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NORTH FORK WRITERS Group was founded in 2010 on the East End of New York’s Long Island. Since the publication of our 7 Voices, Volume One in 2015, the group has evolved. Some original members are pursuing individual projects as new members bring us their distinct literary voices. 

Seven Voices, Volume Two gathers our diverse styles into a collection that spans an array of genres. Social satire, quiet heroics, ethereal mystery, stark drama, and dark humor fill the pages that follow. We invite you to engage with our Voices, savor the variety that inspires us as writers, and share our enthusiasm for these tales. 
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THE SUMMER DAY IS NEAR perfect. Sunshine, blue skies and pleasant temperatures are an excellent backdrop for the rare weekday afternoon game. Randy sits in his lounger with a neat Scotch in hand; the blow torch on the end table easily within reach. It’s the top of the eighth, the bottom of his fourth Scotch. He hears the approach before he sees the intruder; a soft scratch-like noise followed by a faint thump.  Resting his drink on the table before him, he refills it before extending his opposite hand for the torch. 

The small ranch’s living room is above a shallow, bare earth crawl space. It’s uninviting and infested. In the regions where they thrive they’re known as wetas, spider crickets, sand treaders, camelback crickets, criders, and also the name Randy had adopted for them: sprickets. Regardless of the unwanted guests’ moniker, they are real scary looking things that, if enhanced, could star in a Japanese horror flick. Six over-sized spindly legs propel them and, when startled, those creepy appendages can launch them with speed in haphazard directions. The damn bugs sometimes leap to unimaginable heights. The hard shelled body is elongated and can grow to almost two inches. Add those crazy legs and they can span six inches overall. That tough protective shell will provide a satisfying, though somewhat revolting crunch if you’re lucky enough to snag one under your sole. They’re pretty much blind and rely on, well - of course, oversized antennae for navigation. On long jumps that GPS kinda fails occasionally, hence the minute thump.

The insects often prefer, and keep to, uninhabited lower regions, comfortable in the dark and damp, but sometimes a lone renegade invades the living space. Several prior attempts at extermination, by costly professionals and internet inspired DIY, have been unsuccessful. To date, Randy has thrown out his hip doing an exaggerated jig while attempting to stomp one, and dislocated a shoulder in a particularly violent smack with a rolled-up magazine.  He inadvertently discovered the blowtorch technique when a lucky shot with a lit cigarette effectively clipped one. Now, a precisely directed short blast instantly produces a crispy critter. Hospital visits and painful rehab have been avoided ever since, although he did have to replace the drapes once. That incident led to the purchase of a fire extinguisher...but I digress.

With one on and one out he waits patiently for the invader to make its move. The brand new torch head for the small disposable propane canister has one touch trigger ignition on its pistol-like grip. Randy the torch slinger listens for movement while keeping an eye on the game. The little bugger doesn’t move. He reaches for the Scotch without his finger leaving the trigger and is about to drink when the spricket springs, jumping high before him and vaulting his lap. Randy follows it with the torch. His right hand holds the weapon and traverses his torso as he aims slightly ahead in the target’s path. Having become quite adept with abundant practice he’s pretty sure of his aim. He hits the trigger. The Scotch in his left hand ignites. Reflexively, he throws the flaming liquid but misdirects it toward him instead of away and it splashes up his exposed forearm toward his bicep, not quite reaching the cuff of his short-sleeved team jersey. The flames extinguish almost instantly but the stench of burnt hair and barbequed skin lingers. A meandering scrawl of burnt microfiber on his chair’s armrest smolders for only a second before dousing.

Whether a result of the whiskeys he’s consumed or the onset of shock, he feels no pain at first. Randy simply stares, frozen with disbelief as his arm turns an alarming dark pink. He’s standing but doesn’t remember rising. He collapses back into the chair and reaches for his phone on the end table. The pain arrives as he enters the last digit of 911.

Blisters rise quickly, like time lapse photography quick. They continue multiplying and growing, the largest beginning to resemble an opaque baseball...growing out of his fucking arm! Although nauseated by watching, Randy’s unable to turn away. Smaller bubbles continue to form and the skin abandons the pink, turning instead to deep angry red around the whitish-rose of the numerous protuberances.

An ambulance from the nearby firehouse, arrives within minutes. The responders gain access through the unlocked screen door that leads directly into the living room. One looks Randy over while the other checks the chair and surrounding carpet for lingering fire. They’ve brought a collapsible gurney and insist that he be transported upon it. Strapping him in for the short trip to the curb, they cover his burns with a thermal blanket. The EMT pushing is obviously new to the job, and looks to be about twelve years old, the veteran who leads the way pulls, out of sight behind his head. The young guy asks twice how he’s doing but Randy doesn’t answer. The kid’s nervous and doesn’t seem to notice the lack of response.

Randy is loaded onto the bus and the young EMT jumps in back with him, asking again if he’s alright. Attempting a reply, Randy opens his mouth and takes a deep breath before trying to speak; the pain is excruciating. Something begins to tingle under the blanket. It’s hard to feel anything other than agony but a prickly sensation seems to be traveling up his arm, navigating the trail of scorched skin. Before his response is voiced, the spricket leaps from the blanket’s edge. Randy’s eyes bulge with terror as it arcs directly into his open mouth. The insect lodges itself in his esophagus and Randy begins to choke. The kid is distracted by something outside, but snaps his head back toward his patient. He recognizes the distress sound but doesn’t know what to make of Randy’s panic. He screams for his partner, the paramedic. Fortunately she’s just outside the doors and jumps into the cabin, quickly analyzes the symptoms and undoes the strap that holds the patient’s chest to the gurney. She sits him up abruptly, pain exploding from his forearm, and begins the Heimlich maneuver. On her second attempt, the critter is launched from Randy’s mouth.

The insect is stunned, wondering what the fuck it’s gotten itself into. It bounces off the wall of the bus and ricochets to the floor. Both EMTs are shocked, and grossed out by the creature’s ejection from the man’s throat. The young EMT knows he’s going to lose his lunch. He bounds from the bench and heads to the door. His abrupt movement stirs the stunned spricket, which makes two quick jumps and beats the kid out. It hits the street, zig-zags drunkenly to the curb and screws up an attempt to propel itself to the adjacent grass, bouncing straight up and down instead. Another attempt at a sideways vault gets it into the lawn. The growth provides some cover from unwanted light but not enough security. The spricket forces itself onward.

Stu Berringer sits in his living room, aware of, but not caring at all about the ambulance at the curb. The vehicle’s flashing lights illuminate the tears running down his cheek. His head is at half-mast, his blurred vision focused on the 9mm Beretta in his hand. He’d bought the pistol originally to protect them, but now that he’d squandered their savings and each of the equities they held had tanked, he was wondering if such a small gun was appropriate for blowing one’s brains out; a large canon would definitely be more fitting. His blunder was monumental; the punishment must fit the deed.

A strange sound distracts him from his morbid thoughts. He dismisses it initially, but not when he hears it repeated. Looking from the gun up toward the open window, glancing at the ambulance flashing just steps away, the noise comes again, lower...from the floor maybe, possibly near the front door. He doesn’t hear the car as it pulls into his driveway, fixated as he is on the curious sound. Stu rises from the couch and immediately feels the stiffness in his legs. He can’t clearly recall how long he’s been sitting in silence, contemplating his own demise. He remembers cleaning the gun this morning after his wife left for work. He can recall the breakfast beer also, but not how many have followed.

Stu focuses on the doorway, full of late afternoon sun, but fractured by the pulsing strobe of the emergency beacons. The spricket bounds from the shadow of a coatrack, just left of where his eyes are fixed. He sees it briefly reflected in the refracted rays of the decorative sidelight. Stu raises his aim. He waits for his chance. When it comes, he doesn’t hesitate. The creepy looking bug shoots up from the carpet again in an amazing leap that peaks at almost chest height. He fires.

“Honey, what’s up with the ambula...”

Stu’s wife drops, falling to a crumpled heap in the foyer. Startled and scared, the spricket leaps again. The second shot catches Danny Wright, the new EMT, at the base of his skull as he straightens from spewing the last of his stomach’s content. The spricket bounces yet again, springing this time off his wife’s lifeless form. Stu fires and Patty McKeogh—covered in blood splatter and bone matter already—is spun by the round’s impact while trying to aid her young partner.

The petrified insect, reluctant as it is to remain in the unfriendly light, knows it has to escape. It bounces along the lawn, scampering low between jumps and searching blindly for a damp, dark space inhabited by others of its kind.

Randy, his heartrate accelerated to a dangerous level by having the bug evicted from his windpipe, now hears friggin’ gunshots. The paramedic’s gone—having left him, he hopes, to get them underway—leaving just as the firing began. A ping is followed by a hollow thud before a second thump precedes a spray of blood across the open doorway of the bus. He watches in horror as the medic falls into view, dead in its wake. Alarm expels his shock. He bolts upright on the stretcher, suddenly racked by sharp chest pains, and fumbles desperately with his good hand to release the strap that still binds his legs to the gurney. His burnt arm, unprotected by the lost thermal wrap, is aflame with unbearable pain. The good arm goes numb and the ratcheting in his chest spikes, alarmingly off-beat. The torch slinger drops limp to the stretcher, fumbling no more.

Stu fires more shots, wildly and without aim. A strange laugh accompanies the volley. Finally he stops, looking first along the floor to the entrance and then beyond to the curb. The grief-driven dementia that took him hostage releases as the devastation he’s wrought begins to dawn. The laugh trickles off to a whimper as sirens approach from a distance. He stares in disbelief at his dead wife. “With her gone, you won’t have to explain where all the money went”. That truth untethers revulsion beyond all which had prompted him to retrieve the gun in the first place, and pushes him the last few inches over the edge. He raises the pistol to his temple and pulls the trigger.

‘Click’

~~~~~~~~
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Slow-Moving Clouds, 1957
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Susan Rosenstreich

––––––––
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AS WE KNOW, LIFE IS not death, wrote Pastor Jeremiah Entwhistle. Dottie Wright, his young Sunday school assistant who was at that very moment turning up the walkway to the church, had heard him repeat this observation for as long as she could remember. But she had never heard her Pastor’s afterthought on this early June morning as he sat at his desk in the church sanctuary, reading over his draft of Sunday’s sermon, certain he had closed the door of the church against any intrusion. “And what we know is not all there is to know,” he prepared to add. Then he died.

The fat layer of the unknown seemed spongier than usual to Dottie this morning. She paused at the church walkway to glance across the street at Mr. and Mrs. Armbrust’s garden, detonating its early summer bomb of baby-blue and stars-’n-stripes red Alabama geraniums. This sensation of a fragile surface that had just prompted her to slow her pace was not new to Dottie. Some years ago, she had been warming her body in the sun after plunging briefly into the ice-cold deep of Big Sandy Creek, and suddenly had sensed a rippling heave beneath her. She had never heard of earthquakes in Alabama, but Dottie was certain that what she felt was quaking earth. She screamed and burst into tears. Thaddeus, the older of her two brothers, had raced out of the water toward her, but as he saw she was in no danger, he became angry at her weakness. “Good Lord, Dottie. You just cry at any old thing. You girls!” And he stomped back into the water. 

But later, when Thaddeus and Jimmy and Dottie turned up the garden path of their home, their mother was standing in the doorway, wringing her hands in her apron, her face blank. “Daddy’s died,” she announced. The boys had broken down, this loss of their father too visceral a rupture to call death. But not Dottie. She had stood stock still. Life and death. Death and life. Something ends, something begins. 

After the birth of his daughter – “I want Dorothy for her name, but you can call her Dottie so’s folks don’t think we’re uppity” – Mr. Wright, actually Seaman Wright, was shipped off to Korea, and after a year of combat had returned to Holts-ville honorably discharged and profoundly handicapped. A man of poetry rather than of brusque words, as an invalid he turned to telling familiar tales of childhood adventures, but now transforming them into great myths of forest spirits at war with murderous forces that turn a boy from tenderness to vicious spite. How could you choose good over evil? He was eloquent with his Darlin’ Dot, affectionate with Mrs. Wright and complicitly male with his sons. But his heart weakened, and with it, his voice faltered, his lungs labored until finally, on that afternoon, Mrs. Wright had sent the children to the river and called Dr. Coleman.  

As Pastor had chanted Psalm 23 over Seaman Wright’s casket, Dottie peered into the small grave awaiting her father. Seaman Wright, who had gone out into the wide world. Wide world, small grave. Is that how we find our way through life?  

Dottie was soon of the age when girls could choose to help Pastor deliver his loving counsel to the sick and the dying in spirit, or to wander off to the creek after Sunday sermon. For sure, Dottie would help that poor Annie Daughtry at Sunday school, her mother had done as much when she was a girl, though at the time it was Annie’s mother who had charge of the rowdy Holtsville youngsters. Annie was older than Dottie by almost a decade. Annie had never ventured outside Holts-ville, and now she looked as if she were a church fixture, as if she had just emerged from its white walls to hold them up like the wooden pillars that stood on each side of the church door. At first, her stolid presence had comforted the younger girl. Dottie had imagined she could take Annie into her confidence and confess while weeping that she felt her daddy by her side all the livelong day. But Annie was ponderous in every way. You had to repeat and explain all your jokes, and old Pastor Entwhistle became clearly exasperated with the Daughtry girl when he tried to explain Scriptures to her for the Sunday school lessons. Though Annie wasn’t fat, she was of solid build and pounding ambulation, so that when she walked, her whole foot came into contact with the earth and was slow to rotate into the next step. Still, after her father died and took away his stories of vanquishing the world’s evil, Dottie loved the distraction of Thursday evenings, when Mrs. Daughtry and Annie would come over with a quart of home-churned vanilla ice cream to play Bible word games. 

But Dottie felt the undercurrent of her difference with the older girl. On a January Thursday this past winter, Annie had bared a part of her character that confirmed Dottie’s unvoiced opinion of the older girl as a mean person, mean in the sense of small. The two of them had been dishing out four portions of ice cream into Mrs. Wright’s little pink glass dishes when Annie had asked Dottie to keep what she was going to say a complete secret. Dottie froze. This was what terrified her in the world. She would be told something and be forbidden to speak about it, forced to act as if everything in Holtsville was as it seemed, all the while an accomplice in deceit. What was Annie going to reveal? Had she actually kissed that disgusting Jack Gilroy, the delivery boy who followed her around town, who was ugly as sin and stuck in the same place forever? 

Her premonition was not even close. “What I gotta say, Dottie, is I am downright ashamed working for Pastor. You listen to him, the way he drawls just like a no-account? Like he never saw the Lord at all? Way he talks, why, it sound like he’s sellin’ snake oil. Makes me think th’other people in town, you know, the ones what don’t go to our church, will think he’s backward and his message is plain silly, and all of us in the church are stupid.” 

What on earth did Annie mean? What exactly had she said? Dottie frowned. There was something menacing in Annie’s characterization of Pastor as a hick. Okay, maybe he spoke common-like, but then, wasn’t that what he was, what they all were? Though he had been around. He had preached in Biloxi and down in Mobile and, for heaven’s sake, he had even gone to Germany, spent a year over there. The army shipped him overseas – this was before Pastor studied to preach – and he had set about learning German and riding a bike one of the young German soldiers had loaned him so he could visit the little towns near his base. Once, on leave, he took the train to Wittenberg with a German soldier friend who found a way to get the two of them into the forbidden east.

“Now let me tell y’all,” he had told the congregation early in his service to Holtsville, “they got small towns like we got here, but Wittenberg? Well, I never did see anything like it before. That’s where we started, folks, right there on the doors of that great cathedral.” And he held up a minute photo of the cathedral that he had taken with his Brownie camera. No one in the congregation had ever heard of Martin Luther, or of Wittenberg. You couldn’t make out a single thing in Pastor’s photo. The blurry mass, supposedly the cathedral, seemed to be leaning dangerously to the right, ready to crumble at the mere click of the young man’s camera. But still, the image mesmerized Dottie. To her, the fuzzy outlines were the effect of some kind of illumination from within the edifice, where those forest spirits of her father’s stories were resting from their fight with viciousness. The blurring of the cathedral’s image was evidence of the spirit visible to Pastor Entwhistle. Why vilify such a person?

Dottie pictured Pastor Entwhistle to herself as she tried to grasp what bothered her in Annie’s words. She saw his fat buttocks as he turned toward the church door to lock it after Sunday worship. She would pause at the end of the church walkway, watching as Pastor strolled toward his home at the end of the block, his plump hips like two biscuits rolling down a table sideways. That he was pigeon-toed made Dottie yearn to hold out her hand to him and help him scuff along, to keep him from falling. “That’s really mean, Annie Daughtry. Pastor talks natural like that. I feel like he’s talking just to me when he does that. He’s not trying to be uppity, like he was speaking to people at some lord-high-pants dinner party. He is a simple man, Annie, a man of God.”  

“Now don’t you be going off that way at me, Miss Dottie Watkins. Being a man of God don’t mean all what you think it does. You’re too young, you need to get around some, you should know, people judge us, and they listen or they don’t, ‘pendin’ on what they see and how you sound. They don’t hear a word you’re saying if you’re just talking like you would when you talk about the price of eggs in China. And when Pastor always says over and over ‘life is not death’ and that, well, don’t I know life ain’t death? Know what he’s sayin’? He’s sayin’ all us don’t know what’s life and what’s death, and he does ‘cuz he’s Pastor. Well, durn it, I do know, and I ain’t no pastor.” Annie finished and was breathless. Dottie spent the night tossing and turning.  

Today at breakfast, toying with her fork and jabbing at the Sunday bacon, Dottie had told her mother that, contrary to what the town assumed, she, Dottie, wouldn’t leave town to work in Birmingham when she finished school at the end of the month. She would stay right here in Holtsville. “Now, honey,” her mother had protested, “you thinkin’ you need to take care of me?”

“Why no, that ain’t the point at all, Ma. It’s what I want for me.”

“That isn’t the point, dear,” Widow Wright murmured, clearing her throat. “You know it’s always been like this. You young women go off to big cities, you work a bit in houses and stores, see some new fashions, other kinds of people and things like that, then you come home and settle down and live like the rest of us right here in Holtsville. It’s what your daddy and I planned for you to do, and now he’s gone, it’s on my shoulders to see that you do it.” But Dottie could hear a catch in her mother’s voice. She was speaking the words everyone in town spoke to their daughters, but she was clearly feeling something else. What was she feeling?

“I ain’t fightin’ you, Ma, but what am I gonna do with all I’ll learn when I go away? What’s wrong with learnin’ right here in Holtsville?”

“I’m not fighting you, you mean. It’s just that you’ll see different ways to do the same things, that’s all. Maybe better ways, maybe not, you can choose.”

Then what was the point? Dottie wondered. In the first place, it wasn’t clear to her that what lay beyond her town was so different. Weren’t there courthouse lawns in every city of the world? Saturday Curb Markets, where farmers came to sell local herbs and plucked chickens? According to her Ma, according to Mrs. Daughtry, the market had offered the same goods, from different farmers, of course, when they were girls. “Our town don’t change none, that’s for sure,” the Widow Wright had said, smiling at the patronizing thought that the rest of the world could go on changing till it fell to pieces, but their town would keep on doing as it had done since time began. No need to change. But like her husband had told her when he got home from Korea, it was good to see the different ways people did the same things. In the end, what you learned was just that the way you had always done things was the right way all along. 

And yet, as Dottie reached the church door on this blazing hot Sunday morning in June, she felt a definite give in the ground, a sort of malleability to the concrete walkway. “Now ain’t that strange,” she thought, noting that Pastor Entwhistle hadn’t left the church door ajar as he usually would do. But, Dottie told herself, it was strange only because she had felt it strange a moment ago that the ground was unstable. Just then, she was distracted by glinting water roundlets trembling on the Armbrusts’ rhododendron shrubs across the street. She crossed over to get a closer look at the tiny glossy leaves, holding their portion of water granted by last night’s thunder-storm, and she gazed at the sky’s reflection in water pooling around the bushes. Such a blue sky. How far away? 

She had sat transfixed as her father told his children what he had learned from his chief petty officer, that the Russians wanted to send a space capsule around the earth “so’s they would own the skies”. Why, how could you do such a thing, she had asked him. How could you own the heavens? “Why, Darlin’ Dot, them Russian people, they ain’t people of the spirit like us. You can’t do no such thing, you can’t stop the message of the heavens long as people like us go lookin’ for it. So don’t worry none. You jes’ go seek the message, and come back home, have no fear.” His words did not comfort Dottie. Why would anyone leave home to seek the Lord’s message? Suddenly, standing by the Armbrusts’, she had her answer. The sky, its domination of the space above, and the knowledge of its absolute blue beyond the earth’s vagaries of atmospheric disturbances – you know what that is? It’s our great and unfailing shield. Sure, it shields a big world, but wasn’t it the world where evil awaited its match, the world of the unknown into which Seaman Wright sent his children, then showed them how to come home again to their small town where the sky was always overhead, blue and protective? It would be never-ending, the battle her father knew about, but it was not to be feared. Fear, those are the moments when we freeze, when we think that what we love is what we lose. But don’t you see, Dottie told herself, you love something so as not to lose it. That’s how come you come home over and over and you do not fear birth and decay and life and death for love is the enemy of evil and evil can’t be victorious if you love.

Dottie headed back toward the church. She glanced once again at the precious sky shielding Holtsville before turning the brass knob, then noted a chaplet of clouds wafting over-head. How gentle they were, those promises of rain, there was no menace to them as they ambled across the heavens, making their way to a mountain somewhere, later to dissolve and soak some thirsty field of grain. For surely there were fields in need of rain wherever you went on this earth. She felt the ground heaving as if to sigh, she turned the knob. The clouds moved slowly and above them, the sky was blue. Dottie entered the church and turned toward Pastor Entwhistle’s sanctuary.
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Lost Travelers
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David Porteous

––––––––
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MERVYN FRANKEL’S BRILLIANT mind is less daunting than his array of Diplomas for Psychology and Psychiatry, the latter with requisite M.D., and ancillary Degrees in Neurosciences. This likeable fifty-year-old’s good heart raises the renown the credentials brought him. He reminds people of TV comedy professors, with clipped speech as his thoughts outpace it, and occasional vagueness when trying to resolve if the people he sees are patients, clients, or lost travelers in need of a guide.  

Today he is trying to define that about Padraig O’Shea, who will face a murder trial. Mervyn just read a dossier from O’Shea’s lawyer, who wants him to assess why the man is still vowing his innocence despite overwhelming evidence. All he read intrigued Mervyn enough to accept, and to tell a bronze bust of Sigmund Freud on his desk: “This one could be fun, Siggie... He seems a truly unique sort of lost traveler.” 

He phones the lawyer to set a meeting with O’Shea for three o’clock, and learns that it will be in a guard-protected interview room. In his drive to the prison, Mervyn mentally lists questions for O’Shea, but also considers the lawyer’s curt depiction of the man, dismissing him as ‘way beyond bizarre’. 

After presuming that Padraig O’Shea will have traces of Irish features or a brogue, Mervyn is unprepared for the man standing to meet him. Gauntly thin with a pallid face, O’Shea looks almost wraith-like, but his style of speech sounding like an eighteenth century English novel confounds Mervyn more. 

“Do I have the honor, sir, of addressing Doctor Frankel, the eminent guide to recovery for wayward minds?”

Mervyn opts to respond informally. “Feel free to call me Mervyn. Do you know why I’m here, Mister O’Shea?”

“I was advised by the exquisite Miss Ruffio, Associate at Beauchamp, Hashim and Walton, as an envoy of my attorney, Grantly Walton, Esquire, that you are retained to evaluate my competence to stand trial. So... Was I aptly informed, sir?”

Mervyn says only. “Pretty much. But today’s half hour is for me to gauge if you’ll talk freely enough in these pre-trial weeks for me to be any help to your lawyers.”

O’Shea’s pale eyes flare, but his voice remains steady. “As this room offers a table and chairs, sir, sitting in an informal atmosphere could well foster such a rapport.”

“Fine. Let’s go,” Mervyn says, and heads for a chair.

O’Shea pauses to say: “Also, I sense that I can answer any questions you pose with confidence in your steering them to the uninhibited discourse you require.”

While O’Shea sits, Mervyn hides a smile about the man’s eccentricities by setting up his laptop, but says: “Fine start. So let’s cut to the chase... Is there anything you believe is vital to your defense, but your lawyers don’t see it that way?”

“Oh, good sir, your famous perspicacity is understated,” O’Shea says. “You rightly grasp this issue’s nub, and its cause of my discontent with allegedly renowned attorneys. Yes, one fact does underpin this case and all understanding of it.”

O’Shea falls silently pensive, his gaze seeming to follow specks of dust on an air current, and Mervyn feels obliged to prompt him. “And...that nub of the issue...is...?”

“Half an hour, you say? A third of that is gone, so I shall explain it next meeting. When is that? Not that I have other engagements to prevent my being at your beck and call.” 

“I asked for an hour daily at three o’clock. I hope that’s confirmed before I leave today. Your lawyer’s working on it.”

O’Shea sneers. “Do not expect such from my lawyer, sir. Grantly will drop it upon little Miss Ruffio. Fortunately for us, that pretty charmer is also a treasure of efficiency. So, were I you, I would confidently diarize those chosen times in ink.”

Mervyn shrugs and smiles. “So we’ll leave your nub until three tomorrow. But in our time left... Anything else I should know to understand how you see your best defense?” 

O’Shea muses: “A modern Doctor with ancient wisdom... sensing there is more to the so-called evidence against me, and...dare I say ‘intuitively’...knowing that I can avail you of the truth of it. I am in awe of your acuity, and vow to expose all my insights and knowledge to assist your efforts.”

Something Mervyn can’t identify in O’Shea’s flattery nags at him, but he says: “Well... In your best interests, and all.”

“Quite. But my intent was to convey my trust. If only you were my attorney... No, to have studied Law would rob us all of your expertise in humanity. They who stage court cases want only to win arguments, not to assist people. That is not a digression, sir. I feel a trust in you that my attorneys do not engender. Aside from the splendid Miss Ruffio, of course.”

Mervyn glances at his watch before he says: “As time is flying, I’ll just say thanks for that, and return to the bit about there’s more to the evidence. Want to explain that for me?”

O’Shea’s face crinkles in self-rebuke. “Please forgive my inapt loquaciousness. I appreciate your grace in chiding me.” He seems to get lost in thoughts too dismal to arise from being too chatty, oblivious to Mervyn’s growing curiosity. 

“So, the evidence... Can you hear me, Mister O’Shea?”

As if coming out of a coma, O’Shea looks around in a way Mervyn interprets as the man having no idea where he is. “Oh, do forgive... I was... What? Oh, yes...the missing evidence.”

“Missing, Mister O’Shea? Are you saying your lawyers do not have all the facts they need to defend you?”

Before answering, O’Shea leans over the table to look at Mervyn’s watch. “Alas, time has flown. Please just listen, and later research what I tell you. Will you do that for me?” 

“Sure,” Mervyn says, as he prepares to make notes in the laptop. “But I’ll be thrown out soon, so go for it.”

“My home is in a restored Georgian mansion. In what is now my third floor apartment in that building...and in what is now my bedroom...a naked woman was killed –” 

“I know, but –” Mervyn accepts a hand wave for silence, and nods for O’Shea to continue.

“It was exactly two hundred years ago. November first of that year, in fact. A knife through her left bosom to her heart.” His look deters comment as he muses: “Vivacious twenty-two year-old...extraordinarily pretty...and engaged in incestuous liaisons with her father. He was hanged for her murder.”

“And you know these arcane details... How?” 

“That is inessential due to time constraints. Now, I am guiding your research of that crime to understand this one with which I am charged. You cannot help my attorneys if you are unaware of all the facts... Historical, and contemporary.”

Before Mervyn can respond, the door swings open for two burly prison guards to enter, one saying: “Time’s up, Doc.”

“But I –”

“Now, Doc. Mike’ll take him back... I’ll walk you out.”

As the guard named Mike takes O’Shea, Mervyn nods to the first officer, but his eyes are on the laptop as he closes it. His notes seal O’Shea’s news in his mind so well that it blocks an alarm ringing in his subconscious. It is not until the drive back that it rises to remind him that, as usual, he had skimmed over the dossier’s grislier details of the crime. Yet, he is sure all he saw about the victim matches O’Shea’s story of the two hundred years old murder. He has never been as impatient as now to read the details of a murder by stabbing. 

His secretary, Yvonne, hands him a note as he comes in, asking: “Yvie, can you get me the rest of today free? And every day from two to four-thirty...without traumatizing anyone?” 

“No worries, Merv. I’ll sort it out.” 

“Um, Grant Walton... Oh, and his Associate, some woman named Ruffio...may call. I don’t know her first name.”

“Irene. It’s on the note. She already did, to ask how you got on with ‘that creepy O’Shea’. Her description.” 

Needing to begin his research, Mervyn waves the note and says: “Tell her I’ll try to call in an hour. Probably later.”

At his desk, the O’Shea dossier confirms the similarity in Leonora Starr’s death to the old murder; two nude twenty-two year-old women died from a single stab to the heart, and both on November first. As he considers that amazing coincidence, an oddly hypnotic swirl of dust in light through a blind’s slats holds his gaze as it seems to form a human shape. His laugh at imagining that snaps the trance, and he wryly says to the always-serious Freud on his desk: “It seems that I’m the lost traveler, Siggie, but needing paranormal maps for guidance.” 

Although uncomfortable with morbid issues, he needs the O’Shea case’s facts so that nothing else can surprise him. With that in mind, he tells his silent mentor: “Sure, Siggie... It’s just O’Shea’s say-so that another woman got killed there, and he could be projecting his crime, if he did it, on that one, but he wants me to check, so I have to assume he believes it.” 

Yvonne opens the door to say: “I heard you yakking to Sigmund, so I figured you’re finished. Need coffee, Merv?”

“Thanks, Yvie...a big pot. I’m far from finished, so let Miss Ruffio know it ‘seems promising’, and I’ll call tomorrow.”

Googling old murders in the city’s once-titled ‘Knob Hill’ he finds reports of a victim named Leonie Stark; this year’s is Leonora Starr. One records Leonie’s birthday as August 17, and the O’Shea dossier confirms that was Leonora’s birthday. He is battling disbelief as Yvonne brings in a tray with a mug, cookies and a coffee pot, which she puts on a credenza. 

“It’ll stay hot for two hours till it shuts off, Merv.”

“Thanks. I’ll need it all. You cleared the rest of the day, Yvie? No one had an anxiety attack? No problems?” 

“You’ll have some with my rescheduling of everyone to get around your afternoon trips to the prison.” 

He smiles. “A treasure of efficiency.” Too preoccupied to clarify that was O’Shea’s praise of Miss Ruffio, Mervyn says: “You’ve done enough for today, and I’ll be buried. Switch the phone to answer machine. See you tomorrow.”

“Don’t work long, Merv. With Gaye off fussing over your new grandkid, you have to look after yourself.” 

He waves as she goes, but is already reading reports of the old killing, making notes of even the inferences he draws from them. When Googling ‘Leonie Stark’ brings few new facts, he researches her murderer’s trial. A True Crime book excerpt of it records, as Mervyn expected, the killer was her step-father, not father. Patrick O’Shaughnessy, known as Paddy O’Shaugh or O’Shaw, chillingly like Padraig O’Shea, married Joan Stark nine years prior, and was molesting her teenaged daughter. ‘Purple Press’ labeled him ‘a brooding brute of bony frame and face’, which fits the man Mervyn met today. Now uneasy, he keeps searching for facts and memorizing them before going home to cold leftover pizza, two beers, and restless sleep.  

Patients the next morning find him unusually remote, but still offering insights for their consideration. Mervyn is eager to confront O’Shea with all he found, but knows it could put at risk the progress he is making. His mood is also due to having a rescheduled patient at lunchtime, delaying his leaving until two o’clock when he has to be at the prison before three.

He is met there by yesterday’s guard, Mike, who says as they walk: “That O’Shea’s weird. No trouble. Talks nice. But somethin’ about him freaks the shit out of us. It’s why you and his lawyers get big guys like me and Pete. But I don’t see him as trouble. A huff o’ bad breath’d knock him over. Still...”

Mike says no more, but Mervyn now knows that O’Shea hadn’t put on an act just for him. He also has the name of the other guard he sees ahead at the interview room door.

“Good afternoon, Pete. How’s your prisoner today?”

“Still fancy smart, but fucken crazy. Have fun in there.”

Mervyn grins and goes in to find O’Shea on his feet to say: “I judge by your mien that you are now acquainted with the parallel incident with Miss Leonie Stark, Doctor. Glad I am, for now I can explain its pertinence to my case.”

“And I have a long list of questions for you.”

“I did expect such, sir. But you need my commentary to precede them. You will, please, agree, sir? I am imploring.”

As he has weeks for his questions, Mervyn says: “If need be, I can listen for our hour. But let’s get comfortable.”

“Comfortable?” O’Shea muses. “Naught I say will be any comfort. But say it, I must. And I must ask you to indulge my dramatic air to best convey sequential events for your grasp of my situation...and the emotional oddities within them.”

While assessing that, Mervyn points O’Shea to a chair and sits opposite at the table, already feeling the ‘dramatic air’ of tortuous speech that, to his professional mind, is camouflage. He casually says: “The floor’s all yours, and I’m all ears.” 

“I thank you, sir, and ask only that you visualize all I say. It will be important as we proceed. Can you try for me?”

“Sure. To see it all... Like putting myself in your place.”

“Oh, no, sir! I want no one to be in my place. Just close your eyes as I describe a series of tableaux to take your mind to a place of linked events, and attendant emotions. Can you do that, sir, to help me help you see my situation clearly?”

“Sure,” Mervyn says, but is wary of closing his eyes with this man, so tilts his head to hide one eye being open a slit.

“Thank you. So picture this... Alone in a room, I sit on a sturdy old wooden chair, gazing at nothing in particular, but attracted to a view of dust-like specks, drifting in the air. My gaze turns to a stare at them starting to swirl as an inexplicable dimming of the daylight in the room occurs. I dismiss it as a cloud obscuring the sun, but must be diverted by that thought, because my refocused eyes see no dust, just a girl, aged about six, approaching with arms out to embrace me. I lift her to my lap, where she rests against me with seeming affection. When I respond with a hug, she reaches into my vest pocket, extracts a cookie, and slowly eats it. The girl then rises, walks off into the gloom, and I lose sight of her, but sunlight’s re-entry to the room fails to show any sign of her presence. I am again alone.”

“Interpreting dreams can take time,” Mervyn says.

O’Shea hisses his exasperation. “Do not dismiss this as a dream. Proof is my having crumbs on my clothes after that... I do not I carry food in pockets, sir!” His tone softens. “That was but the first tableaux of a series, and additional proof will continue. So, with your approval, I shall now do so.”

Mervyn nods and, now more secure, closes his eyes, but his mind is deciphering what he heard as he listens to more.

“Now see the room and me on the chair, two years on, and feel the fear of seeing swirling dust coagulate into a girl aged eight years old as the light dims. You know, as I did, that what is to come is beyond our conception as the child sits on my lap, exuding affection. I am mournfully aware of that exhilarating experience’s contrast with my barren life, and my tears flow. She takes from her embroidered velvet sleeve, a lace kerchief to dry them... But, as before, rises and vanishes in the gloom, leaving me that memory, and a lacy keepsake to treasure.”

Mervyn’s eyes open to see O’Shea signal for quiet with a raised hand. “I could recount each time I felt pain in too-brief exquisite love at bi-annual meetings, but I will spare us her at ages ten, twelve and fourteen as variations on the prior theme. In the November she was sixteen years and eleven weeks it all changed. For the first time, she spoke, and kissed me. Those entry factors of swirling dust in a dimming room were as prior visits, but this mid-teenager came with surprising maturity. I was entranced by her undulating hips and bosoms, and admit to having qualms about her being on my lap, but she sat and hugged me sensuously...the only apt word...then quietly said: ‘My name is Leonie Stark’, after which she kissed my mouth. I knew not what to do, sir. Do you now see how this is?”

“Mm, but that’s Leonora, not Leonie,” Mervyn says. “Can we discuss your interesting names swap before going on?”

O’Shea’s eyes flare. “No, it was Leonie. And if you are so ‘interestingly’ obtuse, is there any point in going on?”

Mervyn slowly says: “As you couldn’t have been there two centuries ago...we’re left with some sort of visitation. Dream or ghost would be the popular options, but the same bi-annual date makes dreams unlikely. An emotional event may prompt the mind to revive images on its anniversary, but I can’t see it every two years for a decade. Most dreams come from a day’s memories... Or those of recent times. So–”

“So you say I could not be with Leonie, so she must be a ghost. But you, a Doctor, are ‘unlikely’ to accept the existence of ghosts, so must resolve... Why does she visit me? Who am I to her? Why is she sensually affectionate if I am a stranger?” 
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