself onto the bottom step to the cab before I could see the driver’s face. 
“Come on now sweetheart, get on up here,” A gruff, but feminine voice called from the darkness of the cab. 
She leaned forward, and I could make out her old, pasty, wrinkled face. A black wool beanie was pulled down over her stringy, grey hair and an unlit cigarette hung from her thin lips. I paused for a moment before I climbed up and looked at her face. 
“You want a ride or not?” she asked coldly. 
I smirked and told myself I would remember her face. 
“Yeah, I want a ride,” I nodded and told her. 
She flicked a zippo open and lit her cigarette without breaking eye contact. I slid into the passenger seat and took the cigarette she offered to me. 
“Thanks, for the ride and the cig.”
She leaned towards me and flicked the lighter back open. The blue-orange flame came to life and lit my cigarette faster than I expected. I choked on the first drag, and the driver choked on her laughter. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and coughed into it until she caught her breath. 
“Sorry, name’s Sandy,” she said when she could finally speak. “I’m only going to Cedarville. That’s the end of my line. You’ll have to pick up with someone else up there. I don’t take no one over the border,” she warned. 
“That’s perfect. I’m going to Cedarville,” I assured her. 
She started the ignition, and the truck roared to life. 
“You got a name or what?”
“Kaitlynn,” I told her. 
My sponsor's name was the first to pop into my head. There was no way I would tell her my real name. Everyone in Minnesota knew by now that a killer—Ivy Bell, was on the loose and dangerous. I was flattered. I had never considered myself dangerous before, selfish, narcissistic, sure. I had plenty of therapists that scrawled words like that across their legal pads, but dangerous was a word most wouldn’t associate with me. The McCourts would not think I was someone to be called dangerous. I was resourceful, determined, willful and unstoppable. If Rudy hadn’t tried to stop me, he’d still be alive. His death was his fault, not mine. I pushed the guilt aside and took a long drag of the cigarette. 
Sandy shifted the truck out of idle and pulled back onto the dark highway. 
“What’s in Cedarville? Town’s small, not much going on there,” Sandy’s voice was scratchy and deep for a woman. 
“My family,” I responded and stared out the passenger window. 
There were thousands of stars in the clear sky. I gazed out the window like I used to gaze out of my tower room at the McCourt Manor. I would spend hours plotting out the constellations that Ester taught me. I wrote stories about their meanings and allegories about the figures they represented. John didn’t want me to write, but Carter slipped papers under my bedroom door some nights until he was caught. We both learned a powerful lesson in obedience that night. 
“I’ve lived in Cedarville for sixty-four years, and I’ve never seen your face,” Sandy answered casually. “Only got about 1,200 people up there. Figured I had seen every face there was. You lived there long?”
I gulped and turned to face her with a smile on my face. 
“I lived there when I was a little girl, but I’ve been away for a long time. Twelve years this spring since I’ve been back.”
“What’s your last name? Are your parents from Cedarville?”
I shook my head and decided to give the inquisitive old woman a little bit of truth. Wouldn’t do me any harm and maybe she could point me in the right direction when we got to Cedarville. 
“I don’t remember my real parents. I lived with the McCourt’s for four years as a foster child. I’m going back to them.”
The woman’s face went slack, and her eyes narrowed. She turned back to the road and ground her cigarette butt out in the cup holder ashtray. She drove in silence for half an hour and snuck glances at me every five minutes or so. She didn’t think I noticed, but even in the dark, her reflection was glaring in the window I rested my forehead against. 
“So, you’re going back to Cedarville to see Ester and John?” she finally broke the silence. 
I sat up in the seat and whirled to face the woman who had waited thirty minutes to announce she knew my parents. 
“How do you know my parents?” I blurted out. 
“They aren’t your parents, girl. Not fit to be parents those two. Dr. McCourt is a disgrace to our community!” She spat out the window and put another cigarette to her lips. 
“How dare you talk about my father that way! He’s the best psychologist in Minnesota!” I insisted. 
“He was maybe,” Sandy agreed without taking her eyes off the road to look at me, “but after the scandal with those little girls, well, he wasn’t going to be welcome back in Cedarville, even if he were still alive.”
The world stopped, and all the breath rushed out of my body at once. My mouth dropped open, and I stared at Sandy in shock.
“What?” I whispered as tears filled my eyes. 
Sandy turned and looked at me, “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but that monster died five years ago. He was killed two days after they took him out of solitary confinement.”
“He wasn’t a monster,” I whispered again, but under my breath this time. 
“Were you one of the girls? You look about the right age. I know there were a few young ones in that house when it was raided.”
I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the cold glass of the passenger window. Tears streamed down my face freely. John was gone. The one person who could have fixed me was dead. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be fixed. Maybe Carter could fix me. A million different thoughts raced through my head, but I finally settled on a question. 
“What about Ester and Carter? What happened to them?”
Sandy snorted, “That no good wife of his claimed he was abusing her, claimed she had nothing to do with those experiments? She testified against him, spent a year at a mental health rehab center, then disappeared somewhere into Canada, as rumor has it. The boy still lives in Cedarville. He makes little glass trinkets he sells at the gift shop and the renaissance fair down in Bloomington every summer. Mostly keeps to himself, but we all know something isn’t right about him. I mean, look who his parents were. You know, everyone thinks John killed the girls who ran away?”
I stiffened in the seat and turned further away from the woman who was shattering my world like it didn’t matter. Ester was gone too, but Carter was still here, still in Cedarville, and I was going to find my way back to him. Together we could find Ester in Canada and be a real family again. The family I always wanted. 
“He didn’t kill anyone,” I insisted and sniffled loudly.
I wiped my snotty nose across the sleeve of my hoodie. Rudy’s blood had left brown stains on the wrists of the sweater, and a few splatters covered my chest like sloppy ketchup falling off a juicy hamburger. The analogy immediately took my mind back to his mashed-up face. Sandy hadn’t said a word about it. 
Sandy clicked her tongue and looked back over at me, eyeing me up and down. 
“Yeah, he fucked you, little girls, up good, didn’t he?” 
My fists balled against my thighs. The mile markers had been ticking by, and we only had another hour or so to go until we got to Cedarville. Sandy just needed to shut up. 
I stared out the window and turned my back to her. My feet were drawn up underneath me, and I tried to make myself as small as possible against the passenger door. Maybe she would get the hint that I just wanted to be left alone.
A few minutes went by, and Sandy didn’t say another word. The clock on her dash said it was almost midnight. The temperature read only 26 degrees, much colder than just a few hours south. I knew it would only get colder though and I welcomed the long winter freeze. There was nothing better than being stuck inside McCourt Manor and listening while Ester read aloud to me by the fireplace in her room. I was the only little girl allowed in her room. None of the others had stepped foot inside. I was special—not as special as Carter, but of all the girls, I was the one they favored. I was the daughter they always wanted and couldn’t have—their lucky number 23 — the one they could save. 
I bit my lip as tears rolled down my face. John McCourt was dead. Ester was long gone, but I knew she wanted to be found. Carter would go with me to find her; I know he would. He loved his mama more than any of us; he didn’t want to go to Canada alone. 
“I know your name ain’t Kaitlynn,” Sandy broke the silence. “Ain’t none of the girls those monsters kept trapped in that house named Kaitlynn.”
I shifted in my seat but didn’t respond. We were almost there, why couldn’t she leave well enough alone?
“I used to have them all memorized you know. We used to make a game of it around here. See who could match all the names to the numbers. Hell, when my daughter was in high school, some asshole kids even made a card game out of it with all the girl's faces on them. Cedarville is full of sickos I tell you; the McCourt’s were just the worst of them,” Sandy rambled on. 
“Stop it! You don’t know anything about them!” I shouted. “They were good. They could heal the broken, revive the weary. They gave me a new life when no one else wanted me, and I won’t have you speaking about them like that. Calling them monsters and insinuating terrible things.”
“Hmpf! You talk about them like they were some messengers from God. Girl, that no good quack of a doctor and his wife were playing mad scientist in that house. They weren’t saviors.”
My face was growing hot, and my breaths were labored. Rage was bubbling up inside of me, but I knew there was nothing I could do right now. I needed her rig to get me to Cedarville. The temperatures were dropping fast, and I didn’t want to think about walking the rest of the way. 
“You okay over there?’ Sandy asked with narrowed eyes and concern etched on her face. 
“Fine,” I responded through gritted teeth. 
“Have another; you’ll feel better. We’re almost there.”
Sandy held the pack of cigarettes out to me again. I took the pack and sat it on my lap after taking a cigarette. A lighter sat in the cup holder—a regular orange Bic, not the fancy zippo she kept in her shirt pocket. I grabbed the orange lighter and lit the cigarette. Sandy’s eyes were on the road, so I slipped the lighter in my hoodie pocket. If she saw me, she didn’t say anything. 
I leaned my head back against the window and took long drags of the cigarette to try to calm myself. Dr. Neumann’s breathing exercises were much easier and more effective with a cigarette in my mouth. I hadn’t smoked since going to jail, and we weren’t allowed in Lochnar House, but the nicotine crept through my veins like an old friend coming to town and hugging me. I sighed between drags and thought about Ester and her long, skinny cigarettes. She always looked so elegant holding the lady cigarettes between her slender, diamond-adorned, piano player fingers. 
My hands looked nothing like Mama Esters. I looked at my short, fat fingers, holding the cheap brand cigarette from a truck driver and scoffed at myself. I was so far from the beauty and elegance of Ester, but once I was home, at McCourt Manor, I would be able to change, to get back to who John and Ester wanted me to become. Carter would help me; he had to. 
The trees on the highway slowly faded into the edge of a town. I could see the big, lit up, yellow sign for the truck stop and the farms that made up the border of the town. The highway was bright along this stretch with more lights and signs to see. 
I sat up straight and took in my surrounding. I remembered passing that same truck stop in the back of the social service worker’s car when they took me to the McCourt’s for the first time. My leg bounced in excitement, the same way it did when I was a kid. I never thought coming home could feel this way, but now, it seemed like all my troubles would never catch up with me. I wouldn’t need to worry about my parole officer, or Barbara, or Dr. Santiago or Dr. Neumann, or Kaitlynn, or the dead man at the car dealership ever again. I was in my safe place, and as soon as I got home, Carter would protect me. 



Chapter Eight
 
I was out of the semi-truck and racing across the parking lot with Sandy’s orange lighter her pack of cigarettes, and a 50-dollar bill I spotted in her center console before the old truck driver could climb down and swipe her card at the diesel pump. No goodbyes were needed. Besides, she had made it quite clear what she thought about my family; I didn’t want the old bitch anywhere near McCourt Manor. I’d walk the rest of the way. 
I burst through the trucker entrance and beelined for the front door. The truck stop was almost empty. A cashier was restocking cigarettes behind the counter while a janitor was mopping the hallway leading back where the showers were. Neither of them looked up as I pushed open the glass exit doors and left Sandy long behind me. 
Regret crept in with the freezing temperatures. The last reading on Sandy’s dash I remembered seeing said 20 degrees Fahrenheit. My hoodie wasn’t going to cut it, but I couldn’t go back inside and steal anything warmer. Sandy would come in any minute. I had to keep going. 
I put my hair in a low ponytail over my ears and threw my hood up. I was halfway across the parking lot when I heard screeching tires and looked over to see three police cars speeding into the semi lot. I ducked behind a pickup truck at the pump on the edge of the parking lot and peered back. They were state police, and all three were pulled up right behind Sandy’s rig, surrounding it. 
They had caught up with me finally. 
I was still a few steps ahead though. 
“Get up against the truck now!”
“Put your hands above your head!”
“Where is she?”
Male voices all shouted at Sandy. I couldn’t hear her response and the voices faded as I dashed across the street towards Debby’s Diner. They were closed, but I wasn’t trying to get inside. There was a creek down the hill behind the little restaurant. Mama Ester used to take Carter, and me on walks when my behavior was especially good. She would point out all the wildflowers and birds we saw along the way. The creek led back to McCourt Manor, and the little diner was always the landmark that signaled it was time to go back.
I raced down the hill which was thankfully not as steep as I remembered it being when we tried to climb it fourteen years ago. The once grassy knoll was covered in cold mud and snow however and the dead tree branches, I tried to grab to avoid falling was cutting up my hands. I almost lost my purse half a dozen times, and my feet were soaked through. I knew I needed to get home quickly before I got blisters or hypothermia.
My first concern was getting the police off my trail. If they looked behind the restaurant, they would see my footprints. I didn’t have time to hide them. I stood on the creek bank and looked back up the hill. No one was coming yet, but I needed to get out of eyesight fast. 
The creek was less than a foot deep, and I remembered it stayed the same all the way upstream. These man-made creeks were created for runoff from town. The bottom of the stream was smooth concrete, although algae, fallen rocks and branches, and garbage littered the creek bed, too. Mama Ester used to complain about the city never sending anyone down into the forest to clean up the creek they created. It seemed as though nothing had gotten better in the last decade and a half. 
I knew what I had to do to get home fast and get the cops off my trail. 
I shucked off my boots and tied them around my neck. The water-logged socks were wrung out and stuck inside my purse. I bent over to roll up my jeans as far as I could—just below my knee. I dipped my toe into the creek and hissed. The water was colder than I expected. Like the liquid nitrogen, we played within eighth-grade chemistry before I got sent even further away from Minnesota. 
I heard movement and dog barking up the hill and rather than look over my shoulder to confirm what I already knew was coming, I splashed into the creek and began running upstream towards the bend in the creek where the sandbar was. The water stung my feet and tears streamed down my face as the biting cold turned into a tingling numbness. 
Pick up your feet. One after the other let’s Go! I kept repeating to myself as I ran up the creek, gasping and crying. I finally came to where the stream turned and knew the large sandbar would block their view of me as soon as I went around the other side. I slowed down and looked over my shoulder. No one was there. I had outrun them, stayed enough steps ahead of them, and in just a few more minutes I would be home, and Carter would be there waiting for me, arms out, ready to embrace. 
My feet failed me and fell to my knees as I rounded the sandbar. I scrambled further out of sight in case the yelp I had let out when my knees smacked a bumpy branch alerted the police up the hill, who had seen my footprints by now. Every inch of my body ached. I wasn’t sure if I could stand up again, let alone keep running down the creek another quarter of a mile to the manor. I had come so far and gotten so close; there was no way I would let them drag me back to jail. 
The bank of the creek was level a few yards up, and I crawled over to it and climbed out of the water and up the small hill to the forest floor still on my hands and knees. My lungs were heaving and burning in the brisk winter air. I was on the verge of collapse. 
I sat with my back against a large oak tree and tried to steady my breathing. I was dizzy and wanted to curl up and close my eyes. I was far enough ahead of them that I could just lay down in the muddy leaves and snow and they would never notice. My feet were swollen and blue. I couldn’t feel them anymore which meant I wouldn’t be able to walk. I wasn’t going to make it to the manor. 
I growled and pulled the soggy cigarette pack from my hoodie pocket out of desperate hope one would still light. None of them were dry, and the lighter had fallen from my pocket somewhere along the creek. I tossed the cigarette pack down on the sandy bank below. I didn’t care if I was leaving behind evidence. I was a sitting duck now anyway. I was far enough away from the highway lights and restaurant that I couldn’t see very far ahead of me anymore, and since I couldn’t walk, I was stuck here. Maybe a bear or a hungry coyote would come and drag my body up to the manor. At least I could still make it home that way. 
I pulled my muddy, wet purse onto my lap and reached inside to the corner where I had stuffed Dr. Neumann’s fancy watch and Diana’s ring. I put the watch on my right wrist and slipped the elegant emerald ring over my left ring finger. After I discarded the purse, I held my hand up and smiled. I imagined what it would have been like for Carter to put his mother’s ring on my finger and make me his wife. I was so sure of our destiny, and now all I saw in our future was darkness. The same darkness that was enveloping my mind and lulling me to sleep. I sunk lower against the oak trees and crossed my arms tight against my chest in one last attempt to ward off the cold. 
I heard heavy boots crunching through the snow and tried to open my eyes. 
“Don’t take me. Let me die here,” I whispered to whoever it was approaching.
He didn’t heed my plea, however, and I was pulled off the ground and tossed into something metal. My eyes fluttered open long enough for me to see someone standing over me, a man may be. A dark hood was pulled down over his face, and I couldn’t make out any of his features, but something was distinctly male about the body. 
I felt him lift me from the ground and a groan escaped my parched throat as his shoulder bore into my stomach. He was moving me, saving me. 
“Take me to the manor, please,” I begged in a whisper, not sure if the man could hear me or if I was even speaking out loud, as my eyes rolled back into my head. 
 
***
 
“Carter?!” I shouted in fear. 
My wrists were bound with leather cuffs that were attached to chains that hung from the ceiling. I stood on my tip toes, but when I couldn’t do that anymore, I let my body hang limply from the chains. My shoulders were sore, and my nightgown was yellowed which meant I had broken rule 3—Always keep yourself clean and presentable. I was shaking and scared. I felt as though I had been in the basement for days, but it could’ve been just hours, I wasn’t sure. 
I glanced down at the floor and saw my toes dangling on top of a dark brown stain and what I was sure was my urine. I tried to get to my tip toes again so I could look over my shoulder, but they hurt. I looked down again and let out a cry. My toenails were gone. 
“Lucky?” I heard Carter’s voice from somewhere over by the stairs, and I sighed in relief. 
“What did you do?” He asked quietly. 
His face finally came close enough that I could see him in the dark. There was just the smallest bit of light coming through a spot in the basement window where the cardboard that was usually taped up had slipped, but it was enough light to show me his face and bring me hope. 
“Get me down; it hurts,” I begged him. 
He shook his head. 
“I can’t,” He whispered as he stepped back. 
His lips trembled, and he knocked over a basket of towels as he took another step back. 
“Don’t, Carter. Stop. Don’t leave me here!” I begged him. 
“He’s never hurt you, not once in the three years you’ve been here. What did you do?” He demanded to know as he got closer to the stairs. 
“I didn’t do anything. I swear. Please, please…” I cried as he sat on the bottom step with his head in his hands. His shoulder length, wavy brown hair was pulled in front of his face, and he was crying. 
“Goddamnit Lucky. I thought he was getting the result he wanted. Weren’t you giving him what he wanted?” 
Carter was scared, for the first time, he was just as frightened as I was, and he didn’t look like the man he was becoming. Instead of the strong fifteen-year-old he was, he looked small and meek like a child. 
“Dr. John wants us to be strong,” I whispered. “Don’t cry.”
Carter sniffled and laughed. 
“Do you know what he’s going to do to you?”
I shook my head and let it hang. I was tired, and everything hurt. 
“Your birthday is tomorrow,” he stated, no longer crying or sniffling. 
I tried to raise my head but couldn’t. 
“Dad liked you best because of your birthday—born on the 23rd, the 23rd foster child, delivered on the 23rd. Lucky Number 23. You wouldn’t be down here the day before your birthday like this if your treatment weren’t terminating,” He explained. “He always terminates treatment on their birthdays.”
I was confused. I wasn’t sure what he meant. Dr. John said I was getting better, that I was responding well to the treatments and that he was getting exactly what he needed from our experiments. I was his star patient. He said so. 
“What do you mean he terminates treatment? What happens to the girls?” I managed to gasp out the question. 
Carter didn’t answer for a few minutes. Everything was so quiet, and the pain was subsiding into numbness, I almost thought I was asleep when Carter finally spoke.
“He sets them free,” He said with sadness in his tone as he stood and went up the stairs, leaving me in the dark, alone. 
 
 


 



Part II
Carter McCourt 
 
 



Chapter Nine 
 
The girl was dead weight and her whisper as I flung her over my shoulder, "Take me to the Manor," had me unnerved. I had never seen her before, yet she seemed to know something about my house and wanted to go there. I'd dealt with plenty of gawkers wanting to see the infamous Dr. John McCourt House, but this circumstance was unusual. 
I trudged through the snow and away from the police officers that were searching for the girl further down the creek. She was unconscious and not fighting back, unlike most other girls I took back to the manor. The long scratch across my cheek stung, reminding me I already had a girl in the cage. I'd never dealt with two at once. My father liked to keep multiple patients, but I wasn't a doctor, I was an artist--I only needed one muse at a time, and I had learned from my father's mistakes. 
The white snow cut through the dark of the forest, but I didn't need the advantage. I knew these woods better than anyone, even the police who had searched the forest numerous times over the years. The girl on my shoulder didn't make a sound as I climbed up the small hillside to my family's property. I paused and pressed two fingers to the side of her neck, just under her jaw. She had a pulse, and the icy breaths she let out showed me she was still breathing. I repositioned her body and continued through the tree line and across the large yard behind my house. 
I paused and looked for the motion lights outside of the manor that I had installed when I moved back home after aging out of the system two years after they took my father. The gawkers were coming less and less these days, but every couple of months there were serial killer aficionados that would try to sneak onto the property and have a look around. Some of them wanted to see the house while others wanted a glimpse at me--son of the infamous Dr. John McCourt, or Dr. Sicko, as the news called him. None of them had a clue what happened here. 
There were no lights on, so I shifted the girl's dead weight on my shoulder again and continued across the yard until I reached the cellar. I deposited her in a lump on the ground against the side of the house then took off the padlock and chains that kept the cellar doors from being opened from either side. 
"Carter?" the lump on the ground moved and groaned my name. 
I froze in place. Most of the people that snuck onto the property knew my name. Most of them were older, and none of them was as good looking as the frozen girl on the ground, but there was something else unusual about the girl--something about the way she said my name. 
I didn't reply to her; instead, I threw open the doors to the cellar and grabbed her by the back of the hoodie. I dragged her on the ground through the snow to the top stairs and dug the toe of my boot underneath her abdomen. I lifted her lifeless body with my foot and sent her tumbling down the short wooden steps into the basement. 
Whimpering from the corner reminded me of the problem I had at hand--two of them now. I checked the lump at the bottom of the stairs for a pulse. She was still alive, but her breathing was shallow, and she was unconscious. 
"Please, please, let me out. I promise I won't tell anyone. You don't have to do this."
I leaned against the giant kiln in the middle of the room, closed my eyes and listened to her sobs. I had spent nearly twenty years listening to the crying and sniffling of girls, and the thrill of it was almost gone. It made sense I supposed. Amber, the girl in the cage, was number twenty-two and now, number twenty-three had fallen into my lap, as if the universe knew it was time for me to move on and wanted me to get to go. Like father, like son I guessed. He was bored after Lucky number twenty-three. Maybe the girl I found tonight would bring me the same relief; though, I wouldn't get caught as he did. He was careless. He should have killed them all as I do. I reminded myself that I don't make my father's mistakes and exhaled, pushing the urge to bash the begging, crying, girl's face into the metal bars of her cage. 
I didn't want to hurt them, not really. I wanted to help them. These girls were worse than the ones my mother brought home or invited into the manor. The girls I found couldn't be fixed, but I could help them in a way I could never help my father's patients--my foster sisters. I made these girls beautiful. I was the only one capable of turning their ugly darkness into something of light, value, and beauty; something that could last forever. 
"It's so cold in here," the voice in the corner whimpered. 
I felt for the power switch on the kiln and flipped it. The oven began to warm quickly; she'd be warm soon. At that moment, my primary concern was the girl I found at the stream. I wasn't sure exactly what I wanted to do with her. I wasn't ready to start another project yet and had barely finished gathering the supplies for number twenty-two, but I didn't want this girl to die for some reason. She was number twenty-three, the last one; I just needed to hurry up. 
I looked back down to where she laid on the floor in a heap. Her breaths were so shallow she didn't move at all. I stared at her back waiting to see a rise and fall, shudder, or some other indication of movement and life, but she was still completely limp. Her feet and hands were blue and swollen. The rest of her pale skin was turning blue slowly. I worried she had hypothermia and would get frostbite if I didn't get her warmed. The kiln in the basement wouldn't be enough for number 23.
"Fuck," I muttered. 
"Please, please just let me out. I've soiled myself and this c-c-cage, and I want to go h-h-home." Number 22 was becoming hysterical. 
I ignored her and picked up the girl on the floor instead. I held her lifeless body in front of me this time rather than throw her over my shoulder; the ceilings were too low in the basement. I left the crying and sniffling of the caged girl behind and carried number 23 upstairs, through the kitchen and up the narrow staircase that leads to the old patient wing on the second floor of the manor. I liked to keep my muses in the cage in the basement, but the father's patients were always given their rooms. If it weren't for my mama, however; I liked to think my father would have kept them caged too. The girls were just lab rats to him after all. 
I carried number 23 through the foyer that connected to the washroom at the top of the stairs but stopped at the entrance to the long corridor. Rows of black doors lined the drab hallway. I hadn't been to this part of the house in years and didn't appreciate the memories the place stirred up. Lucky had stayed in the room at the end of the hall. The last patient, just like the body making my shoulder numb would be my former muse--in Minnesota at least. The room seemed fitting for the girl I carried and her significance to me. 
The door was heavy and stuck in the doorframe when I tried to open it. The last people inside the room had been the social services people that took Lucky away from us and the police who investigated my parents. Number 22 had ruined everything for my family, and part of me knew it was why I had kept the girl in the cage alive for so long before turning her into glass art like the others. She had been down in the basement for over a month now, which was a month longer than I usually kept them. 
I kicked the large, cobweb covered door hard and it flew open, sending a puff of dust into the room and all over me. I stepped into the room and took a deep breath. I could almost smell her still. Lucky number 23, my father's favorite patient, my only friend in this entire town and probably the most fucked up out of all of us. The strawberry shampoos my mother let her wash her hair with always lingered for hours in her room. None of the other patients were allowed to use scented products. Lucky was special. 
The large four poster bed was still in the room. I remembered the day they ripped her out of the sheets and ran with her out of the house while I stood and watched the raid all happened right in front of me. Lucky had been terrified and screamed my name, and Mama Ester's the whole time they wrangled her out of the house and into the waiting black van outside. 
I plopped the girl over my shoulder down onto water stained mattress then left to run over the other side of the manor to get warm blankets. I returned minutes later with my electric heated blanket and a sheet. I peeled off her hoodie, the shirt she wore underneath, and her soaking wet pants while taking care to be gentle around her near frozen extremities. Her body laid before me in just her black bra and black thong panties. I watched her ample chest and tight waist rise up and down with her shallow breaths and allowed my hands to run down the length of her, from her shoulders, over her perky breasts, across her navel, and then to her hips in one swift motion. I licked my lips and felt my cock stiffen as my eyes roamed as my hands did. The fact that she had to die was a shame, but she would never be more beautiful than she will be when she becomes my art, and I needed to keep reminding myself of that. 
I covered her entire body head to toe with a blue sheet I had pulled off my bed and then draped the soft, heated blanket over the top of her and switched it on. I sat on the edge of the bed and dug my hands under the blanket and laid them on her thigh then started massage on her legs to try to restore circulation. I also desperately wanted to touch her again. 
I massaged her legs in small circular motions holding her thigh in both my hands and slowly working my way down to her knees, then her calf. I worked on each leg for at least twenty minutes until the blue began to fade to white and I could tell frostbite hadn't set in. There was no discoloration on her smooth, porcelain legs, but there were several papercut-like lacerations from trekking through the creek and climbing up the snowbanks. I traced them with my fingers and remembered the deep cuts my father would leave on the girls during his experiments with pain triggers. 
Dr. John was more like a mad scientist than a psychologist. One of the best psychologists in the central United States but his degrees and credentials did nothing for him when it came down to the state health department's word versus his. Dr. John was conducting research funded by the state, but he had taken it to extremes the officials never sanctioned according to witnesses during the trial. My father took the fall, but I knew the truth, and so did my mother, the wretched bitch could have saved him but instead; she testified against him to save herself. I still believed that Mama Ester was the one who let number 22 out of her cage the night they came for my father. 
I stopped my work on the girl's legs and slid my hands up the thigh closest to me until I reached her fingertips. I gently pulled her arm away from her body under the warm blanket and began the massage routine on her arms, starting at her shoulders and slowly working down to her elbow and then her fingers. I concentrated on each muscle and inch of skin under my hands. I didn't want to look at her face. Not until I was ready to let her soul speak to me and tell me what she wanted to become. 
I looked around the room as I continued to work on the girl's body. I missed being in this room. I missed Lucky. I couldn't remember her face anymore, and the only pictures we had of her were taken with the case files and patient records into evidence. I wondered if I would even know her now, more than ten years later, if I ran into her on the street. I wondered, as I often did, what she would be like now, what she'd be into, if she still loved me and if that love could be something more. I would find her. I just needed to finish my mission here at the manor. 
 



Chapter Ten 
 
I left the girl still unconscious in Lucky's old bed after I was sure she would be okay, and that the ill effects of the hypothermia were being kept at bay. She could wake up at any time; however, so I locked her inside the room before I headed back downstairs to the kitchen. I was starving and had missed the dinner date I was supposed to have gone to hours earlier. Twelve text messages on my phone let me know that I wouldn't be seeing that girl again, but I didn't have a use for her anymore, now that number twenty-three was locked upstairs in her predecessor’s old room. 
I headed back down the patient stairway into the kitchen, but rather than go back down to the basement I headed through the central part of the manor. That part of the house was so different from the upstairs where the patients were housed. The ceilings were high, and the grand staircase in the foyer was still the most beautiful showpiece of the home. The walls were light grey with white trim—my mother’s idea. The Victorian era manor was modern and bright inside the house, unlike the yellowed exterior that was covered in brown moss under the piles of snow. My mother hated the dark Minnesota winters and wanted to make sure the inside of her home felt bright and comfortable. The sterile look of everything reminded me of a doctor’s office. My father was an actual doctor, well, a psychologist, but his study looked anything but clean. 
I stopped in front of the French doors that opened into Dr. John’s study. I stared through the frosted glass like I did as a child and tried to decipher what was hidden behind the doors. I knew now, of course, but I still got nervous each time I had the wrought iron doorknobs in my hands. This room had been forbidden to my mother and me; only one other person in the house had ever seen it beside my father. 
I pushed open the doors and stepped inside. The musty smell of old books and mildew made my stomach turn. I had only been in the study a few times since they arrested my father and took me away. I spent two years gone while the house sat empty. I came back to yellow crime scene tape, a leaking roof, and a brand-new outlook on life. I fixed up the roof, got rid of all the tape, added my kiln and turned the outbuilding into a furnace for my glass, but I never did clean up father’s study. 
I learned more in those two years than Dr. John had taught me in my entire life, and I had been using my gifts well. People from all over the world were buying my glass pieces. I was more well-known than the infamous Dr. John, and the women I cured didn’t end up lost in the woods, they were made immortal. I provided them with the only thing that could cure them—death. But unlike most, the bodies of the wicked girls I found would be able to live forever as art, rectifying the evil they put out into the world. 
I reached into the pocket of my hoodie and pulled out my most recent piece. Number 21 had just graduated high school and had been on her way to audition for the New York Ballet. She told me all about her plans to be a prima ballerina when I met her at Drifter’s Pub a month or so ago. When she dangled the necklace of cocaine in front of me and invited me to the back alley, I knew exactly what would happen next. 
I placed the beautiful black, glass swan on the dusty desk next to the 20 others I had left for him over the last eight years. I gazed around the dark room and imagined my father stalking around the bookshelves reading his medical texts and stacking them in piles on the oversized desk, searching for answers he would never find. I pictured him sitting at his desk, furiously writing on his yellow legal pads while typing up his case studies on the computer that was taken by the FBI all those years before. I knew my time at the manor was ending. I needed to move on and leave the legacy of Dr. John behind me once and for all. 
I sighed and turned away from the desk that held my creations. My father was the only one that ever appreciated my artistic ability; it was a shame he wasn’t still here to see the lessons I had learned from his research and what I had accomplished without him. I placed my hands on the French doors and paused, a fleeting memory capturing me. A flashback of years before, when I would sit on the floor on the other side, my ear pressed up against the door, desperate to know what was happening during Lucky’s therapy sessions with my father. Her rippling laughter stuck out in my memory the way I wished her face would. The only one of my father’s patients that was found alive but had since disappeared as though she never existed, like what she went through here never happened. Even the media coverage after my father was arrested conveniently left out the fact that one patient was still alive. My foster father, Robert, insisted it was because the girl was a minor and her identity couldn’t be revealed anyway. 
The girl upstairs crept back into my mind. I stepped through the doors and listened for any sign of movement above. I closed my eyes to listen carefully for a full minute and heard nothing. Not so much as a creak of the bed. She was still unconscious, and I needed some time to myself to figure out what I would do next. The only cage in the basement was already occupied, meaning I would have to do something different with the strange girl upstairs, sleeping soundly in Lucky’s old room.
I could keep her in her Lucky’s room but something about the woman was unnerving, and I felt like I was tarnishing my former sister’s memory by having the woman in her room. 
I’d kill number 22 tonight then put the woman upstairs in the cage. That would solve my problem, but I had another issue to contend with—inspiration. Number 22 hadn’t revealed herself to me yet. I didn’t know what she was meant to become, and I was having a tough time getting it out of her. Even on our date, she had a hard time telling me anything about herself. 
The motion lights flooded the yard as I left the house and headed to the outbuilding—a large metal shed that once housed my father’s car collection. The classic sports cars were long gone, but the building had a different purpose now. My prized possessions were created here. 
I slid the large metal door to the side and walked into my shop where I made glass. 
I started the cast iron, wood-burning furnace and watched the molten glass begin to glow bright red and orange as the heat radiated from below. Before long, the flame of the fire started to fan through the openings of the furnace. The glass was almost ready. 
Just behind the glass furnace was another, larger furnace, made of brick. I always thought it resembled a pizza oven. I traded a retiring mortician two of my father’s beloved cars for the cremation oven. I flipped on the propane and started the oven. The heating process would take a while, so I headed back into the basement of the manor through the cellar to retrieve number 22. 
As soon as I opened the wooden doors, I heard the girl crying. Her tears never seemed to stop. Most of the other women had stopped crying after the first day—if I kept them that long. Number 22 was on day three of being in the cage and still she was able to cry. 
“Stop,” I ordered as I climbed down the stairs. 
I flipped the light switch on and ripped off the blanket that covered the large-dog crate sized cage. The woman skittered to the back of the cage, against the wall. She was dirty, and her clothes were ripped and covered in blood stains. She had put up quite the fight when she woke up unexpectedly in the truck cab on the way back to the manor. Having to hurt her had wrecked my inspiration and set me on edge. I couldn’t create without a clear mind, and I didn’t like violence. Most of the women were unconscious when they woke in the cage and unconscious again when they went into the oven. I didn’t want to hurt them, even the ones who had hurt other people. Number 15 had even killed someone before. 
 
Punishment wasn’t my goal. Setting them free of their wickedness was my endeavor. 
 
“Please, just let me go, I won’t tell anyone, I promise,” the woman begged. 
Her long dark hair hung in greasy strands around her tear stained face. Her brown eyes were puffy, and the whites were bloodshot. I frowned as I looked at her, remembering the pain my father inflicted on the girls. My cage stood where my father had once strung up the young patients, using torture as a trigger. I shuddered as the memory of finding Lucky in the basement flashed across my mind. Her hair—dirty blonde, hung in front of her face, obscuring my view of her face. I had never had a memory as detailed before, so I bent over the cage and closed my eyes tight to try to bring the memory back, but it was already gone. 
Number 22 sniffled, bringing me out of my head and back to the situation at hand. The basement was warm now that the kiln had reached the proper temperature. Sweat beaded along my forehead but I didn’t want to take off my coat. I wanted the girl to inspire me so I could take her to the hot shop and create my final ingredient for my next masterpiece. I knew the cremation oven was at temperature by now and I didn’t want to waste the propane. 
“What are some of your favorite hobbies?” I asked the cowering woman. 
“W-w-what?” she stuttered as she used the back of her hand to wipe the snot off her face. 
“What do you do for fun?” I repeated slowly. 
“I-I don’t know,” she whispered. 
“I think you do.”
“What is this?” she asked. “Why are you asking me these questions again?”
“I want to get to know you; it was pretty hard to talk to you a few days ago with my cock buried in your throat,” I reminded her. 
“You’re a fucking creep!” She screamed at me and started sobbing hysterically again. 
“Oh, come on, I’m not that bad. I’m an artist. Isn’t that why you like me?” I teased her. 
Number 22 was the new cashier at a gift shop in the Mall of America, two hours south in Bloomington where I sold my glass pieces. I had just dropped off an order of pipes when the manager introduced me to Amber, a twenty-two-year-old college art-school dropout. She was fucking her way through the art galleries in downtown Bloomington hoping to become someone's muse, find someone to take care of her since mommy and daddy wouldn't let her come back home. She was a slut who needed purification. She was number 22. 
I kneeled in front of the cage and inputted the combination to the padlock then unwrapped the chain keeping her from being able to escape. Number 22 was as far into the corner of the cage as she could get. Her arms were wrapped tight around her knees which were in her chest. 
"No, no, no," she whimpered. 
"Don't make this harder than it needs to be," I warned her and reached into the cage to grab her forearm. 
She screamed and slapped at my arm. She still had some fight left in her. 
"I don't want to hurt you again," I told her. 
I didn't want to injure her, but I would if I had too. Number 23 was upstairs, and the sooner I was finished with 22, the quicker I could move on to the girl upstairs and then be done with all this for good. Two more bodies before I could be set free as well, I could complete the cycle. 
I reached in again and grabbed the woman's arm. I yanked, and she jerked back which caused me to lose my footing and fall forward, smacking my face on the cage. 
"Fuck!" I exclaimed and grabbed my nose. 
I looked down and saw the blood filling my hands. 
"Goddamnit! Fucking bitch!" I shouted. 
I stood up and grabbed a towel from one of my work benches, tipped my head up and held the towel to my nose and squeezed. My head was throbbing and my anger, which I usually kept under control, was boiling in my gut. 
"Aaaahhhhhh!"
I whirled around as I heard the deep, bellowing scream from the girl but I wasn't fast enough to brace myself. Number 22 barreled into me, slamming her shoulder into my chest and sending me back on top of the workbench. I scrambled off the bench as the woman made a break for it up the stairs that lead to the kitchen. I leaped towards her to the bottom step and reached out to grab her ankle. She screamed and kicked as I pulled her down the stairs. I grabbed hold of her thighs and pulled her down again. I turned her around to try to get a better grip on her and get control of her arms, but as soon as I flipped her, she lashed out with her long fingernails and dug them into my cheeks. She kicked me in the chest and tried again to scramble up the stairs. Her hand was on the doorknob when I caught her again but wasted no time in being gentle. 
The sickening thud her face made against the wood door stopped me in my tracks. I slammed it again, and again to be sure she wouldn’t try anything again. I watched her drop to the floor in a heap. I stood on the steps and caught my breath while I stared down at number 22. Her face was bashed in and bloody. Her forehead was flattened, and her nose was completely shattered. 
I hated that she made me hurt her. I stooped to check her pulse and was relieved when I found one. I didn't like it when I killed them. When they died because of me, they didn't count. Their souls were already gone; they couldn't be cleaned. I was thankful that the situation had only happened twice. 
I grabbed her up and slung her over my shoulder and carried her back down the steps, through the basement and out the cellar doors instead. The motion lights came on once again bathing everything in yellow light. I trudged through the snow to my shop. Smoke was already billowing out of the chimney for the cremation oven. 
I tossed the girl onto the dressing table. I used to wash their bodies before the purification ritual and went back outside. The building was hot like it was supposed to be, but for some reason, the inferno was getting to me tonight. I drew in a long, slow breath and countered to three before releasing it. The autumn night sky was clear, and I identified the visible constellations overhead. The winter was sure to be long and harsh since the ground was already snow covered in November. I hoped to be out of Minnesota before the blizzards and ice came this time. 
I took another deep breath and looked over to the manor. I thought about the depth to which this home was engrained in me. So much had happened here, but I was ready to let it all go and move on, even if it meant never finding Lucky again. Part of me was beginning to believe she never really existed at all. 
My father had gone to jail on multiple charges, not just homicide. The study and experimental treatments the girls were subjected to were unethical and considered medical malpractice, but my father was a genius. My foster father had explained Dr. John's mental manipulation to me not long after I ended up with him. Any doctor that could hurt his patients could hurt his son too, right? 
I sighed. I missed Dr. John even if he was a mad scientist or evil as the media portrayed him. I had thought back to my sixteen years in McCourt Manor before my father was caught and I couldn’t recall a single time he so much as raised his voice at me, though he frequently yelled at my mother and his patients upstairs. I shook the thoughts from my head. I decided that neither Robert, while amazing and brilliant, or anyone else, would ever understand my father the way I did, regardless of the evidence against him.
I needed to get back inside and start my ritual, but I couldn't help but look up one more time to the second floor of the manor, to where the stranger was locked inside of Lucky's room. I caught the movement out of the corner of my eye as the shadow darted below the window. I saw her, nonetheless. Number 23 was awake. 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
I stared at the window for another few seconds to make sure of what I had seen. The curtain shifted again, and I saw the top of her head peek over the window sill then immediately duck back down. She knew I was watching her. 
My pulse quickened but I knew the door was locked securely. She wouldn't be able to get out. I told myself to finish the job at hand, but something was nagging at the corner of my mind, a voice like my own telling me to go to her. I shook my head and shifted my gaze away from the window and back to the shop. I began walking towards the building but stopped and started back up to the house torn between starting the ritual or turning off the cremation oven. I looked back over my shoulder and could see number 22 still laying on the table, her face bloodied and broken so awfully that it seemed concave. She wasn't getting up. 
"Fuck!" I cursed under my breath and jogged back to the hot shop. 
I flipped off the cremation oven and the glass furnace, took one last glance at the girl on the table, then pulled the metal door shut and rushed back into the manor anxious to find out about the girl upstairs. She was much more interesting than number 22, and I was beginning to think the cashier's body would end up going to waste even though I hadn't killed her, yet. 
I entered the manor through the front door and hung my coat on the wall pegs just inside the foyer. The only part of the manor where you could tell someone still lived there. I walked through the house to the kitchen which was warm from the heat of the kiln underneath. Glassmaking required a lot of heat in many various stages of the process, which was nice in the coldest winter months when I was inspired to create, but Hell on earth during the summer. I wiped my brow and walked up the steps to the patient wing. 
I reached the landing and stopped to listen. Her room was at the end of the corridor, but I was on guard. None of the other women I brought here had made me anxious or nervous, yet this one did, and I hadn't even seen her conscious yet. Perhaps she indeed was the muse I had been waiting for, the one that would break this cycle, and set me free. 
I walked down the hallway and listened to my heavy-footed steps resound down the corridor. My boots weren't made for stealth, that was certain. She would hear me coming, and if she were as feisty as number 22, she would be ready for me when I opened the door. I wasn't going to let another woman make me look like a weak, unprepared, asshole again. 
I stopped outside the large black door and stared at the dust-covered chalkboard that still hung on the door. I remembered the last time I labeled this roo — number 23, same as this time. I drew the words into the dust with the tip of my finger then leaned in so that my ear rested against the door and listened. 
I couldn’t hear anything inside the room. No crying, sniffling, heaving breathing, just silence. I thought for a second that she could still be unconscious, but I knew what I saw in the window. I knocked on the door and listened again. No movement. I unlocked the deadbolt and gave the door a small shove open. The cumbersome door creaked open, and I stood in place, steady and waiting in case the girl rushed out. 
I had nothing to worry about, though. The girl sat up in the bed with the sheet pulled up around her shoulders so that her naked body was covered. Her skin was still pale, and dark circles were under her eyes. The strangest thing about the woman was that her blue-tinted lips were curled into a wide smile. 
“Why are you smiling?” I demanded to know. 
She put her hand to her throat and coughed, then smiled again. 
“You lost your voice?” I asked.
She replied with a nod, still smiling like a giddy idiot. 
“You’re not scared?” 
I was suspicious of the woman. Why was she happy to be kidnapped? Was she still delirious from being out in the cold? If her voice was gone and she was sick, that was a possibility, I supposed. 
She barked out a laugh which sent her immediately into a coughing fit. I rushed over to her bedside and sat down to pat her back. She buried her mouth in her elbow as she coughed but continued to gaze up at me with large brown eyes that didn’t show the slightest hint of fear. She looked genuinely happy, although genuinely sick as well.
When her coughing subsided, she sat back up and mouthed “thank you” before raising a hand to my cheek. Her fingers were still a bit swollen and blue. Her touch was not welcomed, however, and as she cupped my face, I swatted her hand back down and jumped up from the bed. 
She jerked her hand back to her chest and looked at me with confusion and sadness in her eyes. 
“Who are you?” I demanded to know. “What’s your name?”
“Ivy,” she croaked with a hand to her throat. 
Speaking pained her and I regretted making her do so, but there was something odd about this young woman. She seemed so familiar, but I knew no Ivy’s, I knew that for a fact. Ivy wasn’t the type of name you’d forget. I studied her thin, narrow face and tried to remember if I had seen her before. 
“Are you from here?” 
She nodded her head, then paused and shook her head instead. 
“Kind of,” she coughed. 
“What kind of fucking answer is that?” I asked her.
I wasn’t getting anywhere with this woman, number 23, but I knew something about her wasn’t right. She looked normal enough, albeit she was filthy; her face was sweet, but warning bells were going off in my head. 
“I lived here,” she tried to explain, but before she could say anything more, the motion lights suddenly flashed on outside. 
I ran to the window of her room in a panic and tore the curtain to the side. Number 22 was outside, crawling through the snow. There was no way she could see after the damage I inflicted on her face. Her left cheek had been nearly caved in, her face had been broken, she shouldn’t have regained consciousness, and there she was, nonetheless. 
“Shit!” I spat. 
“Go get her,” the young woman in bed whispered. 
I turned and stared at her. Her smile was twisted. There was something wrong with this woman. I knew she had seen me carry the girl outside to my shop surely; she had seen what I did to the girl. I was confused at why she wasn’t rooting for the girl to get away. Did she think I would save her? Did she not realize it was me who hurt the girl? I didn’t have time to ask. I rushed out of the room and slammed the black door shut behind me. I locked the deadbolt, but I couldn’t get number 23’s sick smile out of my head as I ran out of the manor and across the snow. 
“You’re not going to get away!” I called out to the girl who was on her hands and knees trying to scramble out of sight behind the large metal outbuilding. 
I reached her in no time and grabbed her matted and bloody hair. I yanked the fistful of hair downward hard, and she crumpled to the ground instantly and moaned. My boot slammed against the center of her back and sent her sprawling headfirst into the snow. I stepped down on her back so she couldn’t get up. 
“I didn’t want to hurt you!” I yelled at her. 
Tears welled in my eyes. I hated when they made me hurt them. Her body would go into the fire bruised, battered, and broken rather than whole and pure. What would I turn her into now? Robert used to say that as long as art was beautiful people would buy it, but there was a certain purity about glass, a delicacy to the art of glassblowing that required perfection. Although the ash would serve its purpose whether the body it came from was beautiful or broken, I, as the artist, would know that it was all a façade. The glass would be tainted. Perhaps I would turn her into pipes to be sold to the gift shop where I met her, wouldn’t that be fitting? She would come full circle in a certain way. Yes. I decided without delay what she would become. 
I slowly lifted my boot off her back and knelt beside her. Her breathing was shallow, and her face was buried in the snow. I grabbed the back of her shirt and hauled her up over my shoulder. She was no longer coherent and didn’t fight back anymore. Number 22 finally understood it was the end and had accepted her fate. 
I looked up at the manor as I hauled number 22’s body back to the entrance. Number 23 was low in the window as though she were sitting or kneeling on the floor. She was wrapped in a sheet. The bright motion lights reflected off the window and enabled me to see right through the thin material. Her breasts were perky, and her nipples were dark against the fabric. She had taken her bra off. 
I looked away but turned and looked right back up. She smiled and put her hand on the window before motioning to the building and mouthing “go.”
The sliding metal door was already partially open from number 22’s escape but rather than nudge it just wide enough to get through, I kicked the door and slid it wide open. I wasn’t ever into voyeurism, but if number 23 wanted a show, then she’d have one. 
I threw the gift shop cashier’s body back onto the table. I didn’t bother being gentle this time since she had already forced me to damage her face and body. The furnace and cremation oven were both still warm, and they roared to life as soon as I turned them back on. 
I tore the shirt off the body then undid her bra and ripped it off as well. The rest of her clothes were off in seconds. I was on edge and wanted to show the girl in Lucky’s room that I wasn’t her knight in shining armor. What happened to the little bitch Amber would happen to her too. 
I stood next to the body and paused to catch my breath. I looked through the wide-open doorway up to the manor. She was still in the window. Number 23 stared directly into my eyes but did not indicate her thoughts about what she was witnessing. Her face was blank. There was nothing there. It was an expression I was familiar with. Maybe she was insane like all my foster sisters had been growing up?
I took a deep breath and refocused on the woman in front of me. This one had been so much trouble. I reminded myself that I was almost done. I was closer than ever to move on and away from here. Number 23 was upstairs waiting to become my most beautiful piece yet. She would be the first to see her fate ahead of time. 
I looked up at the window again. She was completely still, but her expression had changed. One eyebrow was cocked now, as though she were growing impatient. I scoffed and went to the washroom to retrieve buckets of warm water and soap. I didn’t look up at the window when I got back to the main room. Instead, I set to work, washing the blood, dirt, urine and fecal matter from the woman’s body. I kept an eye on the rise and fall of her breasts in case she started to wake up again. 
Her nipples were hardened and alert. I was dying to get a reaction out of the girl in the window, so I pinched number 22’s nipples hard and cupped her large breasts as I ran the soft, white, soapy, towel down her chest. I looked back up at the girl in the window. No reaction. I went to the head of the table and pulled the body forward so that her head hung off the table and washed the bloody hair. 
When I was finished, I arranged her on the table, arms crossed over her stomach. A large toolbox stood against the wall, and I walked over to it and opened the thin drawer on top. Several needles full of tranquilizer rested inside. I always made sure the women were completely sedated before they were purified since they couldn’t be dead. Unfortunately for number 22, I didn’t think she deserved the luxury of being tranquilized. I also didn’t believe she’d wake up anyway and didn’t want to waste the chemicals. 
I put the needle back and shut the drawer. When I turned the girl in the window was still staring with a blank expression. The flames were roaring in the brick cremation oven—it was time to show her exactly who I was. I lifted the lid to the cremation oven and slid the tray the body was on up the table where it led into the oven. I grabbed a clay jug from the countertop along the wall and dipped my thumb inside. I had stolen the Holy Water from the Catholic church in town. I didn’t believe in God the way religious people did, but I did believe the water could cleanse their souls and my art was about purity. Just before I pushed the body inside, I glanced back up at the window. She had to be frightened now, right?
The girl wasn’t frightened at all, but her expression had changed. She looked intrigued, and when I locked eyes with her this time, she nodded, as though she was giving me the go ahead to push the girl into the flames. I didn’t need her permission, but I complied with her wishes and gave the tray one last push to send it into the oven. I pulled the oven door shut and secured the lever in locked position. I waited for the screams, but none came. I was glad I made the right decision about not wasting the tranquilizer. 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
The cremation of a human body took around two and a half hours. I didn’t need to wait for the oven to do the work. I wanted to talk to the woman upstairs again, but I was unnerved by her. The way she watched me through the window, without so much as a flinch when I shoved number 22 into the oven chamber, made me curious about her. 
The idea of getting to know her rather than turn her into art, to set her soul free, made me nervous. I hadn’t felt that way about a woman before. I didn’t care about the women I met. Their bodies served a purpose—either sexual or artistic, and my past had been full of them. I had never cared to get to know any of them before, however. 
I looked up to the window and realized the woman was gone. Number 23 wasn’t watching me anymore. I left the hot shop and pulled the sliding door shut again. I walked back up to the manor and climbed through the cellar doors into the basement. I considered cleaning up the cage and bringing Number 23 down to stay inside. I hooked a hose up to a shop sink and began spraying down the floor inside the cage. 
Number 23 was going to be the last, and it was bittersweet when I thought about it. Creating glass art was my passion and setting these girls free of their wickedness was my duty—I knew that, but my inspiration was fizzling out, and my sense of responsibility to my father was waning. My goals were different than his. While he experimented with their minds to try to produce a cure, it was I who had found the only way to rid them of their darkness truly. 
My mind began to drift back to the last time McCourt Manor saw its 23rd patient. Robert had told me she had gone into witness protection, the only girl to make it out alive and that I would never see her again most likely. She was so young, only twelve years old when they pulled her out of her bed and carried her out of the house forever. I doubted she would even remember me. Although, part of me knew that she would never forget me, even if we never saw each other again. 
Lucky had been strong. She had outlasted all the others by years. My father and mother loved her, and so did I. She was my sister. She was supposed to be my father’s legacy, his greatest achievement, a breakthrough in psychology that would catapult Dr. John McCourt to stardom in his academic and professional circles. I was the one fulfilling the legacy now. Lucky was gone, and if she had wanted to come back, she would’ve by now. 
My sister was twenty-two, almost twenty-three now. Her golden birthday was coming up, and I wondered how she would celebrate. Lucky’s birthday would’ve been the event of the century if she were still here, with us. Her birthday was father’s favorite number; a number he dreamed about, had faith in, thought was part of his fate.
I remembered when I told my father about her. He was angry that she was so young. He had ordered my mother to not accept any girls under 16, but when the caseworker called about Lucky—about the girl with the darkest soul social services had ever encountered, and told her she was only eight years old, my mother had to meet her, even if she was in Missouri. Convincing department of child and family services in Missouri to transfer her to our program in Minnesota wasn’t hard. The local caseworkers were more than eager to sign over the girls to Dr. John McCourt, well-known adolescent psychologist, and his wife. But, the Missouri authorities for child welfare was more than eager, compared to our local departments, to give up the disturbed little girl. Within just a few days, Lucky was on her way to us. My father didn’t want the girl but when he found out about her birthday, January 23rd, his attitude was quick to change. He didn’t like that she was young, but fate seemed to have something else in mind for his study, and he was willing to take the chance. Her first night hadn’t gone well, but she soon became my father’s favorite. 
The water from the hose splashed on my boots and up my legs, drawing me out of my memories. 
“Shit!” I exclaimed and jumped out of the way of the puddle that was accumulating on the basement floor. 
I turned off the water and grabbed one of the large dust mops that were now soggy with water and tried to push the accumulation down the drain near the sump pump. I had wasted a lot of time lost in thought, and now I was losing time cleaning up a mess. I sighed in frustration and backed up against the hot kiln. 
“Fucking ouch!” I yelled again as my shoulder contacted the large kiln that was radiating enough heat to warm the entire manor. 
I groaned and pulled my shirt up over my head. A towel hung from the edge of the sink, and I dipped it into the water from the hose that had dripped into the sink. I pressed the cool rag against my shoulder and winced. The burn was the size of my hand and covered most of my shoulder and part of my bicep. I had suffered plenty of burns in my profession as a glass blower. There was plenty of creams and ointments upstairs in the bathroom that would take care of the burn, and I could easily get ahold of some pain pills if I didn’t have any Vicodin’s left. The girl upstairs would need to be checked on before I did anything else. I was getting too distracted, and now that the basement floor was a sopping mess, I would have to keep her upstairs in Lucky’s old room no matter what. 
I headed back upstairs to the patient wing. I wasn’t mindful of being quiet this time and marched straight to her room, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. She wasn’t hiding or cowering as I expected. She was sitting up against the headboard with the sheet wrapped around her body. She waved casually when I burst through the door as if she had been expecting me. Her expression showed no sign of fear, anxiety or even nerves. She smiled again, warmly, as though we were old friends. 
I waved back, not sure of what else to do, then felt foolish and stuffed my hands into my pockets. She smiled wider and patted the bed beside her. I walked over to her window instead and peered outside towards the shop. I needed to make sure she had seen what happened to number 22 before I asked her why she wasn’t scared of me. Did I imagine her nod towards the fire, the blank stare in her eyes until they lit up as I pushed the girl’s body into the oven? Was I hallucinating her kneeling in the window, watching me?
I could see everything from the window. The cremation oven, the furnace, my supply cabinets, and the preparation table were all visible from her room. She had seen it all. 
I turned back to her and found her staring at me. She wasn’t smiling, but when I made eye contact her lips curled into one in an instant. I scoffed, confused about how she could be so happy after what she just witnessed. She cleared her throat, and I whirled around to look at her. 
“I need some water,” she whispered. 
Her voice was still quiet and hoarse. She tried to swallow, but I could tell it was hard for her. I felt conflicted. I wanted to get her water. I had already saved her life by pulling her from the creek, and since she could get up and go to the window, she was capable of moving around which meant she didn’t have frostbite or hypothermia. I cared about if she lived or died, but if she was ultimately going to die anyway, what did it matter? 
I cocked my head to look at her, and she raised an eyebrow as if I were the strange one. 
“Please? Can I have some water?” she asked again. 
“Who are you?” I asked her again. 
“Ivy. You know me,” she insisted before coughing again. 
“I don’t know you,” I told her, even though something was familiar about her. 
I left the room before she could say anything else and headed to the bathroom down the hallway to get her some water. When I got into the all-white room, “the purifying room,” Dr. John called it. The large bathroom with the soaking tub was where the patients would bathe and receive their new clothes before their treatment started—before the experiments began. 
Memories of all the girls I had led back to that room flashed before my eyes as I pushed open the doors. Most of my father’s patients had been older teens, between fifteen and seventeen, just a few years from aging out of the system. Once their caseworkers dropped them off here, no one ever thought about them again. Lucky was the first child Mama ever brought in, and she was the last. I needed women for my projects, adults who had already become who they were going to be and had no other way to become good again. My cure for their darkness was permanent. My father never could offer such a reliable solution. But I could, and fortunately for me, the darkest souls tended to gravitate towards me. 
While my father was so focused on trying to break them open and let the light out, I knew the light he so desperately wanted to see, didn’t even exist. My father’s patients would have been better off if he had just let them grow up and then turn them into the light they could never be in life. All except Lucky. My father insisted that her light was the brightest of all, it was just buried deep inside of her, and for whatever reason, I believed him, regardless of everything the little girl had done. Lucky was special. 
I leaned on the counter and sighed. Thinking about her made me sad, distracted, and my mission was almost complete. Number 23 was just down the hallway, the last piece to my collection. I had spent thousands on my equipment and pondered what to do with all of it after the work was done. Would anyone want to buy a house with a glassmaking workshop? Where would I go next? I could try to find my mother in Canada, but I knew she didn’t want me. She would have stayed if she had and not fled after she testified. Coward. I felt my lip curl up at just the thought of my mother and how she left me. I had to remind myself in times like that my mother had brought Lucky home and I was able to have four years with a sister. Once my father realized her potential, he favored her, allowed her freedoms in the house the other patients didn’t get to have. I was finally allowed to have a playmate, and she had been my best friend from the time I was twelve to sixteen. 
Ten years had gone. I squeezed my eyes shut again and tried to remember what Lucky’s face had looked like the day she arrived, and mama greeted her with birthday cake. I remembered her shoulder length golden blonde hair and her surprised squeal. She was small for an eight-year-old which made the shock of mama bringing her home even more surprising. I smiled as I remembered how delighted that little girl had been and then I saw her face in my mind. Just like she was there with me, I saw her chubby cheeks, her pouting pink lips, and bright blue eyes that were different than any I had seen before. They didn’t sparkle, there was no life behind them, but there was something deep inside those eyes that we all knew indicated she was unique. I would know her anywhere if I saw her again, witness protection or not. 
I picked up a dusty paper cup from the bathroom counter, rinsed it out, then filled it with water to take back to number 23. My mind was swimming with a million different thoughts and feelings about what the next few days would bring, and I desperately wanted to get back outside to my shop. When I got back to Lucky’s old room, I hesitated before going inside. I could hear her moving around the room, opening and closing the empty dresser drawers like she was looking for something—or snooping. I didn’t like nosey women. 
I pushed open the door and found her with leaning against the dresser with her bra and panties back on. She yelped, and a piece of paper fluttered to the floor. She bent to grab it, but I was on it first and shoved her back. She stumbled but caught herself on the dresser to keep from falling. 
“That’s mine,” she croaked and reached out to snatch it back. 
I jerked my hand out of her way and set the cup of water on the dresser. She grabbed it and drank it in one gulp, then discarded the cup to the floor and lunged again for the paper. I shoved it in my pocket and grabbed her around the waist. She was feisty, just like number 22 which was just my luck. I dragged her back to the bed and threw her back down. 
“What are you doing in here?” I yelled at her. 
She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at me. Her lips were closed tight, and I knew she was done talking. I stormed out of the room and slammed the large wooden door shut and locked her inside. I could feel the anger building and paced the hallways up and down, practicing the breathing treatments Robert taught me. Artists must be able to have a clear mind; he would say so that they could soak up inspiration all around them. He would tell me that the only hope I had of becoming the artist I wanted to be was to let go of my anger. 
My rage blocked creativity and held me back. I knew it was true. I often had periods where I was edgy, angrier than usual and I didn’t create during those times. I didn’t have the urge too. My anger consumed me and burnt up any inspiration, any desire for a muse that I had. Even the prostitutes on the streets who would’ve readily gotten into my vehicle and come back to the manor with me, easy targets, didn’t appeal to me. 
I felt my pulse begin to slow and my thoughts to clear from my head. I took in another deep breath, counted to four, and let it out slowly to four counts. The woman, number 23, was infuriating but my supplies were ready in the hot shop, and my fingers were itching to have tools in them. 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Nearly three hours had passed since I had put number 22 in the oven. I turned off the furnace and pulled on the industrial mitts. I pulled the lever to open the oven door and slid the tray out. A length of grey ash and charred bone was all that was left of number 22. 
I scraped the ash into a large bowl. Chunks of bone and tiny pieces of metal, probably a few tooth fillings or an old retainer, clanged against the metal. I checked the molten glass in the furnace next and smiled. It was ready. Grinding the ash and bones was one of my favorite parts of the process. I found it therapeutic. 
I sat at my workbench with a large mortar and pestle set made out of marble. They were one of the few things left in the house that wasn’t broken or stolen when I was able to move back in. I dumped the ash in little by little and used a magnet to draw out any little pieces of metal that were left behind. I pulled two fillings out of the first load and set to grinding it down into a fine powder. The work was methodical and tedious but the most vital part of making my glass art. 
I ground her body and thought about the first time I saw her. I was taking the pipes into the gift shop. I remembered catching the way she looked at me as I came through the front doors. I knew right away she wanted me, and all it took was a whisper from another employee, and my secret was out. She found out who I was, who my father was, and there was no getting away from her. I knew the type of girl she was before her boss, Melinda, the gift shop owner, warned me. She didn’t know Amber was precisely the type of girl I was always looking for.
I usually ventured out further than Bloomington which was only two hours from home to find my muses. I had never taken a girl from somewhere I was connected to before, but I was so close to the end at that point the thrill of doing something a little more dangerous was a temptation I couldn’t resist. 
I remembered how her eyes traveled down my chest and lingered on my crotch when I set the box of pipes on the countertop and introduced myself to her. I was wearing basketball shorts that day, and apparently, she had liked what she saw because her reply to “Hey, I’m Carter” had been, “I’m so wet for you right now.” Just like that, blatant, out in the open. She was a slut, a whore, and she didn’t care who knew it. I was surprised she didn’t have a scarlet letter tattooed on her forehead like a goddamn medal of honor. 
She clocked out fifteen minutes early and fucked me against the dumpster in the alley behind the shop like the trash that she was. She even let me pull out and cum in her mouth before she had orgasmed herself. She was the type of girl who liked to please, who needed attention, who wanted to be important to someone. I would give her exactly what she wanted. 
I asked if she worked the next day and she told me she’d call off. I asked if she wanted to spend a weekend up north with me in the infamous McCourt Manor and she pleaded for me to take her. She had made it so easy until she realized what was happening to her and decided to fight back. Putting that girl in the cage had not been easy, but there her remains lay, turned to dust and ash all the same.
I dumped the last of the fine powdered ash back into the large metal mixing bowl and carried it over to the furnace. I wiped away the sweat that was beading on my forehead with the back of my arm. I had premixed the silica, sodium dioxide, lime, barium, and zinc for the glass the day before. I added a pinch of gold chloride to turn the glass red, then turned the crucible to mix the ingredients. I was disappointed that all number 22 would be is pipes, but I was happy to make something that I knew would get done quickly so that I could go back to the girl, Ivy, upstairs. 
When the mixture was charged, I grabbed my iron blowpipe and stuck one end of it into the 2000-degree furnace. I pulled it back out to find a beautiful glob of red, hot molten glass on the end and quickly stuck the opposite end in a cool barrel of water. I took off my fire-safety gloves and tested the wet end to make sure it was cooled enough to start working the glass.
I blew through the tube, and the glass blob on the end began to bubble and balloon a bit. I sprinkled a bit of number 22 ash across the marver then rolled the glass piece across it to pick up the ash and elongate the glob and worked the glass, alternating between my block, and my favorite tool—the bladed tool called a jack. Every so often I had to stick the piece back into the furnace to add more layers. I turned the parison round and round, pulling and shaping the glass until the ash swirled through it like stardust, which is precisely what I told people was in my pieces. Not glitter, stardust from ground meteorites. Gimmicky, sure, but believable and a great sales pitch, especially for folks stopping through town on the way to the border crossing. 
I stuck the rod into a different compartment in my furnace—the glory hole, to soften the glass, and finish the mouthpiece. I liked to imagine that the silver swirl of ash was their soul, trapped inside the glass forever and immortalizing the morally corrupt, evil women, forever. I detached the glass pipe from the rod and put it on a small tray lined with a heat protectant pad. My kiln was in the basement and getting the pipe to the kiln in the cold, wintery weather was risky. If the glass cooled too fast, it could crystallize. The key was to let the glass cool slowly over time by reducing the temperature little by little so that there is no strain or tension in the glass.
I picked up the tray and power walked carefully to the doors. The temperature inside the hot shop was sweltering—part of the reason I didn’t want all three parts of the heating system for the glass in the same building. The kiln had been a bitch to ventilate out of the basement, but it also helped warm the manor. The temperature difference outside could render this piece useless if I didn’t hurry to the kiln.
I pulled open the door and rushed across the yard carrying the tray in my hands. I took the steps of the cellar quickly and grabbed the tongs that hung on the wall next to the furnace kiln. I used the tongs to pick up the piece and move it to the kiln, then I set the temperature and headed back outside to start the next piece. 
I pulled out my phone when I realized the moon was already three-quarters of the way across the sky and saw that it was already an hour past midnight. Exhaustion hit me like a wave, and I teetered on my feet. The cold air wasn’t enough to invigorate me. I wondered if Ivy had gone to sleep yet and I looked up to the dark window. No one was there. I sighed and went out to the hot shop to shut everything down for the night. I was tired and working with fire and glass when tired was never a good idea. Cleaning up the area took almost an hour, and after I sealed the ashes in a mason jar and put them in a cabinet, I trudged my way back down the cellar. The kiln was on a timer and would turn off on its own, but I wanted to double check the timer. When I was sure everything was safe, I climbed up to the kitchen, but rather than go through the foyer to the central part of the manor where my room was; I clomped up to number 23’s room. 
The door creaked as I pushed it open, but no other sound came from the room. I stepped inside and squinted in the dark. A sliver of light shone through the slightly parted curtains and cast a glow upon the sleeping woman’s face. She looked peaceful, happy, innocent, but something told me she was none of those things. 
“Carter?” 
The whisper was barely audible, but I saw her lips move. 
I stepped forward. 
“Carter,” she said again, less like a question this time. 
I stood over her and watched her face. Her eyelids were still, but I could see the rapid movements of her eyeballs beneath them. She was dreaming, about me, it seemed. Her lips began to move again. 
“Mama Ester,” was the name she whispered this time. 
Mama Ester, not Ester McCourt or Mrs. McCourt, wife of infamous psychologist and serial killer Dr. John McCourt. No, this woman whispered the name that our patients had called her. A name that had died or disappeared with the twenty-two girls who didn’t end up back in the hands of the government in witness protection like Lucky. 
Lucky. 
I narrowed my eyes and glared down at the woman. This girl couldn’t be her. They didn’t even have the same name for one. For two, they looked nothing alike. Granted, I couldn’t remember much about what the little girl had looked like, I still thought I would’ve recognized her if I ever saw her again. Right away. The woman I had pulled out of the creek had hair much darker than Lucky’s, although still blonde, and her eyes were different. Lucky’s eyes were the truest blue I had ever seen, and Ivy’s eyes were grey. I could close my eyes and picture each color distinctly. They were not the same person. How then could she know my mother’s name? 
“Dr. John, stop, please, stop! No!” 
The woman thrashed with each outburst as though she were in pain. Tears rolled down her face, but her eyes never opened. I sat on the edge of the bed and shook her arm to try to wake her. I didn’t want to hear screaming and crying all night and hadn’t brought any of the tranquilizers upstairs, but I was too tired to go back down and get it. I figured I could rouse her enough to exit her dream, but she jerked her arm back quickly when I touched her. 
“Ivy, wake up,” I told her and grabbed her arm to shake her again. 
She didn’t hear me, or at least she acted like she couldn’t but my grip on her arms seemed to soothe her, and the longer we sat there, the calmer she became. After a few minutes, her breathing became regular, and she settled back into her sleep patterns. I loosened my grip on her arm, and she sharply inhaled. 
I knew what it was like to have nightmares. I suffered from them myself for the two years I was forced to stay with Robert and his family, but as soon as I was allowed to come to my home, to the manor, they had disappeared. Nearly eight years had passed since the last bout of nightmares, but unfortunately, insomnia had taken its place and sometimes I thought the sleepless nights staying up pondering my father and Robert’s lessons, everything I had done, and all that I still had left to do, was the worse curse. 
I realized I hadn’t slept in three days—not since bringing Amber back here and my eyes were finally growing heavy. I knew I wouldn’t make it back to my room before sleep took hold of me, so I kicked off my boots and laid down side-by-side with number 23. I kept one hand on her arm and drifted into a deep sleep. 
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
“Carter, hey! Wake up!”
Lucky’s tiny voice startled me from my afternoon nap. When I opened my eyes, she was giddy, and her bright blue eyes were filled with mischief. Mama had done her hair in pigtails that day, and her curls bounced on her shoulders as she shifted from foot to foot anxiously waiting for me to crawl out of bed. 
“What is it?” I groaned. 
“Time to go fishing!”
I grunted, rolled back over in bed, and covered my head with the pillow. I had forgotten I promised to take her to the creek during breakfast that morning. I was looking forward to playing PS1 all afternoon since our studies would start back up the next day. 
“Come on,” the little girl whined at me. 
I couldn’t say no to her. 
I sat up in bed and stretched. 
“Father doesn’t have any treatments for you this afternoon?” I asked. 
She shook her head. 
“Dr. John says I’ve been an excellent patient and that I can play this afternoon,” she smiled wide. 
I chuckled. She had no idea how much irony was behind her name. I often wondered if her mother could’ve known how much luck the little girl would need to get through life and so decided to give her all the luck she would ever need in her name. Smart mom. Smart to give her up too. Girls like Lucky were dangerous, but father and mama had taken a liking to Lucky.
 None of the others responded to the treatment as she had, and while father had been upset when mama first brought her to the manor, she had quickly become his favorite, which was also a stroke of fate itself. Lucky number 23 she was. Our 23rd patient, born on the 23rd. Father’s favorite number. More than a favorite he would tell us—the number was special, it had meaning. I didn’t believe in all the nonsense my father spouted about the number, but he was right that Lucky was different than the other girls. She hadn’t failed us. 
“Did you see any of the other girls today?” I asked her. 
There were only a few left then since father had focused most of his energy on Lucky. Numbers 8, 16, and 27 were the only ones left besides Lucky. Number 8 had been there the longest and was the oldest of the girls at 18. She would be aging out soon, and her caseworker would be coming to the house in a few weeks to take her back to the department of human services to sign out and get thrown right into adult life. She had to disappear before that day, and when father was getting ready to end treatment on one of the patients, he would often let them out of their rooms for more than just their daily exercise time. 
“Nope! I’ve been out all day though, and it’s such a beautiful day out today! Let’s go fishing!” she insisted with more enthusiasm this time. 
“Okay, okay,” I appeased her. 
“Tag!” she squealed before slapping me on the arm and taking off out of the living room where I had fallen asleep on the couch. 
I jumped up and raced after her to the basement door. She reached to open it, but I shoved it shut, almost slamming her fingers. 
“What the heck, Carter!” her tiny voice snapped at me. 
She barely reached my elbows, but she was strong enough to make me yelp when she stomped on my foot in her sneakers. 
“Cut it out Lucky; you’re going to get us both in trouble,” I scolded her. “We can’t go out through the basement. Dad works down there on Sunday evenings while mama is having dinner with her book club.”
“Well, why can’t we go down there when Dr. John is working?” the naïve nine-year-old girl asked me.
She hadn’t been through the same experiments the older ones went through. No, they were gentle with Lucky, taking a different approach, father said. Lucky was young enough and responsive enough that they could consider her treatment for long term observation. Most of the teenagers that came to live with us only had a few years if that at McCourt Manor, but Lucky would have ten years with us and the prospect of it all thrilled my father who was on the verge of a significant medical breakthrough in psychology. 
“Father likes to work alone. Besides, it’s boring and cold down there, not to mention dark and full of spiders. You don’t want to go down there,” I explained to her and held out my hand. 
“I’m not afraid of those things,” she told me and took my hand in hers. 
“I know. You aren’t scared of anything,” I told her. “You are the bravest person I know.”
“No, you’re the bravest person I know,” Lucky countered me. 
“No, you’re the bravest!” I told her and poked her belly with my free hand. 
She laughed and swatted me away. 
“Come on, before it gets too late,” she said as she pulled me back through the house to the main entrance where we both slid on mud boots. 
We raced out of the house and across the yard to the big metal outbuilding that used to be a tractor shed years ago when my great grandparents farmed this land. Now it was just a place for my father to store his cars. Our fishing gear was tucked away in the corner just inside the entrance for easy access ever since summer started.
We grabbed our gear and headed to the creek at the back of the property, down the side of the hill. We had spent all of her free days at the stream since the weather got warm. The water wasn’t deep enough for me to teach her to swim, but I taught her to catch the small bluegill and frogs that floated down the creek with the town runoff. 
Lucky took her pole and baited the hook all by herself, just like I had shown her a few days ago. She smiled triumphantly at me when she was finished, and I smiled back at her. 
“You remembered, good job!” I congratulated her. 
She stuck her tongue out at me. 
“Bet I can catch more bluegill than you!” She squealed as she stepped onto one of the flat rocks and dropped her pole in the water. 
Catching the fish was easy. The creek was only a few feet across and barely three feet at the deepest. The water was only a few inches high near the gravelly bank where we stood so you didn’t have to cast. Just let your bait rest in the water and wait for a fish to swim by, open its mouth, and swallow it. 
“Got one!” She screamed. 
She had only had her pole in the water a few seconds, and she already had a fish. Once again, she was living up to her name. She pulled the pole up, and bluegill the size of my palm hung off her line. She beamed and jumped up and down on the wet rock. 
“Bring it here, and I’ll take it off the hook for you and be careful! That rock is wet. Stop jumping,” I directed her. 
She stuck her tongue out at me and rolled her eyes. 
“I don’t need your help,” she told me. 
She bent and set down her pole on the rock, making sure not to kick it into the water. Then, the nine-year-old girl grasped the tiny fish around the head with one of her small hands and grabbed the hook and line with the other. Before I could say anything to her, she yanked the hook as hard as she could, tearing through the fish’s eye where the hook had caught, and cutting straight through his gill. 
Blood was spurting from the wounded fish and dripped down her hand like raindrops. The fish was so tiny, there wasn’t much blood, but I stared at her, mouth open, and in shock. No expression crossed her face until she narrowed her eyes in confusion when the fish stopped flapping its tail against her hand. She shrugged her shoulders and tossed the fish back in then jumped back to the bank and grabbed another nightcrawler. 
I grabbed her arm gently and looked her in the eyes when she looked up at me. 
“Let me help you next time,” I insisted. 
“Why?” she pouted with her lower lip sticking out. 
“So, you don’t accidentally kill the next one,” I told her and pointed to where the small bluegill had floated to the surface of the creek and was slowly being pushed away with the current. 
She turned and looked where my finger pointed then stared back at me for a few seconds. 
“That wasn’t an accident,” she admitted along with a bright smile of pure joy and happiness.



Chapter Fifteen 
 
I rolled over and groaned. I was sore but couldn’t remember why, and the vivid dream I had of Lucky was disturbing. I opened my eyes and squinted into the sunlight that was coming through the window where the black curtains were parted. Black curtains? The curtains in my room were red. 
I bolted upright as I remembered everything that had happened in the last day or so—Finding my inspiration for what I would turn the cashier girl into, that same girl fighting me every step of the way, and the surprise of finding the new girl, Ivy—number 23, down by the creek. 
Ivy!
I looked down at the bed and found it empty. 
“Shit,” I cursed under my breath as I saw the large black door hanging wide open. 
I shot out of bed and bounded down the corridor. 
“Ivy!” I yelled. 
I got no response and saw no other open doors, so I raced to the upstairs foyer. When I got there, I stopped dead in my tracks. I smelled something. 
I inhaled hard through my nose and sniffed the air. 
Bacon?
I leaped down the staircase leading to the kitchen and burst through the doors. 
Ivy squealed and whirled around to face me. She dropped the spatula she was using to turn the bacon she was cooking on the stove in the process. 
“You scared me!” She scolded me. 
Her hands were on her hips, and she stood in front of the stove wearing only her panties and one of my dirty, sweat-stained, white T-shirts she must have found lying around the kitchen. 
“What are you doing?” I demanded to know. 
“Seriously?” she asked and cocked her head to one side as if I were the crazy one. 
Her voice was back mostly but seemed a little too deep for a small woman like she was. She turned back around and tended to the bacon again as though her, cooking breakfast in my house, was the most normal thing she could have been doing on a Sunday morning. 
I stepped forward and grabbed her arm hard. She gasped and reached up to try to pry my hand off her, but I was too strong. I turned the knob on the stove to switch off the gas then yanked her arm hard, dragging her away from the stove. I had had about enough the girl and her lies and games. 
“Why are you doing this?” I demanded she tell me. 
“Doing what? Making your favorite breakfast?” 
Her voice cracked as it got louder. 
I looked at the counter and saw eggs, fresh baked white bread, cinnamon, milk, a small box of whipping cream, and freshly washed strawberries. I had eaten scrambled eggs, bacon, and strawberry French toast every Sunday morning for breakfast growing up and it was indeed my favorite breakfast, if not my favorite meal altogether. Mama and I made it together, and when Lucky was here, father let her eat with us as well. How could Ivy have known? The night before and the names she called out—mine and my parents, flashed through my mind. 
“Who are you?” I asked her. 
“Ivy. Don’t you remember me?” she asked quietly as she shrunk in on herself. Her confident attitude had waned rather fast. 
“Why would I remember you? I don’t know you,” I insisted. 
A tear rolled down her cheek, and I let go of her arm. She turned back to the stove and twisted the burner knob back on. I stepped back and watched her go back to work on the breakfast with neither of us saying another word. My eyes trailed down her slender back to her perky ass and strong thighs. Her black thong panties showed through the white T-shirt that barely skimmed the bottom of her ass cheeks. She wasn’t modest and seemed not to mind that I was getting a pretty great show as she swayed in front of the stove top moving the pots and pans about. 
She’s no different than the rest. A slut, just like them all. Look at how she parades in front you like a whore.
Robert’s voice invaded my head as though he could see Ivy through my eyes. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a breath. I was thankful for the lessons he imparted on me in the two years I spent in his home and stuck with me well enough that his voice was now my conscience. I was a good student, just like Lucky had been for my father. 
“If you don’t know me, then why did you bring me here? Why did you save me from freezing? Why did you touch me? Why did you sleep in bed with me last night?” 
“I thought you were unconscious,” I justified as I remembered groping her breasts as I massaged her body to help get her blood circulation going. If she wanted me to apologize, she had another thing coming. 
“And as far as last night,” I continued, “I was just too damn tired to go to my room on the other side of the manor, but you can’t bet your ass I won’t be making that mistake again.” 
She turned back around and started to plate the food she had cooked. I hated to admit it, but my mouth was watering, and my stomach was growling. I couldn’t remember the last time I had something to eat, and years had passed since I last had my favorite breakfast. I sat down at the breakfast bar and waited for her to put the plate in front of me, just like Mama had always done for my father, on mornings when he came to breakfast at least. 
Ivy sat the plate in front of me and positioned herself on the barstool on the other side of the bar with a plate of her own. I looked down at my plate—two pieces of French toast, a heaping pile of strawberries on top with cream she had whipped herself, four strips of bacon, and a ladleful of soft scrambled eggs. I was confused, but also starved and picked up a fork and started shoveling the food in my mouth without asking any questions. 
Everything was delicious and cooked the same way mama used to make it for me. I curled my lip at the thought of her and after a dozen or so bites, pushed my plate away in disgust. I couldn’t take it anymore. 
Ivy hadn’t taken a bite of her food yet and jumped up from her barstool when my plate came sailing across the breakfast bar at her. The plate crashed to the ground and shattered. Ivy gulped and dropped to her knees. I stood and watched her scramble to gather up all the good and broken pieces of plate. 
“Where did you get all this food?” 
I didn’t keep food in the house. There were a few condiments in the fridge, but I tended to pick up gas station sandwiches and convenience store snacks out in the hot shop where I spent most days working. The thought of the hot shop reminded me of my unfinished project outside. I needed to get back to her, and I was beginning to think that I would need to put number 23 in the cage after all. 
“The farmer’s market,” she responded after taking a long drink of water she had gotten from the tap before she sat down. 
I balked at her. 
“How could you have gone to the farmer’s market?” 
She smiled and held up a lime green stretchy keychain. The one that usually hung from the front door coat pegs. The key to the golf cart hung from it, and I reached across the bar and snatched it from her hand. She had tried to pull her hand back, but she was too slow, and the key to the golf cart was mine again. 
Ivy shrugged and smirked. 
“You took the golf cart to the farmer’s market?” I asked her, to make sure I had heard her correctly. 
Ivy had seen what I did to the cashier girl. She knew too much, and now she was telling me she had gone into town, shopped and came back as though none of what happened was wrong. I knelt next to her on the tiled floor and grabbed her shoulders to force her to stop cleaning and look at me. She stared at me, dead in the eyes, as though I didn’t scare her one bit. 
“I didn’t tell anyone,” she assured me before I could ask her any questions. 
“Bullshit!” I spat and backhanded her across the face which sent her back onto her ass on the hard mosaic tiled floor. 
I towered over her as she stared up at me with wide grey eyes full of disbelief. She held one hand to her face where I hit her and searched the floor with the other hand. She was trying to find something to protect herself with, but the tile floor was clean. 
I stepped towards her, and she scrambled until her back was against the bottom cabinets. I squatted down in front of her and grabbed her ankle. I sighed deeply and tried to calm down, but I felt the rage building. I traced her calf with my fingertips and looked up at her face. She didn't flinch or pull away, and although the shock of being slapped was still in her eyes, there was no fear of me on her face. 
"Why aren't you afraid of me?" I asked her. 
"You wouldn't hurt me, not really," she said without hesitation. 
My eyes flicked to the hand that still covered the side of her face. She let the hand fall into her lap with the other one. Her face was red, and her jaw was a bit swollen. I walked my finger up her slender calf, over her knee cap and then leaned in and grasped her thighs. She didn’t flinch, didn’t even break eye contact with me. She knew I was testing her, and she was desperate to pass. I needed to understand why.
“Do you know who I am? Like exactly who I am?” I asked her. 
“Yes. Carter McCourt. Don’t you know who I am?” 
“Ivy, apparently,” I told her but immediately regretted my actions. 
Letting her ask questions was letting her have a bit of the control, and I was not going to let my last muse treat me like number 22 did. Ivy was just as feisty if not more so than Amber had been. 
“Yes, Ivy. Your sister,” she said and reached for my face. 
I recoiled and stood up. 
“You’re not my sister,” I told her with a shake of my head. “I don’t have any sisters.”
“Of course, I’m your sister. Dr. John and Mama Ester were my parents too.”
Her voice was confident and unwavering as though she was telling the truth, but how could she be? None of father’s patients were named Ivy and all of them but Lucky was too old or already dead, so Ivy couldn’t be any of those patients. 
“Ivy.”
I let the name slide off my tongue. 
“Yes, are you remembering?” she asked eagerly. 
“There wasn’t an Ivy here,” I told her. 
“Well, I mean, I’m here now, and I have very vivid memories of growing up with you Carter. I don’t know how you could forget four years!” 
Ivy was hysterical, and tears rolled down her cheeks. 
“I’ve been trying to get back here for so long. How can you not remember me?” she asked meekly. 
My head was spinning. I didn’t know if she were crazy or if it were me. She believed she lived here, that she was one of the patients. Maybe she was delusional, actually messed up in the head. She would have made a perfect patient for my father if she were younger and he was alive. 
“You don’t even look like anyone that stayed here,” I tried to rationalize with her. 
“I don’t know what to tell you about that,” she shrugged. 
“Explain to me how you lived here if I have no memory of you and the manor is mine. I’ve lived here almost my entire life,” I challenged the woman. 
“The room you gave me!” she said as though she had a sudden epiphany. “The room was mine before too. It’s been like ten years, and everything still looks the same—just dirty. And that’s why I look different! I was twelve the last time you saw me! My hair and eyes have both darkened a bit since then. My eyes were blue when I was a little girl, but they are greyer now, and my hair’s been dyed so many times I can’t even remember my natural hair color,” she announced excitedly as though she had just solved all the mysteries of the universe. 
“No,” I told her and shook my head. “None of the patients were twelve years old.”
“Carter, I don’t know what’s going here. Is this a game?” she asked 
I didn’t say anything. I just stood there and leaned over the breakfast bar with my head in my hands. 
“No, this isn’t a game, but there’s something wrong with you,” I warned her. 
“Carter. You’re my brother. I love you,” she reached for me, but I drew back.
“You don’t love me. You don’t know what I am, who I am,” I explained. 
“I know you’re different,” she offered. “I know that your favorite breakfast is strawberry French toast because that’s what you and Mama Ester used to make on Sunday mornings. I know that you taught me how to bait my fishing hook when I was nine years old. I know we played tag in the apple trees and you used to sneak me out of the house. I know that when I was 17 years old, I stole a car to try to make it back here to you and I got caught. I spent two years in juvie then had to spend two years in a women’s prison. And most of all, I know that every day that I was in there, I thought of you, and making it back here and that’s how I got through it all,” She spoke so fast her words slurred together.
She took a deep breath before she was able to continue. 
“I love you, Carter. As more than a brother. You’re my soul mate, and I don’t care what you did to that girl. I love every part of you, even the dark parts,” she tried to convince me. 
She stared at me, and I had no idea what to say back to her. Warning bells were going off in my head, but I didn’t know what to believe. Everything she said almost made sense and sometimes when I caught her looking at me, like out the bedroom window when I was working on number 22, she was familiar to me in a way that only one other person had been. This wasn’t Lucky though, this woman—this actress, was someone named Ivy and she knew details she shouldn’t, but some of her details were wrong. I had wished for Lucky to come back to me for a decade. I had hoped the only other person I loved besides my parents would be by my side again one day, but Lucky was gone, and this girl wanted to stand in it seemed. I wasn’t sure what to think, but I did know that whoever this woman was, she had problems, and not the kind the fire could solve. 
“You’re fucking sick you know that?” I told her. 
“I’m not sick,” she responded with an emphasis on the word not. 
“You got a fetish for serial killers, don’t you?” I sneered at her. “How far did you hike through the woods to get a good look at me? Did you honestly think that you could pretend to be one of my sisters and I would believe you?” I scoffed at her arrogance. “I remember them all,” I bluffed. 
“You never called any of the others your sister!” Ivy snapped in offense and stood up from the ground. 
The small young woman in front of me was huffing like a baby bull, full of anger and rebellion but not big enough to do any real damage. She was cute, but she needed someone like Robert to teach her how to harness all the anger inside of her as he did for me. 
“And, I don’t believe Dr. John was a killer. We both know he wasn’t,” she said and crossed her arms in front of her chest. 
My head ticked to the side and my eyebrow raised. Her words were curious and piqued my interest. Most people wanted to know all the details about what went on inside McCourt Manor, the house of horrors as people in town called my home. The women I met were either delighted to try and cover the stories of how my father killed each girl, how some of them got away; other women were terrified of me when they found out who my father was and mothers in town made sure to mark my entire block as off-limits to their children. I didn’t care about the young ones as my father did, but it didn’t make a difference to the small-minded people of Cedarville. I hadn’t met anyone though who believed in my father’s innocence as much as I did. 
“You don’t think my father killed his patients?” 
“Of course not. He would never do that. Besides, I’m still alive, and I was a patient here for four years,” she explained. 
“The jury convicted him. He died in jail eight years ago for being a serial killer. How do you know he’s innocent? You were probably still in elementary school when all of it was on the news,” I challenged the girl. 
“I was here when all of it happened. Why don’t you remember!” She shouted. “I was here through everything, and I know Dr. John didn’t hurt them. They aged out, he let them go, they ran away—there were a lot of different things that happened to the other girls, but Dr. John didn’t kill them. He didn’t hurt us, ever,” Ivy insisted. 
I laughed and slapped my hands on my knees. I tried to hold back but the laughter burst out of my gut, and before I knew it, I could barely breathe. She had gotten me good. I had nearly believed her. For just a few seconds I thought I had her back, but then she gave herself away by saying my father didn’t hurt them. My father’s delight in causing the pain was what fueled his research. None of the girls had been spared my father’s violent experiments, not even Lucky in the end. 
“You’re a good liar,” I congratulated her. “You almost had me fooled.”
“I’m. Not. Lying.” 
I had to hand it to her; she was committed to the lie. She wasn’t going to drop the act now, even though she was found out. She was still playing games, and I didn’t appreciate being lied to or toyed with. There was no time for the breathing exercises Robert taught me. Her head was between my hands in seconds, and before I knew what I was doing, her skull hit the ground with a sickening thud. 
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Chapter Sixteen 
 
Waking up with a throbbing headache was a son-of-a-bitch. Waking up with a throbbing headache and having no idea where the fuck you are with a rumbling stomach, and the scent of bacon in the air is what nightmares are made of. I was hangry, and the throbbing was quickly turning into a migraine. I needed to figure out where the fuck I was at. 
I groaned, sat up and banged the top of my head of something metal. 
“Mother-fucking-Goddamnit” I shouted and grabbed my head. 
My hair was sticky. My vision was blurry, but I had no problem seeing the blood that covered my left hand. Someone hit me. I rubbed my eyes with my non-bloody, yet filthy other hand. The rusted cage I was in became clear, and I knew immediately where I was. 
I was home. 
The basement had changed a little over the decades, but I had spent a lot of time within these dark walls as a child, and only one other place in this manor felt more like home. I allowed a quick smile to cross my face. I had done it. I had gotten back to McCourt Manor. The question was why in the Hell I was trapped in a cage. 
I grabbed the bars and rattled them hard. 
“Hey!” I called out and shook the cage again. “Carter!”
The house was silent except for the hum of the large metal furnace in the center of the basement. I tried to swallow some spit to wet my parched throat, but it hurt more than it was worth. I groaned again and put my head between my knees. My legs were bare, and the white T-shirt I wore was torn and bloodied. 
I rocked back and forth like flashes of the last few days came back to me in bits and pieces. Carter had hurt me and smashed my skull into the kitchen floor. He didn’t know me. Why didn’t he know me? The knowledge of Dr. John being dead suddenly filtered through my memories. I knew Mama Ester was missing. I knew I had been in jail for a few years. I knew I escaped a half-way house, but none of my past felt familiar to me. 
“Carter!” I roared as loud as I could. 
I heard the door creak open and loud clomping as someone came down the stairs. I tucked my dirty, bloody hair behind my ear and waited patiently. I drew in a breath as my brother came into view. He looked so much like his father, Dr. John. His hair was thick and wavy, but Carter’s was longer than Dr. John would have ever allowed. He had been so strict about our appearance, but this version of Carter was intriguing. His big brown eyes bore into mine and flashed with anger, but also…curiosity. He was tall and lanky like John had been when he met Mama Ester in college. I wondered if their wedding portrait still hung behind the desk in Dr. John’s study.
“Let me out of this cage Carter,” I commanded. “Right now.”
“Tell me what you like to do,” he asked me without stepping forward to unlock the cage. 
“What kind of fucking question is that?” I hissed at him. “Let me out of here!”
I shook the cage again to get my point across, but Carter didn’t move to release me. 
“I need to get to know you. You’ve got to inspire me before I can set you free, so please, let’s stop your games, and cut to the chase,” he sneered. 
“You know everything there is to know about me,” I assured him and rolled my eyes. 
He scoffed and looked down at his hands. 
I grabbed the metal bars of the cage and pressed my face to the bars. 
“Look at me, Carter McCourt. Stop pretending like you don’t know me. What the fuck are you doing?” I sneered at him in disgust. 
He wasn’t the teenage boy I knew. Carter had grown into a man who was stupid, ignorant, and blind. I knew that a long time had passed since we saw each other, but I never expected our reunion to be like this—me in a cage and him, apparently not remembering. I knew he had always been a little jealous of my relationship with Dr. John, but I thought I meant more to him than being forgotten like the others. 
“I remember them all.”
I heard his voice in my head. I remembered him hissing the words at me after I told him who I was—Ivy. 
Ivy?
Why would I say that? 
A stabbing pain shot through my head. I reached up and grabbed my skull and cried out as the pain seemed to attack the back of my eyeballs. 
“Look,” I started as soon as I could open my eyes again. “I don’t know why I told you my name is Ivy. I hit my head pretty hard when you threw me down, and I’m not sure I remember everything correctly, but it’s me. Lucky,” I told him. 
“What?” Carter barely whispered the question. 
He moved closer to the cage and crouched down. The cellar doors were wide open, and the sun cast a beautiful light across his face which reflected off his chocolate brown eyes. I saw the spark of recognition as his eyes widened in disbelief. 
“Now, let me out,” I instructed. 
“Lucky?” He croaked. “No, it can’t be you…”
Carter trailed off and held on tight to the cage. I interlaced my fingers with his. 
“Carter, let me out. You know who I am,” I assured him. 
My foster brother moved around to the front of the cage, and I crawled to join him. I waited patiently for him to twist the padlock round and take the chain off. He opened the door for me and offered his hand which I gladly took. He pulled me up from the floor then rushed up the stairs that lead to the kitchen. 
“Wait there,” he called down to me from upstairs. 
I stopped in my tracks at the base of the stairs and waited. 
Not more than fifteen seconds went by when he was racing back down the stairs with a bundle of blue linens bundled up in his arms. When he reached me, he shook them out and wrapped the cotton sheet around my shoulders. 
“I’ll get you some clothes out of the storage shed while you’re bathing,” He told me. 
“Why was I in the cage? I feel like I’ve been here for a few days, but you’re acting like you don’t know me,” I asked him. 
“I’ve missed you so much,” he gushed as he brought me to his chest and wrapped his arms around me. 
“I missed you too, but you’re not answering my question,” I pushed away from his chest and looked at him. “Carter, I want some answers. I’m confused enough as it is.”
“I’m sorry I hurt you, but I’m so glad you’re here,” he confessed. 
“I’m not happy about being back. I woke up in a fucking cage for fuck’s sake,” I scoffed at him. 
“I’m sorry about the cage,” Carter began. He looked at his feet when he continued. 
“You were saying so much crazy shit to me like your name was Ivy. You acted. Differently, you looked different. Well, you still look different, but what I’m saying is, you shouldn’t have acted that way, and I wouldn’t have had to hurt you,” he fired off each word so fast I could barely hear him. 
“Wait a minute,” I told him as I held my fingers to his lips to cut off his speech. “You were the one that hurt me?
I cocked my head to the side and stared at my foster brother in disbelief. Dr. John was the only person in the manor allowed to cause us pain. Carter knew the rules. Why wouldn’t he obey? 
So much was happening, and I wasn’t sure how to process it all. Memories of a life I didn’t believe was real kept flashing before my eyes. A life where I called myself Ivy and spent two years in jail and halfway houses and psychiatric care. When I tried to remember the life, I thought I should have had; it was like looking at a blank screen; as though my life had just been paused for a decade with nothing in between then and now but darkness. 
“I’m sorry Lucky. I’m not sure what’s going on either, but do you want to see what I do when I need to clear my head?” He asked me and held out his hand. 
“How about I get showered first?” I suggested and took a step towards him but brushed away his outstretched arm. 
I felt filthy. My undergarments were torn, and the shirt I wore had to have been Carter’s, but I didn’t remember putting it on. I needed to piece together the last ten years of my life and figure out what the fuck was going on, but first, I needed a soak. 
I pushed past Carter and started up the stairs. He grabbed my arm and stopped me as I ascended the first steps. 
“I’m happy you’re back Lucky. We will figure this out together, I promise,” he said with a goofy smile. 
“What’s wrong with you?” I scoffed at him. “Why are you acting like that?
“Like what?”
“Like…I don’t know…. That,” I told him and gestured him up and down. 
Carter was different than when I last saw him. My brother had been strong, brave, and obedient. Dr. John’s prodigy, but this man was softer than the teenager I last saw. 
No. Not softer. 
More images flashed in front of my mind—another girl with long dark hair, fire, and heat, the big building outside, blood. Carter was a killer. I knew that, but he was also an artist. I remembered standing in the window and watching him work with the glass. I had never seen anything like it. 
“It’s been a long couple of days. I’m not sure what to think about all this,” he admitted. 
“Hmpf. Well, standing here dirty and half-naked isn’t going to help anything. I’m going upstairs to the soaking tub,” I told him. 
“I’ll show you,” Carter offered and squeezed past me on the staircase to lead the way. 
I followed him upstairs but grabbed his arm before we crossed the kitchen to the second-floor staircase. 
“I know where to go. Feels like I was just here yesterday,” I told him even though nothing felt the same. “Find me a gown to wear please.” 
Carter gazed at me like a lost little boy. The expression was the same as when he had found me hanging from the basement ceiling by my wrists when Dr. John finally had to up the ante. He was confused, scared, not sure what to do next. I felt none of what he was projecting. I just wanted to bathe. 
I walked around him and opened the door to the staircase. When I was inside, I pulled the door shut behind me and continued to the patient wing. I waited at the top of the stairs to see if he would follow me. He didn’t follow which was smart.
Instead of heading straight to the bathroom I ventured down the long black hallway to the room at the very end — my room. I traced the scrawling handwriting on the chalkboard that still hung on the wall. “Lucky Number 23,”
the inscription said. 
Dr. John had always talked about me being his Lucky Number 23. Ester tried explaining it all to me many times—how fate and the stars had aligned for me to come to Minnesota; how I was the perfect patient for Dr. John, and that, through me, he would have the medical breakthrough of the century. I was important, but I was also terrible. Evil. Dark. Each foster family before the McCourt’s had a different name for me. Dr. John was going to crack me open and let my light out. He failed. 
I pushed open the door and looked down at the bed. The mattress was dirty, but the sheets were slept in. I had slept in them recently I reminded myself. I didn’t know what to do about how I was feeling. I had heard of early onset Alzheimer’s and dementia before, but I was only 22 years old. There was no way I could be losing my mind already, right?
I looked across the room to the window. I remembered standing in that window naked just a few nights ago. In my mind I watched myself watching him as though my life were a movie and I was sitting in the audience. I felt like I was there, but also removed. Trying to remember the details made my head throb even harder than it was. Dr. John had taught me how to withstand the pain and be strong, so I took a deep breath and crossed the room. 
I let the sheet drop to the ground, and I stripped off the dirty white T-shirt. I slid off the tiny black thong panties and pushed back the window curtain. The sun was high in the sky. My stomach was rumbling, my face and body were sore, and the last ten years of my life were a blur. I wished Mama Ester was there and that Dr. John was still alive. He would know exactly what was wrong with me and be able to fix me once and for all. 
I looked past the outbuilding where Carter made his art to the storage shed. The door of the metal ten-by-ten was open, which meant that Carter was doing precisely what I asked him to do. My big brother was still taking care of me, but something was tugging at my mind, telling me to look deeper. I didn’t want to. That’s when Carter stepped out of the storage shed and looked high up in the sky, past his art studio, straight to my window. 
He was far enough away that I couldn’t read his face, but I saw the quick motion of his head drop down. I glanced down and saw my nipples had hardened. I ran my hands over my breasts to warm myself and wondered if Carter looked away because I was his sister or because he wanted me. Something told me it was the latter. 
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
The bathtub was filthy. I stood above the large, white soaking tub that had once been my favorite spot in the entire manor and frowned at the grime covered porcelain. Everything was dusty, and cobwebs were thick in the corners and over the fan blades. I reminded myself not to flip any switches accidentally unless I wanted to contend with spider nests flying through the air—which I did not. I was happy to butcher the chickens Mama Ester kept out back or filet the fish we caught down at the creek, but when dealing with spiders, the only answer was always a ‘hard no.’ 
I wasn’t going to get a bath in this part of the manor, that much was clear. I left the bathroom and headed back downstairs. The kitchen was warm, but there was no oven on. I was grateful for the warmth as I was walking around in the nude, something Dr. John and Mama Ester would never have allowed. Carter hadn’t done a great job of taking care of the manor; however, and there were no clothes in the house, so I had no choice. The way Carter had reacted to my nudity in the window had me feeling a little naughty, and I was interested to see how my foster brother would react to my naked body now that we were all grown up. 
The more I thought about Carter, memories, and feelings began to resurface from the last ten years involving my feelings and constant need to find him and the McCourts. The memories were hazy though like I remembered a dream. Bits and pieces were vivid, but there were many more gaps than details. One thing I knew was that whatever I felt for Carter in the past, was not what I felt now, but it did intrigue me that my foster brother might have an attraction to me. I don’t remember ever having an attraction to anyone but then again, remembering anything other than who I was and my childhood with the McCourts was rather difficult. The flashes and feelings were only making everything more confusing and the more I tried to sort everything out the more agitation I felt. 
I heard a loud bang, like a door slamming shut coming from the basement. Carter was back with a gown, I figured. I leaned against the kitchen breakfast bar where remnants of an uneaten morning feast were scattered about and waited for Carter to come upstairs. My stomach growled as I wondered about the food. I was so hungry. I found it hard to believe I had eaten any of what was before me, and I couldn’t remember cooking it. I picked up a piece of cold, rubbery bacon and remembered when Mama Ester used to make this kind of Sunday morning breakfast for Carter and me. 
I finally heard his boots clomping up the stairs. I dropped the bacon, and when the door to the basement flung open, and Carter stood wide-eyed and open-mouthed in the doorway, I sashayed toward him as seductively as I could manage for a woman who hadn’t ever tried to seduce anyone before. 
“Lucky, what are you doing?” He said with a gulp as I ran stood just inches from him and looked up at his face. 
“Don’t you want me?” I asked him in a childlike, teasing voice as I placed my hands on his chest and fluttered my eyelashes at him. 
I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard and looked down at me. 
I could see how women would find him attractive. He had long, lush, wavy brown hair that fell into his matching brown eyes, a strong jaw, thin lips and a crooked smile that created a dimple in his left cheek. He was positively kissable. The only problem was that my body was betraying my mind. I didn’t want him. He was my brother. I grew up with him, but the more he looked at me with warmth in his eyes, and the more he licked his lips as he decided what to do, the more my body responded between my legs which worried and shocked me. 
I pushed back from him to his surprise and grabbed the clothing he had set on the counter. 
“You should go put those on,” he said as he cleared his throat and unbuttoned the coat he had on. 
“What are these?” I asked him as I shook out the old, faded jeans and a long-sleeved, silky white blouse. 
I frowned and looked up at him, but he was turned away from me, deliberately trying to avoid looking at me even though I could remember him having no problem staring at me when I watched him work from the bedroom window. 
I walked around his body to face him and held up the clothes right in front of his face. 
“Carter?” I pressed again. 
“They’re clothes,” he said while keeping his eyes looking over the top of my head. 
“I wanted a gown. We are supposed to wear gowns at home,” I insisted. 
“You can wear whatever you want now,” he told me tentatively. 
I paused for a minute and thought about what he said. I wasn’t a little girl anymore. The program was over, Dr. John wasn’t even alive anymore. The thought made me sad and lonely. 
“The washroom upstairs is filthy,” I told him. “I can’t bathe in there.”
Carter scratched his head and glanced down. He caught sight of my perky breasts and looked up with a beat red face immediately. “Uh yeah,” he responded. “I don’t clean up there since no one uses the patient wing anymore.”
“Except, you put me up there,” I reminded him. 
“I didn’t know you were…you,” he shrugged. “I still don’t understand why you told me your name is Ivy. Where have you been all this time? Robert told me you were in witness protection,” he interrogated. 
“Robert?” 
“My foster father,” Carter explained. 
“You were in foster care?” 
Carter paused for a few seconds before he replied, “Yes, just like you.”
“Not just like me,” I insisted. 
“No,” he started slowly. “I suppose not just like you, but I was in foster care after they took you away and put my dad in jail. I was with Robert for two years then came back here to the manor after I turned 18. It was only for two years, nothing like what you went through,” Carter explained. 
“What I went through?” I asked him. 
“Yeah, what you went through here, with my parents and me, you know, we did terrible things to you for years…” Carter trailed off, and I crossed my arms in front of my breasts even though he still hadn’t looked at me even with all the talking he was doing. 
“You didn’t do anything to me. Your father made me strong. He helped me to push the darkness down and be good for once,” I reminded him. “Mama Ester gave me a family. You gave me a friend,” I poked him in the chest. 
“Come on,” he took me by the elbow and guided me out of the kitchen and through the front part of the manor. 
I rarely got to play in this part of the house, and I knew that Dr. John’s study was down the hallway on the west side of our home, I had spent plenty of time in there, but I hadn’t been to the back of the house where the family bedrooms were located. Carter pushed through the large french doors that opened into another foyer area with three other doors—one on each wall. 
“I still sleep in my old room,” Carter said and pointed to a door with peeling blue paint. 
“The room over there,” he shifted his point to another blue door, “That was my parents. Don’t go in there. You can use my bathroom,” he offered and walked across the small sitting area to the third and final blue door. 
When he turned around this time, his gaze landed on my breasts and slowly shifted lower until he had taken in the entirety of my nakedness. He licked his bottom lip, shut his eyes and took a deep breath before he addressed me again. 
“Come on; it’s clean. I promise,” He gestured into the bathroom. 
I locked onto his eyes as I approached. I could tell he wanted me; I wanted to know why he was going out of his way to not look at me. Perhaps he was embarrassed, or maybe he just wanted to respect his little sister, but either way, I enjoyed the power my body seemed to have over him. 
As I passed by him, I let my hand rub up against the zipper of his jeans. I got my answer. Carter McCourt wanted me, and I wanted to let him have me. He reached down and snatched my hand away from his pants and held my wrist up so I couldn’t reach back down. 
“Don’t,” he warned me with glazed over eyes. 
“I want you,” I leaned in on my tip-toes and whispered into his ear while he held my wrist tight. 
I wasn’t toying with him anymore. I couldn’t suppress the intimate thoughts that kept creeping into my head about my foster brother. I didn’t have romantic feelings for him; although it would seem whoever I’ve been the last ten years did, every time I looked at his mouth, I wanted it pressed against mine. The way he grabbed my wrist made me wish he had them pinned above my head while he was buried inside me. 
I took his earlobe gently between my teeth and softly bit down. A groan rumbled from his throat as he grabbed my bare ass and lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his torso and my arms around his neck. I ran my tongue up his neck from his shoulder to just below his ear and bit gently. He pulled his head back so that he was looking at me and I saw something almost ferocious in his darkened eyes. A second later his tongue was snaking its way in and out of my mouth as I moaned into his. Each sound of pleasure I made drove him to kiss me hard and faster. I felt his cock growing under my ass and reached down to feel him.
He throbbed in my grasp, even through the denim. To reciprocate the tease, he moved one hand from my ass, which he held so tightly I knew I would have bruises and positioned his palm between my legs. I gasped as his thumb began to massage my clitoris and one of this long, slender fingers entered me. 
“Oh, fuck Carter,” I groaned against his neck as I squirmed against his hand. 
Carter turned and slammed my back up against the wall. Pleasure rippled through my body as he inserted another finger into me, almost sending me over the edge. I clenched around his fingers and threw my head back as he took one of my hard nipples in his mouth and gently bit. 
“Harder,” I begged him and grabbed the back of his head. 
He bit down harder and moved his fingers faster in and out, deeper each time. I could feel my climax mounting and groaned loudly. Suddenly, Carter’s fingers were out of me, and my feet were on the floor. I opened my eyes and watched him undo his zipper and let his jeans fall to his ankles. He wasn’t wearing any boxers, and I barely got a look at his cock before he was picking me up again. 
I smiled and him and wrapped my legs around his waist as he positioned me over his cock. With one quick thrust, he was inside of me. Everything blurred and fell away until there was nothing. I could see his eyes gazing deep into mine, and I knew, finally, that I was home for good this time. 



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
Carter’s room was much different from the patient bedrooms upstairs. While our walls and décor were dark and gloomy, just like our insides, Dr. John had explained, Carter’s room was cream with grey trim and large, south-facing windows that let sunlight in throughout the entire day. The four-poster bed reminded me of the first bed I had at the manor. My childhood bed was much smaller than the king-sized one that was Carter’s however, and I knew I could spend every night sprawled out in bed with Carter and never miss that tiny, purple, princess bed. 
“Good morning,” Carter said as he rolled over in the bed and tried to plant a kiss on my forehead. 
I dodged him and got up, taking the sheets with me to wrap around my naked body. I was sore from the night before. I knew I had sex in the past but couldn’t remember who with or when the last time was and now all I wanted to do was shower and eat. 
“Do you cook? Can you make breakfast, or should we go to a diner?” I asked from the doorway. 
Carter stood from the bed not bashful in the least about his nakedness. I had to admit the physical attraction was hard to deny. Carter’s body was lean and fit, his face was strong and handsome, and he knew how to make a woman feel good, that was for sure, but the feelings were bubbling under the surface of my sexuality felt far away and foreign to me like they were someone else’s feelings entirely. 
“Can you make the French toast breakfast? We didn’t get to eat it all the other day,” he asked as he yawned and stretched before pulling on a T-shirt. 
I scoffed at him and laughed. Me? Cook something? I didn’t know how to cook, and it wasn’t something I was interested in learning to do. 
“Uh, yeah. I don’t know how to cook. You can take me to a restaurant,” I suggested. 
Confusion was plastered across his face. He cocked his head and stared at me for a full minute before I turned around and walked out of his room and to the bathroom. The upstairs washroom had only a sink, mirror and soaking tub in it, but the McCourt’s bathroom downstairs had a walk-in shower, whirlpool tub, large marble vanity with his and her sinks, and marble flooring that was kept warm by the kiln radiating heat just underneath. The bathroom was mostly clean—much cleaner than the one upstairs at least. 
I turned on the shower and sat on the edge of the whirlpool tub to allow the water to warm up. I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind. I needed to dig deep within myself to make sense of the last ten years. Dr. John had always encouraged us to not think about the past and focus on the future—the bright future we had ahead of us if he could teach us to release the pain and channel our darkness. However, I didn’t see how I could go on like nothing was wrong, or different when the last decade of my life was a hazy blur, and everything felt like De Ja Vu. 
Steam gathered around me and clung to my skin. I drifted back to the night before and remembered the way that Carter had clung to me and begged me to stay with him forever as he made love to me. 
Love. 
My stomach jumped, and my body became aroused when he smiled at me, touched me, or sometimes even just when he spoke to me, but warning bells were blasting through my brain telling me the feelings were lies. 
They didn’t seem like lies at the moment when my legs were wrapped around him, and his cock was inside of me. The thoughts and feelings felt real but thinking back on the hours we spent in bed almost felt like an out of body experience. I didn’t know what I was doing or how I was feeling. I just wanted to be normal again, but what was normal? Being the patient of who most people thought was a killer? I was living in a half-way house that I had an only vague recollection of? Spending numerous birthdays in juvie and eventually jail? 
I stepped into the shower and let the warm water wash over me as I imagined all the doubt, confusion, and haze falling from my body and swirling down the drain. A black loofa hung on a hook, and I grabbed it down, not caring that it didn’t belong to me. I saturated the loofa with body wash that was supposed to smell like “Alpine,” and reminded me of the woods behind McCourt Manor. As I washed my body, I pretended that Carter’s touch and all my buried feelings for him were washed away as well. I needed a fresh start, a clean slate, without feelings, like I used to be. 
Everything was so different now; I wasn’t sure if anything could ever be the way it was before again. Dr. John was dead, Mama Ester wasn’t here, and Carter hadn’t mentioned her yet. And Carter…Well, Carter was all grown up and had something going on in this house that I desperately wanted to know more about. He wasn’t the boy who was my friend and snuck me outside to play in the leaves or the teen who tried to convince me to run away when he found out how close his father was to break me finally. I wasn’t the same person anymore though either. I wasn’t sure exactly who I was or what I was going to do next. 
I was dismayed when the water ran cold, and I had to get out of the shower. I felt cleaner than I had in weeks, but I was anxious to see my brother. I wrapped myself in a fluffy green towel hanging from a towel bar and wiped the steam away from the mirror. 
I stared at myself in the mirror except the person in the mirror looked nothing like me. My eyes were supposed to be bright blue, not hazel grey. My nose was far too large and pointy, and my ears were pierced three times each! My blonde hair was darker and stringy now. My skin was pale, but most of all, the scars were all gone. The welt on my cheek had vanished, and so had the cut on my arm. I whipped around and looked at my back over my shoulder in the mirror. Only two faint lines—like fingernails scratches, were still present on my back. 
I swallowed hard, and my hands trembled. I needed the pain to stay focused. By enduring and overcoming pain, we could be strong enough to endure holding back the darkness inside of us. Dr. John had been training me for years to try to keep the darkness at bay, but now I didn’t have my doctor, or the pain to meditate through when the evil thoughts rose. 
A knock at the door startled me. 
“Lucky? I have some clothes for you,” Carter announced from outside of the bathroom. 
“Come in,” I told him. 
My voice cracked at the end, and when Carter came inside, he looked concerned. 
“Are you okay?” He asked as he walked towards me. 
“I’m fine,” I lied and sidestepped the hug he leaned in for. 
Carter frowned and took a step back. 
“I don’t understand what’s going on with you,” Carter started. 
“I don’t even understand what’s going on with me!” I snapped at him. “My entire life makes zero fucking sense to me and let’s not forget I woke up in a cage just yesterday! 
“But you woke up in my bed this morning,” Carter teased with a smile and tried to step into me again. 
I stepped away again, and Carter sighed and put his arms down. 
I looked at the clothes he sat on the table and recognized the dress immediately. 
The long flowing, white gown was the same one Mama Ester had worn the day I arrived at McCourt Manor. 
“This is Mama Ester’s,” I reminded my brother. 
“Not anymore,” he shook his head. “It’s yours now. All of her clothes are in totes in the shed. You look a bit smaller than she was, but I think a lot of the clothes will work. I’ll dig the warmer stuff out later,” he assured me.
I picked up the dress and let it unravel. The material was still soft and smelled like lavender fabric softener. I let the towel that was still wrapped around me to drop to the floor and pulled the dress on over my head. 
Carter was right; I needed a smaller size. The dress dragged a few inches on the floor, and the neckline hung low and loose fitting on my ample cleavage, but it would work for now. I smoothed the fabric with my hands over my stomach and felt Carter’s arms wrap around me from behind. He buried his nose in my hair, and I stepped away from him and turned around. 
“Carter, stop.”
My brother stopped and looked at me bewildered. He had every right to after last night and the signals I had been giving him over the last few days when I wasn’t myself, but as much as I enjoyed what happened between us, I wasn’t interested in any lovey dove romance. There was work that needed to be done, things to do. I didn’t know what yet. 
“Listen to me brother,” I insisted with my hands up between us. 
“Don’t call me that,” he interrupted with a hiss. 
“You are my brother and—”
“No damnit! I was your foster brother. I’m not anymore,” Carter insisted. 
He was agitated, and his face was reddening. If he were any other man, I might have been afraid, but I knew no one in the McCourt family could ever hurt me. I was there Lucky Number 23 after all. 
“You don’t fucking get it, do you?!” Carter shouted me no longer able to contain his rage. 
He swiped his arm across the marble countertop and knocked the tissues and soap dispenser flying across the bathroom. 
“I’ve done nothing but wonder where you are and what had happened to you after the police came for my dad. You’ve consumed my mind any time I am not working on my art. Then, I find you by the creek, of course, I don’t know it’s you, but I found you and what do I get for it? Fucking games. Fucking mind tricks. You pretended to be someone you weren’t and for what? To toy with me? And then, you decide to give up the charade, fuck me, and then pretend it didn’t happen like you don’t love me?” Carter ranted. 
“I don’t love you,” I stated plainly. 
The shock of the statement was a lot even for me. I hadn’t planned on blurting it out like that, or maybe I did, but either way, I felt a punch in the gut when I said it out loud. I wanted to regret it, take it back, but I buried those feelings deep down and promised myself to be true to who I knew I was, and that was not a girl, or woman it would seem, who fell in love. 
“Look, I can’t explain to you why I pretended to be Ivy, but that game is over now, and I don’t love you, I can’t love you,” I tried to rationalize with him. 
“You know, you’ve fucked things up for me,” Carter said with a laugh under his breath. “You, well, Ivy, was supposed to be number 23. Just like you were, and I was supposed to be able to stop at 23, and now I have to find another!”
He slammed his fist on the counter, and I jumped back. 
“You don’t think I’m confused? You don’t think I wish I knew what had happened to me since I got taken away from you, from my family? You’re over there worried about your art project, and I don’t even know who I am exactly!” I yelled back at him. 
“You’re right,” Carter said quietly. 
“I know!” I replied. 
Carter sighed heavily and closed his eyes. I watched his chest rise and fall with each breath he took slowly in and out, holding it in for a few seconds before letting it out in a whoosh of hot air. The red in his face slowly receded and the calmer he became, the calmer I became as well. 
“Do you still have urges?” He asked almost inaudibly. 
I cocked my head and looked at him quizzically. 
“Urges? What do you mean, like last night?” I asked. 
“No, like, the time you cut the cats open before you came to the manor, or the time you stabbed number 17 with a pencil just to see if lead could penetrate flesh.”
He asked as though all of the things I had done were normal, mundane activities as if the dark urges weren’t evil or bad like all my previous foster parents thought. At least Mama Ester and Dr. John knew that the darkness wasn’t who I was, though it consumed me. They knew another person lived inside me that was begging to get out and be good—if only I could keep the darkness at bay. 
I thought about my brother’s question. In the pit of my gut, I could feel the darkness inside of me, wanting to get out and part of me didn’t want to keep it caged any longer. I felt like it was a part of me that deserved to be seen, that was begging to be released. If I allowed it to consume me as it wanted; however, all the training I had endured with Dr. John would have been for nothing. 
“Lucky?” Carter interrupted my thoughts. 
“Yes. I do, but your father taught me to control those urges,” I reminded him. 
Carter stepped towards me again and took my hand. I let him touch me this time, his hand on mine brought an immediate feeling of comfort, and I followed him as he led me out of the bathroom. I followed him all the way downstairs to the foyer where he stopped and offered me a heavy winter coat that hung from the wall. I took it over my arm rather than putting it on.
“It’s cold outside,” my brother lectured. 
“Where are we going?” I replied. 
“To the hot shop. I want to show you something.”
“I already know about the girl,” I reminded him. 
“I’m not done with her yet,” he told me as we stepped out onto the wraparound front porch. 
The temperatures had dropped drastically in the days I had been at the manor, and the winter wind bit at my face as Carter rushed us through the yard and into his shop. The towering metal building was hot inside, and I was glad I had decided not to put the coat on. We were barely three feet in the door when sweat began to bead along my hairline and lip. 
I wiped my sweaty face off and tossed the coat onto the countertop that went all the way around the building, just like the counter space installed in the basement. What looked like a giant brick oven stood in the center of the room. Another, even larger one was in the back of the building. I had watched him push a woman’s body into that one just a few nights ago. 
“What is it that you do exactly?” I asked him as I looked around the hot shop as he called it and checked out the sweltering furnaces. 
“I make glass,” he replied. 
I turned around and watched him put on rubber-like gloves that went up to his elbows. 
“What’s all that?” I gestured to his get up as he placed the safety glasses on his face. 
“Protection. Molten glass is hot as fuck,” he explained. 
He sat on a stool and patted the one next to him so that I would sit. 
I took my place next to him and watched as he shook out a bit of ash from a large jar into a small clay bowl. A torch sat on the counter next to him along with a foot-long metal rod. He turned the knob to light the torch. Flame burst through the end of the torch glowing blue and yellow. He picked up the metal rod next and heated the tip of it in the flame then stood up, walked over to the furnace and stuck the rod into a cavity. When he pulled it out of the fire a molten ball of glass was stuck to the end. He turned the rod round and round then put his lips to the end and blew until the glass bubbled up like a small balloon. 
“Sprinkle the ash in a straight line on the bubble,” he instructed me and gestured to the bowl. 
I took a pinch of ash and sprinkled it along the hot glass bubble. Carter picked up a tool that looked like pliers and twisted the glass. 
I remembered watching my brother shove the tray with the woman’s body into the furnace. Not only was he cremating the women, but he put their ashes in the glass. 
“You’re a genius you know?” I asked him as he worked the glass with different tools. 
“How’s that?” He asked without looking at me, his eyes trained firmly on his art piece. 
I admired his concentration and patience as he rolled the glass on a mat that sat on the countertop. I was never the kind to wait around for anything. 
“You burn them then take their ashes and make glass figures. There’s no body, no evidence. You’ve gotten away with murder brother,” I smiled in congratulations. 
“Well, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out burning a body gets rid of the body,” he told me absentmindedly, not able to take the compliment. 
I rolled my eyes at him, but he didn’t notice. 
“She wasn’t the first you know?” Carter asked quietly. “She was number 22. My mission was almost completed.”
“What mission?” I inquired. 
“My foster father, Robert, he believed in cycles. He used to tell me that cycles repeat over generations and that I couldn’t escape my fate. The best way to deal with life was to lean into it and accept your destiny. So, that’s what I did.”
Carter paused for a moment and lit the torch again, he warmed up the glass piece on the end of his rod and prepared to remove the piece to finish. 
“My father had 23 patients—you are the 23rd. So, I needed 23 muses. After my project was completed, I was to be set free of the burden of my past and my bloodline. Ivy, the girl you pretended to be, was going to be 23, but she doesn’t exist, does she? I guess it’s you again Lucky number 23.” 
A chill ran down my spine as I thought about his words.
“Let’s go,” he ordered as he stood up from his stool. “The annealer is in the basement of the manor.”
“What’s an annealer?” 
“A kiln. The glass has to cool gradually, or it crystallizes. Come on,”
The way Carter ordered me around had me unnerved. I wasn’t sure where the shift in his demeanor came from, but I followed him into the all too familiar basement through the cellar doors. My brother had snuck me into the house on many occasions through the basement, and I was confident in my surroundings.
As we entered the McCourt Manor basement the kiln was already hot and ready. Carter carefully put the glass piece inside the kiln and let the door slam shut with a bang. 
“You’ve got to go back in the cage Ivy,” Carter told me with disdain. 
“Yeah right Carter,” I laughed. 
My brother’s eyes narrowed as he stalked towards me. I held firm and stood my ground, unsure of what he was planning to do precisely. When he reached me, he grabbed my shoulders and sighed.
“I’m not Ivy,” I reminded him and shifted my shoulders to try to shake off his hands. 
“Yes, yes you are,” Carter insisted. 
“I’m Lucky,” I pointed to myself. 
“No, unfortunately, you’re not,” Carter stated as he whipped from his pocket the metal rod he had used on the glass. 
“Whoa, whoa, what the fuck are you doing?” I said and backed up while I held my hands between us.
“You need to get in the goddamn cage,” he warned with malice and took another step towards me. 
“Why are you doing this?” I asked as he backed me into a corner. 
“Because Robert told me I had to. Because you’re Lucky number 23.”
“Yes, I’m Lucky, not Ivy. You know, that right?” I asked him. 
“Please, don’t make this hard on me. I want it to be over,” Carter whispered and looked down. 
I took the opportunity and shoved him hard to the side. De Ja Vu struck me again. I was sure I had been in a comparable situation just recently, but I didn’t have time to think about it. I darted past the kiln to the cellar stairs. The doors were still open, and my escape was just a few steps away when I felt the hard yank on my foot. I landed hard on the steps and Carter dragged me down the hard, concrete steps. 
“Stop it, Carter. Stop!” I screamed at him and kicked my feet. 
Something had changed in my brother. He had never hurt me before, but now he was going to kill me. Turn me into ash and glass like all the rest of his muses.
This wasn’t supposed to be my fate. I was special, Dr. John had told me as much over and over again. His greatest lifetime achievement. Blood dripped down my face, and my head was throbbing along with my shoulder. I had to push past the pain just like Dr. John taught me. 
“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be Ivy!” Carter warned again as he grappled with my legs. 
I would make killing me as hard as possible for my brother I decided and let out a bellowing cry before I started kicking and twisting my body this way and that to hurt him and force him to let go. I sent a hard kick to his nose, and I was out of his grip and scrambling around the other side of the kiln on my hands and knees. 
“Fucking Hell!” Carter shouted and grabbed his bloodied face. 
I was only a few feet away from the staircase that led up to the kitchen. I could get away! I looked over my shoulder just as Carter caught my eye and growled at me. I shot up and darted towards the staircase. Carter was right behind me though, and just before I got to the top of the stairs, his arms were wrapped around my waist dragging me back down. 
“No!” I screamed and kicked at him as I grabbed onto the wood railing and tried to stop him from dragging me back into the basement. 
I twisted around and caught sight of the metal rod he used for his glass at the bottom of the steps where he had dropped it in our struggle. Carter turned me onto my back, and I let him drag me down the last few steps. I reached for the rod and in one swift motion brought it up and bashed my brother with it as hard as I could in the shoulder. 
He roared and dropped my legs. I swung the rod like a baseball bat and whacked him hard on his knee cap. 
“Mother fucker!” He exclaimed and fell to the floor in anguish.
My entire body was sore and tired, but I stood anyway. 
I took a step towards Carter. My face was swollen from smacking it on the steps, and I couldn’t see very well out of my right eye, but I saw enough to know that I had the upper hand. I swung the rod over my head and brought it down hard on his. 
He groaned and slumped over onto his side. 
I paused and tried to catch my breath. I looked down at my brother and cried out in anguish. How had we gotten to this point? Why did he insist on calling me Ivy when he knew I was Lucky? 
I looked down at Carter and saw the dark blood pooling on the floor under his head. Part of me wanted to save him, to start CPR and bring him back to life. That part of me, the part I kept trying to keep buried since I woke up in Carter’s cage, was screaming in agony deep inside. I needed to get rid of the voice inside that was so attached to my foster brother, that loved him. That love was going to get me killed, and I was a hunter, not prey. I wouldn’t let my brother turn me into a weak, useless, animal. Dr. John had spent too much time making me strong. 
I looked down at the rod in my hands. The ends were round and hollow, not pointy, but I still felt confident that Carter’s tool would be his demise. I imagined the rod stabbing through his skin, breaking his skull and allowing his brain matter to ooze out. I wanted to make the vision reality. 
I brought the rod over my head with two hands and dropped to my knees. I readied myself and took a deep breath. I was going to end this once and for all, for me, and my brother. 
“Ivy Lane!” 
A shout came from the top of the stairs to the kitchen. 
I dropped the rod and stood slowly. I recognized the voice from the memories that had been steadily infiltrating my consciousness. Ivy’s psychologist was at McCourt Manor. 
 
 



Chapter Ninteen
 
 
“Dr. Neumann?” 
The doctor shook his head and wagged his finger at me as he walked down the stairs. 
“What’s going on here Ivy?” He looked from me to Carter’s body that was still slumped over on the ground. 
“Lucky. My name is Lucky,” I insisted. 
A crooked smile stretched across the Psychologist's face. 
“Well, my, my, Carter did it then,” Dr. Neumann chuckled and placed his hands on his hips. “Who would’ve thought he could do it?”
“Do what?!” I snapped at the doctor. 
“Bring you back out,” the doctor answered and put a hand to my cheek. 
“Back out of what? What are you talking about?” I slapped the doctor’s hand away. “I want to know what the fuck is going on. Why does everything feel so wrong? Why are you here? What the fuck is happening!” I became more hysterical as the questions bombarded my mind. 
“One thing at a time…Lucky.”
Dr. Neumann crouched by Carter’s body and pressed two fingers to his throat. 
“He still has a pulse. Come on then, help me get him up,” Dr. Neumann instructed. 
“I don’t fucking think so,” I said as I backed up the stairs gingerly. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” A female voice questioned from behind me. 
Dr. Neumann smiled, and I turned around to see another familiar face on the landing, blocking my way. 
“Didn’t think you’d see me again huh?” Barb, the woman who ran Ivy’s half-way house, sneered at me. 
Barb hated Ivy, never liked her, wanted her gone from the Lochnar House. I could feel the contempt I had for the woman bubbling up through my gut. 
“Get out of my way,” I warned her. 
“Is Santiago here too?” Dr. Neumann asked the older woman. 
Dr. Santiago? The group counselor? 
“Yes, she’s upstairs getting the medication ready. Are we taking both of them?” Barb asked the doctor. 
“Well, she’s almost killed Carter, I think, and we can’t very well take him to a hospital can we?” Dr. Neumann pondered. 
“Kill him then or leave him down there to rot. We don’t need him anymore anyway,” Barb replied. 
“No!” I shouted. “No, you will not kill him!”
Barb and Dr. Neumann both snickered. 
“Let me guess; you’re the only one who is allowed to kill him, right Ivy?” Barb spat at me with contempt. 
“Lucky!” I insisted again. 
“Look, girl; I don’t give two shits what your name is. This fucking experiment has been taken up my entire goddamn life, and I’m ready to conclude the fucking thing, so shut your mouth and let’s go. Leave Carter to Dr. Neumann,” Barb insisted and tried to grab me. 
“Never!” I shouted and backed up right into Dr. Neumann who was now on the steps behind me. 
“You need to come with us Lucky,” the doctor said with a gentle prod to my back with the metal rod I had dropped earlier. 
“No,” I said again. 
The doctor prodded me, harder this time with the metal rod. 
“Go!” He snapped as I winced and took a step forward. 
“Lucky?”
A groan came from the bloodied heap on the floor. I looked over my shoulder to see Carter trying to sit up. Blood dripped down his temple, and he held the back of his head. He groaned again and fell to the floor. His eyes were rolling back in his head, and I knew he would lose consciousness again. 
Dr. Neumann turned around and stepped off the bottom staircase. He rose his foot and positioned his boot over Carter’s head. Carter’s eyes fluttered open, and recognition struck him. 
His eyes were wide, and he gasped, “Robert?” right before Dr. Neumann stomped hard on his face.
I watched the action and felt nothing. I wasn’t angry or sad. The blood poured from his face and caused the puddle that was already under his body to grow. I watched as a large wet spot grew at his crotch. He had lost his faculties. My brother was dead. 
“Let’s go!” Barb snapped and grabbed my arm again. 
I let her pull me off the stairs this time and back into the kitchen. A Hispanic woman with long dark hair pulled up into a tight bun stood next to the breakfast bar with a syringe in her hands. Barb shoved me towards her, and I stumbled forward. The woman, Dr. Santiago I knew, pushed the needle into my shoulder and I collapsed into her arms as everything went black. 
 
***
 
“Lucky? Are you awake now? Ivy?” 
Dr. Santiago’s voice drew me out of my sleep. 
My eyelids fluttered open, and as the scenery became less hazy, I realized I was still in McCourt Manor, in Dr. John’s study. The fireplace was turned on and crackling. I was tied to Dr. John’s leather desk chair, and all three of my captors sat on the couch in front of me. Cloth was tied around my mouth, stopping me from speaking or screaming. 
“Ivy?” Dr. Santiago asked me. 
I shook my head “no.”
“Lucky then?”
I nodded. 
“I’ve convinced my colleagues to explain to you what is going on. I feel like you deserve to know before the next steps are taken,” she explained. 
The other two—Dr. Neumann and Barb, both sat on the couch with the arms folded and eyes narrowed. I knew Barb never liked me, but I still had no idea what their involvement was in all of this and why Dr. Neumann would want to hurt me. Fuck me maybe, like he did the other patients, but not hurt me. 
“Lucky when you were brought to the McCourt’s it was because you were exhibiting signs that, well, I’ll be frank and to the point, I guess. Lucky, at eight years old you were already showing the warning signs of becoming a serial killer. You did very, very bad things as you well know.”
She paused as though she wanted a reaction from me even though I couldn’t very well give her one. She sighed and continued. 
“Dr. McCourt, Dr. Neumann, Dr. Fields—you know her as Barb, and I was part of a group that was studying personality disorders in children. Ester McCourt was a registered foster parent and was able to work with social services in Minnesota, Missouri, Iowa, and Illinois, to find troubled young women and bring them to the manor. The girls Ester found were ones that would never be missed if they disappeared. They were hard to place because of their behavior issues, and the states readily gave them up, transferred them between agencies, and eventually, they would end up here at the manor.”
Dr. Santiago took a deep breath and stood up from the couch. She squatted beside my chair and tucked the hair in my face behind my ear. 
“Dr. John didn’t want you at first, but Ester convinced him, and the rest of us, that you were special even though you were so young. None of the other patients had shown such extraordinary darkness and contempt at such as young age, and we would have years to fix you, she told us. I am so glad we believed her,” she said with a smile. 
Dr. Neumann stood up then. 
“Santiago is leaving out the most important things,” Dr. Neumann interjected. “Lucky, you were a prodigy. Your mind is unlike anything we have ever worked with before. If number 20 hadn’t made it out of the woods, the case study would’ve been done years ago.”
I remembered hearing on the news after I was in a new foster family that one of the girls that had just aged out of the program had fled the manor through the woods and was picked up by a truck driver on the highway. She died a few hours later in the hospital, but her error in judgment was the thing that had gotten me ripped away from my parents and Carter. 
“Yeah, that one still chaps your ass doesn’t Robert?” Barb teased. “Letting that girl go is what got Dr. John convicted and killed.”
“Don’t you fucking talk to me like that!” Dr. Neumann shouted at Barb. 
Both were standing and facing each other. Their rivalry was clear, and Dr. Santiago just rolled her eyes at her colleagues before she turned her attention back to me. 
“Lucky, the research you were a part of was not just on serial killers and personality disorders in childhood. As you grew up and the project evolved our objective changed. We had successfully diagnosed your borderline personality disorder and possible schizophrenia with antisocial personality disorder. We had never had a patient so young with so many different mental health issues, and we were excited to work on you, but Dr. McCourt had a theory he had been working on in graduate school that involved triggering dissociative identity disorder. Do you know what that is?” Dr. Santiago asked me. 
I shook my head no again. The towel they had tied around my head made my mouth dry, and my throat was parched. All I could think about was getting something to drink, but I tried to concentrate on my Dr. Santiago was telling me. She had the answers I needed. 
“Dissociative Identity Disorder is characterized by at least two distinct personalities within the same person often accompanied with massive gaps in time and memory for the separate personalities. People with dissociative identity disorder have problems with detachment, identity, emotion, and perception. Dr. McCourt believed that D.I.D. was not something people were born with, rather something that everyone’s mind is capable of as a coping mechanism for trauma. He wanted to prove his theory, using you, our special, remarkable little patient whose mind was strong enough to endure all the different mental illnesses you had.”
Dr. Santiago pulled the towel down from my mouth, and I drew in a deep breath before I started coughing. 
“Where’s Carter?” I asked. 
Barb laughed, “That’s what you’re worried about? That bastard tried to kill you; you know that right?” she laughed again. 
“Yeah well I tried to kill him back, so I guess we are even now,” I sneered at her. 
“That’s enough ladies!” Dr. Neumann barked. 
“He’s dead,” Dr. Santiago said quietly. 
I felt nothing at this realization. My brother was dead, and I felt nothing. 
“So, what’s next?” I asked knowing that I would probably die soon. 
Dr. Neumann untied my hands, and I grabbed my wrists and rubbed them. 
“What’s next is we continue the experiment,” he stated. 
“Who are you?” I asked him, remembering how Carter and Barb had both referred to him as Robert. “Did Carter know all of you?”
“When John died, and Ester disappeared, Carter came to live with me. Myself, Barb, and Elena had never met Carter before he came to live with me, but we knew you very well. I’m surprised you don’t remember us,” he said coyly. 
“Is that what you were trying to do with my memory regression therapy? It was never about remembering my birth mom and childhood; it was all to see if I could remember you, Barb, and Dr. Santiago?”
The pieces were starting to fit together. I had been a part of an experiment as a child, and the doctors that were behind the scenes had come out of the shadows once Dr. John was dead. 
“Yes, we wanted to see if you could remember us, but we also wanted to continue John’s research. He believed that he could condition your mind before the triggering event to create two separate entities. One personality would be sweet, the other devious. His theory was that he could use pain to construct a personality that was, for lack of a better word, evil, and he believed he could use love and mindfulness to push the darkness down and cause someone sweet to emerge. Just before he was arrested, he was able to trigger Ivy. She was supposed to be the sweet one, and the goal was always to integrate all three personalities to become a reasonable person, but the longer we worked with you, the more it seemed like Lucky and Ivy were integrating, but the other personality was not. 
John thought that by triggering D.I.D. in patients, he could cure other mental illnesses by creating a whole person. The entire time you were in Lochnar, our therapies were tailored towards integrating you with Lucky and Ivy.”
“I am Lucky,” I told him as more confusion swirled around in my head. 
“You are Lucky right now, just like you were Ivy for nearly a decade, but you weren’t born as either of those people,” Dr. Santiago interjected. 
My eyes widened as I realized what I was being told. I wasn’t real. Ivy wasn’t real. Who was I then?
Barb stepped forward then and shoved a piece of paper in my hands. I looked down and saw it was a birth certificate. 
The name of the child was Victoria Lane McCourt, and the mother was Ester Elizabeth McCourt, father unknown. How could this be? Mama Ester had another child after Carter? Why didn’t he know about this? Where was the girl?
“Lucky, your real name is Victoria. Ester had an affair when Carter was a toddler and John was doing research with a team overseas. When John came home and found her pregnant and past the point of abortion, he kicked her out of their home, and she and Carter went to live with Ester’s sister. Ester had the baby and her sister, Anne, kept it. Ester told John the baby had died during birth and he allowed her and Carter to come back home. Six years later Anne was murdered during a drug store robbery and you were placed with social services. Your mother, Ester, she secretly kept tabs on you through the years, and when she found out that you were exactly the type of patient her husband was looking for, she decided it was finally time to bring you home.”
Her words sank in, and all I felt was numbness. Mama Ester was my mother; Carter was my half-brother. I had fucked my brother. My real brother, not my foster brother. I felt the bile rise in my throat, and I bent over and heaved all over the carpet. 
“I know it’s a lot,” Dr. Santiago placed a hand on my shoulder. 
“Wait…wait a minute,” I said coughing. “Mama Ester and the social workers told me that my mother abandoned me while I was at Catholic school. Why wouldn’t she tell me she was my real mother?”
“We didn’t find out that Ester and Anne were sisters, well, they were half-sisters, until you were well into the program. Once we were able to bring Lucky out, telling her that her birth mother was dead was part of the program,” Dr. Santiago explained. 
“At Lochnar House, you, you made me run. Was that part of the program too?” 
I knew the answer before Barb spoke up. 
“The experiment never really ended. Everything that has happened in your life, including the time you spent in jail, it was all orchestrated by us,” she said with an evil grin plastered across her smug face. She enjoyed her job in a different way than two doctors. She was sadistic. 
Dr. Santiago stepped in front of Barb and began talking again. 
“Lucky, that experiment is over, but we have another one we are going to begin today,” she explained. “We want to bring out Victoria, but we think there’s only one way to do that. Lucky, it’s time to find your mother. We are going to get Mama Ester.”
 
The End
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