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Аннотация
Deep Shadows Lie at the Darkest Edge of the Mind!
Darkest Edge is a psychological thriller about an alcoholic, suicidal TV reporter investigating the staff at a notorious mental hospital. While there, he discovers he may have once been a patient. He finally uncovers the truth � and it changes his life forever.


DARKEST EDGE
by
Joe Gribble


Preface

When I decided to write a story about an insane asylum, I became interested in the history of the amazing architecture that is often seen on these old campuses. My research into the building design led to a better understanding of the history of the treatment of the mentally ill in the United States. This short summary sets the stage for the overall story.
* * *
Asylum � �Protection� and �shelter� aren�t the first words that usually come to mind, certainly not when preceded by �Lunatic� (as in Lunatic Asylum). Prior to the tireless efforts of Ms. Dorothea Dix in the mid-1800s, most mentally challenged people were dependent on the charity of others for their well-being. Some took advantage of almshouses run by various religious organizations, others fended for themselves. Ms. Dix�s efforts, and the determination by the federal government that treatment of the insane was a responsibility of the individual states, resulted in the development of institutional care facilities within the states. The facilities built by the states were variously known as �lunatic asylums�, �hospitals for the insane�, or eventually as �state hospitals�.
Thomas Kirkbride, a psychiatrist, developed a model of treatment that included ensuring the patients received lots of sunlight, fresh air, privacy and comfort. Kirkbride�s designs were institutional, usually with an imposing entry and staggered, multi-story wings to house the patients.
Throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s, the states continued to provide for the care of mental patients. Institutional facilities continued to be built and patient levels grew and grew, until in the mid-1950s over half a million patients were incarcerated in institutions.
The intent was admirable, but over time many of the hospitals became underfunded, overcrowded, and their patients became ripe for abuse. In the mid-1900s, the convergence of new drug treatments, recognition of patient overcrowding and abuse, and state government reluctance to continue to fund the hospitals resulted in a movement to reduce long-term psychiatric care within large institutions and push the care back into the communities.
If you are interested in learning more, there are several good sources of information on these topics. Zeb Larson�s �America�s Long-Suffering Mental Health System� (April 2018) is a great read (https://origins.osu.edu/article/americas-long-suffering-mental-health-system/page/0/1)
Mark Ruffalo�s �The American Mental Asylum: A Remnant of History� is also a good source of information (https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/freud-fluoxetine/201807/the-american-mental-asylum-remnant-history).
Finally, �The Asylum Projects� contains a continuously updated review of the many amazing asylum facilities (both existing and historical) across the world: https://www.asylumprojects.org/index.php/Main_Page.
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DARKEST EDGE


Jackie Wilcox sat curled up on her worn out sofa. The Jerry Springer show played on the TV in the background, but she didn�t pay it much attention. She lit another cigarette, and pulled her legs up under her.
Her cat, a skinny little calico, meowed as it brushed against the edge of the sofa.
�You�ll be okay, Maddie,� Jackie said, reaching down to pet her cat.
The cat didn�t seem to notice as it limped slowly toward the front door. Once there, it lay down near the pile of letters and bills that had accumulated below the old-fashioned mail slot.
Jackie watched her only friend curl up on the floor. Maddie had been the only thing keeping her going the last few months, and Jackie wondered how long that would last. Jackie grimaced in pain as she reached over to the end table and poured what was left of the vodka into the well-used glass. She set the empty bottle down next to the half-full prescription bottle and the stack of unopened letters, then took the glass and sipped from it. She held the glass in front of her eyes, stared at the warming elixir, then hungrily gulped the rest down.
Jackie had seen better days. At only thirty-seven, she wondered again how life could have screwed her over so often. And so completely.
Her thoughts drifted to her past. Even as a child, her life had been a challenge. Her parents died when she was young, and living in �the home� had been a special kind of hell. Her only fond memories were of her brother, Mark. At one year her junior, she had tried to protect him from the evils at the home, and from the horrible memories that preceded their internment there. Mark. How long had it been? Two years since she had seen him? Talked to him?
Even after getting out of the home, life had not been much kinder. She worked as a maid in one of the worst hotels in the city. It was a disgusting thing to do, cleaning up after the addicts and drunks who rented rooms by the day to sleep off their binges. That went on for a couple of years, enough time to make sure Mark got out of the home and could make it on his own. Once he was out, Jackie took a job as an aide in a state-run nursing home. That was much better money, though hardly enough to build a nest egg � and the work was just as bad. Fifteen years.
As bad as the nursing home job was, she would have kept doing the work just to keep some little bit of money coming in, but the wreck put a stop to that. Drunk driver. Slammed into her broadside. In the hospital for two months. Hip crushed, face slashed. Mark had come to see her then. That was a bright spot. But then he stopped visiting again. He had told her he was having trouble at home. That�s why he didn�t come see her often. It was just a five-hour drive � he should have come more often. She wanted to hate him for not coming to see her. But she couldn�t. He was all she had to connect her to this world.
Mark had confided that he was having a bit of trouble with booze. Wasn�t an alcoholic, he said, just that his wife didn�t like how much he drank.
Jackie looked at her own empty bottle. She picked it up and tried to coax a bit more out of it. Just a drop tumbled out and into the glass. She picked up the glass and slammed it back, as if it were a full shot. She held the glass up, waiting for that last drop to make its slow trek down the edge of the glass and onto her tongue. She closed her eyes, savoring it. Finally, she opened her eyes and put the glass back down on the table, next to the envelopes.
She picked up one of the envelopes, turned it over to see the bold, red letters. PAST DUE. She tossed it back onto the pile with the rest. �Can�t get blood out of a stone,� she told the envelope.
Maddie got up and stared meowing. The cat limped over to the sofa and looked up at Jackie. She meowed again.
�It�s dinner time, isn�t it Maddie?� Jackie asked the cat.
The cat stared up at her. Meowed again.
Jackie reached down to pet Maddie.
The cat pushed back against Maddie�s hand, enjoying the attention.
�I�m afraid I don�t have anything for you today, Maddie,� Jackie said. �Pantry�s bare.�
Jackie slowly swung her legs down and started to stand, grimacing in pain as she pulled herself up. She took the cane leaning against the end of the couch and took a tentative step toward the front door.
�Come on, Maddie.�
The cat purred, meandering around her owner�s feet as Jackie made her way slowly, haltingly, toward the front door.
Once at the door, Jackie rested, holding onto the wall to catch her breath. Her face wrenched in pain. She looked down at the cat, now sitting, looking up at her. �It�ll be okay, Maddie,� Jackie told her. She reached down and twisted the door knob, pulling the door open. As the door opened, the bottom of the door shoved the pile of unopened bills on the floor back. Jackie ignored the bills. Once the door was open, the drizzling rain drifted inside.
The cat started toward the door, then backed up when faced with the rain.
Jackie pushed the cat with her cane. �It�ll be okay, Maddie.�
The cat relented, limping out into the drizzle.
Jackie watched as the cat ran, as best it could, through the rain. A tear formed at Jackie�s eye, slowly rolling down her cheek. �It�ll be okay.�
Jackie looked out into the rain. The only activity she could see on this dreary day was the postman, wrapped in a rain slicker, headed towards her house.
Jackie closed the door and hobbled to the kitchen. She took a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water, then trudged back to the couch. Slowly, painfully, she lowered herself back into her spot. Jackie eyed the pill bottle, then picked it up and poured a couple of pills into her hand. She looked into the bottle, then poured the rest of the pills into her hand. She fondled the pills, rolling them over and over. Finally, she shook her head. �It�ll be okay,� she said and poured all but two of the pills back into the bottle. She swallowed the pills in her hand, followed by a drink of water.
She picked up the phone from the end table, hesitatingly punching in a number.
She waited, eyes closed, as the phone on the other end rang.
After a few rings, an answering machine picked up. �Hi. You�ve reached the Wilcox�s. We can�t come to the phone right now. Please leave a message and we�ll get back to you as soon as we can.�
Jackie started to put the phone down, thought better and put it back to her ear.

�Mark, this is Jackie. Just wanted to say I love you. It�ll be okay.�
Jackie slowly put the phone back into its holder.
Noise from the door caught her attention. Several letters fell through the mail slot onto the floor near the other pile. Even from where she sat she could read the big, bold letters on one of the envelopes: FINAL NOTICE.
Jackie laid back on the couch, closed her eyes.
�It�ll be okay.�
* * *
It hadn�t been long when Jackie was startled awake by the ringing of the phone. It was still daytime, though the clouds hid most of the sunlight, and Jerry Springer was still on TV. She let the phone ring out and the answering machine picked up. The voice on the other end wasn�t a surprise.
�Ms. Wilcox, this is City Power and Light. I�m afraid this is your last courtesy call. Your payments are now over ninety days past due. Since we still haven�t heard from you, it�ll be necessary to terminate your service immediately. Please call 866-0900 as soon as you can.�
The line went silent.
�It�ll be okay,� Jackie told herself.
Almost immediately the TV went off and the cool air from the window air conditioner stopped blowing in.
Another tear fell from Jackie�s eye. She reached over to the end table and poured the pills into her hand. �It�ll be okay,� she said as she put them all into her mouth and washed them down with her water. She laid back down on the couch.
�It�ll be okay.�
*� * *
Mark Wilcox pulled into his drive after a long day at the station. He stopped his car in the drive, but didn�t get out right away. He sat silently. Nice neighborhood. Nice house. Not so nice mortgage.
The story he�d been working on about the shootings on the south side was due, and it was going to take another long night to finish it up. He had just enough time to eat dinner, play with his daughter for a bit, then head back to the office. Deadlines were a constant pain in the ass.
Mark got out of the car and trudged toward the front door. He reached down and opened the door partway. He paused. He wanted to go in, but he wasn�t looking forward to the silence. He knew Amanda would be nice for a while. Then the silence would set in. They both knew there was a problem. Amanda had been pulling further and further away over the last few months. Mark wasn�t sure why. Sure, he had been working long hours. Work had been hell. Trying to meet all the deadlines kept him at work a lot. The story he�d been working on lately wasn�t fun, so that didn�t help much. Examining all the murders in the city weighed heavily on his mind � made it hard to sleep, hard to open up and discuss any of the gruesome horrors with Amanda.
He smiled, though, when he thought of Rachel. Rachel, six years old, was the light of his life. She made everything worthwhile. He wished he had more time to spend with her.
He went inside, tossed his keys on the table in the hallway and slung his sport jacket over the chair in the living room. �I�m home,� he yelled.
Rachel ran from the kitchen to greet him. �Daddy,� she yelled as she jumped into his arms, wrapping her arms tightly around him to give him a big hug.
�Hi, sweetheart,� he said, lifting her up and hugging her. �Bear hug.�
Sarah squeezed him hard. �Bear hug.�
�Did you have a good day?� Mark asked.
�Sure did,� Rachel said. �School was fun. We got to go to the fire station.�
�Wow,� Mark said. �I bet that was fun. Did they let you spray the water hose?�
�No, Daddy,� Rachel laughed. �We got to sit in the fire truck. And you know what? They have a dog there. It was all white with black spots. We got to pet it.�
�Really?� Mark said. �What was its name?�
�Its name was Spot, of course,� Rachel said, laughing.
Amanda stepped in from the kitchen. �Glad you�re finally home. You�re kind of late. I�ve been waiting dinner. You could have called.�
Mark carried Rachel over to Amanda. �I know. I should have. Just got wrapped up in trying to finish the story. Deadline�s on top of me.� Mark glanced at his watch. �It�s not too late.� Mark leaned forward to kiss Amanda. She turned her head and his lips only met her cheek.
�Late enough. Deadlines are always on top of you,� Amanda said. �Get washed up and let�s eat. Rachel said she�s starving.�
�I am starving,� Rachel said.
Mark put Rachel down. �Then let�s eat! Get in there while I wash up.�
* * *
Mark took his place at the table as Amanda dished out the mashed potatoes.
�Yum. Pork chops,� Mark said. �My favorite.�
�Mine, too,� Rachel said.
The dinner quickly settled into the usual, uncomfortable silence. Mark kept engaged with Rachel, but Amanda didn�t say much of anything.
�Can we read a book tonight, Daddy?� Rachel asked. �Or play a game?�
Mark stopped chewing. He raised his head and put his fork down. �Sorry, Rachel. I have to go back to work. I have to get done with a project that my boss really needs me to finish.�
Mark watched as Rachel�s eyes drooped slightly. �It�s okay, Daddy,� Rachel said. �Maybe tomorrow.�
�You got it, kiddo. Tomorrow,� Mark said. �For sure tomorrow.�
Amanda stared at Mark coldly, silently chewing her food.
�You have to go back to work?� Amanda asked him. �Again?�
Mark nodded. �Yeah. Sorry, honey. I�m on a real hot story. Art�s all over me to get it done.�
Amanda continued to stare at Mark.
Mark forked another bite of potatoes.
Amanda shook her head slightly, looked back down at her food as she cuts off a bite of the pork chop. �Oh, you had a phone call. Your sister, Jackie. She left a message. It�s on the answering machine.� Amanda looked up at Mark. �Doesn�t she have your cell number?�
Mark looked over at Amanda. �Jackie called? I haven�t talked to her in a long time. Couple of years, maybe.�
�Yeah,� Amanda said. �In fact, there�re a couple of messages. I didn�t want to be nosey and listen to all of them.�
Mark put down his silverware and got up. He walked to the kitchen and poked the answering machine.
�Hi Mark. It�s Jackie. Your sister Jackie. Wondered if you could give me a call. Thanks.�
Mark pushed the button again.
�Mark, it�s Jackie again. I hate to be a bother, but I�d really like to talk to you. Please call.�
Mark was getting concerned. Though they weren�t very close anymore, he owed Jackie a lot. Her voice sounded strained. He pushed the button again.
�Hi Mark. Jackie again. It�s really been a long time, hasn�t it? Miss you a lot. Really need to talk.�
Now Mark was really worried. He noted the messages had all been left late this morning and into the afternoon. There was one more.
�Mark, this is Jackie. Just wanted to say I love you. It�ll be okay.�
Mark�s heart sank. He grabbed the phone and dialed the number listed on the answering machine. It connected, then rang. No answer. No answering machine. �Damn,� Mark said as he rushed back into the dining room. Amanda and Rachel were clearing the dishes. Mark followed them into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and grabbed a water bottle.
Amanda looked at him strangely. �What are you doing?�
�Something�s wrong. I�m going to Dayton to check on Jackie.�
�Mark, that�s a five-hour drive.�
Mark called for Rachel to come over. �Come give Daddy a hug,� he said. Rachel wrapped her arms around him, a bit of a tear forming in her eye. Mark wiped it off with his thumb. �It�s okay honey, I�ll be back real soon. Maybe tomorrow. You be a good girl, okay?�
Rachel nodded.
Mark turned to Amanda. He leaned forward to kiss her, but she turned her head. Mark kissed her cheek. �I�ll be back tomorrow, at the latest.�
�I don�t really know why you�re going down there. You haven�t seen her in years,� Amanda said.
�She sounded really bad. I�ll keep trying to call her as I drive. I�ll let you know if I hear from her.�
Amanda turned away from him. �Okay, Mark. Whatever. Do what you think you need to do.�
Mark grabbed his jacket from the living room and headed out the door. He glanced back and waved to Rachel, standing at the door.
He jumped in his car. Checked the gas. Almost a full tank. Mark started the engine and dropped the shifter into reverse with one hand, dialing his boss with the other. The phone went straight to voice mail. Mark slipped the car in gear and hit �zero� to bypass the greeting. He waited for the beep. �Art, hey, this is Mark. I have a major problem. I have to run down to Dayton to check on my sister. She called earlier today. I just got her messages. She doesn�t sound good. I definitely won�t be in tonight. Just tell Ernie to edit the video we shot today. I�ll get the copy done for it as soon as I get back. Bye.�
Mark dialed his sister�s number. Still no answer. �Damn.�
* * *
At a mostly empty truck stop, Mark poured a cup of coffee from the machine and paid the cashier for it. He headed back out to his car. As he pulled on his seat belt, Mark hit re-dial on his phone. Still no answer. �Damn.� He started the car and headed south.
* * *
Mark drove slowly down the neighborhood street. He shook his head. From what he could see in the moonlight, and the light provided by the few street lights that still worked, the houses were in much worse shape than he remembered. The whole neighborhood looked like it was going to hell. Overgrown grass. Potholes everywhere. He strained to look for the right house. He finally spotted it and pulled up to the curb. He hesitated. There were no lights on in the house. With a shaking hand, Mark opened the car door and stepped out. The only noise was some music in the distance. He stepped over the broken concrete curb and followed the concrete walk up to some crumbling steps. He climbed them and went up to the front door.
Mark raised his fist to knock, but hesitated. He took a deep breath, then hammered twice. A long silence followed. No motion in the house that he could hear or see. He raised his fist and hammered twice more. �Jackie!� he yelled. Again no response. He opened the screen door and tried the doorknob. Locked. Mark backed up a step and looked both ways at the sides of the front of the house. Beyond the small porch there was a window on either side. He backed out and struggled through the overgrown bushes on the right side of the house to try and look through the window. The curtains and darkness blocked his view. Even his phone flashlight didn�t help.
He fought his way back out of the bushes and went to the other side of the porch. More bushes. The bushes poked and scratched him as he made his way up to the window. Once at the window, he had to pull himself up to get a look inside. Fortunately, the curtains were slightly open. He used his flashlight to try and see inside.
As his eyes adjusted to the dimly lit room, he thought he saw something. A person. Laying on a couch, covered by a blanket. Jackie? Mark held himself up with one hand and tapped on the window with his other, but there was no movement. Mark�s hand gave out and he dropped back down to the ground. He lifted himself up again. Tapped harder on the window this time. �Jackie� he yelled. �Jackie! Wake up! It�s Mark.� Still nothing. His fingers failed him again and he fell back to the ground.
Mark rushed back to the porch. He lifted the doormat, searching. Nothing. He turned his attention to a dead plant in a pot on the porch railing. He lifted the pot. A key. Mark slung the screen door open and inserted the key. He twisted the knob and the door opened. He pushed the door open and went inside, guided by the light from his phone. He spotted a light switch and flipped it up. Nothing. He pointed his flashlight down the front hallway. Two steps forward and through a door on the left into the room where he had spotted the person. His light fell on the face he had spotted from the window.
Eyes shut, blanket pulled up to her chin. It was Jackie. She didn�t look good.
�Jackie,� Mark said quietly. Then louder: �Jackie!�
He stepped toward her, noticing a pair of crutches draped against the end of the couch. He shook her shoulder. �Jackie!�. She didn�t move. He shook her again. Harder. �Jackie! Wake up!� No response. Mark panned his light to the end table. Noticed a few pills on the table and an empty pill bottle. Next to that, an empty vodka bottle and a kitchen glass.
�No,� he said under his breath. Mark reached to touch Jackie�s cheek. His hand recoiled at the touch of her cold skin. �No, no, no�.� Mark said, increasingly louder. He tentatively reached toward her and touched her neck, looking for a pulse. Mark�s shoulders sagged. �Jackie. No.� Mark collapsed slowly until he was sitting on the coffee table. His head dropped into his hands. �Jackie. No�.�

SIX MONTHS LATER

Mark is at his sister�s house. He�s kneeling over her unmoving body, awkwardly laid out on her couch. He shakes her.
�Wake up,� he yells. �Wake up. Wake up.� He continues to yell, shaking her. A hopeless despair flows over him and his appeals to his sister become quieter, and quieter. He finally stops, slumping down to sit on the floor, his hand still resting on her arm. He sobs, silently.
Mark opened his eyes and quickly sat up in bed, covered in sweat. He reached over to a table that served as his night stand and grabbed the clock. The dim glow showed the time: 2:43. He sat up in bed, knocking over a shot glass as he reached for the half-empty bottle of whiskey. He put it to his mouth and took a long swallow. Mark put the bottle between his legs and rested his elbows on his knees. He started to bring the bottle back to his mouth, but thought better. Getting hammered this early in the morning wouldn�t help anything. He put the bottle down on the table and struggled to his feet. Balance momentarily evaded him and he almost fell, but he grabbed the wall to stabilize himself and took a step toward the bathroom door, kicking last night�s pants out of the way.
It wasn�t far to the bathroom in the small, one-bedroom apartment. Mark grimaced as he flipped on the bathroom light. He stood in front of the mirror, facing the worst part of himself. Hollow, bloodshot eyes, stared back at him. They seemed to ask him, �is it worth it?�
He grabbed a washcloth and turned on the cold tap to soak the cloth, then wiped his face as if to clean away the pain he saw there. Mark pulled the mirror to open the medicine cabinet. A razor, toothbrush �. and a pill bottle. He took the bottle and read the inscription � Temazepam, He studied the pill bottle, turned it over and over. He opened it and poured a couple of pills into his hand, stared at them, then emptied the rest of the pills into his hand. He filled a glass with tap water. He started to bring the handful of pills to his mouth when he saw a small, handmade bracelet on top of the toilet back. He froze in place.
Mark closed the hand holding the pills, squeezing them into his fist. With one hand holding the pills, and the other holding the empty bottle, he ground both fists onto the edge of the sink and his head sagged. Tears rolled from his face.
It took a few minutes before he was able to regain his composure. He sobbed one last time. �Quit feeling sorry for yourself, Mark!� Mark poured the pills back into the bottle, put the lid back on, and placed it back into the cabinet. He reached over and picked up the bracelet. Closing the cabinet, Mark looked from the bracelet to his gaunt reflection. �Not today, Mark. Not today.�
* * *
Mark sat inside his car, parked on the side of the road. His tie was loose, white shirt wrinkled under his open sport jacket. He hadn�t had time to shave. The suburban houses around him were reminiscent of his own home. Hell, they should � his house was only a couple of miles away. Same neighborhood. He looked at the houses. Cookie cutter copies repeated every seven or eight units. Only the colors varied. Mark watched as a man in a tie left the front door of one of the nearby houses and got into a car. Was he happy? Why didn�t his wife kiss him goodbye on his way out the door? Was everyone as miserable as Mark was, or did they have the idyllic life that he remembered he used to have?
A school bus passed by and it drew Mark�s attention. It pulled in behind several other buses in the drop-off zone ahead of him at Shawnee Elementary � Rachel�s school. Dozens of kids got off the bus. Playful kids, hauling backpacks almost as big as they were. Once off the bus, they headed for the school entrance.
Mark put a small pair of binoculars up to his eyes to get a better look. He was watching for someone in particular. For Rachel. He thought he saw her backpack when�
TAP, TAP, TAP on the window.
Mark startled. He lowered the binoculars and quickly looked to the side at his window.
A police officer stood outside his door. The cop�s massive arms were crossed in front of him, and he looked impatient. Very impatient.
The cop motioned for Mark to roll down the window.
Mark pushed the window switch. Nothing. He hammered at it. Still nothing.
The police officer tapped on his window again.
Mark glanced back up, could hear the policeman�s muffled voice through the window: �Turn the key.�
Mark�s shoulders sagged. �Dumbass,� he said to himself. He turned the ignition key, then thumbed the window switch. As the window rolled down, Mark glanced in his rear-view mirror.
Behind him sat a patrol car, lights flashing. Why hadn�t he noticed that before?
�Driver�s license and registration,� the cop said, holding out his hand.
�What�s the problem?� Mark asked.
�What the hell do you think?� the cop answered. �I�m tempted to haul you in without asking any questions.�
Mark fished out his license and handed it over. �My registration is in the glove box.�
The cop leaned closer to his window, hand dropping to the pistol on his hip. �Anything in that glove box I need to know about?�
Mark stared at the cop. What the hell was this guy�s problem? �No, just papers.�
�Alright,� the cop answered, not taking his hand away from his holster. �Slowly.�
�Yeah. Sure,� Mark said. He reached carefully for the glove box and opened it. He cautiously removed a stack of papers, a few napkins, and some plastic utensils. Mark put the stack on the passenger�s seat and carefully dug through the papers.
The cop examined Mark�s driver�s license, keeping a wary eye on his suspect. �Mark Wilcox� I know that name.� The cop held the license up to compare it to Mark�s face. �Have I busted you before?�
Mark pulled the registration out and unfolded it. He straightened back up and looked at the cop. Mark laughed nervously. �No. I�ve never been arrested.� Mark handed the registration over, then fished a business card out of his wallet and handed it to the cop. �Here.�
The cop took the registration and the business card. He glanced at the card. �Channel Seven. Oh, yeah. I used to see you on the evening news all the time. Investigative stories, right?�
�Yeah,� Mark answered. �I�m on the late news, now.�
The cop stared at Marl. �So, what the hell are you doing out here?� the cop asked. �Some kind of story?�
�I wish,� Mark said. He looked back at the school just as Rachel got close to the front door. That�s my daughter going in now, the blonde. My wife and I�� Mark watched Rachel go into the school, then he looked down, not really wanting to face the officer.
The cop fidgeted with the paperwork. �Yeah. Happens to the best of us. What is she, seven?�
�Six. First grade.�
�Divorced?� the cop asked.
�Not yet,� Mark said. �Just separated. It�s� It�s complicated.� Mark propped his hands on the steering wheel, gesturing with his fingers toward the school entrance. �I don�t get to see her much.�
The cop handed the license and registration back to Mark. �You better work something out with your wife. You can�t sit out here every morning. We got a call about some pervert spying on little kids.�
Mark sighed. He put his license back in his wallet, and tossed the registration back with the other papers in the passenger�s seat. �Yeah, I guess it could look like that.�
�You better move on, Mr. Wilcox,� the cop said. He paused, then got stern: �And don�t let me catch you out here again.�
Mark watched in his side view mirror as the cop headed back to his cruiser. He glanced back at the school as the last school bus drove away. All the kids were inside. He rolled his window up and waited as the cop pulled around him and drove off.
Once the cop was out of sight, Mark pulled his handkerchief out of his back pocket and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He knew the cop was right. He had to make amends with Amanda. Somehow. Things had fallen apart so quickly he really hadn�t seen it coming. At least that�s what he kept telling himself. In hindsight, he knew the signs were there. He just hadn�t accepted them, instead had just wished them away. Lot of good that did.
Mark put his handkerchief away and pulled a mini-bottle of vodka from his jacket pocket and downed it. He opened the center console and tossed the bottle in with the other empties. From another pocket he pulled out a packet of breath mints and popped one into his mouth, then started his car and drove away.
* * *
Mark pulled into a parking spot near the news station, a six-story building that they now shared with a couple of other companies. At one time in the near past, when Mark had first started with the station, they occupied the entire building. Even with the other tenants, the parking lot wasn�t as full as it had been as recently as last year. Every time there had been a layoff, Mark noticed it got easier to find a spot closer to the building. Scuttlebutt was that there was another round of cuts heading for the station, and the reporters were the biggest target. Again. They were getting rid of the more experienced reporters and replacing the higher-priced investigators with younger, �internet only� reporters. The quality of the stories had gone downhill, but the audience would never notice. The viewership numbers stayed steady, but the costs went down. Shit.
�Can�t keep your job sitting in your car,� Mark told himself as he swung the door open.
* * *
As the elevator approached the 5th floor, Mark, the lone occupant, snugged up his necktie. He cupped his hand and checked his breath. Yuck. He popped another breath mint as the elevator doors opened.
Mark stepped out into the reporters� cubicle farm. Mark looked past the receptionist�s desk at the half-dozen or so reporters sitting in their half-height cubicles. Another cost cutting measure. When Mark had first started at the station, he had had his own office, even as a junior reporter. Now, despite being a senior reporter, he sat in a small, topless box with four-foot-tall walls. There was very little privacy when he was at his desk, and he could see, and hear, everyone around him.
Even now, random, subdued noise permeated the room. He could see a dozen reporters working the phones. A few were typing.
Just outside the elevator, Judy manned the reception desk like a sentry on duty. Never one to mince words, she held up one hand while her other held a phone to her ear. Once she had Mark�s attention, she covered the mouthpiece of the phone with her hand and spoke to him through her plum-colored lipstick. �Art wants to see you.�
�Yeah, yeah,� Mark said. �I�ll check in with him in a bit. I have a report to finish.� Mark started back to his cube.
�No, no,� Judy stopped him. �He said as soon as you show up. By the way, you look like crap.�
�Thanks. Thanks a lot,� Mark said.
Judy uncovered the phone mouthpiece. �Hold on a minute, Susie.� She pushed the hold button, then hit another button. She looked back up at Mark, already walking away: �I�ll tell him you�re on your way.�
�Whatever,� Mark mumbled under his breath.
Mark headed for the coffee pot. Surely Art could wait for him to grab a cup. Mark was about to pour some coffee when his phone buzzed with a text:
MY OFFICE! NOW!
�Shit,� Mark mumbled.
Mark abandoned the coffee and headed for the back of the room where a few real offices, with large windows, looked out over the cubes. �Shit.�
Mark approached the center office, window stenciled with:
ART HILL
NEWS PRODUCTION
Mark checked his breath and popped another breath mint before he rapped on the closed door. �Shit.�
Mark looked through the glass and saw Art Hill, his news producer, look up from his desk. Art was generally a good guy, an old school newsman who�d been around the block � and back. Mark just didn�t want to deal with Art�s bullshit this morning.
Art saw Mark through the glass, then dipped his head back to his work. �Come in!� he yelled.
Mark opened the door and stepped into Art�s office. Art�s empire. A dozen monitors covered the side wall away from the reporter�s pit. A few were black, but others silently played local and national news networks.
Art seldom had time for pleasantries anymore. He practically yelled at Mark as soon as he walked in. Without even looking up from his work: �Where�s the story on the mayor?�
Mark had gotten used to Art�s gruff exterior demeanor. Art hadn�t always been that way. In fact, Mark almost considered Art a friend in the early days. Mark had assumed it was the constant pressure to cut costs, meet deadlines, and try to keep the publisher happy. Thus, Mark always gave Art the benefit of the doubt, even when Art acted like an asshole. �Almost done,� Mark said. �Just a little editing��
Art still stared at his computer: �I need it ASAP. I want tape on my desk before you go home tonight.�
Mark turned to leave.
Art looked up from his computer. �Mark.�
Mark turned.
�What the hell�s the matter with you?� Art asked.
�What?�
Art actually pushed back in his chair, away from his computer. His expression softened as he looked up at Mark, or at least Mark thought it did. His words weren�t soft, though.
�The last six months you�re always late. And when you finally turn something in, your stories suck!�
Art�s words were accusatory, with an emphasis on the word �suck�. Mark still thought about the pressure Art was under. He paused, then decided he could confide in his boss. He turned back and closed the door to Art�s office so no one outside could hear. �A little drama at home, that�s all.�
Art stared at Mark. This time, even his voice softened. �Well, it�s impacting your work. You better get your act together,� Art said.
�I will. Things are looking up at home� at least I think they are.�
Art stared back at him. Hard. �Look, I�m working on a plum assignment� out of town. Be perfect for you. And it�s coming straight from the publisher. But I need someone who�s on top of their game.�
�I�m good, Art. You know you can count on me,� Mark said.
�No, no, I don�t know that. Not anymore,� Art shook his head. �Go finish that story on the mayor. Show me you got somethin� left. You need to do this.� Art�s voice got even quieter: �For your job.�
Mark nodded. He understood what Art was trying to tell him, which confirmed the rumors of another layoff. �I will,� Mark said. He got up and headed out of Art�s office.
�And close the door on your way out,� Art yelled as he turned back to his computer.
* * *
On the way back to his cube, Mark stopped by the coffee machine to get what Art had kept him from. He knew Art was right. For the last few months his work had been sloppy. Unfinished. Unprofessional. Mark was having trouble getting his head fully into the game. His mind kept wandering. What was he going to do about Amanda? Would they be able to get back together? He knew his relationship with Rachel was fractured now, too. Could he ever repair it?
Mark flopped down in his cubicle and placed the cup of coffee on his desk. He glanced around to see if anyone was watching. No one was looking in his direction, so he opened his bottom desk drawer. He took out a small, silver flask and poured a shot into his coffee. He had just dropped the flask into the drawer when Ellen Kilpatrick surprised him. She stopped and leaned over his small cubicle side-wall.
�Hey Mark,� Ellen said.
Mark, startled, quickly slid the drawer shut. He turned to look at Ellen.
Ellen was in her late twenties, with the look of a fashion model. She bent slightly at the waist toward him, holding onto the short wall, advertising lots of cleavage. Ellen didn�t have the greatest reputation with the reporter tribe. Everyone knew she had moved quickly up the ranks of the camera team, leaving carnage in her path. Rumor was she had her sights set on becoming a reporter. What a joke. Even so, Mark knew he had to have his guard up.
�You need any help finishing that story on the mayor?� Ellen asked.
Mark shook his head. �No. I�m almost done,� Mark said as he flipped on his computer monitor.
Ellen stepped in and sat in the little, plastic guest chair each cubicle was allowed. �I�d be glad to help. You know I�m interested in the investigative side.�
�Yeah, I�ve heard. I�ll let you know. Ernie�s giving me a hand.�
�But Ernie�s out on a run with Juan. I doubt he�ll be back until this afternoon. I can help,� Ellen said.
Mark looked hard at Ellen. �No. I said I can handle it.�
Ellen held up her hands. �Okay. Just offering. No need to snap. You all right?�
Mark ground his teeth before he exploded: �I�M FINE! What is it with everyone around here?�
Ellen jumped back. She stood up and took a step toward the small cubicle exit.
Several of the reporters in the other cubicles looked their way. One of them started to stand up.
Mark saw the concern on the other reporter�s face. Mark held his hand up, nodded at the other reporter. �It�s all good,� Mark said.
The reporter sat back down, but kept his eye on Mark and Ellen.
Ellen stood in the cubicle exit. �Sorry, Mark. You just seem distracted. No need to snap at me.� She stepped out and went to visit with the reporter who had been watching them.
Mark watched her leave, then gulped his spiked coffee and logged into his computer. He paused when the screen saver showed a picture of him, his wife, and daughter � happier times. His throat tightened.
* * *
Mark pulled into the driveway of his house. Well, right now it was her house, not his house. Not their house. He hesitated. He was full of excitement. And dread.
He climbed out of the car and went up the steps to the porch. He tentatively raised his fist to knock. He looked at his hand. It felt bizarre � knocking on his own door.
The inner door suddenly swung open and Rachel raced out through the screen door and jumped in his arms, squeezing him in a hug as the screen door slammed shut behind her.
�Daddy!� she said.
Mark held her tightly. God how he missed holding her. He didn�t want to ever let go. He relented after a few seconds and looked at her. �Hi, sweetheart,� he said as he kissed her forehead.
�We�re going to the park, right?� Rachel asked.
�Sure honey. Whatever you want,� Mark said.
Amanda stepped to the door. She pushed the screen door open and leaned against the door frame.
Mark looked at her. �Hi, Honey,� he said.
Amanda shook her head. She touched Rachel on the shoulder. �Why don�t you go get that artwork you wanted to show your dad? �
�Okay,� Rachel said as she let go of Mark�s shoulders and slid back to the ground. She scurried back into the house.
Amanda leaned close to Mark. Sniffed. �You sober?�
�Of course I am.�
�Make sure you stay that way,� Amanda said. �I want her back here by eight. She has school tomorrow.�
�Sure,� Mark said. �Thanks for letting me see her.�
Amanda wrung her hands. �Just don�t do anything stupid. If I find out you�ve been drinking��
Mark felt the stab as sure as if were a dagger. �I wouldn�t. Look Amanda, we have to talk sometime.�
Amanda started to say something. Hesitated. Then: �You get sober. Then maybe we can talk. Honestly, I don�t know who you are any more, Mark. Just get sober� get some help. Please?�
Mark stared at Amanda for a few seconds, his shoulders slowly slumping as she stared harshly at him, arms still crossed.
Rachel came running back to the door, backpack slung over her shoulder. �I have tons of stuff to show you, Daddy,� she said.
Mark�s mood lifted considerably. �I can�t wait to see it,� he said.
Amanda dropped to her knee and grabbed Rachel by the arm. �Give Mommy a hug.�
Rachel wrapped her arms around Amanda.
�You behave,� Amanda told Rachel as she let go of their daughter.
�I will, Mommy,� Rachel said.
Rachel grabbed Mark�s hand and pulled him away. �Let�s go already.�
Mark wanted to hug Amanda, but he thought better. He let Rachel pull him toward his car.
�Remember what I said, Mark,� Amanda yelled after them.
Mark glanced back. He forced a smile as Rachel drug him along. He opened the back door and she scrambled into her seat. �Let�s get some food and take it to the park,� Mark said.
�Cool,� Rachel said.
* * *
Two hamburgers and a backpack sat open on the picnic table. Rachel pulled a notebook from her backpack and flipped it open, displaying several hand-drawn pictures. �This was my first drawing, a giraffe,� she said between munching on french fries.
Mark put down his drink and picked up the drawing. He examined it closely. �That�s a great giraffe. Did you do it with a pencil?� he asked.
�Charcoal. My teacher showed me how. She really liked it.�
�Well, I think she�s right. This is an amazing drawing.�
Rachel took a bite from her burger, then flipped the page to another charcoal drawing � a skunk.
�Wow,� Mark said. �Incredible. I can�t draw a straight line. Where�d you get all this talent?�
�I don�t know,� Rachel said. �Maybe Mom.�
Rachel got very silent.
Mark could tell her mood had changed when she looked up at him.
�When are you coming home, Daddy?� she asked.
Mark�s heart sank. He looked back down at the skunk drawing, then flipped the page to see if there were any more pictures. He struggled for an answer. His voice wavered: �I don�t know, baby. Your mom�we still have stuff to talk over.�
�I hope it�s soon, Daddy,� Rachel said. �I really miss you.�
Rachel hugged Mark.
Mark choked back his tears. �I miss you, too, Rachel� so much,� he said as he hugged her back. Slowly, Mark let go of her. He pretended to blow his nose on a napkin, wiped his eyes.
Rachel spotted a friend. �Hey, there�s Nancy. Can I go play with her?�
�Yeah. Sure,� Mark said as he finished drying his eyes. �Just stay close, okay?� Mark watched intently as Rachel ran to join her friend. He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his eyes again.
* * *
Mark stepped up to the door of his house�. �Amanda�s house�, he reminded himself. He carried a sleeping Rachel, holding her backpack in his other hand. He rang the doorbell.
Amanda opened the door. She looked angry. Hell, she always looked angry lately.
�You�re late,� she said as she opened the screen door. �I told you she has school tomorrow.�
�It�s only eight thirty,� Mark said.
�And she�s exhausted,� Amanda said.
�We went to the park,� Mark said. �Some good fresh air. I�ll put her to bed.�
Amanda took the backpack.
Mark started in the door, but Amanda put the backpack down inside the doorway and reached for Rachel.
�I�ll take her,� Amanda said.
�Come on, Amanda. Let me do it,� Mark twisted away, trying to hold on to Rachel.
Amanda took a step out of the door and pulled at Rachel�s arm.
Rachel stirred. �Mommy��
Amanda looked directly at Mark. �No!� She took one of Rachel�s arms, and with the other hand wiped Rachel�s hair back out of her eyes. �It�s okay, honey. I�ve got you.�
Mark relented, not wanting to cause a scene in front of his daughter. God knew she was going through a hardenough time already. He handed Rachel to Amanda. After Amanda took Rachel, and she was dozing back off on Amanda�s shoulder, Mark said: �Can we at least talk?�
�Not tonight. I have to get Rachel to bed,� Amanda said. She took a step back inside and started to close the screen door.
�We have to talk sometime, Amanda,� Mark said through the screen.
Amanda hesitated. �You get sober. Then maybe we can talk. Honestly, I don�t know who you are any more, Mark. Just get sober� get some help.�
Amanda turned to close the door.
Rachel�s sleepy eyes opened briefly and she looked at her dad. �Bye, Daddy.�
Amanda closed the door and just like that, they were gone.
Mark stood there for a few seconds, staring at the closed door, shoulders slumped. Finally, he turned and left.
* * *
On the way to his apartment� His temporary apartment, he hoped, Mark thought about Amanda�s words. �Get help� she had said. Hell, he didn�t need help. He could handle this on his own. Always had been on his own. Always made it through on his own. Why should this time be any different?
He pulled to up to the stop light. He glanced to the right. McNally�s Bar � the neon light flashing �OPEN�. Mark looked back at the stop light. He tapped the steering wheel with his thumbs. He looked back at the beckoning neon. The light turned green and Mark started to pull through. He slowed. Hell, it�s only nine o�clock, he told himself. He turned the wheel hard right and whipped into the bar�s parking lot.
* * *
Mark stepped out of the elevator. He knew he looked disheveled � clothes wrinkled, eyes bloodshot.
As usual, the lovely Judy greeted him.
�God, what happened to you?� she asked as she picked up the phone. �He�s here,� she said into the phone. �I�ll send him right in.� Judy put down the phone and looked up at Mark. �Art wants to see you right away. I suggest you stop in the bathroom and make yourself presentable. At least comb your hair.�
�Crap.� Mark shook his head. He pulled out his comb and ran it through his hair as he walked toward Art�s office. Done with his hair, he popped a couple of breath mints and pulled his tie up tight.
* * *
Mark sat slumped in the chair, staring at Art, watching his mouth move, but only hearing a few of the words.
Art balanced his butt against the front of his desk, towering over Mark. He held a DVD, waving it in the air as he lambasted Mark. �The story on the mayor.� Art tossed it forcefully into the trash.
That got Mark�s attention, and he sat upright.
�It�s shit!� Art said. �I thought you were an investigative reporter? You were supposed to do an expose� on the mayor�s financial problems. That�that was nothing. No meat.�
Mark slumped back into his chair.
Art stared at Mark, eyes drilling. He leaned forward. �You hittin� the bottle, Mark? I can�t have a drunk on my staff.�
�I�m no drunk,� Mark said. �A cocktail every now and then. That�s all.�
Art leaned even farther forward. �Bullshit. I can smell the booze from here.�
Mark looked away, out the window. He waited a bit for Art to calm down. He�d been through this kind of butt chewing before. It was all Art�s style. But he knew Art to be a good guy. A good boss. Mark decided to confide. �It�s all gone to hell, Art,� Mark said, still looking out the window.
Art leaned back, eyes showing his surprise.
�My whole life,� Mark continued. �� gone to hell. Amanda kicked me out. It�s not over yet, though. We�re still trying to work it out.�
Art shook his head. He walked back around to his chair. �I�m sorry to hear that, Mark. You and Amanda, you had a good thing. At least I thought you did. I hope you can work it out.� Art paused, considered his reporter. He lowered his voice a bit, no longer the dominating editor. �While you�re working on your marriage, Mark, I have this little problem: I gotta� put out the news. I need a good reporter.�
Mark looked back at his boss. �You have one. Sitting right here.�
Art stared at Mark. �I hope so. I wanna� bet on the Mark I used to know. Find him. Okay?�
Mark and Art looked at each other briefly. Finally, Mark nodded.
Art nodded back. He reached back to his desk and picked up a large yellow envelope. He held it up in front of Mark. �You gotta� know� this is your last chance.�
Mark looked harshly at Art. �Last chance? What do you mean?�
�You don�t perform and you�re out. It�s as simple as that. I don�t have a choice any more.�
Mark reached to take the envelope, but Art didn�t release it right away.
�Last chance,� Art repeated.
�Yeah. Yeah. I got it,� Mark said as Art finally let go of the envelope. Marked looked at the front of the envelope. Four names. The two above Mark�s were lined through. The one after, Sanchez, was their rookie reporter. Mark pointed at the crossed-out names: �Benson and Wilson?�
�Don�t worry about them. They have other assignments,� Art said.
Yeah, right, Mark thought. They probably turned this assignment down. What kind of crap was he about to get into?
�This project came down from the publisher,� Art told Mark. �Hell if I know why it�s so important to her.�
Mark opened the enveloped and pulled out the papers. Photos of a very old institutional style building, and some old newspaper clippings.
�The story�s in Dayton,� Art said. �That�s where you�re from, right?�
�Yeah,� Mark answered, holding one of the clippings entitled �SOUTHERN OHIO LUNATIC ASYLUM�. �I grew up in Dayton.�
�Ever heard of the State Hospital?� Art asked.
�On Wayne Avenue?� Mark said. �Everyone in Dayton knew about Wayne Avenue. There were lots of stories about that place.�
�Well, they�re shutting it down. I want you to get the scoop on the place. Expose it. Whatever it takes.�
�Sure. Should be easy,� Mark said as he put the papers back into the envelope. �I�ll take care of it.�
�You have a week. Deadline�s Monday,� Art said.
Mark stopped. He looked up at Art. �Come on, Art. My daughter�s birthday is in a couple of days. I can�t miss that.�
Art didn�t answer immediately. He moved back around his desk to flop down in his chair. He started pecking at his keyboard.
Mark could tell Art was torn.
Art stopped typing and put his hands together in front of him. He didn�t look at Mark when he said: �I can�t help that. Last chance. Remember?�
�Crap. Yeah, I got it. Thanks. Thanks a lot.� Mark stood and headed for the door.
�And you�re taking Ellen,� Art said to Mark�s back.
Mark slammed on the brakes. He turned back to face Art. �What�s wrong with Ernie?�
�He�s on another story,� Art said. Looking straight at Mark this time.
�Ellen�s aiming for my job. You know that, right?� Mark asked.
�Yeah, I know. And the way you�re going she just might get it. She could be a good reporter.�
Mark turned and walked out the door. �Yeah, yeah, yeah.�
From behind him, Mark heard Art yell: �And close the frickin� door.�
Mark ignored him. He squeezed the envelope into a tight cylinder as he headed back toward his cubicle.
* * *
Mark plopped down. He was reaching for his flask in the bottom drawer when Ellen rushed in.
�Hey,� Ellen said as she stepped into his cubicle.
Mark jumped and his hand recoiled from the drawer. He slammed it shut before looking over at Ellen.
�I heard we�re going to Dayton,� Ellen said.
�Christ. Don�t you ever wait for an invite!� Mark said.
Ellen dropped down into his tiny, plastic guest chair. �Sorry. When are we leaving?� she asked.
�Who said you were going?� Mark asked as he took a drink of his coffee.
�Art told me,� Ellen said.
Mark put his coffee down. Hard. He finally looked over at Ellen. �He tell you I get final say?�
�He said you might say that. But that I was to tell you I�m going.� Ellen said.
Shit. Mark leaned back in his chair. He looked Ellen over as he tapped a pencil eraser against the top of his desk. �You�re camera. That�s all.�
Ellen leaned forward. �Come on, Mark. I really want to learn about the art and science of investigative reporting. You�re the best we have. You can teach me some of your tricks.�
Mark leaned toward Ellen. Lowered his volume, but not the harshness of his mood. �I know you�re after my job.�
Unperturbed, Ellen leaned in as well � she got even closer.
Too close. Mark hadn�t expected Ellen to invade his space. He backed up a bit.
Ellen dropped her voice as well: �I�m tired of dragging that stupid camera around. If I had some reporting cred, I could get a job somewhere else.�
Mark knew that was bull. He had to confront her. �Now, why would you go somewhere else?�
�You said it,� Ellen said. �If I wanted a job here, I�d have to bump you off. I wouldn�t do that.�
Mark knew he had her. �And how�d you get to be lead camera? You were just an apprentice and before long you took the lead spot.� He paused as he ventured back into her personal space, leaning closer to her. �Where did George end up again?�
This time it was Ellen�s turn to retreat. She sat back in the chair and crossed her arms. �It wasn�t like that.� Ellen shook her head, then stood up. �It looks like this trip�s gonna� be just loads of fun.�
Mark stopped her before she left. Might as well get some work out of her. �You want to learn investigative reporting? Find out everything you can about the Dayton Asylum.�
Ellen paused, turned back to face him. �They aren�t called asylums anymore. How?�
�How what?� Mark asked.
�How do I find out about it?�
Mark shook his head. �Jesus. There�s this neat new thing. It�s called the Internet. You can use it for more than just shopping�.�
Ellen clenched her fists. She finally just turned and stomped away.
Mark sipped his coffee. He hadn�t liked treating Ellen that way, but she was definitely someone to keep at arm�s length. George had been a great photog. All the reporters fought to get him on their team. When he left � or more accurately, was ousted � no one really knew how much Ellen had to do with it, but everyone knew she had something to do with it. Arm�s length. Mark turned back to his computer. He had other things to deal with right now.
* * *
Mark climbed the two steps to his door. Well, Amanda�s door. When would he be able to get that straight? He hesitated, then raised his hand to rap on the side of the door, holding a poorly wrapped birthday present in his other hand.
He heard steps beyond, then Amanda opened the door. Mark tried to smile, though he knew how this conversation was going to go.
�What do you want, Mark?� Amanda asked through the screen door.
Mark lifted the present. �For Rachel.�
�I�m sorry, Mark. Rachel�s not here. Besides, her party isn�t until Friday. I told you that.�
Mark slumped at hearing Rachel wasn�t home. He couldn�t help but avoid eye contact with Amanda. He finally explained: �I can�t make it to the party. I thought maybe I could go ahead and give her the present now.�
Amanda stepped outside the screen. She crossed her arms and glared at Mark. �Damn it, Mark. You promised her you�d be there.�
Mark fidgeted, still struggling to make eye contact with Amanda. �It can�t be helped.�
�Can�t be helped?� Amanda asked. �She�ll be devastated. You promised her.�
�I know. I know�� Mark said.
�What is it this time?� Amanda asked. �Planning a binge? Don�t you even care?�
Mark was taken aback. That was mean. Even for Amanda. Mark had no trouble looking Amanda straight in the eyes now. �Of course I care. It�s work. Art�s sending me out of town.�
�Right. Work again,� Amanda said. �How many birthdays have you missed because of work?�
There was really no call for Amanda to act this way, and Mark could feel himself getting angrier and angrier. He knew he had to keep his cool, and he did, mostly. �Come on, Amanda. I�ve only missed one of Rachel�s birthdays.�
�I was talking about my birthdays!� Amanda said as she turned and stepped back inside. She pulled the screen door shut after her.
�Hold on, Amanda,� Mark lowered the volume, smoothed his tone. �Can we at least talk since Rachel isn�t here?�
�Talk about what? How good a father you are?�
�About us, Amanda.�
�Okay. Let�s talk. Why can�t you make it to Rachel�s birthday?� Amanda asked, hands folded across her chest, shielded from Mark by the closed screen door.
�I told you. Work.�
�One of your super-secret undercover reports? Like last time? Which bar are you going to stake out?�
Mark felt the anger rising up in him again. �I have to go back to Dayton.�
�What�s so earth shaking in Dayton that you have to miss your daughter�s birthday?�
How did Amanda always know how to push his buttons so easily? �It�s not about the story, Amanda. It�s about my job. Art said it was my last chance. If I don�t dig something up, I�m out.�
That gave Amanda a moment of pause. But it didn�t take her long to get back on the attack. �Art�s an ass. You�d be better off working for someone else,� Amanda said.
Mark glared at her. �Do you have any idea how tight the job market is for reporters right now? If I get fired, I�m out. Totally out.�
�A year ago you had your pick of jobs,� Amanda said.
�Yeah. That was a year ago,� Mark said.
�Before you started drinking.�
Amanda pushed that button again. But that wasn�t what Mark was thinking about. He blurted it out before thinking: �Before� before she died.�
Mark almost felt that Amanda�s voice lost its sharp edge: ��She didn�t just die, Mark. She committed suicide. Why can�t you get that? What she did�� Amanda paused. �That didn�t have anything to do with you.�
How could he ever make Amanda understand? �I know,� Mark said. �But I wasn�t there for her.�
�She hadn�t been there for you in years, Mark. It�s not like you two were close� I really can�t understand why you can�t get over this. You really ought to try seeing a doctor.�
�Wouldn�t do any good,� Mark said. He was no longer angry, just confused.
Amanda shook her head. �You don�t know that. I just don�t understand why you won�t even try. Not even for your marriage? Not for your daughter?�
�I don�t know�� Mark struggled for the right words to try and explain. They wouldn�t come. �Maybe when I get back,� he said.
�Yeah, right. I�ll believe it when I see it. Go see a doctor, instead of your bartender. You do that, and then maybe we can talk.�
Mark held up the present. �Will you give this to Rachel? Please?�
Amanda opened the screen door and reached for the present. They both held onto the gift a few moments, staring at each other. Finally, Amanda took the present and stepped back into the house. Mark spotted the glint of a tear in her eye.
�At least call her on her birthday,� Amanda said before she closed the front door.
Mark turned slowly and headed back to his car. He took one last glance back at his home. Would it ever be his again? Theirs? For the first time, he had the glimmer of a feeling that it might not.
* * *
Mark sat alone at the reporter�s hangout. It was a fairly upscale bar where several of his colleagues usually hung out. Tonight, though, it was pretty empty. He smiled at himself, thinking that this was �that� bar � the one where everyone knew his name. But then again, that probably wasn�t a good thing.
The bartender slid a shot glass in front of him. Mark lifted it, downed the contents, then put it back on the bar, next to his half full beer. �Another,� he said to the bartender. Just as he placed his order, his cell phone chimed. He glanced down at the display. ELLEN. �Crap,� Mark said as he picked up the phone. �What?� he answered.
* * *
Ellen sat in Mark�s cubicle, logged onto his computer, phone to her ear. She opened the top desk drawer, scraped around through the junk until she found a pencil. She used the pencil to rummage through the other stuff in the drawer. When she didn�t find anything interesting, she closed the drawer.
�What,� she heard when Mark answered.
�I found some stuff. Good stuff,� she told Mark.
�Stuff? What time is it?� Mark asked over the phone.
�Eleven. The Dayton State Hospital. Really weird stuff,� she told him.
There was a pause. �Like what?� Mark asked.
�I�d rather show you. Can you come to the office?�
* * *
Mark took a swig of his beer. He rolled his eyes when Ellen asked him to come to the office. �I�m a little busy right now. Why are you working so late?�
�I told you I want to learn investigative reporting. Whatever it takes,� Ellen answered over the phone.
Mark waved at the bartender, mouthed �Another.� Then, into his phone: �First thing you gotta� learn is to be succinct. What did you find?�
�Most of it dates back to the seventies and eighties,� Ellen said. �All kinds of accusations against a couple of doctors.�
Mark wondered if maybe Ellen had actually found something. Something they could work with. �Accusations?�
�Yeah. Something called insulin shock, electro-shock, drugs, brain surgery. Seems like some pretty sadistic stuff.�
�Are the accusations well documented? Any lawsuits?� Mark asked.
* * *
Ellen continued rummaging through Mark�s desk as she talked to him on the phone. She put the phone on speaker and set it on the desk to free her hands. �No lawsuits,� she said. �I found a couple of Internet articles and a short documentary.� Ellen opened the bottom drawer and pulled out the flask.
�Well, that�s a start,� Mark said.
Ellen opened the flask and took a whiff. Her head snapped back, nose flared in disgust.
�You there?� he asked.
Ellen quickly put the flask back into the drawer. �Yeah, yeah. I�m here.�
�Okay,� Mark said. �Tell Judy to book our flights.�
�Already did. We leave at noon tomorrow.� Ellen closed the bottom drawer, and logged off of Mark�s computer
* * *
�Great,� Mark said. �See you at the airport.� He canceled the call and put his phone in his jacket pocket. He downed his beer, then slid off his bar stool. �Just great,� he said as he left the bar.
* * *
Mark sat at the airport bar, nursing a beer. In the mirror behind the bar he could see the reflection of the windows on the far side of the terminal, the planes parked against the jetway. He didn�t see Ellen, though, when she approached.
Ellen stepped up behind him, lugging a large roll-around suitcase. �I thought I might find you here.�
Mark jumped. �Quit sneaking up on me, damn it!�
�Sorry,� she said as she sat down in the seat next to Mark.
The bartender pushed a napkin in front of her. �What�ll you have?�
Ellen glanced at Mark�s beer. �It�s a little too early for me. Just coffee. Thanks.�
Ellen turned to Mark: �Drinking away your sorrows?�
Mark looked at her sideways. Frowned. �Why don�t we just meet up in Dayton��
�Come on, Mark. We might as well be cordial, we�re going to be together for a few days.�
�Yeah. Don�t remind me.� Mark took a swig of his beer.
�Look, this can be miserable, or it can be fun. I vote for fun.�
�Who says you get a vote?�
The bartender put Ellen�s coffee in front of her
�So, how�s Amanda? I haven�t seen her since the Christmas party,� Ellen asked.
�Jesus Christ. Can�t you take a hint?� Mark raised his voice.
Mark�s outburst caused the patrons nearby to stop talking and look over at him.
Mark ignored them. He downed his beer and dropped a ten-dollar bill on the bar. He quickly stood up and, with an angry sneer at Ellen, turned and walked away.
* * *
Mark stabbed at his breakfast, head pounding from the night before. He hadn�t slept well. The hotel bed was hard as a rock. The room hadn�t been very hospitable either � not even a mini-bar. He had trekked to the nearby liquor store to build his own bar, and had visited it frequently throughout the night. He�d be damned sure to complain to Art about the station�s arranged accommodations, which he knew were probably a gift from Judy. At least the hotel restaurant was good.
Mark took another bite when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ellen come in. He looked over at her, but didn�t bother to try and get her attention.
Ellen looked around. She spotted Mark looking at her and headed his way. She sat without waiting for an invitation. �Anything good?� she asked.
Mark ignored the question as he forked a piece of sausage. Let her make her own decision.
Ellen picked up a menu and started to scan it. �Art called. He�s arranged an interview with the hospital administrator.�
Mark pointed his fork at Ellen. �Art called you?�
�Yeah. Said he couldn�t reach you.�
�Bullshit,� Mark said. He pulled out his phone and checked his missed calls. �Bullshit.�
�We�re supposed to be there at ten. You know how to get there?� Ellen asked.
�Yeah,� Mark said as he chewed his sausage. Why the hell was Art calling Ellen? �I grew up here, remember?� Mark said, not looking at his videographer.
�Your parents still here?� Ellen asked.
�Both dead,� Mark said, concentrating on his breakfast, trying to ignore his pounding head and the questions that were floating through his mind.
�Sorry. When?� Ellen asked.
Mark sighed, he glanced up at Ellen. �I was six. I barely remember them.�
�Siblings?�
Mark put down his fork, rested on his forearms and leaned forward. �You starting with the twenty questions again?� He lifted his Bloody Mary to take a sip.
Ellen shrugged. �Okay, no more questions about your family.� She pointed at Mark�s drink. �A little hair of the dog?�
�Tomato juice,� Mark replied.
�Since when do they put a celery stalk in tomato juice?�
Mark realized he was absent mindedly stirring his drink with the stalk. He stopped right away. He started to take another bite of sausage, but stopped. He looked directly at Ellen. �Are you going to be a pain in my ass the entire trip?�
�Come on, Mark,� Ellen said. �I�m just trying to be friendly. You�re stuck with me, might as well make the best of it.�
�Don�t remind me,� Mark said.
�So what�s there to do in Dayton?� She asked. �Anything fun?�
�Yeah. There�s usually a garage sale over on West Third Street. You should go check it out. Meanwhile, I have work to do.�
Ellen clenched her eyes. �There�s more to life than just work, Mark,� Ellen said. �You should figure that out before it�s too late.�
More button pushing. Mark threw his napkin onto his plate and pushed his chair back. �Jesus Christ. Can�t you take a hint?� he said as he stood up. He grabbed his bill and turned to walk away. He yelled back over his shoulder: �Meet me in the lobby at nine-thirty. Enjoy your fucking breakfast."
* * *
Ellen sat quietly in the passenger�s seat as Mark drove through town.
He glanced over at her once. He had a sense she knew she had crossed the line at the hotel restaurant. And she had. What business was his family to her? He was glad for the silence.
Mark vaguely remembered some of the landmarks as he passed them by: the twin spired church, the now-closed car assembly plant, the quiet University of Dayton campus. As they headed up Wayne Avenue, they passed several bars and stores � some still open, but many shuttered. Mark somewhat fondly remembered the overhead wires of the electric trolleys that he used to ride through the town when he was younger. He wondered if the trolleys still ran.
They finally approached a �Y� in the road and Mark had to stop at a red light. Looking down on them from the top of the �Y� was the stately building that once housed over sixteen-hundred mental patients, surrounded by a tall, wrought-iron fence. Originally called the Southern Ohio Lunatic Asylum, the campus played out over fifty acres at what was once the �outskirts� of Dayton. He and Ellen both stared up the hill, past the wrought-iron fence at the impressive building directly ahead of them across the �Y� intersection.
�I was always amazed at this place,� Mark said. �The architecture is just amazing.�
�Kirkbride,� Ellen said.
Mark looked over at her, wondering what the hell she was talking about.
Ellen caught his stare out of the side of her eye as she continued to look up through the windshield at the building. �Kirkbride plan. Doctor Kirkbride was a psychiatrist. He felt patients would benefit from lots of light and fresh air.
�Wow,� Mark said, still looking at Ellen.
�Research, remember. The light�s green.�
Mark looked back at the light, then turned onto the right side of the �Y�. He glanced over at Ellen again, wondering if he had been too hard on her. He decided he hadn�t � she had to understand her boundaries.
Mark followed the wrought-iron fence until he spotted an entrance on the left. He waited for a gap in the oncoming traffic, and then turned in through the gate. A large sign on the side of the entrance, obviously much newer than the gate and the wrought-iron fence, advertised:
THE EDGES
MENTAL REHABILITATION CENTER
He drove slowly up the slight hill. They looked out over the compound as the road took them past a pair of large buildings, and a smaller one. While the grounds looked well kept, the road itself decried a lack of maintenance as they bounced through several potholes. Finally, the road led to the main building. Mark easily found a place to park in the half full parking lot. As he stopped, the main building sat right in front of them.
Ellen still stared up at the majestic, old building. �It�s cool. But it�s spooky��
The building was four stories tall, with a three-story portico held aloft by massive, white columns. The wings of the building extended out from each side, only slightly back from the central entrance. The wings were also four stories tall, with a dense array of windows � barred windows.
�Spooky,� Ellen said again.
�Yeah,� Mark said as he climbed out of the car. �Get the camera.�
Ellen got out and opened the back door. She pulled out a large case, flipped it open and pulled out the camera. She hoisted the camera to her shoulder, then with the other hand she put the case back into the car. She grabbed a collapsible tripod and closed the car door. When she turned around, Mark was already headed down a narrow walkway that led to the portico. Ellen hurried to catch up with him. She fell in behind him on the narrow sidewalk.
Mark turned to acknowledge her presence. �Three rules,� Mark said. �One. I do all the talking.� He turned to see if Ellen was listening.
She nodded, breathing a little heavy from the rush to catch up with him.
�Two. The camera never stops rolling. I don�t want to miss anything. Even if we aren�t interviewing anyone, as long as we�re here I want footage.�
Mark looked back again.
Ellen nodded.
�And three,� Mark said: �I do all the talking. Got it?�
�Yeah, yeah. I got it,� Ellen said.
�Then why isn�t the camera rolling?� Mark asked.
�It�s digital. It doesn�t �roll�,� Ellen said. She thumbed a switch and the small �power� light on the front of the camera came on.
Mark reached the door. He opened it and stepped inside.
Ellen tapped another switch on the camera to enter �record� mode, when the door, which Mark failed to hold for her, almost slammed on her and the camera. She finally got the camera on, and through the door. She was looking through the viewfinder when she almost crashed into Mark.
Mark had stopped walking. He stood in the middle of the vestibule, looking slowly around the entryway. Dark wood paneling and trimwork absorbed most of the light in the two-story entrance. Thick, rose-colored curtains hung over the tall windows, further stifling the sun. A pair of curved staircases, bracketing a reception desk, climbed up to the second floor. Adjacent to the staircase landings were hallways leading to the wings of the building. Mark stepped forward so he could see down the hallway to the right. The hallway was adorned in dark mahogany paneling, the only light coming from a few sconce lights and an emergency exit sign. He tried to see farther down the hallway when the room began to spin.
* * *
The memories were vivid, almost like he was reliving each and every event. He was young, maybe seven. He stared down a long, dark hallway. Mahogany paneling lined the walls between a series of tall doors, almost all of which were closed. The few that were open led only to more darkness inside the rooms. Small, sconce lights, between every third or fourth door, provided the only illumination into the hallway. Each of the lights slowly pulsed, each separately beating in their own rhythm. As he watched, the lights slowly merged into a common beat, pulsating as a singular heartbeat. That was when he noticed the hallway itself seemed to expand and contract, breathing, sucking him forward.
He saw her then, and backed up against the wall to keep her from spotting him. She pushed a cart with large, spoked wheels and rubber tires. As she came under the glow of one of the lights, he could see her grey uniform and white pinafore apron. Her white cap indicated her profession.
The wheels of the cart squeaked, masking young Mark�s footsteps as he ventured out and followed along quietly behind her, staying in the shadows as much as possible. The doors� deep casements provided plenty of hiding spots for him when the nurse would stop and look back in his direction. Young Mark had almost caught up to the nurse when she stopped. She picked up an old jar of medicine from a dozen or more similar jars on her cart, then opened a door and went inside. A light came on inside the now open door, casting her shadow out into the hallway. Mark watched her shadow grow against the far wall as the nurse went farther into the room.
Young Mark crept up carefully, quietly. He hid behind the cart and slowly rose up to look over it. Beyond, he saw a short hallway, similarly paneled with the dark mahogany. Another door stood open at the end of the hallway, the source of the light. Mark was drawn forward, and he tiptoed around the cart and into the passageway. He approached cautiously.
As he moved closer to the light coming from the open door, Mark began to hear something� a quiet sobbing. He stopped abruptly, trying to melt into the wall. The sobbing was subdued, eerie. After a moment he continued forward. Slowly. Carefully.
As young Mark approached the door, the sobbing grew louder. Mark leaned around the edge of the door and carefully looked in. The nurse was leaning over a hospital bed, trying to dispense a spoonful of the medicine to a woman. The woman�s head twisted violently from side to side, trying to avoid the medicine. The nurse grabbed the woman�s chin and forced the medicine between her clenched lips. As the nurse stood back up, Mark got a better look at the woman. She was middle aged, brown hair a rat�s nest that hung down her forehead almost covering her eyes. She was scary, but the thing that frightened young Mark the most was that she was bound to the bed, hands tied with leather straps to the bedframe. The patient lifted her face, staring directly at Mark. She opened her mouth to scream, when a light began to grow behind her head. The light behind her face grew larger, brighter, eventually haloing her head, diffusing the edges of her face and finally absorbing her face completely.
* * *
A painful odor attacked Mark�s nostrils. As the fire in his sinuses abated, Ellen�s face came slowly into focus.
�Mark� Mark� You okay?� Ellen asked.
Mark realized he was laying in the middle of the floor, looking up at the lobby ceiling. Another woman, mid- to late forties, wearing a white lab coat, was kneeling over him. She came into view next to Ellen. She waved a small vial under his nose.
The fire returned to Mark�s nostrils. His head snapped back and Mark pushed the woman�s hand away. �Yeah� Yeah� Enough!� Mark said.
Ellen�s face came back into view. �Damn, Mark. You just spun right into the floor.�
�Sit up. Slowly,� the woman told Mark.
Ellen and the woman helped Mark up into a sitting position. A nurse, wearing floral scrubs, brought a cup of water.
The woman took the water from the nurse and offered it to Mark.
�Here,� she said. �Sips only.�
Mark sat up and took a sip, as instructed.
�Better?� the woman asked.
�Yeah. Yeah, I think so,� Mark said. The room was still spinning a bit, but he was getting his stability back.
�This is Dr. Drexel,� Ellen introduced the woman in the lab coat. �She�s the hospital administrator.�
�Did you have breakfast?� Dr. Drexel asked.
Mark took a second to size her up. Mid-forties. The grey streaks at her temples didn�t detract from her elegant looks. �Yeah,� Mark said. �A big one. I don�t know what happened. This is really embarrassing.�
Mark started to stand. The women helped him, one on each side.
�Easy,� Dr. Drexel said.
They got Mark up, but both stood ready on either side of him.
�You�re awfully pale, Mark. You going to be okay?� Ellen asked.
�Yeah, I think so,� Mark said as he took another drink of water. He could feel Dr. Drexel looking him over. Was she worried about his health? Or was she more concerned about what he was doing here?
�Why don�t we go into my office?� Dr. Drexel said. �You can rest there.�
�Yeah, thanks,� Mark said. �We can get on with the interview.�
Dr. Drexel took his arm, helping to steady him. �If you�re up to it.�
�I think I�m fine. I�ll be okay.� Mark looked over at Ellen. He nodded over at the camera sitting on the floor.
Ellen took the hint and retrieved her equipment.
�After you,� Mark told Dr. Drexel.
Drexel supported Mark for a few steps, then he gently pulled his arm away as he felt his full composure return. He didn�t need to feel like he had to be friendly with Dr. Drexel � he might need to ask her some tough questions.
Mark glanced back to see that Ellen had retrieved the camera. They both followed Dr. Drexel past the staircase on the left, then turned left down the hallway. It was different than the hallway Mark had looked down � the one that had seemed to cause his stability problem. This hallway was well lit, some daylight streaming in through large windows.
Dr. Drexel stopped at a door on the left. She retrieved her key from a pocket in her lab coat and opened the door.
Mark glanced at the placard on the door frame:
DR. NATALIE H. DREXEL, M.D.
DOCTOR OF PSYCHIATRIC MEDICINE
MEDICAL DIRECTOR
�Come in, please,� Dr. Drexel said.
Mark followed her inside. The office was certainly not what Mark had expected. It was large, classically elegant. Dr. Drexel�s antique, oak desk was clear of clutter: only a phone, with a large chair behind it and two smaller guest chairs at its front � all appeared early twentieth century. At the other end of the room was a large leather sofa, and a leather chair situated next to it. One wall had several tall, uncovered windows, which let the sunlight stream in. The light highlighted dark paneling and built in bookcases on the other side of the room. The bookcases were filled. Mark glanced at the books � some appeared quite new, but others were very dated � leather bound.
Two things looked immediately out of place. In the corner between the sofa and the bookcases was a large video monitor on a mobile stand, the modern technology contrasting harshly with the �old-school� feel of the office. Near Dr. Drexel�s desk were several cardboard boxes, some already filled with personal items.
�Please, make yourself comfortable,� Dr. Drexel motioned to the two chairs near her desk.
Mark took one of the chairs as Dr. Drexel sat down behind her desk.
Ellen pulled a small, collapsible tripod out of the camera box and mounted the camera on it.
�Is it okay if we video?� Mark asked.
Drexel looked at the camera.
Mark could see a hint of displeasure on Drexel�s face before she turned back to him and put on a broad smile.
�Of course,� Drexel said. �Are you sure you�re up to this?�
Mark looked over at Ellen.
Ellen nodded and flipped the camera on.
Mark turned back to Dr. Drexel: �I�m fine. Sorry about that.�
Dr. Drexel leaned forward a bit from behind her desk: �When was the last time you had a checkup?�
Mark caught himself thinking back, trying to remember the last time he had even thought about going to the doctor. Then he caught himself. This woman was a psychiatrist � she�s trained in getting into her patient�s heads. He couldn�t let that happen. �It�s been a while,� Mark finally said, hoping to cut off her inquiry.
�Typical. Most men ignore their health until it becomes a problem.� Dr. Drexel looked over at Ellen, as if to gain her agreement.
Mark watched the unspoken conversation between the two women.
Ellen noticed Mark�s look. She turned her attention to the camera. �Ready,� she said to Mark.
Mark looked back at Dr. Drexel. �If it�s okay, I�d like to get started with the interview.� Mark took out a small note pad and pen.
�Of course,� Drexel said.
Mark glanced back over at Ellen.
�Rolling,� Ellen said.
Mark then turned his attention back to Drexel: �Thanks very much for talking to us, Dr. Drexel,� Mark said.
�My pleasure.�
Mark noted that Dr. Drexel had taken on a slightly different �personality� as the interview began. She was good.
�It�s a sad time for us at the hospital,� Drexel continued. �I�m glad someone is taking an interest.�
�With the closure?�
�Yes. This building,� Drexel lifted her hands from her lap, palms up. She glanced up a bit as well. �.. this facility has been in existence since eighteen fifty-five.�
�Always as a psychiatric hospital?�
�Yes. At its peak it had over seven-hundred patients.�
�Can you tell me about some of those patients?� Mark asked.
�No, I�m afraid I can�t get into specific patient information due to privacy restrictions. What I can tell you is that many breaking edge treatments were developed. We helped a lot of people regain their lives��
Mark glanced over at Ellen to confirm the camera�s red light was on. It was. He turned back to Dr. Drexel. �You couldn�t help everyone, though, could you? In fact, some of those treatments were detrimental, weren�t they?�
Dr. Drexel leaned back in her chair, her eyes drilling into Mark. She interlocked her fingers in front of her, clasping her hands together. �I�m not sure what you mean.�
Mark leaned forward slightly in his chair: �Not to pick on your hospital, but psychiatry in general has had some� I guess I�ll say disputed moments.�
Dr. Drexel smiled. Mark took it as more of a sarcastic grin. He could tell she was going to try and defuse the discussion. She even laughed a little.
�It�s a science that has certainly evolved,� Drexel said, relaxing her hands in her lap. �Different techniques, different treatments have been developed. Some worked��
�But some didn�t?� Mark interrupted. �Can you tell me about those?�
Dr. Drexel leaned forward. �I�m not sure I�m comfortable with where this interview is headed. I thought you were here to cover the hospital�s closing?�
Mark read Drexel�s body position, posture, and tone. He knew he had to back off a bit, or she�d cut him off and the story would die before he got started. He leaned back, dropped his hands to his knees so she knew he wasn�t writing anything down. �I am, of course,� Mark assured her. �But I have to be honest. I grew up nearby. There were a lot of stories when I was a kid.�
�Why don�t we just focus on the hospital?� Drexel said. �We�ve done a lot of good here over the years.�
Drexel hadn�t taken the bait. Mark tried another ploy: �Okay. How about a tour while you tell me about the good things you�ve done?�
Drexel checked her watch. �I have some appointments to take care of, patients come first of course.�
�Of course,� Mark said.
�But,� Dr. Drexel continued, �you can certainly take a look around. We still have about a dozen inpatients in the north wing, so that�s off limits.� Dr. Drexel stood up and stepped toward the door. �Other than that, you�re free to check the place out. I really am glad you�re documenting this. I hope you�ll let me have a copy of your tape when you�re done.�
Mark stood and followed Dr. Drexel toward the door.
Ellen had shut off the camera and was pulling it off the tri-pod. �I�m sure we can do that,� she said to Dr. Drexel.
Mark glanced back and gave Ellen a harsh look.
Ellen spotted his look. She simply shrugged her shoulders as she folded the tripod.
Mark turned his smile back on and addressed Dr. Drexel: �We�ll have to check with our editor. You understand?�
Dr. Drexel held the door open for Mark to step through. �Of course,� she said.
As Mark stepped through, Drexel put her hand on his arm. The harsh demeanor she had previously displayed was replaced with a doctor�s look of concern. �Are you feeling better?� she asked.
Mark couldn�t tell if her concern was genuine, or simply a ploy to gain his confidence. �Yes. Thanks,� Mark said.
Ellen stepped through the door, tripod in one hand and the camera hoisted over her shoulder.
Dr. Drexel locked the door behind her. She addressed Mark one more time: �Get a checkup. Could be low blood sugar. Have you been sleeping well?�
�I�m okay, really.� Mark said.
Drexel pulled a business card out of her lab coat pocket. �Here�s my card. Call me if you need anything. You, or your story.�
�Thanks,� Mark took the card. He and Ellen both shook Dr. Drexel�s hand.
Drexel pointed beyond her office, farther down the hallway. �The north wing is this way � patients only. Back toward the entrance and beyond is already empty. I recommend you start there.�
The hallway Mark had seen when he passed out. Great.
Drexel turned toward the north hallway, while Mark and Ellen headed back toward the entrance.
Mark could feel his blood pressure rising as he recalled what Ellen had told Dr. Drexel. He walked quickly as Ellen struggled to catch up with him. He waited until there was no one within earshot, then whispered sharply: �What was rule number one?�
Ellen was taken aback at his tone. She considered before replying: �You do all the talking,� she said.
�That�s right,� Mark said, still walking quickly. �You violated rule number one. Don�t do it again! And whatever you do, don�t promise anything. The subject never gets to look at the story before it�s aired. If Drexel got a look at the footage, she might see something she doesn�t like. Then she gets her lawyers involved, and that could screw everything.�
�Sorry,� Ellen said.
They approached the main entry, but Mark led them down a hallway that went behind the vestibule. Beyond was another hallway, cordoned off by chrome pylons and thick, velvet rope.
�Let�s take a look down there,� Mark said.
�Hang on,� Ellen said. She disappeared back toward the hospital entrance. When she returned, she wasn�t carrying the tripod.
�The receptionist is going to watch the tripod. Didn�t think I�d need to lug that thing around if we�re just shooting background footage.�
�Fine, whatever,� Mark said. He moved one of the pylons to let Ellen through, still carrying the camera on her shoulder.
Mark led the way down the hall, as Ellen followed � camera on. Mark slowed. The dark, mahogany paneling, closed doors, and sconce lighting seemed to close in on him. He loosened his tie to get some air. His steps slowed. �D�j� vu,� he said under his breath.
�Huh?� Ellen asked, taking her eye away from the camera eyepiece.
�I don�t know,� Mark said. �It just seems like I�ve seen this place before.�
�I always said I thought you were off your rocker,� Ellen said.
�I wondered who was spreading those rumors,� Mark said. He stopped at one of the closed doors. He reached for the antique, crystal knob. �Very familiar.� He paused before touching the knob, drew his hand back a few inches.
Mark looked back at Ellen. He took a deep breath, then turned to face the door again. He reached forward and grabbed the knob. He turned it and pushed. It didn�t budge. Mark exhaled slowly, then pulled his shaking hand away from the door. �Locked.�
�I guess these were patients� rooms,� Ellen said.
�Maybe. Maybe not.� Mark pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his forehead.
�What else would they be?� Ellen asked.
Mark turned to continue farther down the corridor. �Treatment rooms,� Mark said. He wondered why he said that� why he even thought that. Some kind of feeling deep down inside, a very dark feeling.
Mark tried several other doors as they moved farther down the hallway. All were locked. At the end of the corridor stood a pair of oak doors. Mark tried one � it opened to the outside.
The bright sun and fresh air were a deep contrast to the stifling darkness of the hospital. Mark stepped outside and took a deep breath.
Ellen followed him outside and they both looked over the campus.
The campus was much larger than what Mark expected. There were at least a dozen buildings, and several large, grassy areas. The campus had to have been quite amazing at one time, but now it was rundown. The grass could stand to be mowed, and most of the buildings were past due a coat of paint by at least several years. One building, located at the very rear of the campus, stood out from the rest. It was smaller than the others, only two stories. The most striking difference were the windows � they were barred.
Mark pointed at the rear building: �That looks interesting. Let�s go take a look.� Mark headed for the rear building.
�Damn,� Ellen said behind him.
Mark stopped. He looked back. �What?�
Ellen was fiddling with the camera. �Juice is low. I must have left the spare battery pack in the car.�
Mark put his hands on his hips and shook his head. �Brilliant. You�re a professional, right?�
�Don�t have a cow,� Ellen said. �I�ll run and get the spare. I�ll meet you over there.�
Ellen went back into the building.
Mark just shook his head as he watched the door close behind his so-called videographer. Mark headed across the unkempt grounds to the smaller, two-story building. It wasn�t a long walk, though with each step the grass seemed to get taller and taller� and for some unknown reason, each step seemed to get harder and harder. Mark felt a sense of dread coming over him the closer he got to the building. He noted the building had only one pair of doors in the center of the front, and another, single door on the narrow side closest to him. A rickety fire escape rose from the side door to the second floor. Mark headed for the front door, protected from the weather by a small awning. As he approached the door, Mark�s legs felt like logs. So heavy they seemed almost impossible to lift. As Mark contemplated the door, he looked down at his hands. Both were visibly shaking. �What the hell?� Mark asked himself.
He looked back at the main building. No Ellen in sight. No one in sight. He pulled a mini-bottle from his jacket pocket, twisted off the top and downed the contents. He put the empty bottle back in his coat pocket and checked his hands again. Still shaking. He wrung his hands together, hoping to stop the uncontrolled tremors, then looked at the door. He reached for the knob, hand slowly crossing the space, pausing before actually coming into contact with the knob. Finally, he crossed the gap and grabbed the knob and twisted. Locked. He felt like a weight dropped off when he couldn�t get inside. He moved slowly toward the window in the door to try and get a look inside, but it was painted over on the inside.
Mark walked along the front of the building. He found all the windows opaque with paint and protected by bars. At the side of the building he spotted a window where it looked like the paint had been scraped away. The clear section of the window was higher up, so Mark grabbed the bars and pulled himself up, struggling to climb high enough to see inside. His head reached the level of the window and he looked inside. It was difficult to see into the room, with the bars keeping him away from the glass and the sun shining from behind him. What he could see, briefly, was an old gurney, several sinks along the walls, a cabinet, and what looked like a drain in the middle of the floor.
Mark�s arms began to shake convulsively. They gave out and he dropped back to the ground. He began gasping for air. He loosened his tie, and leaned back against the wall for support. He bent forward, hands on his knees to hold him up as he gulped for air. A cloud passed over his vision, and things kept getting darker as he slid down to the ground. His lungs ached for air and the ground started to spin, turning faster and faster, his vision getting darker and darker, until everything went totally black.
* * *
Ellen loaded the spare batteries and stepped into the next building, hoping to get some good footage before she had to catch up with Mark. It was dark inside, so she switched the camera into night mode, using the monitor to guide her way. The green and black picture gave the building an eerie look.
The building was similar to the wing they had just left. Evenly spaced doors, sconce light fixtures along the walls. She was about a quarter of the way down the hall when a door behind her opened, light spilling in.
She turned to see the dark silhouette of a man blocking the light in the door.
�Hey! What are you doing in here?� the deep voice reverberated down the hallway.
Ellen lowered the camera and headed back toward the man.
When she got closer, she noted he was wearing blue scrubs, a name tag hanging from his collar. The man was in his mid-twenties and well built. �Hi,� she said. �Chicago TV News. We�re doing a story on the hospital.�
�You shouldn�t be in here,� the man said.
�I�m sorry,� Ellen said. �I�m just trying to get a feel for the place.�
The man produced a small flashlight, shining it on the camera, then on her. His frown faded to a smile. He reached out to shake her hand.
Ellen noticed a Celtic Cross tattoo on his thick, muscular forearm, just below his sleeve, as she reached out to shake. �You�re Irish?�
�Scott Ryan,� he said.
�Ellen Kilpatrick. We�re practically family.�
�That we are,� Scott said, still smiling broadly. He held her hand a bit longer than was customary. �Well, Miss Ellen Kilpatrick of Chicago. Welcome to Dayton.�
�Thanks,� Ellen said, eventually retrieving her hand.
They said nothing for a moment, sizing each other up. Finally, Scott said: �These doors should be locked. I�d hate for a guest from Chicago to get hurt in the dark.�
�Dr. Drexel said we could look around,� Ellen said. �The door back there was unlocked, so I let myself in.�
�We?�
�My reporter. He�s around here somewhere,� Ellen said.
Scott stepped farther inside, the door closing behind him. He adjusted the bright beam of his flashlight, expanding it to illuminate a broader area. �I better come along with you,� Scott said.
�Do you mind if I film?� Ellen asked.
�Depends. Do I get to be on TV?�
�Depends,� Ellen said. �Can you act?�
Scott turned to face Ellen. �Check this out.�
Ellen hoisted the camera back up on her shoulder and flipped it on, pointing it at Scott. The red light began to flash as the camera recorded.
Scott put the flashlight below his chin, shining it upward, turning his face into a creepy shadow. He twisted his voice into a caricature of an Irish brogue accent: �This is Scott Ryan, with me new friend Ellen Kilpatrick, on the latest episode of Irish Ghost Busters.�
Ellen flipped a switch on the camera and it stopped recording. She took it off her shoulder. �I see. You can�t act.�
Scott pulled the flashlight from below his chin, shining it on Ellen. �Well, perhaps not. But I have other skills.�
�Interesting. Would tour guide be one of them?� Ellen asked. She pointed the camera back down the hall and flipped it back on. �What was this building used for?�
�Back in the day, patient rooms.� Scott tried a door. Locked. He went to the next one, it opened. �Most of the patients were kept upstairs in large bays. A few of the more �challenged� patients had to be separated. They were kept in rooms like these.�
Ellen followed Scott into the room. She continued to film as Scott led the way.
The room was dusty, yet still presented itself as sterile. It held a small, metal bed frame, high off the ground. Along one wall was a metal sink and toilet.
Scott scanned the room with his flashlight. �Nothing here the patients could hurt themselves with.�
Ellen panned over to the bed. Leather straps were attached at both the head and foot. �Restraints?� she asked.
Scott nodded. �Like I said, the more challenged patients.�
Ellen ran her hand along the bed rail, thick with dust. �Reminds me of nightmares.�
�Yeah,� Scott said. �Someone�s nightmares.� He pointed his light back at the door. �We probably shouldn�t be in here.�
Ellen followed Scott back out into the still dark hallway.
Scott headed farther down the hall, testing doors as he walked toward the end. All were locked.
Ellen continued filming as she followed Scott. �What about the rest of the buildings?�
�All empty, like this one,� Scott said. �All the inpatients stay in the main building now. It�s much more up to date.�
�No restraints?�
�No need. Most of our patients aren�t here very long. Depression, stuff like that.�

At the end of the hallway, Scott tried the door. Also locked. �This leads to another building, same as this one. This was a big place back in the day.�
They turned and headed back down the hall toward the door Scott came in.
Ellen turned off the camera and dropped it off her shoulder to more easily carry it. �So, Scott Ryan. Are you a doctor?�
�No. Physical therapist. Many of our patients are older. Sometimes lack of mobility leads to depression. We try to heal both body and mind.�
�You seem to know your way around,� Ellen said.
�The mind, or the body?� Scott asked.
Ellen rolled her eyes. �The hospital,� she said.
�Yeah, I�ve been here a few years. I know most of the hospital pretty well.�
�So, you can show me everything?� Ellen asked.
Scott stopped mid step. He turned and looked at Ellen, one eyebrow raised.
Ellen stopped as well. She smiled at Scott: �The hospital.�
�I knew that�s what you meant,� Scott said. �Yeah, if Dr. Drexel said it�s okay. All except for the infirmary.�
�Infirmary?� Ellen asked.
�Yeah. That�s the smaller building out back. No one is allowed in it. It�s locked up. Bars on the windows and everything.�
�Okay, how about the rest of the buildings. Would you mind showing me those?�
�I don�t have any appointments the rest of today, so yeah, I�d be glad to.�
* * *
Scott and Ellen slowly walked into the front lobby.
Ellen carried the camera, no longer filming. �I really appreciate the tour. You saved me hours.�
Scott held the front door open, then followed Ellen outside. �It was my pleasure.�
Ellen stopped short, looking at the parking lot. �Crap.�
�What?� Scott asked.
�My ride. It�s gone. I didn�t think he was that big of a jerk.�
�Your reporter?� Scott asked.
Ellen pulled out her phone and pushed Mark�s number. �Yeah. Mark. Mark the jerk.� She waited a few moments, holding the phone to her ear, then canceled the call. She looked at Scott: �Did I mention he was a jerk?�
�Yeah, a few times,� Scott said. �I take it you need a ride?�
Ellen looked over the parking lot, then back at Scott: �I hate to impose. Maybe back to the hotel? It�s just downtown.�
�No problem at all,� Scott said. He led Ellen down the steps and into the parking lot. He stopped at his old, rusty Mitsubishi. The passenger door creaked when he opened it for her.
�Quite the chariot,� Ellen said as she put her camera in the back seat, then climbed in.
�My Lambo�s at the detailer�s,� Scott said.
Ellen smiled as Scott closed her door.
* * *
Scott pulled up to the hotel in his rusty car.
Ellen climbed out, tugging her camera and tripod along behind her. She closed the door after she got out, grimacing at the loud squeal of the hinges. She turned back to the open passenger door window and leaned in. �Thanks for the ride. And the tour.�
�There�s a lot more to see,� Scott said.
�At the hospital?�
�No. Dayton,� Scott said. �How about dinner?�
�Yeah. I�d like that,� Ellen said.
Scott smiled. �Great. I�ll pick you up at seven.�
�Looking forward to it. I�ve never been in a Lamborghini,� Ellen said.
�Yeah. Right. Dress casual.�
Ellen stepped back from the car door and Scott pulled away.
* * *
Mark sat in the back of the dark, sleepy little bar, his head slung back against the wall, eyes closed. Peanut shells littered the small table, alongside a nearly-empty beer glass.
The bartender came over and tapped him on the shoulder. �You all right, buddy?�
Mark tipped his head forward, opened his glazed eyes. He looked around. �Yeah. Yeah. I�m okay.�
�You want another?� the bartender motioned at Mark�s beer glass.
Mark checked his watch. �Shit.� Mark looked back up at the bartender. �No. No thanks. I gotta� get going. What�s my tab?�
�Sixteen fifty.�
Mark peeled a twenty out of his wallet and handed it to the bartender. �Keep the change.�
�Thanks,� the bartender said.
Mark stood. He lost his balance a little and grabbed the table to steady himself.
The bartender reached out to grab Mark�s arm. �I better get you a cab.�
Mark held his hand out, released the table and stood steady. �No, really. I�m okay. My leg just went to sleep.�
The bartender let go of Mark�s arm and Mark walked to the front door. He opened the door, and held his hand up to his eyes to block the light from the setting sun. He looked around before stepping outside. He didn�t really remember driving to the bar, nor did anything outside really look familiar. One thing did strike him � the street sign at the corner. It read:
HOME AVE.
Mark looked back at the bartender, now standing behind the bar. �I�m in Xenia?� he asked.
�Where the hell do you think you are?� the bartender answered as he dried a beer glass and put it back on a shelf. �You sure you don�t need a cab?�
�No. I�m okay. Just a little disoriented. Which way to the Children�s Home?�
The bartender leaned on the bar, looking at Mark as if he�d lost his mind. �You go right, about five miles. But it ain�t there anymore.�
�What happened to it?� Mark asked.
�Tore it down. Sold the place to some church. That�s been a couple of years ago.�
�Not surprised,� Mark said as he waved at the bartender and stepped outside. His car was only one of two parked in the small lot. He stepped towards it and was unlocking the door when he spotted the camera case in the back seat. Open. And empty. �Shit.�
Mark got in. He pulled his cell phone out as he backed out of the parking lot. He punched in Ellen�s number. Ellen picked up quickly.
�You jerk,� Ellen said over the phone. �Why the hell�d you leave me out there? That�s pretty chicken shit, even for someone like you.�
�I�m sorry,� Mark said. �Something happened.�
The line was quiet for a few seconds. Then Ellen came back and simply said: �I�m listening.�
Mark wasn�t sure how to explain it. Wasn�t sure she would understand him. Or believe him. He wasn�t sure he understood it himself. �I�m not sure. I kind of blacked out or something. I was trying to look into the building and next thing I know I�m out in Xenia.� No need to tell her he had found himself in a bar.
* * *
At the hotel, Ellen stepped out of the bathroom. She had a towel wrapped around her, and the phone to her ear. �Jesus, Mark. Are you all right? What�s a Xenia?�
�Yeah, I�m okay,� Mark said over the phone. �It�s a town East of Dayton about twenty miles. The orphanage where I grew up is out here� Was out here.�
Ellen continued to listen as she dropped her towel on the floor. She dug through her suitcase and pulled out a matching set of satin bra and panties.
* * *
Mark drove down Home Avenue until he reached a church where the old children�s home used to be. He slowed, looked the place over, but didn�t stop. He continued on the phone: �I�m going to stop at the newspaper in Dayton and see if I can dig through their archives. Will you be okay on your own tonight?�
�I�ve been okay on my own so far,� she said.
Mark could hear the sarcasm in Ellen�s voice. A moment passed, then he heard her say: �Yeah. I�ve got something to do. Isn�t it a little late to go to the newspaper? Won�t they be closed?�
Mark checked his watch. �It�s only six. I guarantee there will be someone there. I�ll meet you at the hotel restaurant in the morning.�
* * *
The Dayton Herald was downtown, in an old building with concrete pillars out front. Mark climbed two dozen steps to get to the large, oak doors. Once through, he was met with the buzz of a newspaper newsroom. He glanced around. No receptionist, but a dozen or so reporters and editors hammered away at their keyboards in an open work space. Mark spotted a few offices near the back of the room, frosted glass windows for walls. There was a light on in one of the offices. Mark crossed the bullpen and headed for the office. It was always best to go straight to the top.
He reached the office and read the stencil on the glass:
ALICIA MORGAN
SENIOR NEWS EDITOR
Mark looked in the open door. All he could see was curly, red hair behind a row of monitors. He could hear her pounding away at a keyboard. He rapped on the door frame.
The hammering against the keyboard paused and, beyond the monitors, the redhead looked up briefly. Mark spotted a pair of liquid green eyes behind thick-rimmed glasses. As quickly as they appeared, they were gone again and the typing continued in earnest.
�Yeah? Who are you and what do you want?� Alicia asked against the din of her near-frantic typing.
Mark stepped in without waiting for an invitation. �Mark Wilcox. Channel Seven. Chicago.�
�TV news?� Alicia asked.
Mark stepped closer until he could see her by looking over the monitors. She was glancing back and forth between her screens, adeptly spinning and clicking her trackball between stints at the keyboard.
�Yeah. Investigative,� Mark said.
�What do you want, Mr. Wilcox?� she asked, not letting his presence interrupt her.
�I�d like to dig through your archives,� Mark said.
Alicia looked up, briefly, then back at her screen as she continued to work. �Working on a local story?� she asked.
�Yeah. The Dayton State Hospital is closing. I�m working up a history of the place.�
Alicia glanced up again, but only momentarily. �Could be a good story. There have always been rumors��
�I know. I grew up here,� Mark said.
�Hang on,� Alicia said.
Mark watched her as she glanced back and forth between her monitors, ran her finger along one of the screens. She seemed to be reading something. Her hands dropped back down to the keyboard again and made a flourish with a key stroke.
Alicia leaned back, staring at the monitor for a second, then exhaled slowly and stood, extending her hand. �Sorry. Had to finalize the news section for tomorrow�s paper.�
Mark shook her hand. �Deadlines.�
Alicia nodded. She released her hand and folded her arms in front of her. �TV story on the old asylum. I heard they were closing. What makes Chicago interested?�
�I honestly don�t know,� Mark said. �One of the senior producers wanted the story.�
�So here you are?�
�Here I am.�
Alicia paused, no longer the urgent editor with a deadline. She seemed to make up her mind and dropped her crossed arms and stepped past Mark to her open door. She yelled out: �Rodney, come here for a sec.� She turned back to Mark: �You�ll credit the paper?�
�I�ll do what I can,� Mark said.
A young man with a ponytail hurried into her office: �Yes, ma�am?�
�Rodney, this is Mark Wilcox from Chicago. He needs access to the archives. Take him down to the morgue and help him get started.�
Rodney looked at Mark. �Sure. Follow me.�
Mark started to follow Rodney out the door. He looked over at Alicia: �Thank you.�
Alicia nodded. �Take your time, I�m usually here �til about ten. I�ll send someone to check on you later.�
* * *
Outside the hotel, Scott pulled up in his rusty, old car as the sun was just beginning to set.
Ellen stepped out of the hotel. She wore a slinky black dress and heels. She opened the door to Scott�s car and slid into the passenger�s seat.
Scott looked her up and down as she got in. �Whoa! You look terrific.�
�Well, I thought I was going to be riding in a Lamborghini,� Ellen said.
Scott slipped the old Mitsubishi into gear. �Yeah, about that.� Scott pulled out of the drive as Ellen pulled her seat belt over her. �It�s still at the detailer�s.�
Scott looked over at Ellen, who greeted his lame joke with a smile.
* * *
Scott and Ellen sat at a table, finishing their meals. Their wine glasses were nearly empty.
��maybe medical school,� Scott said. �The hospital was going to fund it.�
Ellen reached across the table and touched Scott�s hand. She turned his hand over and looked at his palm. �Great hands. I think you�d make a good doctor. What are you going to do?�
Scott shrugged. �Not sure. Maybe go dancing?�
�I mean with your life?� Ellen said.
Scott grinned at Ellen as he held her hand. �I�ll figure out something. How about dancing?�
�Sure,� Ellen said.
Scott dropped three twenties into the tray holding the bill and stood.
Ellen stood with him, taking her napkin from her lap and placing it on the table. She took Mark�s hand as they left the restaurant.
* * *
The Oregon District was where all the college students hung out. This was a weeknight, though, and only one of the bars had live music. Scott led Ellen onto the dance floor. He pulled her to him as the club band beat out the easy melody of a slow dance.
Ellen leaned in close, putting her hands on his shoulders. She squeezed. �Feels like someone�s been working out.�
�It�s part of the job,� Scott said. �Gotta� stay in shape to treat our patients.�
�I thought physical therapy was all done with machines now,� Ellen said.
�We don�t have access to a lot of equipment at the hospital. Most of my work is done old school. Real hands on.�
Ellen looked into his eyes. �I like the sound of that.�
Scott spun her slowly around.
Ellen put her head on his shoulder. �I keep thinking about that old building, the one with the bars on the windows. Any idea what�s in there?�
Scott pushed her a little bit away from him. He looked at her coldly. �Why bring that up? It�s probably just a bunch of old medical stuff.�
�Don�t take offense. I�m just curious � the reporter in me. It�s just that none of the other buildings had bars on them.�
Scott didn�t answer. In fact, he quit moving completely, even though the music was still playing.
Ellen moved in closer and wrapped her arms around his neck. �Know what else I�m curious about?� she asked.
�What�s that?� he answered, once again moving slowly with the music.
�What�s your most effective physical therapy technique?� she asked. �Say for tight muscles? Lower back?�
�Well, I have several�� Scott answered. His hands drifted lower and lower down Ellen�s back until they rested just above her butt. He began to rub gently. �But they�re hard to describe. I�d really have to show you��
�Ummm�� Ellen said, leaning in even closer.
* * *
Mark sat in the newspaper�s �morgue�. A very apt name, Mark thought. He was surrounded by rows and rows of bins overflowing with microfiche copies of past newspaper issues. The darkened room, illuminated by only a few fluorescent bulbs hanging from the ceiling, added to the morbid atmosphere.
Mark had been at his research for a couple of hours. He sat at the nearly ancient microfiche reader, twisting the knobs to scroll through a story he�d found from back in the late �70s. His tie was loose, jacket thrown over a chair, sleeves rolled up.
Mark sighed. Another dead end. He pulled the fiche out of the machine and inserted another.
Alicia stepped in from the stairwell door.
Mark glanced over and saw Alicia shiver.
�I always hate coming down here. Have you found anything useful?�
Mark leaned back in his chair. �Just tidbits. Nothing I can use yet.� He waved at the bins of microfiche: �This stuff is ripe for digitizing. Would make it a hell of a lot easier to search.�
Alicia stepped closer to Mark, pulling her sweater closed in front of her. She dusted off one of the old chairs with a tissue, then sat down. �You�re right about that. Got a hundred K? That�s just to get started. We didn�t go digital until about nineteen-eighty. Everything before that is on this film.�
Mark looked back at the screen, glowing in the otherwise dark room. He turned a knob and the image panned across the display. �Guess it could be expensive,� Mark said.
Mark slid the film out and inserted another.
�We stay on a shoestring,� Alicia said. �Enough to stay afloat and keep our folks paid pretty well, but finding money to digitize some old archives that few people use? That�s out of the question. Besides, our business is today�s news,� Alicia waved her hand at the stacks of fiche: �not yesterday�s. You�re probably the first person to come down here in four or five months.�
�Sometimes yesterday�s news sheds light on today�s news,� Mark said.
�True enough.�
Mark pulled the fiche out of the machine, and slid in another. �This is going to take forever.�
�Did Rodney show you the index?�
Mark stopped and looked at Alicia. �There�s an index?�
Alicia shook her head. She stood up and went over to a smaller box and brought it over to Mark. �That�s what I thought� Interns! What years are you most interested in?�
�I started in nineteen-fifty. Anything between then and the seventies might be useful.�
Alicia dug an envelope about the size of an index card out of the box. From the envelope she pulled one fiche out and handed it to Mark. �The stories are indexed by year, title, and date. Should help.�
�Perfect.� Mark slid the current fiche out of the reader and inserted the index.
Alicia laid the envelope on the table beside him. �The rest of the fifties.�
Mark looked over at her and smiled. �Thanks. This will help a lot.�
Alicia peered over Mark�s shoulder as he scanned the index. �How long are you here?�
Mark looked at his watch. �I�d like to keep going until ten or so. That�s when you said you were leaving, wasn�t it?�
�Ten�s fine, but you can take all the time you need. I�ll tell Rodney to stay until you�re done. It�ll serve him right. But I meant how long are you in Dayton?�
Mark continued to scan the index. �Oh. The story is due Monday.�
�That�s not much time,� Alicia said. She seemed to think for a few moments. �Tell you what, write down the keywords you�re looking for and I�ll have Rodney and a couple of the other interns dig into it, free you up to do the real work.�
�That�d be great,� Mark said.
�Just don�t forget, shared credit�� Alicia said as she stepped back toward the door that led to the stairs. �Give Rodney your list on your way out.�
Mark was all smiles as he grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil and started listing keywords for the interns to research.
* * *
Young Mark stared down the empty hallway. The sconce lights glowed dimly, giving the dark woodwork a hazy, ghostly glow. The hallway breathed as before, undulating, expanding and contracting at the far end, almost in rhythm with Mark�s own breath.
The doors were all closed. Mark tried one knob. Locked. He felt drawn toward a room near the end of the hall. A sconce light near the door flickered in time with a crackling, electricity sound. The light went out briefly, then came back on and continued to flicker. Mark walked slowly toward the door.
Behind him, a door slammed. Mark jumped. He looked back, but saw nothing. As he started moving forward again the sobbing returned. It started quietly, growing louder the closer he got to the door. Mark paused when he reached the door. This one was ajar, a narrow wedge of light leaking out. He reached forward, hand trembling.
He slowly pushed the door open. The more it opened, the louder the sobbing became. He stepped into a short passageway, well lit by a bare, overhead bulb. The walls of the passageway were dark, wood paneled. They breathed like the hallway. A few feet ahead the wall on the left ended. Light poured from the space beyond. Mark stepped slowly forward until he could peer around the corner.
Inside, he saw the foot of a gurney. The mobile bed had a shiny steel frame on wheels. A thin mattress, covered with a rough blanket, was held a couple of feet off the ground. Mark hesitated, then stuck his head into the room to get a better look.
He saw someone on the bed, a man, under the blanket. His hands were bound by leather straps, the left forearm near the strap covered with a bloody bandage. The patient�s face was barely visible as it protruded from below the blanket and sheets.
An intravenous line ran from a glass jar, hanging from a metal hook, to the man�s arm.

The nurse with the pinafore apron stood with her back to Young Mark, loading fluid from a vial into a syringe.
The man on the bed whimpered, sending a chill up Mark�s spine. �No� no�no�� the patient repeated over and over.
The nurse tried to calm him: �It�s okay, you�ve had this before,� she said as she pulled the syringe from the vial and inserted it into the IV line. �Just relax.�
Mark watched as she pushed the plunger home.
She pulled the syringe from the IV line. �There, nothing to it.�
The patient grew quiet. Mark saw his eyes go blank. If they were focused at all, it was on something far distant.
The nurse turned slightly, forcing Mark to retreat back out of her view. From his new perspective, all he could see were her hands. He watched as she raised one of the patient�s hands, to the limit of the leather binding, and checked his pulse.
The patient�s wrist was limp when she began, but in just moments his hand began to straighten. His hand went taut, then his fingers began to curl inward, closing, tightening, until the knuckles of his clenched wrist turn a pale white.
Mark moved to get a slightly better view. He watched as the patient�s entire body jerked rigid, hands and legs flayed outward. Then, the patient bent at the waist, head rising off the bed, neck tense, ligaments distended, constrained only by the leather straps at his hands and feet. Mark saw excruciating pain in the patient�s face, his eyes bulging, bloodshot. The patient�s mouth opened in a silent scream as the nurse dropped his wrist and stepped up near his head. She pushed hard to try and hold him down.
Then all hell broke loose. The patient emitted a high-pitched, undulating scream. His body jerked violently, his head pitching wildly from side to side.
The nurse saw one of the patient�s hands begin to slip loose from the restraint. She turned to tighten it. She fought with the patient�s flailing arm, but finally got it secured. She turned and glanced back�and saw Mark. Her eyes locked onto him.
Mark panicked. He turned and ran down the short hallway and out into the larger hall. He first turned right, but quickly realized there was no escape in that direction. He turned around, and ran back past the entrance to the hallway. He glanced inside as he ran past. He saw her, and she saw him. The nurse was walking quickly toward him. He reached the end of the long hallway and looked back. The nurse approached quickly, taking long, purposeful strides. Mark grabbed the door handle, but it didn�t budge�Locked.
He grabbed the other door knob and twisted violently. No luck. He didn�t understand� the door hadn�t been locked when he came in.
Mark looked back. The nurse slowed down as she got closer, her eyes surrounded by black rimmed, cat eye glasses.
Mark hunkered down, trying to escape the approaching demon. He watched as she raised her arm, bathed in the glow of a bright light behind her. She held a syringe with a long needle. A yellowish fluid dripped from the tip.
Mark closed his eyes. He tensed his whole body and opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out.
* * *
Mark�s body racked forward, sitting up in his hotel bed. Sweat poured from his forehead. He opened his eyes and glanced at the clock on the night stand.
3:06
With a shaking hand, Mark reached for the bottle near the clock and put it to his mouth, gulping down the calming elixir.
* * *
Sitting in the hotel restaurant, Mark was almost finished with his eggs and Bloody Mary when he spotted Ellen and a young man near the entrance. He watched as they embraced, kissed. The young man departed and Mark observed as Ellen watched him walk away. Then she turned and came into the hotel restaurant. Mark kept his eye on her until she spotted him and came over.
�Wow, you look kind of rough,� she asked, looking down at him. �Late night?�
She sat without being asked.
Mark took a sip of his drink and looked over at her. �Yeah, I was down in the newspaper archives until about ten.� He downed the rest of his drink. �What�d you do last night?�
Ellen looked away from his accusing eyes. �Nothing much.� She finally looked back at him: �So, what�s the plan for today?�
Mark leaned back, smiling. He knew he had her. After a moment, he pulled his notebook from his shirt pocket. He flipped it open and turned to the last page he had written on. �I have a list of doctors who worked at the hospital in the fifties and sixties. Several of them showed up in the local paper� for various reasons. One�s name was Hans Drexel. Ring a bell?�
�Maybe a relative. Father?� Ellen said.
�Could be. I want to go back to the hospital. See if Natalie will answer a few more questions.�
Ellen looked away to hide her smile. �Okay by me� she said. Then she looked back at Mark. �I take it you never got into the locked building?�
�No. At least I don�t think so.�
�You don�t think so?� Ellen asked.
�Like I told you, I must have blacked out or something.�
�Right. Xenia. Orphanage.� Ellen leaned forward. �Look, Mark. Is any of this related?�
�What?� Mark asked. Mark could tell what Ellen was implying, and he didn�t like it a bit.
�You�ve been acting pretty strange. The fainting yesterday, now this blackout thing.�
Mark stood to leave. �I�m fine. You ready?�
Mark walked away without waiting for Ellen.
* * *
Mark approached the entrance to the hospital. Ellen followed, carrying the camera.
Mark glanced back at her. They hadn�t said a word to each other on the ride over. Mark was still angry over what she had said. He wasn�t sure if he was mad that she implied there was something wrong with him, or if he was worried she might be right. �Rule number one�� Mark said over his shoulder.
�I know, I know. You do all the talking. I run the camera,� Ellen said.
Mark opened the door and held it for her to step inside first this time. He followed her in.
Mark slowed down a bit and looked around. He sure as hell didn�t want to pass out again. He glanced over at the darkened hallway on the right as he approached the receptionist. He felt some jitters, but nothing like he had experienced the day before.
�Can I help you?� the receptionist asked.
�Yes, please. Mark Wilcox, Channel Seven News. I�d like to see Dr. Drexel.�
The receptionist turned to her monitor, pecked at her keyboard. She frowned. �Do you have an appointment?�
�No, but I have some follow-up questions from our interview yesterday,� Mark said.
�She�s pretty booked this morning,� the receptionist said. �If you want, you can have a seat and I�ll try and get in touch with her to let her know you�re here.�
* * *
Mark and Ellen sat in the lobby, in two chairs against the wall.
Ellen�s head was leaned back against the wall, her eyes closed.
Mark checked his watch. It had been almost half an hour. He was considering checking with the receptionist again when Dr. Drexel walked up.
Mark stood up, when he saw her.
�I�m sorry, Mr. Wilcox,� Dr. Drexel said. �I have appointments all morning.�
Ellen�s head popped up, eyes open. She stood as well, popping the camera up on her shoulder, searching for the power switch.
�I just need a few minutes, Dr. Drexel,� Mark said. �I found the names of a few doctors who worked here in the past and I wondered if you could tell me anything about them?�
Dr. Drexel glanced at her watch, then crossed her arms. �I guess that all depends��
Mark consulted his notebook. �Doctor Walls? Ernie Walls?�
�Doesn�t ring a bell. When did he work here?�
�He was here in seventy-seven,� Mark answered.
Dr. Drexel laughed. �Way before my time,� Drexel said. �I�m afraid I can�t help you, Mr. Wilcox. I have patients��
She turned to walk away.
Mark stepped forward to follow Dr. Drexel. He wasn�t about to let Drexel avoid his questions. He signaled Ellen to come along, to keep rolling. �How about Dr. Willis Maddox?�
Dr. Drexel continued to walk away. She answered over her shoulder: �Another old timer, I suppose. I don�t know the name.�
�Maybe you know this one, then,� Mark said as they approached the receptionist. �Dr. Hans Drexel?�
Natalie Drexel slowed to a stop near the receptionist. She turned to face them. �I�m guessing you already know Hans Drexel is my father.�
�I guessed he might be. He made the paper quite a few times.�
Dr. Drexel glanced around.
The receptionist was watching all of them closely.
�My office. Please?� Dr. Drexel said. She led them down the hallway to her office.
Ellen kept the camera running as they made the brief trek down the hallway to Drexel�s office.
Drexel walked quickly, her heels making rapid tapping sounds against the tile floor. She unlocked the door, then held it open to allow Mark and Ellen enter. Drexel slowed as she stepped around Mark and toward her desk. She stopped and turned, looking at him closely. �Your eyes are very bloodshot. Baggy. You haven�t slept well.�
Mark was taken aback. Was she trying to change the subject? �I�m okay. About your father��
Dr. Drexel lifted her hands to Mark�s neck.
Mark pulled back, alarmed. It wasn�t the first time a subject of one of his stories had threatened him, but she was a doctor, for crying out loud.
�Easy,� Dr. Drexel said.
Mark relaxed as Dr. Drexel�s soft, warm hands first squeezed the muscles at the base of his neck, then continued to massage his neck and shoulders in her skilled hands.
�Hmmm,� Dr. Drexel said. She released his neck and went around to her desk chair.
At first Mark hadn�t realized he had closed his eyes at her gentle, relaxing manipulation. He opened them quickly when she stopped. Much too soon.
Dr. Drexel waved at the other chairs. �Please. Sit.� As she sat, Dr. Drexel pulled a prescription pad and ink-stamp from her lab coat pocket. �I don�t usually do this without a full exam, but it�s obvious you need something.� She wrote something, then pressed the ink-stamp on it. She tore the prescription from the pad and handed it to Mark. �Should help you sleep.�
Mark reached for the paper, but Dr. Drexel pulled it back before he could take it. �You have to promise me you�ll get that check-up, though.�
�Thanks, and I will,� Mark said.
Drexel gave Mark the prescription.
Mark folded the paper and stuffed it into his pocket. �About your father��
�Again with the rumors?� Dr. Drexel cut him off. �It sounds like you�d rather rehash old stories than talk about the closing of this great institution.�
�Sorry, but I have to go where the story leads,� Mark said.
�I�m afraid I can�t discuss my father. Particularly anything that resulted in litigation. Lawyers, you know. They have rules.�
�Can you tell me anything about his time here? When did he start?� Mark asked.
�He started as an intern in seventy-two. He spent his entire career here. Retired in two-thousand-seven.�
�A psychologist?� Mark asked.
�Psychiatrist. He specialized in what we now call post-traumatic stress disorder. Back then, it didn�t even have a name.�
�Isn�t that mostly a problem soldiers have?� Mark asked.
�You�ve heard of the Vietnam war?� Drexel answered. �He had no shortage of patients.�
Mark glanced back at Ellen. The light on the camera indicated it was still running. �What about his treatment techniques?� Mark asked Drexel.
Dr. Drexel�s phone beeped. �I can�t discuss my father�s treatments,� she said. She took her phone out of her other lab coat pocket to check it. �His treatments were often ground-breaking, but a bit controversial.� She looked at her phone. �I have to go.�
�They were never approved, were they? His procedures?� Mark asked.
Drexel stood and urged Mark and Ellen toward the office door. She followed them out and closed her door behind them.
Dr. Drexel stared hard at Mark: �Given where this so-called �report� of yours about the closing of this great hospital appears to be headed, I�m afraid I have to limit your access. You�ll need to have an escort if you want to look around anymore.� Drexel typed in a quick text to the receptionist, ordering her to make sure the reporters were escorted at all times while in the hospital, then pointed down the hall toward the receptionist area. �Please check with the receptionist on your way out. She�s expecting you.�
�Are you sure this is how you want this to go?� Mark asked.
Drexel stared at him, not answering.
Finally, Mark gave up. �Okay. Come on, Ellen.�
Drexel watched as Mark an Ellen walked down the hallway.
Ellen lowered the camera and followed Mark down the hall. Mark whispered to Ellen once he was sure Drexel couldn�t hear them. �We have to find Dr. Drexel�s father. He�s the key.�
Once Dr. Drexel was sure the reporters were truly going to the receptionist, she turned and walked down the hallway. She dialed a number on her phone and held it to her ear.
Scott sat in his small office down the hallway. His feet were up on his small desk as he played a game on his phone, sound coming to him through his earphones. His thoughts kept drifting back to the previous night with Ellen, and he kept losing concentration.
�Yes,� Dr. Drexel heard the answer on her phone. She stopped walking, glancing up and down the hallway to see if anyone was near enough to hear her conversation. There were only a couple of orderlies in sight, and they were too far away to hear. �The reporters were back. They were asking about you,� she said.
Scott noticed a shadow outside his partially open door. He pulled the earplugs out of his ears. He looked furtively about, got up and moved closer to the door. He heard Dr. Drexel�s voice clearly.
�I agree. But what?� she said.
There was a brief pause.
�All right. I�ll convene the team,� she said.
Scott heard Dr. Drexel�s sharp footsteps head down the hallway.
* * *
Mark waited at a table in the Italian restaurant Alicia had recommended, nursing a scotch and water. The place was slightly crowded, but a couple of tables sat empty near him. Mark was looking over at the old streetcar, a functional decoration inside the restaurant that even held a few tables, when he saw Alicia come in.
She came straight to his table and sat down. �Hi, Mark. Have you ordered yet?�
�Just a drink,� Mark said. He held up his glass. �Do you want something?�
A server stepped up to the table. �Ms. Russo, good to see you this afternoon.�
�Hi, Randy,� Alicia said. She looked over at Mark, then back at the server. �I�ll take a diet soda. And lasagna for both of us.�
�Of course,� the server said. �I�ll put the order right in.� He walked away.
�You�ll love the lasagna,� Alicia told Mark. �I promise.�
�I�m sure I will,� Mark said as he sipped his drink.
�Rodney said you were in the archives until two this morning,� Alicia said.
Mark nodded.
�Find anything?� she asked.
Mark took another sip of his drink. �You can�t use it. Not yet, anyway.�
�Promise,� Alicia said. �We won�t print anything until your story is out.�
�Fair enough,� Mark said. He lowered his voice as a hostess led a man and woman past them to another table. �There�s a group of doctors who worked at the hospital in the fifties, sixties, and seventies. They treated combat stress. There were several lawsuits against them.�
�Medical lawsuits? That�s really not all that unusual,� Alicia said.
Mark paused as the server brought Alicia�s diet drink. He waited for the server to leave.
�No, but in the sixties it was very unusual to settle out of court, and all these were settled.�
�That�s not much to base a story on,� Alicia said.
�It�s a start. I confronted the administrator, Dr. Natalie Drexel. Her father, Dr. Hans Drexel, was one of the old doctors.�
�Did she confirm anything?�
Mark shook his head no. �Not at all. In fact, she got pretty defensive� Which tells me something is there.�
�Sounds like you have some more digging to do,� Alicia said.
�Already working on it.�
�I�m sure,� Alicia said. �Let me know if you need any help.�
The server brought their salads, briefly interrupting their conversation.
After he left, Alicia took a bite of her salad, then asked: �Are you going to visit her grave?�
Mark�s fork stopped half way to his mouth. He wondered where in the hell that came from. �Huh?�
�Your sister. You didn�t make the funeral,� Alicia said.
�How did you know about her?� Mark asked.
�I don�t let people go digging around in my archives without finding out something about them. Especially some TV reporter from Chicago who said he used to live here.�
Mark lowered his fork. �No. I�m not.�
�Why not?� Alicia asked. �She was your only relative, wasn�t she?�
�That�s true. But I hadn�t seen her since I was about seventeen. I don�t even know where she�s buried.�
Alicia dug into her purse and pulled out a piece of paper, folded in half. She slid it across to him. �That�s the obit. She�s in Valley View, near Xenia.�
Mark stared at the piece of paper, but didn�t take it.
Alicia finally quit waiting for Mark to take the paper and left it on the table. She went back to her salad. �You should visit. Close the chapter. It�d be good for you. I promise.�
Mark downed his drink. He looked across at Alicia. He could tell her heart was in the right place, though she really didn�t understand his situation� his relationship with his sister was, well, complicated. He reached forward and picked up the obituary. He unfolded it, glanced at the short paragraph. Not much there. He was mentioned as �left behind�. He folded the paper back up and put it into his jacket pocket. He looked over at Alicia again. �Thanks. Maybe I will.�
* * *
Young Mark peered through the bars on the door�s window. It was too dark to see inside. He tried the doorknob. It twisted easily in his hand. He pushed the door open, then tentatively stepped inside.
The short hallway was empty except for a pair of doors on the left and another pair on the right. Young Mark stepped farther in, toward the doors on the left. A strong breeze, in an otherwise calm evening, slammed the door behind him closed, dousing the short hallway in near darkness.
Guided by the dim, sunset light seeping through several tinted windows, Mark opened the door on the left and stepped through. Unlike the previous halls he had explored, doors only lined the hallway in this building on one side. Various types of complicated medical machinery sat scattered throughout the hallway, silently waiting for patients to treat, or abuse. He saw a single door down the hall was partly open. Young Mark headed for it. Slowly.
The door knob to this room was unusually high up, almost eye level. He heard noises beyond� deep breathing. Beeps. Chirps.
Mark pushed the door open and peered inside. A bright, overhead light was reflected throughout the shiny, stainless steel room. The walls, ceiling, floor� all appeared to be polished steel.
Mark looked up into the bright light hanging from the center of the room. He shaded his eyes, and the rest of the room started to come into focus. A bed with chrome rails sat in the center of the room. There was a patient on it, covered in a white sheet, eye level with Mark. The nurse, same black rimmed, cat eye glasses, was on the other side of the bed, her face hidden behind a sterile, gauze mask. She monitored some kind of breathing machine, whose bellows inflated and deflated in rhythm with the patient�s chest. A tube ran from the machine to the patient�s mouth.
Mark watched the patient. He had a sheet pulled up to his chin, eyes closed. A white cloth hung from a stand, masking the room beyond the patient�s forehead. Mark could see shadowy motions on the cloth, betraying movement beyond it.
A dark stain, the size of a coin, appeared on the hanging linen. Mark watched as the stain grew, dripping slowly downward, burning bright red. The patient�s eyes moved beneath his closed eyelids, then opened, staring off into space. Mark jumped back when the patient�s mouth opened in silent agony. Then the patient�s eyes swung down, staring, boring right through Mark.
Beyond the hanging linen a figure rose� a doctor, also wearing a surgical mask. He clutched a bloody scalpel. He looked straight at Mark, then pointed the scalpel in his direction. Mark could hear the doctor say something.
The nurse turned in the direction the doctor was pointing. She stared right into Mark�s eyes.
Mark was frozen in place, unable to move as long as the nurse stared at him from behind her glasses. Mark heard the doctor talking again. The nurse turned to the bellows machine and switched it off. The patient heaved for air. Deep, struggling, futile breaths.
The doctor moved from behind the patient, shifting the scalpel to his other hand, the one closest to Mark.
Mark still couldn�t move. He watched as the doctor slowly approached, blood dripping from the scalpel down his gloved hand.
The patient gurgled a last breath, jolting Mark from his trance. He turned and ran back down the hallway. He heard footsteps slap the ground behind him. He raced through the inner door and crashed into the closed outer door. Mark pushed against the door, but the now howling wind outside held the door tightly shut. Mark struggled, pushing with all his might. The footsteps behind him grew closer. The door behind him slammed shut. He glanced back, saw the doctor closing the short distance between them, scalpel raised high. Mark gave the door in front of him a final, desperate shove.
The door gave way, slamming open into the windswept, raining, darkening night.
Young Mark ran into the darkness, lightning flashing through the rain. He headed for a line of trees and glanced back. The doctor was now running, almost on top of him. Mark crashed into the trees. He slipped, tripped over downed branches, then fell. Face first. He rolled over onto his back, holding his arms over his face as the shadow of his pursuer towered over him. Mark opened his eyes and found he was�
�lying face up in the grass near the sidewalk.
Mark picked himself up and brushed himself off. He looked down at the bottle in his hand, brought it to his lips and poured the remaining liquid down his throat, then tossed the empty bottle into a nearby alley. The lights of the hotel appeared ahead. He staggered forward.
* * *
Dr. Drexel stepped into the conference room and closed the door behind her. She checked the room. The others were all there.
The elder, balding Dr. Winston Fraze sat on the far side of the conference table, near the large video display. Dr. Elizabeth Ermil sat in a wheelchair near Dr. Fraze. Her thinning, gray hair draped loosely across her shoulders. Both Fraze and Ermil were well into their seventies. Sitting at the head of the conference table was Dr. Hans Drexel, whose unkempt mustache dripped into his mouth. Still spry for his age, Hans had mostly black hair with a single grey streak near the middle of his brow which ran all the way to the back of his head. He hopped up when Natalie came in. �We�ve been waiting for you, dear.�
Natalie turned the lock on the door. She met Hans with a hug.
After they embraced, Hans returned to his seat at the head of the table, and Natalie took a chair at his right, across from the other two doctors. �I really did hope we would be able to close down before this happened,� Natalie said.
�We all knew it could happen,� Dr. Fraze said.
�It had to happen, eventually.� Dr. Ermil agreed.
Dr. Natalie Drexel picked up a remote and pushed a button. The video monitor jumped to life. It showed her office from an upper corner perspective, video from a surveillance camera that recorded all transactions in her office. In this view, Mark sat across from her desk while Ellen could be seen running the camera behind Mark. The audio was turned off.
�That�s him?� Dr. Fraze asked.
�Yes,� Natalie said. �Mark Wilcox. A reporter from Chicago.�
�He suffers,� Dr. Fraze said.
�His eyes. They�re tired,� Dr. Ermil agreed.
�Yes. He blacked out earlier. He�s not sleeping, I prescribed Temazepam.�
Hans Drexel pointed his finger. �He looks familiar. I had a patient once� a case of severe depression. Suicidal.�
�Temazepam is contraindicated for those suffering from depression,� Dr. Fraze said.
�Or to anyone who abuses alcohol. His hands shake�� Dr. Ermil added.
�We�ll have to do something,� Dr. Hans Drexel said. �You can see that he is almost at the darkest edge.�
�Your daughter may have done enough already,� Dr. Fraze said.
* * *
The address Alicia had provided Mark led to a spot just south of Xenia. He had dropped Ellen off at the hotel, but he wasn�t ready to call it a day. He had decided to drive out here and check the place out. Now that he was here, he wasn�t sure this had been all that good of an idea.
It was big, he thought. Much bigger than he had expected. A short, rock wall bordered the place. He drove several hundred feet before he came to the entrance. He stopped the car and sat there, considering whether or not to go inside. �Ah, what the hell,� he said and pulled onto the narrow road that ran through a gap in the rock wall.
On either side were fields of white, marble markers. As he slowly drove along, he noticed many of the markers were very old. They were small, some crumbling and wind-worn along their former, well-defined edges. Interspersed were larger markers, more modern than those that surrounded them. Some must have cost a small fortune, with portraitures of their memorialized occupants. He topped a hill and saw that the fields of markers went well into the distance.
He stopped his rental car in the road and got out. He wandered through the graveyard, reading the names and dates on the markers. The oldest he saw was one of the small ones, in honor of one Adolphus Reed, dated 1806�1879. Adjacent was apparently his wife, Nathalie, who had lived a few years beyond her beloved and didn�t pass until 1886.
One of the larger markers simply said �Easterline�, and was surrounded by dozens of old, and new, markers all bearing the Easterline surname. A family plot.
Mark scanned the fields of stones. It was easy to wonder about the lives, and trials, of those buried in this massive cemetery. How would he ever find Jackie�s final resting place? The cemetery was massive.
As he was looking over the massive graveyard, Mark spotted an old house and what looked like a small chapel farther down the cemetery road. Perhaps whoever lived in the house could help. Mark got into his car and drove slowly along the winding road until he reached the house.
The house looked much like a large farmhouse. It was two stories tall, with a wide porch that spanned the front and one side. As he got closer, he saw a sign in front.
MIAMI CEMETERY
OFFICE HOURS 8-5
The clock on the dashboard showed 4:45. Mark got out and went up to the front door. He tried the knob, but it was locked. He knocked and waited a moment, but no one answered. �Oh, well,� he thought. �I tried.�
Mark headed back to his car and started to get inside when he stopped. The small chapel had come into his view, and for some reason he felt drawn to it. He shut the car door and walked toward the chapel. It wasn�t a very big building, but its short steeple gave away the building�s purpose. Mark walked up a cobblestone pathway to the front of the church. He mounted two concrete steps, recently refurbished, and twisted the knob on the double front door. It turned. Mark pulled the door and it opened. He only opened it a couple of inches, then stopped. Though he was drawn to the building, he felt like an intruder. He stood there for a moment, the door barely open. Something was pulling him to go inside, but an equally powerful force cautioned him to stay away. Mark shut the door, but he didn�t leave. He sat down on the step, looking back out at the peaceful cemetery. He began to sob.
* * *
Mark pulled into the parking lot of a bar he had spotted when they first arrived at the old mental hospital. He looked across the street, where a sign adorned the wrought iron fence of the State Mental Hospital, warning trespassers to keep out.
Mark walked over to the entrance to the bar. Before going inside, he looked back across the street. The hospital lights were visible in the distance beyond the fence. He went inside.
The small bar was almost empty. Mark grabbed a table near the wall.
Two old-timers sat nearby. One of the guys had a scraggly, grey beard, and the other had long, gray hair.
The waitress stepped up to Mark. �What�ll it be?�
Mark barely glanced at her. �Jack and Coke. And a Bud.�
As she turned away, Mark turned his attention to the conversation the old-timers were having. He couldn�t help but overhear.
��turning the rooms into some kind of apartments,� the bearded man said.
�It�s closing for sure, then?� the other man said.
The bearded man nodded. �I�m thinkin� about gettin� one.�
�You�re nuts,� the long-haired man said.
The bearded man slapped the table: �Then I oughta� feel right at home,� he said loudly. Both men broke into uproarious laughter.
When their laughter died down, the bearded man got serious. �The price is right, though. I�m really thinkin� about it. Getting� too old to mow grass and shovel snow.�
The long-haired man shook his head. �But you know what went on there? No way I�d set foot in that place, let alone live there.�
Mark looked out through the large window in the front of the bar at the hospital in the distance. He turned to the old timers: �Excuse me, but are you talking about the hospital?�
The long-haired man answered. �Yes sir. They�re shuttin� it down. Gonna� turn it into apartments.�
Mark got up and stepped over to the table where the men were sitting. He turned a chair to face the men and sat down. �You�ve been around here a while, I take it?�
�Lived just up the street for most our lives,� the bearded man said.
�So you know about the hospital? I heard you say something about what went on in there.�
Both men looked at each other, then back at Mark. Their foreheads wrinkled and eyes more focused than before. The laughter was gone from their eyes.
�Why you needin� to know?� the bearded man asked.
Mark knew he had made them suspicious. He needed to quell their fears if he were to get them to spill anything they knew about the hospital. �Sorry,� Mark said. �I�m a reporter. We�re doing a story on the hospital.�
�That oughta� be somethin�,� the long-haired man said, still looking suspiciously at Mark.
The waitress brought Mark�s drinks, and put them down in front of him.
Mark knew one sure-fire way to gain these men�s confidence. He turned to the waitress:

�Another round for my friends, here. Put it on my tab.�
�Well, hell, yeah,� the bearded man said. He shook Mark�s hand. �Thanks. I�m Chuck. This here�s Willie. What kinda� story you doin�?�
�Just the history of the place. What do you know about it?� Mark asked, shaking both Chuck and Willie�s hands.
�All kinda� weird stuff, least ways that�s what I heard,� Willie said.
�Now, you ain�t gonna� screw up my bid on the apartment with your story, are you?� Chuck asked.
�This can be off the record if you want. No names,� Mark said.
�Allrighty, then,� Chuck said as the waitress delivered their beers.
�I lived closer, just across the street,� Willie said as he took a drink of his beer, foam coating his upper lip. He wiped it off with his sleeve. �They was some nights I heard screamin�. Screamin� all night long. Wailin and moanin�. All night.�
�Remember that night we sneaked into the place?� Chuck asked, laughing.
�Heck yeah,� Willie said. �We was kids, no more�n thirteen. Long time ago. It was late at night. We tried lookin� in the windows.�
�We could see in most of �em,� Chuck added. �Not much to tell.�
�But the wailin��� Willie said. �Sceer ya� to your bones. That was all comin� out of the little buildin� in the back. We went down there, too. That building had bars on all the windows.�
We tried lookin� in �em,� Chuck said. �Couldn�t see in, though. Windows was all taped up.�
�A little light out of the corners, but that was all,� Willie said.
Mark knew he had hit a gold mine. He just needed to keep these guys talking. He waved at the waitress, motioned in a circle with his hand. The universal sign for �another round�.
Chuck took another long drink from his beer. He shook his head. �The wailin� though. It was plain frightnin�.�
�Enough to keep a kid up all night,� Willie said.
Both of the men got quiet. Mark could tell they were remembering, reliving the scary nights they spent as teens listening to the screams of the patients.
As the next round of drinks arrived, Mark tried to jostle the men out of their silence. �I wonder what happened to all the patients?�
�Turned a lot of �em loose back in the eighties, I think,� Chuck said. �I remember some of them poor souls wandering the streets, not knowin� what to do nor where to go.�
�I heard some of �em ended up at a nursin� home. Up near Springfield,� Willie said.
�Yep, I heard that, too. Them�s what they couldn�t fix enough to cut loose,� Chuck said.
�You know the name of the nursing home?� Mark asked.
�Don�t recall,� Chuck said. �It�s up on Route Four, though.�
�Pretty sure,� Willie agreed.
* * *
Mark and Ellen pulled up in front of the old, but well-kept, nursing home. They stepped out of the car and Ellen retrieved the camera from the back seat.
�You sure this is it?� Ellen asked.
�It�s the only nursing home on Route Four,� Mark said. �Has to be it.�
They started toward the entrance.
�Do you think they�ll let us talk to anyone?� Ellen asked.
�Maybe,� Mark said. �This place isn�t affiliated with the hospital. At least I couldn�t find a connection, so Drexel wouldn�t know to have them keep us out.�
They went inside the nursing home. Mark introduced himself to the receptionist and asked if he could speak to whoever was in charge.
The receptionist dialed someone on the phone, spoke for a bit, then hung up. She turned to Mark: �Pamela Benson is the nursing administrator. She�ll be right down.�
�Thanks,� Mark said.
Mark turned to Ellen and mouthed the words: �Remember the rules.�
Ellen nodded, and flicked on the camera power.
A friendly, slightly overweight woman in her late forties wearing floral nursing scrubs stepped up and introduced herself. �Hi, I�m Pamela Benson. What can we do for you?�
Mark introduced himself and Ellen. �We�re doing a story about how patients had successfully transitioned from the old mental hospitals into modern support facilities such as this one,� he said. �We understand some of your patients have spent some time at the old Dayton Mental Health Center. Would it be possible to talk to them about their transition to this more modern facility? �
Pamela fidgeted, considered. She finally smiled. �I think that�d be okay. We have just a few patients that came over from Dayton a few years ago.� Pamela pointed down a hallway. �If you�ll come with me, I�ll introduce you to them.�
Pamela led them down the hallway. �Most of our residents love to have visitors, and some will talk your ear off.�
�We�re good listeners,� Mark assured her.
�Howard and Derek were both patients at the State Hospital, but I don�t know if they�ll say much about it. I doubt they have pleasant memories of that place,� Pamela said.
�Will the camera bother them?� Ellen asked.
�They�ll tell you if it does,� Pamela said. �Bradley Williams was a patient, too, but he doesn�t talk at all� never has since he came here. The three of them are always together.�
Ellen and Mark followed Pamela into a day room area. Inside were about a dozen residents. They ranged in age, but most were seniors. The residents wore a variety of clothes, ranging from street clothes to pajamas. One older man wore a suit. They sat at various couches and tables, but a few were in wheelchairs. Some of the residents played board games, others just sat looking off into the air. One elderly woman knitted near a window. A few of the residents sat on a couch near a TV watching a game show.
A muscular orderly assisted an elderly woman from a wheelchair onto a sofa. He wore short sleeved scrubs, an Army tattoo visible on his forearm.
Pam gave Mark and Ellen a moment to get a sense of the room, then led them to two men playing a card game at a small table. Another man sat nearby in a wheelchair wearing a purple bathrobe. He gazed blankly off into space.
Pamela introduced them to the men playing cards: �Howard, Derek, this is Mr. Wilcox. He�s a reporter. He�d like to talk with you.�
Howard and Derek didn�t interrupt their game, alternately picking up a card from the deck on the table between them and fitting the cards into their already overstuffed hands.
Pamela walked over to the man in the wheelchair and turned the chair so he could see Mark and Ellen. �This is Bradley Williams. He doesn�t talk.�
Bradley looked up from his wheelchair, eyes wide.
Pamela stepped over to whisper to Mark. �Be very gentle with them. They�re my patients� and my friends.�
Mark nodded. �I will. I promise.�
�I have to go take care of some things,� Pamela said. She motioned toward the orderly on the other side of the room: �Just let Jake know if you need anything.�
�We will. And thanks,� Mark said.
Pamela walked over to Jake, stopping on her way to comfort the woman who was knitting. She explained the situation to Jake. �� and cut it off if they get out of hand,� she said.
Jake nodded. �I�ll keep an eye on things.�
Mark pulled a chair up to the table where Howard and Derek played cards. He sat down and watched the two men. They didn�t seem to pay any attention to him.
Derek picked up the last card on the table and stuffed it into the bulging pile of cards in his hand. �I won,� he said loudly.
�You cheated,� Howard said.
Mark looked back at Ellen and nodded.
Ellen flipped out the tripod and mounted the camera on top. She began to record and the light came on.
Mark watched as Derek and Howard stacked their cards back in the middle of the table, all four hands working to try and straighten the deck.
The deck was still a bit disorganized, when Derek said: �I�ll go first. He picked up a card even as Howard was still trying to organize the deck.
Howard gave Derek a blank look, then picked up a card himself.
Mark leaned forward a bit, and in a soft voice asked: �What�re you guys playing?�
�Cards,� Derek said, without looking over at Mark.
Mark watched for a moment as the two men continued to take turns picking up the cards and putting them in their hands. He glanced back at Ellen, who simply shrugged her shoulders.
Neither Derek nor Howard looked at Mark, but nearby, and unnoticed, Bradley stared at him intently.
Mark tried again: �Pamela told me you both used to live at the hospital in Dayton.�
�Yeah,� Howard said.
They kept drawing cards, one after another, and stuffing them into their hands.
Mark waited a bit for more from Howard, but nothing came. �Can you tell me about it?� Mark asked.
�Yeah,� Howard said as he grabbed another card.
Mark waited, but Howard said nothing else. Mark glanced back at Ellen again.
She circled her hand toward him, urging him on.
�What did you do there?� Mark asked.
�Nothing,� Howard said.
�We played cards,� Derek added.
Again, nothing else from either of the men. Finally, Mark asked: �Like you�re playing now?�
�Yeah,� Howard said.
�Did you like it there?� Mark asked.
Howard paused while reaching for his card. He didn�t move his head, but his eyes shifted, first looking up toward Derek, then sideways over at Bradley. �It was o�okay.� Howard stuttered, somewhat hesitant with his words.
Derek jumped in, a little louder than before: �I didn�t like it. They were mean.�
Mark could tell Derek was already getting a bit anxious. He tried to calm his own voice as he asked the next question: �How were they mean, Derek?�
�Medicine tastes bad,� Derek said, a bit louder yet. �Sometimes they gave us shots. Those hurt.� Derek looked across at his friend Howard: �They tied Howard up sometimes.�
Howard began rocking a bit, back and forth, as he played cards. �It was o�okay,� he repeated.
Bradley�s view of Mark became blocked as another patient stepped between them. Bradly struggled to get his hands to cooperate, and finally got one hand on the wheelchair wheel and moved enough to where he could see the reporter.
Mark shifted in an attempt to get Derek to look at him. �Did they do anything else to you, Derek?�
Derek took a card out of turn, �Don�t want to talk about it,� Derek said.
Mark could tell Derek was really getting agitated.
The rest of the people in the room could sense there was something going on, as a few of them had turned to look at what was happening at the card table.
Derek grabbed cards quickly, often more than one at a time, and stuffed them into his hand.
Mark tried the most soothing voice he could: �It�s okay, Derek,� he said. �You can tell me.�
Derek yelled: �Don�t want to talk about it.�
Everyone in the room was now watching them. All conversation had stopped, and the only sound was that emanating from the TV.
Howard rocked harder. He tried to get a card, but Derek was grabbing them rapidly, not letting Howard get a chance. Howard tried again, reaching forward for a card, but Derek pushed his hand away. Finally, Derek grabbed the whole deck off the table. He yelled loudly: �I won.�
Howard raised his voice: �You cheated.�
In a few rapid steps, Jake, the orderly, was across the room. He put his large hand on Mark�s shoulder: �I think we�re done.�
Mark looked up at Jake. �It�s okay,� he said. He turned back to Derek and Howard, again in an attempt at a soothing voice: �We�re okay. Aren�t we boys? Friends?�
Derek slapped his cards back down on the table. Howard, still rocking, turned his head away from Mark.
Mark felt Jake�s grip close on his shoulder.
�No,� Jake said. �We�re done. Follow me.�
Mark felt Jake pull him to his feet, almost crashing the chair Mark was sitting in.
Jake let go of Mark and lifted the tripod, still holding the camera.
Ellen stepped back as the big orderly carried her equipment toward the door.
Mark didn�t move, ashamed that he had caused so much anger within these men.
Jake stopped walking and looked back. �I�m not going to tell you again.�
�Come on, Mark. Let�s go,� Ellen said.
Mark looked at the two men. Derek was still grabbing cards. Howard had placed his hands in his lap, face turned away from Mark. Mark felt ill at what he had done. He reached forward and patted Derek on the shoulder. �I�m really sorry guys. I didn�t mean to upset you.�
Derek looked away from Mark.
Mark followed Ellen toward the door, and Jake led them out of the room, still carrying Ellen�s camera.
Behind them, Bradley tried to roll his wheelchair after them, but kept his distance, as Howard and Derek sat quietly at the table.
Bradley watched intently as the reporters left. He continued to stare at the door well after they were gone.
* * *
Pamela came down the hallway toward the entrance to the nursing home.
Jake was standing at the door, watching outside as Mark and Ellen loaded their equipment into their car.
�What happened?� Pamela asked.
�Not sure,� Jake said. �It was all good for a bit, then I noticed Derek was getting a little upset. I started listening. They were asking about the Dayton hospital. That�s when Derek got angry. I cut them off and kicked them out. Howard�s agitated, too. Even Bradley seems to be upset about something.�
�The Dayton hospital?� Pamela asked. She pointed at Mark and Ellen�s car as they drove away. �They told me they were doing a story on the care we were providing. Something�s fishy.� Pamela headed back to her office, pulling her phone from her pocket.
* * *
Mark opened the bottle of pills and put it on the nightstand next to his hotel bed. He flopped down on the edge of the bed and pulled his tie loose. He checked the time on his phone, scrolled down, then hit the button. He put the phone to his ear and laid back on the bed.
�Hello, Mark,� Amanda answered.
She didn�t sound too thrilled to hear from him. �Hi, Amanda. I wanted to wish Rachel happy birthday.�
�We�re at the theater right now,� Amanda said. �The party room. She�s kind of busy.�
Mark sat up. He reached down and picked up a whiskey bottle from the floor. �It�ll just take a minute, Amanda. Come on.� Mark held the phone with his shoulder while he screwed the top off the bottle and put it to his lips.
�Take it easy, Mark,� Amanda said.
Mark knew a lecture was coming.
�It�s bad enough you miss her birthday. Now you want to interrupt her party? She�s been excited about this all day.�
�I�ll make it up to her, missing her birthday. I promise,� Mark said.
Mark took another swig, then put the whiskey bottle on the table. He picked up the pill bottle to look at the label. The prescription read: �TEMAZEPAM�.
�Don�t you dare make her another promise you aren�t going to keep,� Amanda said. �I�m getting sick of you disappointing her.�
Mark poured the pills onto the table, pushing two pills off to the side. �Jesus, Amanda. Why are you always busting my chops, lately? I�m doing the best I can.�
�Well, your best sucks,� Amanda said. �I�m the one who has to keep making excuses for you.�
Mark carved out two more pills with the edge of his palm and moved them over with the first two. �I know, I know. I�m sorry. Listen, I think I�m onto a pretty good story here. Maybe when I get back I can take a little time off and we can��
�Here�s Rachel,� Amanda said. �Make it quick, okay?�
Mark was both delighted and heartbroken when he heard Rachel�s voice.
�Hi, Daddy,� Rachel said.
�Hi, Honey. Happy birthday,� was all Mark could think to say.
�Thanks,� Rachel said.
There was a short silence while Mark tried to organize his emotions and his thoughts. Finally: �Are you having a good party?�
�Yeah. We watched a movie, and now we�re in the party room. Lots of my friends are here.�
Mark slid two of the pills back to the pile, leaving only the two originals separated from the rest. �Wow. That sounds like fun. Have you opened your presents yet?�
�Yeah,� Rachel said. �I got some cool clothes. Johnny got me a new drawing book. It has a leather cover!�
�Johnny?� Mark asked. �Who�s Johnny?�
�Mommy�s friend,� Rachel said. �He�s real nice.�
Mark took another swig of whiskey. A big swig. �Have you opened my present yet?�
�Not yet. Mommy told me I could open it after the party.�
�Oh� okay,� Mark said. �Well, I hope you like it. You know I�m sorry I couldn�t be at your party, don�t you?�
�Go play with your friends, Honey,� Mark could hear Amanda tell Rachel over the phone.
�Bye, Daddy,� Rachel said.
�I love you, Rachel,� Mark said quickly. He could tell Rachel was already off the phone before he got the words out.
�She�s gone, Mark. I have to go, too,� Amanda said.
�Amanda, who�s Johnny?� Mark thought he heard his voice begin to crack. He gulped another slug of whiskey.
�He�s a friend, Mark. Okay?�
Mark moved two pills from the big pile back with the first two. �What kind of friend? Do I know him?�
�Oh, God. I really have to go, Mark,� Amanda said.
Mark carved two more pills away from the big pile with a shaking hand, moving them over with the other four. He had a new pile of six. �Listen, I really think we should get together when I get back. Talk things through.�
�I guess I need to talk, too, Mark,� Amanda said. �But it�s probably not what you want to talk about. I have to go.�
�Amanda,� Mark said. �Amanda?� Mark checked his phone.
CALL ENDED
Mark took a long drink from the whiskey bottle. His Adam�s apple bobbed as he gulped the booze down.
He set his phone down near the pills. Mark stared at the pills. Breathing hard, he unbuttoned the collar button of his shirt. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He reached toward the pile of pills and pushed the entire bunch toward the six sitting by themselves. He took another swig of whiskey, then put the bottle back on the table.
Mark hesitated briefly, then grabbed a handful of pills and took the whiskey bottle in his other hand. In reaching for the bottle, Mark accidentally knocked his wallet off the table. It fell open on the floor, exposing a picture of his little girl.
Mark paused, staring at the photo. Tears began to run down his cheeks, slowly at first, then more rapidly. He bent over and picked up his wallet, holding it with the picture facing him. He began to sob.
* * *
Dr. Natalie Drexel and a large orderly stood silently while Pamela examined the transfer papers. �It was very helpful of you to let us know the reporters were here,� Dr. Drexel said.
�Seemed innocent enough at first. But when they started asking about the hospital I thought I should let you know.� She eventually signed one of the documents. �I don�t know what has gotten into poor Bradley. They didn�t even talk to him, but he�s been agitated since they left. I�m surprised you came so late at night, though. This could have waited until tomorrow.�
�We�ll check him out. Have him back before you know it.� Dr. Drexel countersigned the transfer paper and gave one copy to Pamela. �He�s still in room one-sixty-two?�
�Yes. I gave him a sedative. He might still be groggy,� Pamela said.
Dr. Drexel nodded at the orderly, who pushed an empty wheelchair down the hallway toward the patient rooms.
�What exactly were the reporters asking about,� Dr. Drexel asked.
�I wasn�t there,� Pamela said. �I asked Derek and Howard, but they didn�t want to talk about it. Of course Bradley didn�t say anything. Jake said that from what he overheard, they were just asking about what Derek and Howard experienced there.�
�And what did Derek and Howard tell them?�
�Not much,� Pamela said. �At least Jake didn�t hear what they said.�
�No questions to you about the hospital?� Drexel asked.
�No. Nothing. I wouldn�t have said anything anyway. My understanding is that your endowment to cover the care of these patients is not to be revealed to anyone.�
�That�s correct,� Drexel said. �Even the fact that we still monitor these patients should be considered confidential. Bradley�s little trip back to the hospital should not be discussed with anyone outside your management team,� Drexel reminded Pamela.
�I understand,� Pamela said.
The orderly came back down the hall, pushing Bradley in the wheelchair.
When they got closer, Bradley looked up. Though he appeared to be in a daze, he seemed to recognize Dr. Drexel. He dropped his hands and grabbed at the wheels, almost getting one hand caught in the spokes. The other hand grabbed a wheel, spinning the chair into the wall. The orderly reached down and pulled Bradley�s hand away from the wheel, straightened the chair, and pushed forward. Bradley reached down again and grabbed at the wheels.
Pamela rushed forward.� Stop�STOP! Just a minute. Please.�
The orderly stopped pushing the chair.
Pamela squatted down in front of Bradley until she was eye level with him. �It�s going to be okay, Bradley. It�s just a follow-up appointment. There�s nothing to worry about. You�ll be back here in just a day or so.�
Bradley looked past Pamela, staring at Dr. Drexel. He shook his head slightly. No.
The orderly tried to push him again, but Bradley had a good clutch on one of the wheels and it wouldn�t budge.
The orderly pushed harder, trying to break Bradley�s grip.
�STOP IT!� Pamela yelled at the orderly. �You�re going to hurt him. Wait here.� Pamela disappeared into a nearby room. She quickly returned with two straps. She bent down and strapped Bradley�s right arm to the wheelchair rail. �It�s going to be okay, Bradley. You�re going to be okay,� she said as she moved to the other side and gently removed Bradley�s left hand from the wheelchair wheel. She strapped that arm to the wheelchair rail.
Bradley shook his head, struggling to mouth the word �No�.
With his arms securely strapped down, Dr. Drexel turned and walked out the door. The orderly pushed Bradley�s chair along behind Drexel.
Pamela followed them, tears streaming down her face.
* * *
Ellen stood in the hotel hallway, just outside Mark�s door. She checked her watch. Hesitating, she finally brought her fist up to the door. She banged on the door and waited.
Nothing.
She banged again. �Mark! You in there?� she yelled, loud enough to be heard, but not so loud as to stir a commotion in the hotel.
Still no answer.
She glanced up and down the hallway. Still empty. She banged again. Louder.
�MARK!� she yelled, louder this time.
* * *
Mark stirred. His head was pounding. What was that noise? He tried to sit up too quickly. That was a mistake. He grabbed his head in pain and slowly laid back down on his bed. He glanced at the side table. His wallet was still on the table, still open to the picture of Rachel. The pills still sat in a pile.
Someone pounded on the door again. �Mark!� he heard. It was Ellen.
�Crap,� he said, slowly rising up to sit on the edge of his bed. He realized he was still wearing his clothes from the day before.
�Yeah. Yeah, I�m coming,� Mark said. He tried to stand, but staggered. He took a step, kicking the nearly empty whiskey bottle across the carpet. He trudged over to the door and leaned his head against it. �What is it?� he said, loud enough to be heard through the door. Loud enough for him to hear the painful echo between his ears.
�It�s almost nine-thirty. You okay?� Ellen asked.
Shit. Nine-thirty. He pushed his head away from the door: �Yeah, yeah, I�m fine. I overslept. I�ll meet you downstairs in a bit.�
�Okay,� he heard Ellen say. �I found something. You�re gonna� want to see this. Hurry up.�
Hurry up. Right. �I�ll be right down,� Mark said. �Just give me a few minutes to shower.�
Mark turned back and walked over to his bed. He plopped down on the edge and bent over to pick the bottle up off the floor. He put it on the end table, next to his open wallet, Rachel�s face looking over at him. He touched Rachel�s face gently, tracing her bangs. Mark brought the photo to his lips and gave Rachel a kiss.
* * *
Mark spotted Ellen at a table in the breakfast lounge. She had her laptop open. He grabbed a cup of coffee from the dispenser before going over to join her.
Mark put his coffee on the table, pulling the chair out to sit down.
Ellen looked up at him, staring as he sat down across from her. �You look like hell,� she said.
�Long night,� Mark said. His head was still pounding. He took a drink of the black coffee. �What do you have?� he asked.
�You have to see this,� Ellen said. She turned the laptop so Mark could see the screen.
Photos covered the display in a grid. Mark recognized some of the pictures: Derek and Howard, and that other guy � Bradley.
�What is it?� Mark asked.
�I was editing some of the film I shot at the nursing home. I clipped some stills of the faces.� She pointed at the screen. �Here�s Derek, and Howard. And you. Then I ran PicsMatch��
�What�s PicsMatch?� Mark asked.
�Facial recognition,� Ellen said. �It�s sweet. It searches my video and photos and identifies who�s in each frame. Makes editing tons easier.�
Mark took another drink of his coffee.
�It�s super accurate,� Ellen continued. Hardly ever makes a mistake. That�s where it gets interesting. Look.� Ellen�s fingers flew over the keys. A new set of images appeared. Pictures of Mark. �I selected you as the target. This display shows all the segments you�re in.�
Mark�s head continued to pound, and Ellen�s hysterics weren�t helping things. �Can you please get to the point?� Mark asked.
�Almost there.� Ellen scrolled down. More pictures of Mark. �Here.� She pointed at an image in the lower half of the screen.
Mark followed her finger. Mixed in with all the pictures of Mark was another face. Mark had been raising his coffee cup to his mouth, but stopped when he recognized the picture. �That�s Bradley Williams.�
�Exactly.� Ellen sat back and crossed her arms. Smiling. Waiting.
Mark took a sip of his coffee. He looked at Ellen and shrugged his shoulders. �Okay, so what? What does it mean?�
Ellen leaned forward again, pointed at the picture of Bradley. �The only time I�ve ever, EVER seen a false hit like this was when I ran it against a family album. My brother and my dad kept popping up in the same search results.�
�So?� Mark asked. He was getting exasperated. Why couldn�t she just get to the point. It was getting hard to stare at the bright screen, so he looked away. But what she said next struck a nerve.
�You said you were an orphan, right?� Ellen asked.
Mark quickly understood what she was implying. �Yeah, I am,� he said.
�The algorithm shows an eighty nine percent probability that you and Bradley are the same person,� Ellen pointed at the data below the picture of Bradley. �Like I said, I�ve only ever seen that happen in family albums.�
�That�s nuts,� Mark said.
�It�s worth checking out. Maybe you had a long, lost uncle or something?� Ellen asked.
Mark leaned in close, examining the photo of Williams, trying to convince his eyes to focus on the bright image.
Ellen hit some keys and the screen was replaced by several images of Bradley.
Mark stared at them. The eyes. Bradley�s eyes. There was something about them.
�I�ve been looking at these pictures all morning,� Ellen said. �It�s almost as if he recognized you.�
A shiver went down Mark�s spine when Ellen said that. He sat back, looking back and forth between Ellen and the images of Bradley on the screen. He finished his coffee. He pointed at the screen. �You�ll never make a good reporter by dreaming you see something in a picture.� Mark stood up, grabbed the back of the chair to steady himself. �You�ll become a good reporter when you check all your facts. Let�s go back out there.�
Ellen switched off the computer and stuffed it into the carrying case. She rushed to catch up with Mark: �I�ll get the camera, meet you back down here in two minutes.� She bypassed the elevator and rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time.
* * *
Mark and Ellen stood at the reception desk at the nursing home. Pamela stood beside the seated receptionist on the other side of the counter.
�Why can�t we talk to him?� Mark asked as Ellen hoisted the camera up to her shoulder and turned it on.
Pamela looked down at some paperwork she had been showing the receptionist. She glanced up at Mark. �You just can�t, that�s all I can say.�
�Look, this is very important,� Mark said. �We think he knows something about the hospital in Dayton.�
Pamela looked up, placing her fists on her hips. �Even if you could see him, he doesn�t talk. He won�t say anything. You know that.�
�What can you tell us about his background? When did he come here?� Mark asked.
�That�s medical history,� Pamela said. �I can only share that with relatives.�
�That might be helpful,� Mark said. �Can you tell us who his relatives are? Maybe we could talk to them?�
�When he came over from the hospital he was alone. They said he had no one,� Pamela said. She pointed at Ellen: �You need to turn that camera off. Right now.�
Ellen shot a questioning glance at Mark.
Mark nodded, and Ellen switched the camera off, taking it off her shoulder.
�What about Derek and Howard,� Mark asked, hoping he had made some points by having Ellen stop filming. �Can we talk to them?�
�Absolutely not,� Pamela said. �Whatever you said yesterday got Derek pretty upset. I won�t allow that again.�
The shame that Mark had felt when he upset Derek the day before came back. �I�m very sorry we upset Derek. I didn�t do it on purpose. I wouldn�t.�
Jake, the orderly, came walking down the hall.
Mark spotted him.
Pamela looked at Mark. She paused, nodding her head. �No, I don�t think you would,� she said. �Either way, you both need to leave now.�
Jake stopped right next to Mark.
Mark nodded to Pamela. �Please tell Derek I�m sorry I upset him.� Mark turned and headed back to the door. Ellen followed, with Jake right behind them.
* * *
Out in the parking lot, Ellen put the camera gear in the back seat of the rental car. They both climbed in.
�What now?� Ellen asked.
Mark started the engine. �Work. Research. There have to be records on Williams somewhere. The hospital. The nursing home. There has to be something. I�ll go back to the newspaper.�
�Drop me off at the hotel and I�ll hit the internet,� Ellen said.
* * *
The team of psychiatrists, Dr. Ermil, Dr. Fraze, Natalie Drexel, and their leader, Dr. Hans Drexel, watched the monitor in the conference room closely. Centered in the screen was Bradley Williams, sitting quietly in his wheelchair in an enclosed room.
�Much the same as before,� Dr. Ermil said. �Much the same.�
�Agreed,� Dr. Fraze said. �There appears to have been no change since last time we saw him.�
�Not surprising,� Dr. Hans Drexel said.
�Insulin therapy?� Dr. Ermil suggested.
�That never worked well with this patient,� Dr. Fraze said.
�True. And it was painful for him,� Dr. Ermil said.
�No,� Dr. Hans Drexel said, sitting at the head of the table. �We must resort to drastic treatment.�
Natalie Drexel twisted in her chair to look directly at Dr. Hans Drexel. �I�m not comfortable with that.�
�We have no choice,� Dr. Hans Drexel said. �The reporter is going to find out. When he does, we�ll be exposed. We�ll all be exposed.�
�But we did nothing wrong!� Dr. Ermil said.
�Not in our eyes,� Dr. Hans Drexel said. �However, the public�s perception will be our legacy.�
�And all the good we�ve done will be ignored,� Dr. Fraze said.
�We�ll be vilified, like the others,� Dr. Ermil agreed.
�Our only choice is to show this reporter what he has actually stumbled upon,� Dr. Hans Drexel said. �If we can convince him of the good work we have done, it might influence his perception, his story.�
�I�m afraid he might resent this. It will be very personal for him,� Natalie Drexel said.
�We�ll have to take that chance,� Dr. Hans Drexel said. �Wilcox will make his report, one way or the other. We can help him report the truth.�
The doctors around the table nodded in agreement.
�Timing will be critical,� Dr. Hans Drexel said.
* * *
Mark hovered over a microfiche reader in the newspaper morgue.
Alicia stepped into the room and read over his shoulder. �I heard you were back down here. How�s the story going?�
�Still don�t have much. Yet,� Mark said.
Alicia peered into the reader. �Who�s Bradley Williams?�
�Not sure,� Mark said. �We saw him at the rehab home in Springfield. He used to be a patient at the State hospital.�
Mark flipped open a folder showing a picture of some patients he had printed out from a previous article he had found. He pointed at one in particular. �That�s Williams.�
Alicia looks at it, then at Mark, then back at Williams� picture. �Huh.�
�What?� Mark asked.
�Oh, nothing.� Alicia moved back toward the door, but turned before leaving. �Did you visit your sister�s grave?�
Mark looked up from the fiche machine. �No. Not yet.�
�That�s too bad,� Alicia said.
Mark slipped the fiche out. He slid another one in and scanned for the article he wanted.
Alicia stopped in the doorway, looked back in at Mark. �I looked at some of your work. You ran some pretty hard-hitting stories.�
Mark leaned back and looked over at Alicia. �Why the interest?�
�To be honest,� Alicia said, �I�m looking for a good investigative reporter.�
�Thanks, but I have a job,� Mark said.
�A TV job.� Alicia stepped back into the room a few paces. �I get that it�s glamourous and all, but you and I know that�s not where good stories get reported, not good investigative stories.�
�TV�s okay,� Mark said.
�The hell it is,� Alicia said. �You work weeks on a story and for what? A sixty second sound bite if you�re lucky. That�s not reporting.�
Mark smiled and looked back at the fiche reader. �I�m okay where I am. Besides, my family�s in Chicago.�
�Bring �em home. We have some good, meaty, political stuff here in Dayton. And when that isn�t bubbling, the history of this place is amazing.�
�I don�t think my wife would move,� Mark said, still studying the fiche. His mind was also wandering, wondering what it would be like to be appreciated for the stories he dug up.
�Sell her,� Alicia said. �This is a hell of a lot better place to raise a child than Chicago.�
Mark slid the fiche across the screen. �I�ll think about��
Mark�s cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket. Glanced at the screen. Ellen. Mark turned to Alicia as his phone rang again: �Excuse me��
Alicia nodded. �I�m serious. Let me know.� She turned away and left through the door.
�Yeah?� Mark said over the phone.
�You find anything?� Ellen asked.
�Maybe. You?� Mark asked.
�Kind of,� Ellen said over the phone. �I got a call from Scott, the physical therapist I met out at the hospital. He wants us to meet him out at the hospital at eight tonight.
�At night?� Mark asked.
�He said he has something for us to see. Doesn�t want the staff around while we�re looking.�
�Okay,� Mark said. He checked his watch. It was already six. �Meet me in front of the hotel at seven thirty.�
* * *
A slight rain fell as Mark pulled up to the front of the hotel. Ellen was waiting under the awning. She opened the door and climbed in.
�Where�s the camera,� Mark said.
Ellen pulled a small camera, no bigger than Mark�s fist, out of her purse. �I�m not dragging that monster around tonight. We�ll use this one.�
Mark pulled away from the curb. Windshield wipers on intermittent, pushing the rain off the windshield. �Sucky night.�
�What did you find?� Ellen asked.
�Not much. There was a fire at the hospital back in the seventies. He was on a list of about fifty people who were injured.�
�Must not have been serious.�
�They took him to a local medical hospital and he was discharged in a few days. Not much else, except� there was an investigation into the fire. Rumors of some kind of cover-up.�
�Kind of weird,� Ellen said.
�Yeah,� Mark agreed.
�Slow down,� Ellen said.
Mark eased up on the accelerator.
When the got close to a McDonalds, Ellen said: �Pull in here.�
Mark pulled in, stopped. A man came out of the McDonalds. Mark recognized him.
�Here he is,� Ellen said.
Scott Ryan climbed into the back seat behind Ellen, almost filling the back seat with his big frame.
�Mark, this is Scott Ryan,� Ellen introduced them.
Mark twisted around and reached over his seat to shake hands.
�I thought we were meeting you at the hospital?� Mark asked.
Scott looked over at Ellen. �You didn�t tell him?�
�I was just about to,� Ellen said. �Now that you�re here, I�ll let you.�
Mark pulled away. �What is it?�
Scott took a deep breath. �It�s all been kind of strange today. This morning I saw some people going into the infirmary.�
�The building out back that you tried to get in,� Ellen said to Mark.
�No one�s been in there for years. I didn�t recognize all of them, but they had someone who looked like a patient. He was in a wheelchair.�
�One of the hospital�s patients?� Mark asked.
�No. I haven�t seen him before,� Scott said.
�Then how�d you know he was a patient?� Mark asked.
�Just a guess, but he was wearing a purple bathrobe,� Scott said.
Mark glanced over at Ellen. �Williams?�
�Maybe,� Ellen said.
�This afternoon I snuck out there to check it out. The doors were still locked, but you could tell someone was in there. I think I heard a scream,� Scott said.
Mark pulled into the hospital campus through the open gate. He doused the car lights. A few lampposts led their way.
�Stay to the left at the fork, most of the lights are out on that side,� Scott said.
Mark veered left, following the road around, windshield wipers sweeping the mist.
Scott pointed at a building ahead of them. �That�s it!�
A van was parked near the front door. A light on the second floor flickered, went out briefly, then back on.
�Someone�s in there,� Ellen said.
Mark pulled over to the side of the road. �Better park here. We�ll walk.�
Mark shut off the car.
�Are you sure we should go in there?� Ellen asked
�That�s where the story is,� Mark said. �We go where the story goes.�
�We could be arrested,� Ellen said.
Mark looked over at her. �Do you want to be a reporter, or not?� he asked.
Mark waited a moment.
Ellen looked at Mark, then grabbed the small camera and opened her door. �Let�s go, then.�
All three got out of the car and headed for the building. Scott led the way, with Mark and Ellen following as the mist fell around them.
�Dr. Drexel was acting really strange today,� Scott continued to fill them in. �The oldies were hanging around a lot, too.�
Mark pulled up the collar of his coat as the mist turned into a drizzle. The water began to run into his eyes, mud splashed onto his shoes. ��Oldies�?�
�Retired docs,� Scott said. �They consult some, but usually you only see one at a time, but today they were all there, even Dr. Drexel�s father.�
�Hans Drexel?� Mark asked.
�Yeah,� Scott said. �They say he was kind of out there, but I�ve talked to him a few times. Seems okay.�
They got quiet as they approached the building. They tried to stay out of the light from the single lamp pole and the light spilling from one of the upstairs rooms as they got closer. They bent at the waist and dashed the few remaining yards to snuggle up to the side of the building, hiding behind a bush.
�Let me try the front,� Scott said. �You wait here.�
Scott snuck around the bush and kept low as he went to the front door. Mark and Ellen waited behind.
Mark saw Scott try each of the front doors. Locked. Scott retreated to join them.
He spoke quietly. �We�ll have to try the side door. Follow me,� he said. �But be careful.�
Ellen and Mark followed Scott as he weaved between the bushes, then glanced around the corner of the building. He waved them forward and stepped around to the side.
There were no bushes along the side, but the area was in almost total darkness, save for one illuminated window on the second floor that was covered by paint. They followed Scott as he moved forward, slowly, bent at the waist.
Mark was beginning to have a queasy feeling. This was where he passed out before. A bit of acid rose from his stomach and he swallowed it back down. This was no time to flake out again.
They stepped down several steps to reach the first-floor door. An exterior, metal fire escape staircase extended above them to the second floor. Ellen flipped on a small flashlight and tried to peer inside the painted-over windows in the upper half of the door.
�Can�t see,� she whispered.
Scott tried the knob. It turned. He pulled the door. It popped open about an inch. He looked up at Mark and Ellen standing on the steps above him.
Mark felt dizzy. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, holding onto the wall next to him.
Ellen looked back at him, shining her light on his face. His eyes were closed. �You okay, Mark,� she whispered?
Mark opened his eyes again. The dizziness was gone. He nodded. �Let�s go,� he whispered, the words coming out louder than he had intended.
Scott pulled on the door. His face contorted in pain as the door squealed on rusty hinges.
�Quiet�� Ellen said.
Scott shrugged his shoulders as he pulled the door open enough for them to slide inside, the hinges creaking in agony.
�This is where it gets illegal,� Ellen said. She pointed her light at Mark. His hands were shaking.
�Yeah, well,� Mark said. �I�ve got to get to the bottom of this.� He stepped inside.
Scott followed.
Ellen looked around, then took a deep breath, turned on her camera, and stepped through the door.
Mark found himself in a dark, dirty stairwell. Ellen flashed the light from behind him, pointing at a door to the main level hallway. Mark tried the knob, but it was locked. Mark turned toward the stairs. Ellen flashed her light up, and Mark could see the stairs went about halfway up, ending at a landing, then continued back over them to the second floor.
Mark stepped forward. The first step was easy enough, but each succeeding step seemed to make his legs heavier and heavier. When he finally got to the landing, he had to stop and collect himself. Mark leaned back against the wall, his breath coming in short, shallow bursts. He watched a large, black rat scurry by.
�Mark, what�s wrong?� Ellen asked. She leaned down beside him as he slid down the wall until he was sitting on the floor of the landing, feet sticking out in front of him. She almost screamed when she saw the rat.
Mark grabbed her arm, holding on to keep from passing out. The feel of another human was enough to bring him back. His head began to clear.
�I�m okay. I�m okay,� Mark said. He grabbed Scott�s offered hand and Scott and Ellen pulled him back to his feet.
�Stay between us,� Ellen said. She started up the second half of the stairs to the landing on the upper floor. She used her light as judiciously as she could, mostly keeping it pointed at the steps behind her.
Mark followed, with Scott bringing up the rear.
At the top of the stairs, Ellen glanced through a small window in the door that led to the second-floor hallway. �There�s a light down the hall. Must be the room we saw from outside,� she whispered. �Come on.�
Ellen opened the door carefully, squeezing through. She doused her flashlight, but kept the camera rolling. Mark and Scott followed behind her.
Ellen froze when she saw a shadow pass through the light ahead. She melted back against the wall.
When the shadow disappeared, Scott followed Ellen toward the light. They stayed close to the wall, trying to stay hidden.
Mark followed for a few steps. When he saw the shadow, he stopped in the center of the hallway. His legs went weak, and though he tried as hard as he could to stand, he eventually dropped to one knee.
Scott looked back. He tapped Ellen on the arm, then turned back to help Mark.
Mark waved him off. He struggled back to his feet and continued to plod forward. He moved slowly, but deliberately.
Ellen was almost to the open door of the lit-up room when she motioned for both Mark and Scott to get against the wall.
Below, they heard a loud, metallic squeak, then a door slammed shut. Footsteps rapidly coming up the stairwell.
Ellen tried the knob of a door near where she stood. Locked. She glanced back at the room with the light spilling from it, then quickly crossed the hall, opening a door almost directly across from the lit-up room. She slipped inside, motioning for Scott and Mark to join her.
The footsteps from the stairwell got louder. Scott followed Ellen into the room. He looked back for Mark.
Mark still plodded slowly toward the light from the room ahead. Everything was out of focus, only the light drew him forward.
Scott grabbed Mark�s arm and drug him into the room where he and Ellen were hiding.
Ellen carefully closed the door, sealing them inside. There they hid. The only light came from the room across the hall through a small window in the door, about chest high.
The stairwell door slammed shut at the end of the hall.
Ellen and Scott took cover in the shadows.
Mark looked sideways through the glass pane toward the stairwell. He saw an orderly in medical scrubs walking from the stairwell door toward them. Mark retreated into the shadows of the room. From where he hid, Mark watched as the orderly passed by their door. Once the orderly had gone by, Mark returned to look through the window. He saw the orderly step through the open door across the hall.
�Someone�s in here,� he heard someone say from the room. �The door was open downstairs.�
Another voice responded. �Hurry then. Help me with the patient.�
�Are you certain we have to do this, father?� came a third voice.
Ellen tugged at Mark�s sleeve. �Drexel,� she whispered.
Mark nodded.
At the other end of the room, Scott discovered another door to the hall. It also had a window, covered by a small piece of black plastic. He pulled one corner of the plastic back. He looked through, then waved at Mark and Ellen. �Over here,� he whispered to get their attention.
Mark and Ellen carefully moved to where Scott was looking through the window. He backed away to let them get a look.
Mark cautiously put his face up to the window. He could clearly see into the open door on the other side of the hallway. Inside he saw an older man with a streak of gray in his hair. That had to be Dr. Hans Drexel, Natalie�s father. Mark could also see the edge of a hospital bed � and someone was laying in it. He couldn�t see who, but the patient�s arm was above the sheets. Mark saw a large scar on the patient�s forearm, near his wrist.
�It�s our only option,� Dr. Hans Drexel said. �Start the IV.�
Ellen�s camera shared the window with Mark, capturing the activity.
Mark watched as Hans and the orderly rotated the hospital bed. Once Hans stepped out of the way, Mark could clearly see the patient.
Bradley Williams laid on the table. Electrodes were attached to his body in multiple places. He was strapped down, his limbs visibly shaking.
Mark�s hands went up to the window pane, holding either side. �No,� Mark said. Mark�s left hand reached for the door knob.
�Mark, don�t,� Ellen said.
Across the way, Mark saw Dr. Natalie Drexel step into view on the far side of the patient bed. She was adjusting an IV line. The orderly pushed a cart toward the patient�s head. The cart held some kind of old electrical device. Thick wires came from the old device and connected to a pincer type assembly with foam padding on either side of the pincers.
Hans Drexel flipped a switch on the old machine. A red light came on. Hans adjusted a knob and a needle moved into the center of a gauge.
The orderly placed a rubber device in Bradley�s mouth.
Bradley�s eyes went wide. He tried to scream. He twisted violently from side to side, the restraints making his efforts to escape futile.
Doctor Natalie Drexel held up her hand. �We�re not ready,� she said. �The sedative isn�t��
Mark recognized the machine. He had seen it before, though he wasn�t sure where. All he remembered was that it inflicted a lot of pain. Pain that he was sure Bradley would soon feel. Mark twisted the door knob and flung the door open. He raced across the hallway.
�Mark, No!� Ellen shouted.
Scott fell across an old box, but righted himself and stumbled through the door after Mark.
The orderly heard the commotion and blocked the doorway, impeding Mark�s entry into the room.
Hans looked at Natalie. �No time,� he said. He took the pincer device and opened it, placing each pad against Bradley�s temples. He closed the pincers tight and pushed a button on the pincers sending a surge of electricity coursing through Bradley�s body.
Bradley�s eyes distended and his hair bristled with electricity. His body convulsed and spasmed as the electricity surged through his brain.
Mark fought with the orderly, but as he watched Bradley suffer under the electricity, his legs faded. His knees buckled and he sagged down. Mark�s eyes fixate on the sight before him.
* * *
Mark�s vision went blurry. The body on the gurney was no longer an old, wrinkled man, but a young face, contorted in pain.
Mark watched the young man�s entire body spasm as the electricity coursed through him.
* * *
Mark�s body was nearly limp as he watched Bradley undergo the shock treatment, and the orderly had little problem keeping Mark at bay. Mark�s feeble attempt to break through was as ineffective as his warning to the doctors. �Stop it,� Mark said, quietly, his mouth having trouble getting the words out. Again, a bit louder, �Stop it,� he said.
Dr. Hans Drexel released the switch and released the pincers from Bradley�s head.
Bradley�s body collapsed back down onto the gurney. His body relaxed, but Mark could see his eyes still move without control, flicking back and forth.
Hans Drexel adjusted the knob on the machine, the needle maximizing in the gauge. �Again,� he said as he once again closed the pincers on Bradley�s temples and closed the switch.
Scott rushed up from behind Mark, plowing into the orderly. He hit the orderly high, almost knocking him to the ground. The orderly grabbed one of Scott�s arms, and spun him around. Scott reversed the move and pulled the orderly into a standing full Nelson, pinning the orderly�s arms in the air above his head and pushing his head down into his chest. Scott�s fingers interlaced behind the orderly�s neck, creating a nearly unbreakable hold.
With Scott�s intervention, Mark broke free just as Bradley�s body flexed completely taut, almost levitating off the gurney. A light wisp of smoke floated from one of the pincer pads tightly pressed to Brad�s temple.
Mark pulled his fingers into a solid fist. �I said NO!!� He leaped toward Drexel, just as Drexel removed the device from Brad�s head.
Mark was within arm�s length of Hans, his fist raised, ready to pummel the man.
�No,� Bradley said, his voice coarse, almost quiet. He spit the rubber tongue protector out of his mouth. �No,� he repeated.
Mark stopped. He looked at the man lying on the gurney.
Bradley was calm, composed. His eyes were now focused. He looked around.
Ellen stepped into the room, still filming.
The orderly stopped fighting for his freedom, but Scott still held him securely in the wrestling hold.
Everyone�s eyes were on Bradley.
Natalie Drexel released the straps holding Bradley down, and Bradley tried to sit up.
Dr. Natalie Drexel and Mark both helped him. Mark continued to hold Bradley up. Natalie offered Bradley a cup of water, and he took a drink.
�Thanks,� Bradley said, his voice raspy.
Bradley looked at Dr. Hans Drexel, who was putting the pincers back on top of the shock machine. �The same?� Bradley asked the doctor.
�I think so. Just a few minutes. I thought you would want to see him.� Hans Drexel nodded at Mark.
Bradley reached for Mark, grabbed his shoulder, then slid his legs off the gurney. �Help me stand,� Bradley asked.
Mark stood, helping the old man up off the gurney. Bradley stood, wobbly, with Mark�s support. Wires hung from his body.
Bradley looked at Mark, then nodded toward Hans. �Don�t blame him,� Bradley told Mark.
�I don�t understand,� Mark said.
�Electro-convulsive therapy,� Hans Drexel explained. �Some called it Electro-Shock Therapy. We used it over the years.�
�I know,� Mark said. �I read your papers. It was only partially successful.�
�We advanced the state of the art in many therapies. This was one of them. But as you said, it was only helpful to some patients.�
�I was one of the early patients,� Bradley said.
�You�re barbaric!� Mark said to Hans.
�No,� Bradley said to Mark. �I volunteered. I knew what I was getting into.�
�That�s crazy,� Mark said.
�That�s what a lot of people called me� crazy,� Bradley said. �I had dreams, terrible dreams.�
Bradley took a sliding step forward. Several of the electrodes fell away. �Help me walk,� he asked Mark.
Mark held Bradley steady as he shuffled toward the door. Mark couldn�t fathom a reason anyone would subject themselves to such obvious pain. �Why would you volunteer for something like this?� he asked.
�When you�re as bad off as I was, you�ll try anything,� Bradley said.
They turned and stepped into the hallway.
Scott released the intern from the hold. The intern flexed his arms and re-adjusted his twisted shirt.
The doctors stood back, giving the two men some space and privacy. Ellen, though, continued to film. She followed Mark and Bradley, but kept a wary eye on the two doctors. She stepped into the hall and continued to capture the story.
�When Drexel said a few minutes�� Mark asked.
�The shocks work, but it doesn�t last long,� Bradley said. �The fog will be back.�
�What was wrong with you?� Mark asked.
�It was the dreams,� Bradley said. �They got so bad I couldn�t tell my dreams from the real world. I started drinking. A lot.�
�So you volunteered?�
�I was at the end of my rope. I wanted to kill myself. I almost killed myself. I had the gun. The shocks were the only option I had left.�
Bradley�s left leg gave way.
Mark held him up, kept Bradley from falling to the floor. �I have the same problems,� Mark confided.
�Suicidal?� Bradley asked.
Mark looked off into the distance. �I�ve thought about it. But my daughter��
Bradley turn his head and looked directly into Mark�s eyes. �You have a daughter?� he asked.
�Yes. That�s the reason I haven�t done it� haven�t killed myself.�
Bradley nodded. �Then you understand why I had to try anything to help. I had a daughter� and a son��
Both of Bradley�s legs gave out. Mark struggled to hold Bradley up as they both slid down to the floor. They sat together, leaning against the wall, Mark holding Bradley up.
�You have family?� Mark asked. �Is there anything you want me to tell them?�
Bradley looked at Mark, held onto him tightly. �Thank you, but that�s already taken care of�.�
Bradley�s head slumped. �Just know, my wife� I loved her so much.� Bradley�s voice got quieter and quieter � barely a whisper. �She was a fantastic moth�� Bradley�s eyes closed before he could finish.
Mark yelled down the hall. �HELP!�
Bradley whispered: �Jenny� I love�� Bradley�s lips continued to move, but no sound came out.
Mark laid Bradley on his back, and put his ear to Bradley�s mouth.
�Beautiful� so sorry�� Bradley�s lips stopped moving. The large orderly stepped forward with the wheelchair.
Mark helped the orderly lift Bradley into the chair.
Bradley slumped forward, but continued to breathe. His eyes came back open, but were unfocused.
Mark followed as the orderly pushed Bradley in his wheelchair back toward the others.
Hans Drexel took a penlight from his pocket and flashed it in Bradley�s eyes. He stood back up and sighed. He looked over at Mark: �I�m sorry it doesn�t last.�
�It looked very painful,� Mark said.
�That�s one reason we discontinued this treatment. Some patients could tolerate it more than others. Bradley�� Drexel patted Bradley on his shoulder. �He tried so hard. He wanted so much to be healed.�
�But it didn�t work,� Mark said.
�Unfortunately,� Hans Drexel said. �With Bradley we only achieved some short-term results. The same was true of most of our other patients. We finally gave up on these therapies when other options became available.�
�Other options?� Mark asked.
They all walked toward the stairwell, the orderly pushing the wheelchair.
�Drug therapy, primarily,� Dr. Natalie Drexel said. �Some drugs were very effective. Shock is still used when other methods fail, but now only under heavy sedation.�
�What about Bradley?� Mark asked.
�We tried the drugs,� Hans said, �but they didn�t help him. We keep an eye on him, as with all our former patients� at least we did. With the hospital closing, we won�t be able to do much more.�
�We wanted you to know the real story,� Natalie said. �You were about to write about the rumors. That�s what everyone writes about.�
The large orderly picked Bradley up in his arms. Natalie held the door to the stairwell open, shining her flashlight down the dark passageway. Scott collapsed the wheel chair and picked it up, following down the stairwell.
Mark walked down the steps, alongside Dr. Hans Drexel. �He said he had a son,� Mark said.
Dr. Natalie Drexel looked back at her father.
�Yes. Yes, he did,� Hans Drexel said. �His son used to visit Bradley in the hospital when he was very young. Eventually Bradley told us not to let him visit. Bradley was adamant that his son not know his diagnosis. They called it insanity back then. There was a stigma, even with relatives.�
�But aren�t some of these illnesses hereditary? Shouldn�t his son know?� Mark asked.
At the bottom of the stairs, Scott unfolded the wheelchair and the orderly put Bradley Williams back in the chair. �Back to the home?� the orderly asked.
�Yes. Please,� Dr. Natalie Drexel said.
Mark watched as the orderly loaded Bradley into the van they had seen parked in the front of the building. Mark turned to Natalie: �I really think his son should know, even if Bradley didn�t want him to.�
Dr. Natalie Drexel looked at Mark. She put her hand on his shoulder. �I think he knows,� she said.
Mark considered all that had just transpired. He felt sure that each and every fact pointed to an otherwise unbelievable conclusion, at least it had been unbelievable this morning. Was Bradley Mark�s own father? He had been told since he was a child that he was an orphan, that his parents had both died when he was young. But the memories he�d been having were so real. And the way Bradley had looked at him, both at the nursing home and when he had talked to him just now. Their experiences were also so similar, their suicidal tendencies. It was all too remarkable.
Mark�s thoughts were interrupted when Dr. Hans Drexel pointedly addressed him. �I hope you understand that even though not all of what we did here was successful, it was all done to help�to help our patients,� Hans said.
�But it was done in secret,� Mark said. �That wasn�t right.�
�People wouldn�t have understood,� Hans said.
�Maybe. Maybe not,� Mark said.
Dr. Hans Drexel pointed at Ellen�s camera. �May we have the tape? We�d rather you not show what you have seen here tonight.�
�Hell no,� Ellen said. �This is primo footage. It�s got to be shown.�
�She�s right. I understand your concern, but this has to get out,� Mark said.
�You�ll be exposing privileged patient information,� Dr. Natalie Drexel said. �You�ll expose your company to huge lawsuits from the patient and his family.�
�Bradley won�t sue,� Mark said. �He wouldn�t even be aware of what it was about. And we�ve been told he has no family, from multiple sources.�
�But I think you know better,� Natalie said.
�You keep insinuating that I�m his son, but no one has confirmed that. And if so, then I�m his only relative. I won�t be suing � it�s more important that the story get out.�
�I was afraid that would be your position,� Hans Drexel said. He pulled a small, old-fashioned pistol from his pocket and pointed it at Mark.
Scott stepped in front of Ellen.
Natalie Drexel almost screamed when she saw the gun. �Father! You can�t!�
�I�ll be ruined,� Hans said to his daughter. �We�ll all be ruined.� He turned to Mark. �I�ll take the tape.�
Hans panned the gun between Mark and Ellen, who was safely hidden behind Jake.
Mark held his hands up. He spoke to Ellen, but never took his eyes off of the gun Hans was holding: �Let him have the tape, Ellen.�
�No. We can�t,� Ellen said. �This is the whole story.�
�It�s not worth someone getting killed, Ellen. Give him the tape.�
Ellen popped the tape out of the camera. She handed it past Scott to Drexel.
�Thank you,� Hans Drexel said. �I hope you�ll understand.�
Drexel backed away, pushing his daughter behind him toward the van. They got into the van and it pulled away.
�Let�s give them a few minutes,� Mark said. �That antique pistol looked like it could go off any second.�
�Too bad you had to give up that tape,� Scott said to Ellen. �That would have made some great footage for your story.�
Ellen held up her cell phone. �What do you mean �would have�?�
Mark smiled at her for the first time.
�You might make a good reporter, after all,� Mark said.
* * *
Mark decided to stay a few extra days after Ellen went back to Chicago. He had a couple of things he wanted to do. First thing, he went back out to the cemetery.
He drove straight back to the little house that served as the caretaker�s quarters. Outside, he passed several men cleaning the grass from around the grave stones. The sound of weed whackers was everywhere. He parked near the house, and knocked on the door.
A diminutive little woman, easily in her seventies, Mark guessed, opened the door. �Can I help you, young man?� she asked.
Mark hadn�t been called �young man� in years. He smiled. �Yes ma�am,� he said. �I wondered if someone here could help me find a grave?�
�Of course,� she said, opening the screen door. �Why don�t you come on in and tell me who you�re looking for.�
Mark stepped inside. The furnishings inside were old, on the verge of antiques. But everything looked very comfortable. One room off to the left was a study, and Victorian style sofas and loveseats lined the walls. Plenty of room for a small family gathering. To the right was a large dinner table, at least six chairs on each side and others along the wall.
The woman caught Mark looking at the rooms. She paused for him to follow. �We welcome families to visit during their time of loss,� she said. �Especially if the weather turns bad. I�m Margaret, by the way.� She extended her hand. �My friends call me Maggie.�
Mark shook her hand. �Mark. Mark Wilcox.�
�This way, please.� Maggie led him to an inner room, more of an office. A large map of the cemetery covered most of one wall. An old library style index card cabinet covered most of another wall.
�What is the name of the person you are looking for?� Maggie asked.
�Jackie Wilcox. Jacqueline.�
Maggie wrote the name down on a green bound register.
�Do you know when she passed?�
�It was just last year,� Mark said. �August.�
Maggie wrote that down as well. She closed the register and went over to the card cabinet. She pulled a drawer part of the way out and began thumbing through the cards. �Your sister?� Maggie asked.
�Yes,� Mark said. �I couldn�t make it to her funeral.� Mark wasn�t sure why he said that. He felt he needed to explain why he didn�t even know where his own sister was buried.
Maggie pulled a card part of the way up out of the drawer. �Section 316 East, Plot 18.� She left the card in the drawer, still sticking up, and the drawer open. She went to the map on the wall and stared at the left side. She took a three-foot-long stick that had a rubber tip and pointed at the map. �316 East.� She pointed at a spot near the center of the map. �You�re right here, Mr. Wilcox.� Maggie moved the stick to closer to the center of the map, then moved it along a thick black line to show him the way. �Just go east along the main road, and take the third left. That�s 316 East.�
Mark pulled his notebook out of his jacket pocket and started to take some notes.
�No need for that, Mr. Wilcox.� Maggie opened a drawer in a small filing cabinet. She took out a sheet of paper from one of the folders. She also took a small map from a stack under the register. She pointed at the map, first. �Here,� she said as she drew a line from the center of the map, along the road to section 316 East. She then took the sheet she pulled from the filing cabinet and made a circle around the number �18�. �Plot eighteen. You should have no trouble finding it.� She handed both papers to Mark.
�Thank you very much,� Mark said. He turned and headed back toward the front of the house.
Maggie followed. �It was raining that day,� she said.
�What day?� Mark asked.
�The day of her funeral. I remember it. I remember all the funerals.�
�Like I said, I couldn�t make it,� Mark said. Again. Why did he say it again?
�It was a small gathering,� Maggie said. They had the service in the chapel. I didn�t go in, not my business. But they did stop in the salon here for a bit, until the rain eased up. I remember two men and a woman. And that fellow in the wheelchair.�
Mark looked at Maggie. �Wheelchair?�
�Yes. Not to talk about anyone, but there was something wrong with him. Some sort of disability. He didn�t say anything. Didn�t really even move. The others were nice enough. They didn�t say much, either. I had a feeling they were his caregivers.�
�They had a service in the chapel?� Mark asked.
�Yes. It was too wet to go to the gravesite, would have been too difficult with the wheelchair. They sat in the salon for a bit, but when it kept raining they went out to the chapel. Said their goodbyes there, I suppose. Then they left. I expected to see them later, after the weather cleared up, but I don�t think they�ve been out here since. Leastways, I haven�t seen them.�
Mark looked over at the chapel. �Is the chapel open?�
�All day, every day. You�re welcome to go inside.�
Mark looked over, remembering the last time he tried to go in. �Maybe,� he said.
�Go visit your sister,� Maggie said. �Then come on back and sit for a few minutes in the chapel. Do you good.�
Mark smiled. He needed some good for a change. �Thanks,� he said. �Maybe I will.�
�I�ve seen more than a couple of miracles happen in that little church,� Maggie said. She waved Mark to come in close and gave him a hug.
Mark was humbled. This little woman, who didn�t know him from Adam, seemed to sense his trouble, and had suggested a cure no doctor could ever prescribe.
He did as Maggie suggested. He left his car at the house, and walked. It was cool, but sunny. He passed marker after marker as he made his way to Section 316 East. He was there before he knew it. Section 316 East was one of the newer sections, where all the markers were flush with the ground. Even so, some of the markers were more ornate than the others.
When he got to plot eighteen, he found that the marker for Jackie was of the simplest design. Name and dates. No other inscription. Mark had only intended to check out the grave, then head out. But he stayed. He remembered. Good times. And bad. The memories started to flood back. He cried again, then. Not a sobbing cry, but a steady stream of tears flowing down his face. He thought about speaking out loud, telling Jackie he was sorry he didn�t come to her funeral� that he was sorry he hadn�t been there when she needed him. He couldn�t, though. He just couldn�t. He hoped she would forgive him.
Mark looked around at the other graves, many decorated with artificial flowers. He regretted having not brought some, and vowed to bring some next time. Yes. There would definitely be a next time.
After a while Mark did say something. �Goodbye, Jackie.� He said. After a pause. �I�ll be back soon.�
He turned and walked back to the little house and the chapel. The closer he got to the chapel, the better he began to feel about things. By the time he got there, he had made up his mind. He stepped up to the chapel doors and went inside.
* * *
Mark went through the automatic door and up to the receptionist. He thought about just asking to see Bradley, but the receptionist was the same person who was there when Pamela had kicked he and Ellen out just a couple of days before. Mark needed to clear the air with Pamela, first.
�Hi,� Mark said to the receptionist.
The receptionist had already seen him. She had a grim look on her face, and she had already picked up the phone and had hit a speed dial key on the console. She held her finger up, indicating Mark should wait a second. She spoke into the phone: �That guy is back.� She listened for a bit. �Okay.�
She hung up the phone and addressed Mark. �You�re to stay right here until Ms. Benson can come up.�
Mark nodded. He stepped back away from the desk and waited. He didn�t have to wait long. But it wasn�t Pamela who arrived first � it was the big orderly.
The orderly didn�t say anything, just stood facing Mark, big arms crossed in front of him.
Pamela arrived a moment later, cell phone to her ear. �I understand. I�m sure it will be fine,� she said, then killed the call and put her phone in her pocket.
�I have to say, Mr. Wilcox, I wasn�t expecting you back,� Pamela addressed him.
Mark was surprised when Pamela extended her hand. Mark shook it. �I didn�t think I�d be back here, either,� Mark said. �However, some things have happened��
�I know,� Pamela interrupted. �That was Natalie Drexel. She told me you might come back to see Bradley.�
Mark wasn�t sure if this was a good sign, or a bad one. He looked at the orderly, but spoke to Pamela: �And?�
�Dr. Drexel said that would be fine,� Pamela said.
Mark breathed a sigh of relief.
�She said it would do you both some good.� Pamela turned to the orderly. �Would you show Mr. Wilcox to Bradley�s room? No need to monitor them.�
The orderly dropped his arms back to his side. �Of course,� he said. He turned to Mark: �Just follow me.�
Mark thanked Pamela, then followed the big orderly down the hall to room one-sixty-two. The orderly stopped outside the door. He knocked on the door, then opened it without waiting for a response. �I think he�ll be happy to have a visitor,� the orderly said.
Mark went inside. The private room was clean, but somewhat sterile. There were no family photos, no decorations. He saw Bradley, laying in the middle of the hospital bed. He was awake, staring at the ceiling. There was a TV in the room, but it wasn�t on. No noise whatsoever. Mark walked up to the side of the bed. He wasn�t sure what to do.
Mark reached down and took the man�s hand. His father�s hand. Held it. He stared at the man he never really knew, at least didn�t remember, not until last night.
�Hi, Bradley�. Dad,� Mark finally said. Mark eased up on the side of the bed, sitting beside the man he never got a chance to grow up with, still holding Bradley�s unmoving, limp hand. Then Mark started babbling, telling Bradley about this and that, none of it probably making any sense to the man, even had he been able to hear and understand the stories Mark was telling him. Mark told Bradley about his life, the struggles, the trials, the successes. He brought up Rachel, and told Bradley everything about her that Mark could think of. One subject he didn�t broach was Jackie. Mark didn�t have the heart to tell his father that she had died. Had killed herself. Even though he couldn�t understand what Mark was saying, Mark didn�t want to take that chance. What good would it do, anyhow?
Mark didn�t know for certain how long he had been talking, but realized it was getting late. He needed to head back to Chicago.
�I�ll be back, Dad,� Mark said. �I�ll bring a picture of Rachel for your room when I come next time,� Mark said.
He wasn�t certain, but he almost thought he felt a small, almost imperceptible squeeze from Bradley�s hand.
* * *
Mark wasn�t looking forward to checking in with his boss. But, on the other hand, he was. Mark realized now he needed to own up, to apologize for his behavior over the last few months. He was convinced Art was going to let him go, so he was pleasantly surprised when Art welcomed him warmly.
�Mark, come in,� Art said.
Mark wasn�t expecting Art to get up from behind his desk to come around and shake his hand.
�Sit,� Art said. �You need some coffee?� Art punched a button on his phone.
Mark recognized Judy�s voice: �Yes, Mr. Hill?�
�Would you grab a cup of coffee and bring it to my office for Mark?� Art looked at Mark: �Black, right Mark?�
Mark nodded.
�Make it black, Judy.� Art punched the button on his phone. He turned back to look at Mark.
Art didn�t say anything at first. He looked at Mark, then shook his head.
Mark wasn�t sure if Art was being condescending � that would conflict with his �I�ll have my admin bring you some coffee� attitude. It seemed like more of an �I can�t believe it� gesture. �I got a look at the early draft you put together on the insane asylum,� Art said.
�They don�t call them that anymore,� Mark said. �How�d you get the draft?�
�Ellen sent it to me,� Art said.
�I bet she did,� Mark said. �It�s not ready for you to trash. It�s not done.�
�I know it�s not done,� Art said. �In fact, it�s still pretty rough. But, I thought it was good enough to send up to the publisher.�
�I can�t believe you did that, Art,� Mark said, throwing his arms in the air. �Shit.�
�Easy, Mark,� Art said.
Judy rapped on the door. She stepped in and handed Mark a cup of coffee. She smirked at Mark before walking out.
�So, I take it I�m out?� Mark asked. �Ellen sent it in to show how bad the story was?�
�What the hell�s wrong with you, Mark?� Art asked. He smiled. �The story was great!�
�Huh?� Mark asked, his mind swimming.
�This was some true Sixty Minutes kind of reporting,� Art said. �The whole �we�re gonna� have to shoot this on a phone camera� bit was amazing. We haven�t put out that kind of story in years.�
�But the producer?� Mark asked.
�She loved it, too. Turns out she had a relative that was in the Dayton Insane Asylum��
�Mental hospital,� Mark corrected.
�Whatever they call it,� Art said. �Her relative had been treated well. Had a good recovery due to some of the innovative techniques your Dr. Hans Drexel came up with.�
�Why didn�t she tell us that before she sent us on the story?� Mark asked.
�Didn�t want to taint your perspective.�
�I can see that, I guess,� Mark said. He sat a few seconds, then took a sip of his coffee. �Listen, Art, about Ellen��
�I know you didn�t want to take her with you,� Art said, �but I thought the two of you would eventually hit it off. Guess I was right.�
�You were?� Mark asked.
�Wasn�t I?� Art said. �Ellen hasn�t stopped talking about the trip.�
�I�ll bet she hasn�t,� Mark said. �Listen, I know we didn�t get along all that well, but I think she might make a good reporter. I suggest you fast track her, get her some assignments. She�ll probably surprise you.�
�Didn�t get along?� Art walked back around to sit at his desk. �Ellen only had glowing things to say about you. Said you knew your stuff. Said she learned a ton from you.�
�She did?� Mark was stunned.
�You sound surprised,� Art said. �But you�re right. I already have her pegged for a story down in Crestwood. Another corruption scandal. Big surprise, huh?�
�Yeah, big surprise.� Mark thought for a bit. �I want her help finishing the Dayton story, though. If that�s all right?�
Art nodded his head. �That�s fine. It�s due tomorrow. After that, I have another big project for you. If you want it? Here in town, this time.�
�Of course,� Mark said, relieved he still had a job. �Whatever it takes.�
�I like your attitude, Mark. It�s good to have you back.�
Mark got up to leave. �I�ll get the final story to you by tonight.�
�Yes. Yes, you will,� Art said as Mark walked out of the office. �And close the friggin� door!�
Mark walked out, leaving Art�s door wide open.
* * *
Mark sat in his parked car near the school. He noticed another school bus pass by, but his attention was on his phone. He listened to a voice mail on speaker.
�Hey, Mark. Here�s the final,� Ellen said. �It turned out great. I heard they�re airing it on the evening news in a couple of hours. Congratulations.�
Mark pushed the play icon. His image behind the anchor desk came up as the story played. He watched it, smiling, all the way to the end: �The Edges Psychiatric Hospital ends a legacy of helping thousands of patients. Though they used what some have called �barbaric� techniques, it was all done with the very best of intentions. This is Mark Wilcox, Chicago Channel Seven News.�
As another yellow school bus passed by, he watched it stop ahead of him behind a line of other busses.
Children started to come out of the building and head for the buses.
He got out of his car and walked toward the school. He was standing just outside the front, along with a dozen or so other parents, when Rachel came out, backpack slung over her shoulders.
Rachel squealed when she saw him. She ran to him and jumped in his arms. �Daddy,� she squealed.
Mark squatted down as Rachel flung her arms around him.
Mark reveled in the touch of his daughter, the tight hug. After they hugged, Mark and Rachel walked away toward his car, holding hands.
�Do I really get to stay the whole weekend with you, Daddy?� Rachel asked.
�Sure do. Mommy said it�s okay. She even gave me some clothes for you.�
�Can we go to the park?� Rachel asked.
�Sure, we can,� Mark said. �But there�s something special I�d like to do.�
�What?� Rachel asked.
�I�d kind of like you to meet someone,� Mark said. �But it�s a few hours away. You wanna� go on a little trip? �
�Yay! Who is it?� Rachel asked.
Mark looked down at her. �Your grandpa,� he said.
Rachel looked up at him. Her expression gave her away � she was both surprised, and thrilled.
And so was Mark.

��The End-
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