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Hi, I’m Lee. About four years ago, in a cool and overcast November, I started writing a piece of fiction that was so involved and so sprawling, I had to stop writing it after one month of near-steady typing. The amazing thing was that I’d written most of those first fifty thousand words without a plot. I DID stop to plot the novel, but by the time I did, it was well and truly under way. But when the end of the month came around, I was too tired to finish it properly.
The story you are holding is not what I wrote in that first month. In fact, it wasn’t even written the following autumn, when I took up the burden again and wrote another fifty thousand words or so. In truth, Under Observation, Chapter 32 of the novel Terminal Monday didn’t get written until the first week of the December following the third November in a row. The chapter took about three weeks to write and polish for my beta readers, because it had to have so very many things happen in it to realize my vision. The novel was completed on January 1st, 2010. So, really, four months, probably between ninety-five and one-hundred-ten days in total (I know for certain I didn't write every single day), over a stretch of three years (and one day). And then I unceremoniously placed it in a virtual box and proceeded to sit on it until I was ready to begin the rewrites.
It’s October of 2011. Yes, I’ve been waiting a while.
As an opener to releasing the novel, which still needs a bit of rewriting (WHY did I think I was setting it in Hamilton for the first four chapters, but in NYC for the rest?), so it will be another month or so before that’s ready to go, especially with my current Manic Boy workload.
However, this chapter, which has scarcely seen any editing beyond spell checking, is nevertheless pretty much good to go. That may be because I did in fact labour over it for almost a month. It’s probably not going to get any better than it is now, which is fortunate, because it is already about thirty-eight thousand words long. I’m calling it a novella and moving on.
It’s probably the most bizarre piece of fiction I’ve ever written. I know it’s probably not the easiest read, but I do hope you take something from it. Turn the lights off when you leave.
Lee Edward McIlmoyle,
Still here in Limbo,
Listening to Talking Heads and editing anthologies,
Wednesday, October 12th, 2011
____________________
Richard's eyes did not fly open suddenly. He didn't hear voices calling to him. He merely returned gradually, like leaving a dense forest and walking out into sunlight. He felt lightness almost before he knew it was light. Not warmth, precisely. More a dulling of the myriad physical sensations one notices in the dark, as the mind wakens and begins processing raw data into coherent information.
When his eyes did open, he found himself in a well-made bed, pillow under his head, all in mild chalk pastel tones; The general colour scheme leaned towards soft and pale. That was his first clue. He was pretty sure that he wasn't in Naomi's bed. He couldn't remember if he'd ever actually stood in Naomi's bedroom before, but he was pretty sure there would be more bold colours involved. He wasn't sure if he was disappointed or relieved.
His second clue was that there was too much sound. Not that it was loud. The door was closed and the room seemed fairly well insulated; only a distant murmur of sound reached him. It was the quality of that sound, like water burbling through a pipe, the susurrus of a distant cacophony, that convinced him there were people outside. Perhaps not right outside, but down the hall or in another room. It was still possible that he was hearing Naomi with friends downstairs, but it seemed unlikely.
There was a large mirror built right into the same wall as the door, and the lights were all sunken into the ceiling and covered over with what looked like thick glass. He wondered how they changed the bulbs; the lights were looking a little dim and in need of changing. The walls and doorway were flat, featureless. No outlets or switches. He couldn't remember ever being in any home that looked like this.
He finally accepted that he was in some kind of clinical room. It seemed the safest assumption. Apart from the lack of machinery, it had that pleasantly institutional look that you sometimes saw in hospitals in the movies, when they weren't trying to scare you.
It dawned on him to wonder how he'd gotten there. His memory of last night wasn't too good. He definitely remembered visiting Naomi, and being scared, but the details were pretty hazy. An image flitted through his mind, a woman in an apartment, but her clothes and features kept changing. So many different women. Were they women he knew? He wondered why they were there. Had they really all wanted to see him? It seemed unlikely. He was just a quiet, married writer.
Kara. Where was she? He could remember seeing her sitting beside him, frowning. She'd been trying to protect him, as always. What had she been trying to say? Get out. Get away. Something like that.
Then it clicked. He was a prisoner. Naomi must have turned him in. They'd caught him after all. His heart sank. He'd gone to her for help. He'd trusted her. How could she do this to him?
He chuckled darkly to himself, even as his eyes welled up. He was a monologing caricature. The perfect cliché. How could she? Boo hoo. He must have said something, done something. She probably thought she was doing him a favour. He'd probably scared the shit out of her.
Then it hit him: a mental image of his hand moving between her thighs, and her pushing him away. What had he done? He couldn't have! Not Naomi! How could he? He would never...
But what if he had? Was that why she'd betrayed him?
Where was she? Was she safe? Were they holding her too? They probably had her locked up and sedated, so they could use her to make him talk. Maybe they were interrogating her to see if he'd told her about the disc. She could be in real danger. He had to find her.
Pulling the sheet aside, he found he was still wearing his ribbed gray cotton thermal tee shirt and fleece track pants. He rooted through his pockets. No keys; no wallet; nothing he could use to get out. The string from his pants was gone. He tried to imagine how they could have found that a threat to his safety. Then he had a flash of James Bond and Red Grant trying to strangle one another on the train, and it occurred to him that perhaps they were thinking of their own safety instead. He laughed at the thought of people believing he was a potential killer. Ah well. At least they hadn't left him naked.
Richard bounced out of the bed and began looking around the room. He walked over to the door and tried to open it, but it was as locked as he'd expected it to be. He walked over to the mirror. He couldn't see anything through it, like he remembered being able to do with some one-way glass he saw when he was a kid. They must have improved on it since then. He stood back and slowly passed his gaze across the face of the mirror, hoping he was meeting someone's eyes at least once.
He resolutely refused to start talking as if he knew he was being listened to. He'd already had enough problems with talking to people he wasn't sure were really there. He'd be damned if he was going to start talking to someone he couldn't see. They'd probably think he was losing his mind, if there was anyone there at all. If they were going to make him wait, he was going to keep them guessing.
He returned to the bed and began making it up expertly, tucking in the edges and plumping the pillow before setting it neatly back on the bed. He carefully climbed into the center of the bed and crossed his legs.
He thought about his laptop and the disc inside it, and figured they had probably found it already. Someone was probably decrypting it at that moment, and they were simply keeping him around in case they couldn't make it work. He wondered if the disc would still work for him. He'd never actually figured out what was on it or how it worked. He figured it probably used the webcam feature to verify his identity before opening to him. Nina had obviously been thorough in preparing it for his use.
Nina. Wasn't she just a character he'd been writing? Impossible. A fictional character couldn't have done the things to him that she had. Or could they?
How much of his life in the last few weeks had really happened? What if he'd imagined it all, Troy giving him the package, Stacey being dragged away, Nina making love to him, the whole thing? Was anything real? Was he actually laying in an alley somewhere, soaking in his own piss, talking to himself and coming off in his pants repeatedly from imagined sexual encounters?
Was he laying in a hospital somewhere in a coma, hallucinating everything? What if it wasn't just the fictional characters that were in his head? What if everyone he knew was just a coma dream? Did people dream when they were in a coma? He'd heard that their brain activity was too low for that, but then, how come so much fiction existed with comatose people dreaming they were still alive? Were all writers as lazy as he was?
What if he wasn't really a writer at all? What if he were some factory worker who'd gotten so depressed about his nothing existence that he'd damaged his brain trying to commit suicide and got locked up in the hospital for months? Years? What if he'd dreamed his whole life as a writer, and this was the first time he'd been awake in years? Or was he still dreaming?
Or was he dead? Had he been run down crossing the road or mugged walking in the park that night? Had he actually drowned in that lake last summer?
No. He couldn't afford to start thinking that. Why would he imagine himself locked in some sterile observation room in the afterlife? He didn't really believe in Hell anymore, so it seemed unlikely that he was in his own private hell. If it was really Hell, it would probably be crowded with noisy people jeering and looking down their nose at him. He'd probably be naked, too.
All of these thoughts running around in his head were setting his nerves on edge, teetering, staring down into the abyss.
Maybe that's what they wanted. What if they'd been making him believe he was going mad all this time, so they could get him here? Was it something he'd found out? Something he'd written about in the movie script? Had he been getting too close to the truth? Or had that all been part of it too? Was this all like some episode of the Prisoner, where he was really someone who knew too many secrets and decided to quit, only to wind up trapped in some secret police state for debriefing.
____________________
He didn't know how long he'd been there, running mental circles around his neuroses, when at last something happened. First, the lights brightened to almost office levels, and then the door unlocked. He looked over, half expecting it to be Naomi, or some Leo McKern lookalike coming to give him a number and ask him indecipherable questions.
Instead, it was a very plain, anonymous-looking man with a crown of graying brown hair and a pair of rimless rectangular glasses perched half way down his nose. He had a chair in one hand, and was wearing a standard medical lab coat with a pen light and otoscope in his pocket and a stethoscope around his neck. He didn't look worried for his life. He looked quite calm, in fact. He reminded Richard a little bit of the dad from Alf. What was that guy's name? Max something.
"You mean Max Wright, don't you?" the doctor asked.
"Sorry?" he answered.
"Max Wright, the actor who played Mr. Tanner in the TV show, Alf. I immediately knew who you were talking about when you said Max, because I get that a lot around here. I don't think I look a bit like him, but I guess I have the same basic physical type, so people just make the connection. Or did you mean Max von Sydow? Now him I really look nothing like. To tell you the truth, he scares the willies out of me."
"Not every role Max von Sydow played was a villain," Richard answered without really meaning to.
"No? Well then, can you name one movie he played where he wasn't creepy?" the doctor asked bluntly as he took his seat.
"Well, to be honest, I haven't exactly made a study of his work. I really only remember him in a few roles, and he was a villain in all of them..."
"Exactly," the doctor said triumphantly.
"...but I'm positive I've seen him play less sinister roles."
"That may be so, but you can't remember any, which proves my point. Max Wright has played villains too, but he'll always be remembered as Willie Tanner, and Max von Sydow has probably played fathers and uncles and doctors like me, but he'll always be remembered as a villain. Did you see Minority Report?"
"Yes, I did," Richard answered. "I'm a fan of Philip K. Dick, so I felt it was my duty to see the film."
"Philip Kindred Dick, eh? Interesting. Did you ever read VALIS?"
"I've read all of the Gnostic Novels, including Radio Free Albemuth," Richard replied. "Why is that interesting?"
"Dick wrote a great deal of fiction featuring characters who openly questioned the nature of reality and the purpose of their existence. A few moments ago, I heard you asking yourself all sorts of very interesting questions, including whether you were dead or not. Do you think you're dead?"
Richard stiffened and went cold. He hadn't realized he'd been talking to himself, even though he'd deliberately tried to keep silent. Was he that far gone? How much had this man heard?
"Not so much as you might think. You mostly mutter to yourself, and it's not always easy to follow. I'll probably spend hours after this interview reviewing the tapes to see if I can decipher everything you've said."
"Why am I here?" Richard demanded.
"Actually, that was one of the questions I was going to ask you. Are you sure you don't know the answer to that one already?"
"I'm not sure," Richard mumbled. "I remember I was trying to get away from someone, but I don't know who. I suppose they must have found me, or I wouldn't be here."
"You say someone was coming after you, but then you say 'they'. Was there more than one person following you?"
"I think there were at least four, maybe five men who came to my apartment to capture me," Richard answered, not really sure where the answers were coming from. He couldn't remember any men, and he wasn't even sure of where he lived.
"Do you know where you are?" the doctor asked.
"I think I must be in some sort of observation room in a government facility or something."
"I see," the doctor answered. "Can you tell me your full name?"
"Yes, I can," Richard answered diffidently, but refused to go on.
"Ah, yes, I see what I did there," the doctor said. "I should be more specific, right? Very well, will you please tell me your full name, if you can remember it?"
"No."
"No meaning you can't remember it?"
"No."
"Ah, yes," the doctor nodded. "I'd wondered when we were going to get to this part. For a while there, I thought we might not have to go through this."
"Meaning what?"
"Meaning you've decided to be difficult. And for your information, that is the last question I'm going to answer for you today, until you start answering some of mine."
"You'll answer my questions if I answer yours?" Richard asked.
"Not strictly speaking, no. However, I will try to help you answer some of your questions, if you answer mine."
"No."
"Very well, then. I guess this interview is over. I'll come back when you're feeling a little more cooperative."
The doctor stood up and carried his chair to the door. Richard called out before the door opened.
"What have you done with Naomi?"
The doctor turned around and stood there for a second, trying to decide something. Then he nodded and answered.
"The forms that were filled out upon your admission say you were brought here by a Ms. West. Is that your Naomi?"
Richard nodded.
"She went home. Crisis Stabilization patients under observation aren't allowed visitors. She asked us to call her if anything changed. Do you have anyone else we should notify of your situation, or will Ms. West be doing that for you."
"I don't know," he answered. "I'm not sure what my situation is."
"Well, you're not dead, and as far as I can tell, you're a little too active to be in a coma. I haven't examined you yet, but I feel safe in ruling that out. In a little while, an intern will be in to give you a change of clothing and check your vitals. I'll ask you to be more cooperative with her than you have with me. You may find this hard to believe, but we're really here to help you. Once you realize that, I'm sure things will go much smoother. Then, when you're ready, we'll be able to send you home."
"I want to go home now," Richard retorted.
"So do I," the doctor sighed, "but my shift doesn't end for a while, so I suppose I'll have to stick around and see if you decide to cooperate. I'll check in on you later." Noting the growing look of fear on Richard's face, he added, "Relax. No one is going to hurt you. You'll see. The nice intern will be in shortly."
After the door had closed and the room went quiet, Richard realized he hadn't even heard the doctor's name. He almost expected the odd man to return and tell him, but after several pregnant seconds, Richard allowed himself the small ray of hope that perhaps he'd stopped thinking out loud.
____________________
The lights dimmed again, and then he heard a piano chord from out of thin air, followed by the reedy voice of a young David Bowie singing the opening lines of an old song Richard sort of knew, about a girl and a picture show with sailors and policemen and... ah, there is. Is there life on Mars?
Light flickered from across the room, and Richard turned to see those familiar, strange eyes, one blue and one dilated so wide it almost looked brown, surrounded by pools of bright blue makeup, and Bowie's face swam into view, staring directly at him, singing about a writer repeating himself, and then it occurred to Richard that perhaps Bowie was trying to tell him something.
Richard walked across the room to stand under the television, bolted to the wall and displaying no controls, beaming a red-haired Bowie in a baby blue tailored suit and platform shoes lip-synching and essaying a few awkward dance steps between verses. Not his finest moment in video.
"Well, I'm not in a loony bin," sang Bowie. "Your excuses are wearing thin. Do you know that you're all alone? You've got nowhere left to call your home. All the people you call your friends have forgotten every place that you've been. Cast away with the morning news, coz' you never quite made the scene. Yes, your life is a saddening bore, and you've read every line before. Now you're doing it all again. So I ask you to focus on saviours vying for your dance card. Oh man, look at where your thoughts go. It's the creakiest show. Take a look at the low man thinking he's the wrong guy. Oh man, wonder if it's time to go. You're in the last place you'll know. And your mind's gone far..."
The guitar storms in, followed by the string ensemble, and Bowie turns and walks away. Richard collapses to his knees. The strings swirl downward and then turn around to climb back up to the climax, which swells and fades like a receding tide, leaving a lone, distant piano echoing off into nothing. Richard curls up on the floor. He doesn't notice the screen go blank, because his eyes are screwed shut and his ears are filled with the sound of rushing blood like thunder.
____________________
Nurse Andy
He also doesn't hear the door open again, and in fact notices nothing until he hears his name, spoken by a familiar voice.
"Mr. Burley? Are you okay?"
He rolls over and rises slowly to a sitting position, taking in a sight he couldn't believe; Andy, wearing a hospital uniform. He opened his mouth to call to her, but she had her finger pressed to her lips, shifting her eyes toward the mirror. He nodded carefully, hoping he understood.
"Hello, Mr. Burley. My name is Andy. I've brought you something clean to wear. If you'd like, I can take your clothes and have them washed for you. Would you like that?"
"I'm not sure if I should. I mean, it would probably be a good idea, because I've been wearing these clothes for days. But I have to be honest with you, I don't really look good in hospital gowns."
"I'm sure you look just fine, Mr. Burley," she grinned.
"Richard," he answered. "Please, call me Richard. I feel as if I already know you."
"Oh, I'm sure we'll be seeing lots of each other until you're ready to go home."
"How soon will that be, Andy?"
"Dr. Marston says you're still under observation. Unfortunately, you were in quite a state when you arrived. The doctors need to make sure you're going to be alright before they can release you, but by law you can't be kept here for more than three days without a state judge's approval. I'm sure that won't be a problem for you. You don't look like one of our resident patients. You're probably just tired. Here, let's get you into some clean clothes."
He climbed to his feet and started to pull off his tee shirt, and then his track pants. He was still wearing his black boxer shorts and gray socks, which she looked at, smiling. He looked at her questioningly, glancing at the mirror and back to her.
"If you'd like," she said, "I can turn my back and let you change out of those. I've brought you some pants and a shirt to wear, as well as some slippers."
She handed him the bundle of cloth she had in a plastic bag, and then turned her back. He pulled off his socks and started shrugging out of his boxers when he caught her looking at him in the mirror. Their eyes met in the glass, and he smiled in echo to hers.
When he'd finished slipping on the pants and tied the shirt in place, he reached over and tapped her on the shoulder. She turned back to him, grinning and eyeing him lasciviously, and then bundled his underwear up with his clothes.
"Okay, I need to take your temperature and your pulse rate. Can you come sit over on the bed?" she asked cheerfully.
"I'll do as the nice nurse tells me," he replied.
"Oh, I'm not a nurse. I'm only an intern," she explained.
"Ah, right. I wasn't sure, with that uniform."
"Oh, you'll know the difference when you see a real nurse. All the men do."
"I highly doubt it," he smiled. She returned his smile, blushing slightly, and then turned to cross the room. He noticed that she added a bit of sway to her walk as he followed.
He took his seat and she stepped close to him, allowing her knees to touch his, and produced a tongue depressor. She opened her mouth wide, reaching for his with the stick. He imitated her and allowed her to inspect his mouth and throat.
"No swelling or abnormalities," she announced to the room. "Have you had your tonsils removed?"
"No, I haven't needed to yet," he answered. "Is tonsilitis a potential cause... for why I'm here?"
"Not exactly. This is just a routine check-up to make sure you're physically healthy, so we can rule out infections and irregularities. Dr. Marston should have checked your heart rate and blood pressure while he was here, but perhaps that can wait until you're more settled in."
"I'm not sure I like the idea of getting settled in here, Andy."
"Oh, I don't mean to scare you, Richard. All of this is very routine. I'm sure you'll be out of here in no time."
"I hope you're right, Andy. I have people who might start missing me."
"I'm sure they would, Richard. I know I would," she added.
She took his wrist and placed her finger into that uncomfortable little spot that always made him squirm inwardly. She studied her watch and then announced, "Pulse seems regular." She gave his hand a surreptitious squeeze and released him.
Next, she pulled an electronic thermometer from her breast pocket and stepped toward him again. This time, he casually spread his knees apart, and she stepped closer, her thighs brushing against his, her bosom looming in his field of vision. He looked up at her and smiled, and she grinned back before opening her mouth demonstratively again, to which he complied. She then inserted the thermometer under his tongue and mimed closing her mouth.
"Don't bite down," she advised. "Just hold it there for a minute. It will make a sound when it's ready."
He nodded and tried not to count off the seconds. Instead, he allowed his hand to casually brush against her thigh, and she smiled softly at him, swaying ever so slightly. He found himself studying her face for any hint of his situation. She looked patiently back into his eyes, never wavering, never flinching.
Her demeanor began to have a calming effect on him, but he couldn't stop himself from wondering if this too was some sort of mirage. The song had said he was alone, forgotten, and yet, here was Andy, offering a lifeline, a fixed point to navigate by. Surely she must be real. Either that, or he was probably sitting in front of a complete stranger, and his mind was twisting it all around.
As if sensing his thoughts, she smiled warmly at him and withdrew the thermometer, reading it aloud.
"Ninety-eight-point-nine degrees Fahrenheit. Not bad at all. Looks like everything checks out," she added encouragingly. "You're doing fine, Richard. Just relax and get some rest. The doctor will be back to see you in an hour or so. If you'd like, I can turn the television on for you. Would you like that?"
"Not especially, no," he answered almost too quickly. "I find television too nerve-wracking these days."
"Oh, that's too bad. I like British sci-fi, myself. Lots of good shows on the Beeb lately."
"My wife and I followed Doctor Who and Torchwood, actually."
"Oh, those are great shows. And you're married, too. That's too bad. All the good ones are taken. Does your wife know you're here?"
"I don't think so, no," he answered carefully.
"Would you like me to call her? You can't have any visitors right now, but I'm sure she'd want to know you're here."
"No," replied Richard, sighing. "I don't think she'd want to know where I am right now."
"Oh, I'm sure you're wrong. If I were your wife, I'd want to know, even if we were fighting. I'll bet she'd feel the same."
"I don't know, Andy. Maybe you're right. But I don't see how letting her know where I am can help right now, if she can't come to see me. Perhaps it's better if I leave her alone for now."
Andy frowned, and then gently patted his cheek before thinking twice and stepping back. She nodded to him and turned to go, but added, "Well, let me know if you change your mind. I'll try to check up on you periodically. I hope you start feeling better soon, Richard."
"Thanks, Andy," he said, smiling weakly.
She smiled back, and walked to the door. When she reached it, she turned back quickly and reached up to her lips, blowing him a kiss where she was reasonably sure she couldn't be seen. And then she was gone, taking her soft, clean, feminine scent with her. He wasn't sure what to think now. If she was part of his delusions, then he didn't know how he'd ever be able to tell fact from fiction. But if it was really her, then maybe there was a chance for him after all.
It did leave him wondering if his previous assumptions were still valid. He tried to break it down in his mind, but a wave of fatigue came over him, and he found himself taken by an irresistible urge to curl up on the bed to rest his head. He didn't notice himself drift off into sleep until the sound of a woman shouting in the hall woke him.
____________________
Behind The Green Door
The sound was identical to those screams made by Stacey when she was being taken out of his apartment the other day. He ran to the door, pounding on it with both fists and shouting.
"Open this door! I can hear her! Open up! I know what you're doing! Let her go!"
He could hear her screams moving further away. He intensified his pounding, which seemed to excite Stacey's screams further. He barely noticed himself screaming incoherently, even as her own voice cut off.
He'd given up pounding on the door, and as if in response, the door knob suddenly turned. He stepped back, and Dr. Marston opened the door cautiously. There was an attendant standing behind him to one side, a large man with sandy blond hair cut short, who looked like he could fireman-carry Richard up several flights of stairs without breaking a sweat. Richard craned his neck past them both to see where they'd taken Stacey, and thought he saw two more attendants walking away from a door a short distance down the hall.
"Mr. Burley, is there a problem?" the doctor asked.
"Yes," he snapped. "I heard a woman shouting. I know that young woman. I demand to know what you've done with her."
"I'm afraid I don't know what you're talking about, Mr. Burley. There hasn't been anyone in this hall since the intern left."
"Why are you lying to me," Richard barked. "I heard her through this door. They dragged her right past me. I'm sure I saw them put her in that room just down the hall there."
"You actually saw this woman? Where did you see her? Down this hall? Where exactly?"
Richard pointed down the hall in the direction of the door he saw the attendants leave. "That one down there. Third door on the right. I saw them leaving."
"Did you actually see this woman, Mr. Burley?"
"Well, no, they'd already locked her in by the time you opened the door. But I'm certain she's in there."
"Listen, Mr. Burley, I don't want to upset you, but I promise you that there is no one in that room."
"But I saw them. She was screaming for them to let her go."
"I don't hear anyone screaming, do you?"
"No, but that room could be soundproofed."
"Mr. Burley, will you please trust me. There is no woman in that room, screaming or otherwise."
"Prove it. I want to see what is in that room."
"Mr. Burley, I don't think it's a good idea for you to leave this room right now. Perhaps later, when you're feeling a little more rested..."
"No! I don't know what you people are doing here, and I don't know why you're keeping me, but I know what I heard. I'm sure you have a young woman locked in that room, and I know you're lying to me. If you don't take me to her right now, you won't get another damned word out of me."
"Okay, Mr. Burley, I can see you're upset," Dr. Marston replied, considering something before continuing. "This is highly irregular, and I certainly don't want to have to explain this to the supervisor, but if you promise to come quietly, Brent and I will show you what is in that room."
"Show me, now," Richard demanded.
"Do I have your promise?"
"Yes, I promise," Richard lied. He had every intention of shouting the building down the second he saw what they'd done to Stacey, promise or no promise.
"Very well. Come this way. Brent?"
The large attendant took Richard by his left arm, and they walked down the hall together. As they got close to the door, Richard saw it labelled 'Cleaning Station', but he wasn't fooled. It was probably where they hosed down the noisy inmates with cold water to make them docile and compliant.
Dr. Marston gestured for Brent to open the door, and the man briefly released Richard to pull up a ring of keys, finding the correct one with practiced ease, and unlocked the door. Dr. Marston took the door knob as Brent moved to take Richard's arm again, but Richard shrugged him off, pushing past Dr. Marston and yanking the door open himself.
Inside were steel supply shelves, a large stone wash station set in the floor, and a mop bucket on wheels, the mop leaning against the wall in the wash station, dripping soapy water into the drain. Richard walked inside, moving bottles on the shelves, feeling at the walls, pounding experimentally to see if any were false. They were solid brick, coated in a yellow, water-resistant paint.
Richard turned back to both men and demanded, "Where did you put her?"
"Mr. Burley, as I was trying to tell you, there was no woman in the hallway. I'm sorry, but what you heard must have been..."
"What?" he snapped.
"Must have been your imagination," the doctor answered.
"Open the other doors," Richard commanded.
"Mr. Burley, I can't do that. Now, I've shown you the room, and as you can see, there are no women in here. It's time for you to go back to your room. Please don't be difficult."
Brent was already moving into the room, and Richard flinched as the man gently grasped his arm. Brent gave him a serious look, but was clearly trying not to let his features set too hard. Richard supposed he was just doing his job, even if he was little more than an enforcer. Richard thought of grabbing the mop and fending them off, but it occurred to him that he didn't know how to escape, even if he could take these men out.
Deciding it was futile, Richard allowed himself to be escorted out of the room. He craned his neck to see if he could spot anyone in the other rooms as he passed, but the windows in the doors were too narrow for him to see much before they had already moved past. The last door on the right was a few feet away from his own, and he figured that was where the observation station was.
Brent walked him back into his room and released him, and then took up his position behind Dr. Marston.
"There you are, Mr. Burley, as I told you. You really do have to let go of this idea that we're trying to hurt you. When you were brought in, you were in a very bad state. I'm hoping that it was merely a side effect of the medication Ms. West administered, but from what she told us of your behaviour before the medication, I'm concerned that you may be acutely delusional. I'm going to have to keep you under observation for a while longer, so we can assess whether or not you'll need to stay with us."
"You can't do this to me," Richard said weakly, not quite certain what his rights actually were in this situation, whatever this situation actually was. He remembered that Andy had told him she worked in a mental hospital, and everything he'd seen so far seemed to jibe with that. But he still didn't know what had happened to Stacey, and there was also the problem of the agents looking for him. If he were really hospitalized, how long would it be before they found him. He felt pretty sure these people wouldn't be able to stop them if they came to extract him. In fact, they'd probably hand him over gladly.
"Mr. Burley, nothing is being done to you. You're merely here so we can make sure you're not a danger to yourself or anyone else. This is the best place for you to be right now. As soon as we've determined what your situation is, we'll be able to prescribe the appropriate forms of therapy to help you."
"Help me what?" he snapped. "So far, all you've done is lied to me and antagonized me. You want me to think I'm some sort of patient, but you're treating me like a prisoner. I don't even know if what you've said about Naomi is true. You could have her locked up somewhere to keep her from telling anyone where I am."
"Mr. Burley, clearly you've been under a lot of strain recently, and I'm sure this must seem very scary to you, but I assure you, we're only here to help you. Please believe me. I can't help you until you understand that, and until you let me help you, I can't say when we'll be able to send you home. Now, can I suggest that you try to get some rest? I'll check back in on you later, and in a while, we'll have an intern bring you something to eat. I think you'll find that the food here is quite good. I'm sure you could use something to eat. Do you remember when you last ate?"
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