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“Out! For God’s sake get out!”


Liam O’Connor ran, stretching his legs further than seemed humanly possible, pounding the pavement to a mantra recited at the top of his lungs. People were used to seeing this gangly six-foot-five man loping along, lost in his thoughts, but now those thoughts were being broadcast for all to take in.


“Out! Out of my life! Out of my head! Go!”


The curious glances became more obvious. Jesus Christ, Liam thought, What is this fucking power she has over me? I can’t shake it. I miss her. Got to find out what happened. Maybe she lost my number? Maybe she’s trying to reach out. Maybe....

Liam hatched a plan. Surely Sharon would have the answers. Sharon was his long-time shrink, and her office was close by. I’ll just casually stop by. Yeah. She’ll tell me what to do. He picked up his pace like a horse nearing the stable.

Sharon answered the doorbell through a crackling intercom. “Yes?”


“Sharon. It’s Liam.” Silence.

Finally, more crackling.

“Liam. I’m with a patient.”


“Oh.” That wasn’t in the plan. “Um... how long will you be?”

“I have twenty minutes left in this session. Is this an emergency?”


“Define emergency. Oh, never mind. How long?” “Can you come back in a half hour? I can squeeze


you in but I have other patients this afternoon.”
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After literally running around the block for the half hour, Liam presented himself at Sharon’s door, panting and out of breath. “Is this good?”


Ushering Liam into the office, Sharon shook her


head.


“You don’t look so good, my friend. It’s been what,


at least a couple months since your last session? And, by the way, it helps if you schedule them in advance—just saying. What’s going on? Obviously something isn’t quite right.”


“I met a woman.”


“Liam. You meet women all the time, don’t you? I’ve always figured there was a waiting list out there somewhere. Anything unusual this time?”

“I came home and she was gone. She’s totally disappeared. I can’t find her, can’t reach her, and no one will tell me why or what’s going on. It’s driving me nuts, and I can’t get her out of my head. Help me.”

“Whoa. ‘Came home’? There’s a lot going on there. So she’s gone. You go through women like Santa goes through milk and cookies. This isn’t like you. I have so many questions. Let’s start from the beginning. What’s her name and who is she?”

“Sylvia. She’s an Amtrak agent. Works baggage at the Dells Station. A bit rough around the edges, drinks Pabst.”

Sharon exhaled. “Okay, so she’s out of your usual lane. I take it she’s not the ex-wife of a doctor or dentist, then?”

“Cute, Sharon. No, she’s not one of the ladies at The Porter House bar.”


“So, do you want to tell me the whole story?” “Not really.” The dance began.


“Well okay. You do recall therapy’s a two-way street? You know—a dialogue. I ask questions, you answer. You give your thoughts, I help you work through them. Sound familiar?”
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“It’s really embarrassing, Sharon.”


“Kind of sounds like it. Let’s take it one piece at a time. How and where did you meet her?”

Liam took a deep breath, sat back, and considered how best to tell the story. Sylvia had shown up innocently enough, a casual introduction by a friend at a dinner party. Absolutely not his type, but nevertheless intriguing. He was a writer of some note, author of a best-selling novel, and owner of a small bookstore near Madison, Wisconsin called the Owl’s Eyes. His bookstore catered to and attracted the more literate townsfolk and visitors, which was strike one against Sylvia (and vice versa). Sylvia hung out in blue collar bars and had never heard of, let alone patronized, the Owl’s Eyes. Rather plain in appearance and demeanor but not unattractive, she had a spark in her eyes and ease in her manner that attracted Liam and made him a surprisingly easy mark.

“I met her at a dinner party. She was someone’s cousin or something.”


“That’s it? Was there anything that attracted you to


her?”


“She wasn’t from here. She looked different. She


acted different. Her eyes. She made me laugh. I dunno. She said she’d just broken up with her boyfriend.”


“What happened at the end of the dinner party?” “Nothing. I went home.”

“Then what happened?”


“I called her the next day and asked her out. I had tickets to a poetry reading, so I asked her to go.”


“A poetry reading.”

Liam looked surprised. “Yep. Why not?” Sharon shrugged. “Tell me more.”


“We agreed that she would meet me at my house, which was close to the venue, so she wouldn’t have to go home first and I wouldn’t have to travel to pick her up.”


“And did that happen?”
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“Yes.”


Sharon looked at her watch. “Was there anything striking about her when she arrived? Anything that caught your attention?”

Liam thought for a moment. “Well, she had on an unusual tee shirt.”


“Unusual?”

“Yes, but keep in mind she’s a railroad worker.” “And...?”


“Well, it was a bright red shirt with a large locomotive coming out of a tunnel on the front.”


“That’s it?”

“No. There was an Amtrak logo on the back.” “Well, I suppose that makes sense. So that’s it?” “No.”

“Oh. Something else?”

“Well, yes. But I didn’t see it until later.” “That’s okay. What did you see later?” “She had a tattoo.”

“A tattoo?”

“Yes. Just below her belly button.”

Sharon sighed. “Okay, I’ll bite. What was it?” “It said ‘All Aboard’.”


After a long silence, Sharon blinked her eyes. “So was the reading good?”

“I thought so, which is a good thing since the store sponsored it.”


“And Sylvia?” “Yes?”

“Your date. Did she enjoy it?”

“I think so. She seemed to have a good time.” “Did you ask her?”

“I don’t remember.”


Liam appeared simultaneously  confused  and chagrined.


“What happened after the event?”
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“I took her back to my place, to her car,” Liam replied.

“Did you have expectations?” “What?”

“Did you have any romantic expectations?”

“Oh.” A glimmer of recognition. “Yeah, I suppose.” “You suppose?” Sharon started writing.


Catching himself, he forced a smile. “Of course! I always have expectations.”

“So you took her to your house. What then? Did you invite her in?”

“Sure. I asked her if she wanted to come in for a nightcap.”


“Then what?”


“She told me to go ahead, that she had to grab something from her car and she would follow.”


“Tell me more...”


“The next thing I knew she came in the front door with a suitcase, licked her lips, and sat down.”

Sharon stopped writing abruptly and looked up. “A suitcase?”


“Um, yes. A suitcase.” “Did she tell you why?”

“She said she thought she might stay for a bit.”


Sharon set her pen down. “A bit?” This was starting to go sideways. “You of course know my next question— How did this make you feel?”


Liam paused, for perhaps a bit too long.  “I don’t


know.”


“You don’t know? Really? This woman who you


just met announces she’s moving into your house, and you don’t know how you reacted? Did you, say, ask why she was doing this?”

“No, I guess I didn’t. I figured if she went to all the trouble of packing a suitcase, it was only polite to let her bring it in.”
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Sharon laughed out loud, then looked away for a moment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh. But how did you feel in the moment?”


“It kind of weirded me out.”


Sharon exhaled slowly. “Why did it weird you out?” “I didn’t see it coming.” He spoke the words in the manner of a question, as if asking for permission to admit he

was blindsided.

Sharon wrote down a few lines, then looked Liam directly in his eyes, which were no longer averted but rather wide open and clearly rattled.

“Sounds like there was quite a bit you didn’t see coming. Let me ask you this—was it an unusual event for you to be sexually pursued, and not the pursuer?”


Liam shook his head, as if to clear the cobwebs. “Not really, at least not since my book hit the New


York Times list. That brought them out of the woods, from far and wide.”

“Okay, fair enough. Did Sylvia know your book, or who you were?”


“No. Nor did she care, apparently.”


“So let me rephrase my question. Have you been sexually, and aggressively, pursued before by someone who had no idea who you were?”


“I guess not.”

“And how did it go?”

Liam, lost in thought, missed the question. “What?” “How was the sex?”

“Oh. It was terrific!”


“Okay, so we’ve established the sex was good. Again, nothing new for you. Did she bring anything special to the relationship?”


Liam thought for a moment. “Why yes she did.” “And what was that?”

“Equipment.” “Equipment?”
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“Yes. A trampoline. A small, portable one.”


Sharon closed her eyes. “I know I’m going to regret this, but why?”

“It’s the damnedest thing Sharon. I’m always open to new adventures, but she took sex to a new level. Easily pulled a swan dive onto the bed, but it was the double backflip into the spread eagle that got my attention.”


“Yep, I was right. I’m sorry I asked.”


Sharon looked at her watch again. “I’m sorry Liam, but we’re out of time.”

“You’re kidding. We’re just getting to the good stuff. Man, she was something. Surely you can understand why I want her around, and why I’ve tried so hard to find her. Did I mention I’m broken?”

“We can pick up on this next time. I want you to give some thought to whether there were clear signs that could have saved yourself from being surprised that she disappeared—anything you either didn’t see or chose not to see. Also, think about what else has been going on that might have contributed to your funk.”


Liam was nonplussed. “Okay.”


“Before you leave, I’m obligated to ask you a couple of questions. First, have you stopped trying to contact Sylvia? Please tell me you have...”.

“Of course.” He lied, not daring to mention the flowers he had ordered that morning.

“It sounds like you’ve been badgering the woman, and she’s not receptive to your approaches. It’s very important that you not try to contact her, in any way, shape, or form. Do you understand?”

Liam, feeling defeated, nodded. “Second, have you had any thoughts of harming yourself physically, or suicide?”


“Why would I do that? Oh. ...I don’t think so.”


“If you should have those kinds of thoughts at any time at all before next week’s session, I want you to call me,
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any time of day or night. You have my private number—use it. Do you understand?”

Liam knew that this was no time to bullshit, and he shook his head.


“Was that a ‘yes’?” “Yes.”


And so it happened. As with so many of his sessions with Sharon, Liam walked out the door knowing a little bit more about himself, but feeling cheated that there was no conclusion. Counseling was just like that. A tease, followed by a door slammed in your face.
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After he left Sharon’s, Liam walked to the park next to the river and sat on a bench to get his bearings. Her words rattled around. Not the ones about not calling Sylvia—those had been pushed aside for future reference. Maybe he was going mad. What if he ended up in the nuthouse? But then Sylvia popped up again. Why was he so bothered by her disappearance? Why was Sharon taking so damn many notes? Where were his cigarettes when he needed them? Why was he talking to himself? Who is that girl over there? She’s pretty cute. Then, standing up, he shook his whole body, like a wet dog climbing out of a pond. Well, okay then. Time to get to work. Liam walked briskly through town until he arrived at the Owl’s Eyes.

Liam was happy to see John working today. He had two primary employees, John and Marianne. John was in his twenties, a new college grad with a bachelor’s degree in English literature. He kept to himself—no personal questions. Liam liked that. Marianne, on the other hand, was a lot more inquisitive, and irritating as hell. In her mid- thirties, she had a degree in art history from Bryn Mawr, and had traveled throughout Europe following graduation and before meeting and marrying Earl, a civil engineer. She had jumped at the chance to work for Liam and had been with the shop for five years. An excellent employee, detail oriented and industrious, she had one huge flaw: she felt compelled to insert her wisdom into others’ lives. Everyone’s, but particularly Liam’s. This was an ideal day for John alone to be on duty. He mentioned that Liam’s agent, Janice, had called earlier.

“Did she say what she wanted?” Liam was hoping it was to tell him he had a story picked up, but that was not to be.
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“She was inquiring about the status of your new book, and she wanted you to get right back to her. Something about your editor getting impatient.”


He decided to punt that call for a while.


Liam went into his office in the back of the shop, and, hesitating, dialed Sylvia’s number. As it started to ring, panic set in, as well as Sharon’s words:

“It’s very important that you not try to contact her, in any way, shape, or form.”

As sweat formed on his upper lip, he slammed the receiver down.


“Where’s that son-of-a-bitch O’Connor?”


Liam looked toward the front of the store and froze. Joanne—shit! The last thing he needed right now was another visit from an old girlfriend. Particularly this one. Joanne had unresolved issues and had started to stalk him, often spewing profanity, yelling publicly about just what a complete jerk he was.

“He’s not in right now, ma’am.” Thank God John was on it.

“Not in? My ass! I know he’s in there. I can smell his goddamn cigarettes. Get out of my way, you little pr–– .”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. You’re wrong. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


“Bullshit, you are.”


Liam needed an escape plan, but there was no back door. He could make a run for the front door, but she could cut him off. He slipped between the stacks into the psychology section. Surely Joanne would never look there. She saw no use for that science, since in her mind she held the answers to everything.

And so began a very long fifteen minutes. At one point, he had to use the bathroom but thought better of it and just crossed his legs. Finally, as he was starting to count to a thousand, Joanne harrumphed one last time.
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“You tell that son-of-a-bitch his time is coming. Oh yes. You tell him that.”


She left. It was over.


Stepping back into his office, Liam picked up the phone again, but this time called his agent. “Hi, Janice! So glad you called.” He hoped she wouldn’t get the irony in those words. “Liam, your editor’s calling me. A lot. It’s 1992. Do you know what that means?”


“What?”


“It’s been six years since In the Realm of One was published. It’s been four years since they paid you the advance for your next book. You’re forty-three, for God’s sake. You’re not getting any younger, and neither am I. Jesus, Liam, they’re looking for at least an estimated completion date. Is that too much to ask?”


“What did you tell them?”

“I said you’re well into it, and that these things take
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time.”

––––––––
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“Did they buy that?”

“Of course not. But at some point they’re going to

get more serious. You gotta get this done. Tell me what I can tell them?”

Liam had to buy time without having bullshit called. “Six months.” He could almost see Janice grimace.


“Is that realistic?”


“Sure.” It was a bold-faced lie, but if he could get even six months, maybe he could pull something off.

“Let me see what I can do. Are you going to be around?”


Liam smiled. “Where else am I gonna go?”


Maryanne had come into the store while Liam was on the phone with Janice. Hearing her voice, he called out to her.

“Hey Marianne. Could you do me a favor and call the florist to see if Sylvia got her flowers?”


“No need, Boss. They called here earlier.”
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them.”

“And?”
“The flowers were undeliverable.”

“How could that be? I gave them her address.” “Well, yes you did.  But she apparently refused

“Refused?”

“Yeah, well actually, she took them and shredded
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them in front of the delivery guy. Threw them on the ground and stomped on them. Tore up...”

“Okay, okay! That’s more than I needed to know.” Although crestfallen, Liam recovered quickly. “Well, at least I know she saw how beautiful they were.”


“Yep.  If that makes you feel better, I’m sure she


did.”
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“You’re lookin’ glum. What’s wrong, cowboy?” Ruth was Liam’s favorite waitress at the Early Bird diner.


Liam glanced up with a half-smile. “Nice to see you
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too.”

––––––––
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“So what is it?”

“Bad date. Real bad date.”

She laughed. “I thought all the girls loved Liam.” “You’d think so. But apparently not.”

The door opened and Doris walked in, wearing a

lime-green running suit, a sweatband holding back her blond bobbed hair. Noticing Liam, she scowled. Two fingers in a V, she pointed at her eyes, then at Liam’s, then back at hers. The malocchio.

“I’m watching you, asshole.” She brushed past Ruth and went to the back of the diner.


Ruth chuckled. “Another satisfied customer?” “Yep. That one didn’t go so well either.” “You wanna talk about it?”

“Oh, hell no. But thanks for asking.” “So, you need anything from me?”

Liam grinned. “Yeah. My damn coffee.”



***
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Back at home, Liam sat down in his study and started to type. He had told John and Marianne he wouldn’t be in, that he wanted the day to write. “No calls unless it’s an emergency. Got it?”

The phone rang. Damn. He tried to ignore it, but the rings continued. Exasperated, he picked up. “Yes?”


“Liam, it’s John.”

“This better be good, John.” "Your agent called.”



[image: ]



“Crap! I told her to stall.”


John chuckled. “No, no, not that. You got a story picked up.”


“Where?”

“The New Yorker!”


Liam held the phone away from his face and stared at it. “Really?”


“I wouldn’t lie about this.”


“I’ll be damned. I submitted that piece eight months ago. I’d written it off.” He thanked John and told him he’d call Janice later.

Liam felt vindicated. His shelf life hadn’t expired. He’d get a nice check just when he needed it. The store was barely covering expenses, and he’d grown fearful he might have to lay someone off. He could exhale.

He turned back to the typewriter, but caught himself and stood up. His endorphins were kicking in. The book could wait. He laced up his running shoes and headed into the late summer air.

Liam had several running routes. He chose a long one. He savored being totally unreachable. Isolation presented a great opportunity to empty his brain and recharge his batteries.

One problem with an empty brain was its capacity to refill with all manner of thoughts. Say, perhaps, Sylvia. Sure enough, a stray thought hit.

Why would she dump me? I need to do something. Yeah, I need to turn this around. Maybe if I wrote her a letter?

As if a reminder of this foolishness, he tripped on a broken piece of curbing and launched, sprawling on his face in the weeds. Pain shot up from his ankle and he screamed out loud.


“Goddammit. Shit!”


This was not good. He got up on his knees, then went for it. As soon as the weight hit his ankle, he fell back to the
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ground, writhing in pain. The pleasure of not being reachable evaporated. He couldn’t get home on his own power and had no way of contacting anyone to help. Well, this is awkward. Liam figured he should stay put and see if things improved. He knew better but had no choice. After what seemed like an eternity, he heard a putt-putting sound. Around the curve came Marianne on her dull-green motor scooter. Liam had mocked her for riding that Vespa, but in this moment he was ecstatic to see her. She quickly pulled

over and ran to him.


“Oh dear. Are you alright?”

“Apparently not. I think I did something to my
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ankle.”

––––––––
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“Can you walk?”

“I don’t think so. Do you think you could get

someone to come pick me up?”


Her face lit up. “I can handle this!” “What?”


“If I can help you up, I can take you home or to the hospital.”


“You want me to ride on that thing?” “What are you, chicken?”


The gauntlet thrown, Liam motioned her over and took her hand. She helped him to his feet. His ankle was shot, but he wasn’t about to admit it—particularly not to Marianne. She walked with him as he hopped to the scooter, telling him to hold onto the back of the seat for balance while she got on. Once she was seated, she pointed at him. He positioned himself behind her, putting his arms around her. Then he tried to put his feet on the pegs, but all hell broke loose. He couldn’t bend his ankle and put weight on it.


Marianne appeared to think for a minute.


“Okay. Put the other foot on the peg. Extend your bad leg straight forward and put it in my lap.”


“You’re kidding.”
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you?”

“Do you wanna get somewhere, or do I just leave

Obeying, he extended his bad leg forward, wrapping
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it (sort of) onto her lap. As they wobbled off toward the emergency room, it was a sight to behold: six-foot-five Liam hanging on for dear life on the back, one leg out front at a crazy angle, and five-foot-four Marianne grinning and gunning the throttle.

"Jesus, Marianne!” Liam, falling back, steadied himself and clenched his teeth.

They made it to the hospital. The ER doctor gently manipulated the ankle.


“Shit!” Liam grimaced.


That was enough to send him off for X-rays. Feeling better when he got back to the exam room, Liam figured he’d be sent on his way with instructions to stay off it for a few days.

After what seemed like an eternity, the doctor returned. “You’re lucky, but not completely.”


"What does that mean?”

“The good news is you didn’t break it.” “And?”


“The bad news is you have a sprain. I’m going to wrap it for you, and I’ll send you home with a pair of crutches. You may only need one to get around.”


“Crap.”


“If you behave, you should be able to put weight on it in a couple of weeks. That’s if you follow instructions.”


By that time, John had shown up to relieve Marianne.


Liam hobbled out of the hospital and into John’s car.

John dropped Liam off at his house. “You want me to bring you anything before I head back to the store?”

“I don’t think so. I’ll be okay.” Hobbling in, he started for the study but collapsed in the nearest chair. He propped up his leg and leaned back. Within minutes, he was asleep.

[image: ]

Liam woke abruptly to ringing. By the time he realized it was the phone, his answering machine clicked on. There was silence on the other end as the tape ran.


Shit. Maybe it’s Sylvia!


Liam struggled to get up, grabbed a crutch, and painfully made his way to the phone.


“Sylvia? Hello? Hello?” Nothing.

“Sylvia?”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me, boss.” “Goddammit, Marianne.”


“Oooo yes, it’s Sylvia! As if .... I’m just checking in to see how you’re doing. You asleep or something?”

Liam took a breath. “Of course I was asleep. But thanks for calling. Don’t tell anyone.”


“Wouldn’t think of it.”
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“Well, well, well .... What have we here?”


Liam lurched into Sharon’s office, hopping on one foot and clinging to a lone crutch for balance. He dropped into a chair.


“My ankle. Sprained.”

“How’d this happen?” Sharon asked. “I tripped. Running.”

Sharon looked at him, head cocked. “Don’t ask,” Liam added.

Sharon shook her head.

“Are you doing better, Liam?” “I don’t know. I’m still a mess.”


“Is Sylvia still on your mind? Have you tried contacting her?”


“Maybe.”

“You know that’s not a great idea, don’t you?”

“Of course. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to
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do it.”

––––––––
[image: ]

“When was the last time you tried?” “Two weeks ago.”

“Liam. Look at me. We just spoke about this last


week. It couldn’t have been two weeks.” “This morning.”


“Okay.” She sighed. “Have you given any more thought to why this woman affected you that way?”

“Yeah, but I’m not making any sense of it. Help me out, Sharon.”

Sharon took a moment to look over her notes from the last session.

“Okay. Let’s explore some things. What’d you talk about while she was there?”

“Mostly sex. And beer. She really, really liked her PBR. Some guy named Slash. Trivial stuff. Nothing deep.”
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Sharon glanced at her notes. “Did you sense any common ground with her? I mean, any common interests, any points of intersection in your lives, any educational or intellectual parallels? I know that’s asking a lot for first impressions, but go with me on this.”


“Truth? I mean, besides sex?” “Truth.”

“Not a goddamn thing.”

“When you asked her out, how did you see her?” “Why does that matter?”


“If—and I’m not saying this was the case—but if you saw her as a one-night stand, the lack of anything in common between you was irrelevant, wasn’t it?”


“I suppose so.”


“And it wouldn’t matter if she liked the poetry reading either, right?”


“I guess not.”


He asked if she minded if he smoked. She told him to go ahead.

“So, when she walked into your house with a suitcase, it scared you. The jig was up.”

Liam fumbled with his cigarette. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. You realized in that moment, this woman, who you didn’t know and didn’t really care about, had just turned the tables on you. She was now the aggressor, and potentially in for the long haul. You had no idea how to get out of it.”

“Yeah, but the sex was good. Man, was it good. Okay, my turn to ask the question. If I was so surprised and scared that she was determined to stay in my house, and I was uncomfortable with that, why am I upset now that she’s gone? Wouldn’t I be happy?”


“Think about it. Why do you suppose?”


Liam looked at her, obsessively rubbing his hands together as if trying to get the dirt off without using soap.

[image: ]



“Help me.”


“Liam. She dumped you before you could dump her. Here was someone you looked down on, and she dumped you without compassion or regret. Just as you were getting used to her being there. She left you powerless. How’d that make you feel? Do you suppose you might want her back now so that you can dump her? Put you back in control? Just a thought.”

After what seemed like an eternity, he spoke. “Did you hear me say the sex was great? Okay, let’s say you’re right. Is that it? Is that all that’s going on?”

“No. I think we both know you aren’t in this state from this one episode alone. That would be incredibly unlike you. Something else is going on. I want you to think about what that might be over the next week. We’ll pick up on it then.”


Liam nodded slowly, without speaking.


Sharon changed the subject. “I know we’ve discussed hypnosis before. This may be a good time to try it. The goal would be to help you modify destructive behaviors. What are your thoughts?”

“You saying I have destructive behaviors? Oh my God. Are you saying sex is destructive?”

“Come on, Liam. Forget the sex for a moment. Consider your obsession with Sylvia. Constructive or destructive?”

“Okay, okay. So hypnosis would cure that, make her go away?”

“I don’t know that it would make her go away, but what it might do is help you to let her go and feel better about it. It’s not so much Sylvia as it is your reaction to Sylvia.”


“What do I have to lose?” “Exactly. So is that a yes?” “I suppose.”


“Okay. I’d like you to sit back and get comfortably settled. Can you do that for me?”
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Liam rustled around but finally leaned back in the chair. Sharon waited until he was still, then spoke in a soft voice.

“Liam, I want you to find a spot on the ceiling and focus on it.”


He looked up and spotted a cobweb.

Ha! Somebody forgot to clean.


“Now please stay focused on that one spot, and lift your arms together so that you are sighting that spot between your hands. Your arms should be straight out and your hands maybe six inches apart. Like you’re reaching out and ready to applaud, only you keep your hands apart. Focus your eyes through the opening.”


A song, “One Tin Soldier,” floated into his head.

Jesus. Stop thinking!


Sharon continued. “Now, I want you to put your hands together, but there’s a problem. There’s a force field keeping them apart. It’s difficult, but please keep trying. You can overcome the resistance, but it will take some time. Slow but steady. All the while, keep your eyes focused on the spot.”


Liam tried, but his hands wouldn’t touch.

What the fuck?

He got them closer and closer.


Sharon continued in the same quiet tone. “You’re almost there. When your hands finally touch, close your eyes.”

He was getting drowsy. His hands touched and his eyes closed. Sharon was still talking, but it sounded like she was in a different room.

“You’re standing at the top of a stone staircase. You start down, slowly and carefully. It feels like there’s a weight pushing down on your shoulders, so it’s hard to move. You look down and see a figure below you on the stairs. It’s a woman. She looks like Sylvia. Maybe she is, maybe not.”


Dammit. What’s she doing here?



[image: ]

“You want to catch up to her, but that heaviness is unbearably slowing you down. You don’t want to stumble, so you take one painful step at a time. It’s so hard to move. The woman is moving much faster than you. She’s getting away.”


Shit!


“But the further she gets from you, the lighter the weight bearing on you. Finally, she’s completely out of sight. The weight disappears, and you are free to descend without any hindrance. She’s gone, and you are feeling light as a feather.”

Liam’s body went limp. He couldn’t tell if he was awake or asleep. Sharon continued to speak. She seemed to be at more and more of a distance, but then it seemed she had turned around and was getting closer.

“I’m going to start bringing you back now, Liam. I’m going to count from one to ten. You will feel yourself becoming more and more aware of the room. When I hit seven or eight, you will slowly open your eyes. At ten, you will be fully awake and present.”

When she hit ten, Liam shook his head to clear the fog. “Wow.”


“Are you okay? How are you feeling, Liam?”


“I’m not sure. Can I get back to you on that?” He stood up and walked to the window. He spoke without turning to face her. “Generally speaking, I guess I’m more relaxed than I was when I came here. What’s next?”

“That’s all for today, but I made a tape for you to use at home. I think it might be beneficial. We can talk more next session.” She handed him a cassette.

Liam slipped the tape in his pocket. “So is this something we have to repeat? If so, for how long?”

“I think that’s going to depend on how you react in the following days. Some people require more sessions than others. Let’s just play it by ear.”


Liam sat down. “So we’re done?”
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“Yes, but I’d like you to think about going somewhere for a bit. Get out of town. Just a suggestion.”

“Not a chance.” He stood up, grabbing his crutch, gave a dismissive wave, and hobbled out the door and down the street.

***
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When he got home, Liam tossed the cassette tape on the kitchen counter. He grabbed the phone, and dialed Sylvia’s number. This time she picked up, or at least someone was breathing on the other end. “Sylvia? It’s Liam.” The sound of the train whistle hit him square on, almost knocking him off balance. “Jesus Christ!” He dropped the phone and stumbled away.

Falling into a chair, he threw the crutch across the room. Goddammit. Fuck her.

He sat in silence. A vision of Sylvia disappearing down the stairs passed through his head. He started to smile, a shallow chuckle originating in his chest. It grew into a laugh-out-loud roar.


No. Fuck me!
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Lying in bed half awake, Liam heard the rumbling of an approaching storm. Maybe he had time to get up and retrieve his paper before it started. Donning his robe and sneakers, and grabbing the crutch, he rushed out the front door, smack into his neighbor, Mrs. Sommers. She went sprawling.


“Oh my God. I’m so sorry.”


Getting up onto her knees, she held up his newspaper in triumph. “I was bringing this to you so you wouldn’t have to go to the box with your bad leg.”


He reached to help her up. “Are you okay?” “I think so!”

“Can you get yourself home, or do you need help?” “No, no. I’ll be fine.” She headed home slowly and


with a decided limp.

It was still drizzling when Liam left for the store. He developed a rhythm walking with the crutch, and made it safely into town. He stopped at a convenience store for cigarettes. A voice called out. “Hey, Liam—congrats on The New Yorker.”


“Thanks.”


Who the hell spilled the beans? Goddammit—can’t keep anything quiet in this town.

Liam entered the bookstore and glanced around. He saw Marianne trying to catch his eye. She rolled her eyes toward the back of the store. “Vera’s here. She’s in your office.”

Vera was Liam’s bookkeeper. A sight to behold, she stood a solid five feet eight, with short, unkempt hair framing a perpetually worried look on her face. She always wore the same outfit, a blue jumper with a loosely hanging open- weave cardigan sweater that was several sizes too big. When she got nervous, she would sweat profusely, accompanied by
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an overwhelming odor. To compensate, she wore cheap cologne and carried a large aerosol can of deodorant, which she sprayed liberally, right over her clothes. Then she would lift her arms to sniff the results. At the end of the day, though, she was a capable enough bookkeeper, fiercely loyal to Liam.

With an air of resignation and no small trepidation, Liam walked into his office, forcing a smile. “Good morning, Vera! How ...” He caught her in mid-sniff, and quickly averted his eyes.

“How are you this morning? You have everything you need?”

Flustered, Vera stowed the deodorant can in the oversize canvas bag that passed for her purse and cleared her throat. “Hi, Mr. O’Connor! I’m great. Yep, I’m up to my elbows in numbers.”


Liam searched for a way to disengage.


“That’s great. Do your thing, and just let me know if you need anything. I’ll be around.”

Vera made the gurgling, phlegm-filled noise that passed for her laughter.

“Oh, that’s okay. Marianne gets me everything I need. I probably won’t bother you.”


Liam smiled, gave a mock salute, and left the room.


He still had a score to settle.


“John! Marianne! Can I see you?”


There was enough urgency in his voice that they both showed up quickly. Before Liam could say anything, Marianne made what appeared to be an attempt at misdirection. “Marlene Maybach called. They’re throwing a party in your honor Sunday night at the country club!”


“Why on earth would they want to do that?” Marianne beamed. “To celebrate your news!” Awkward silence.

“Isn’t that great?” Marianne added. “And just what news is that?”
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John jumped in. “The New Yorker.”


“And just how’d they know about The New Yorker?” Another awkward silence followed, broken only by the hissing of Vera spraying her deodorant in the back room.

After what seemed an eternity, Marianne spoke. “I may or may not have mentioned it to Mrs. Maybach.”


“You may or may not have?”


“More likely than not, I did.” Marianne was crafty. “Wasn’t there something you wanted to talk about? You called us here.”

Liam’s color was returning to normal, but he was still shaking his head. “Yep. I wanted to know who blabbed.”


“I’m sorry, Liam. I didn’t know it was a problem.”


He nodded and walked out the front door. He needed a cigarette. Lost in thought, he felt a tug at his sleeve. Marianne was standing in front of him.

“I’m sorry, Liam. Really. I was just so excited about the news that I told Mrs. Maybach without thinking.”


He was over this conversation. “Marianne, stop.


What’s done is done. What’s the deal with the party?”

“Like I said, it’s at the country club Sunday night. I think she said seven o’clock. Just a small gathering.”


“How small?”

Marianne paused. “Um. Oh. No more than seventy-


five?”


“Seventy-five? Jesus Christ, Marianne. That’s not a


small gathering.”

She smiled. “Just think of it this way. In San Francisco, it would be several hundred. It’s all a matter of perspective.”

“What the hell does that have to do with it?” Liam was resigned. Besides, he did enjoy a party. “I give up.”


“I knew you would.”


Liam made his way back to the office, but saw Vera dancing, swaying as she read a spreadsheet. It was more than
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he could handle. He pivoted and retired to the science fiction section. It seemed appropriate.

***
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At home later, Liam was antsy to go out for the evening. Sylvia was not an option, and things being as they were with Joanne and Doris, a solo night seemed best. He’d heard good things about a gothic horror movie playing in Madison. Given the state of his life right now, he figured it was a perfect choice. He had time to kill and noticed the cassette tape from Sharon on his counter, right where he’d dropped it after their last session. He picked it up and looked at it.


What the hell ... can’t hurt.

Stretching out on his bed, he waited a bit to settle in.

Relax, Liam. Give yourself a break.


He started the tape. Sharon’s voice drifted over him just as it had in her office. With no distractions this time, he let himself go into the suspended state he ultimately found in her office. He concentrated on the rhythms of her speech. He felt himself nearly dozing off. Maybe he did. She took him down the stairway at the same measured pace, as the Sylvia figure raced ahead. He felt released from the weight that was holding him back. Sharon’s words started to speed up and slow down, her voice wobbling and sounding strained. He didn’t remember that part.


THWAP!

What the hell?

He shook his head to clear his thoughts. Silence.

Shit.

The tape had snapped.

Well, guess that wasn’t meant to be.


He put the tape player away and cleaned up for his night out.
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The drive later into Madison was uneventful until he got to the theater and found no parking spaces nearby. He clambered out of the truck, his crutch breaking the drop to the ground. Swearing, he half-hopped, half-pivoted his way down the sidewalk. Feeling odd being by himself, he was thankful when the lights dimmed and the movie started. Until he was startled by a grotesque image on the screen—a wrinkled old man with sheep horns on his head. Or was that his hair? Whatever it was, he seemed to leap out of the screen. Liam could feel a rush of frigid air as the image moved on past him.


Shit. What the hell was that?


He was pummeled by one dark scene after another. Phantasmagoric creatures, who morphed from women, young and voluptuous, into blood-soaked vampires.


Double shit. Wow.


Afterward, images from the movie roiling in his head, Liam stopped at a nearby bar before heading home. The bar was loud. Loud talking. Loud music. Bright lights— the colors bombarded him.


I’m gettin’ too old for this shit.


He drove home slowly and carefully. He was sure he wasn’t drunk. Hell, he only had one beer. But things weren’t right.

At home, he couldn’t shake the disorientation. The hallucinations, if that was what they were, continued. Finally, out of desperation, he called Sharon. It took forever for her to answer.


“Sharon?”

“Uh. Liam? I was asleep. Do you know what time it
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is?”

––––––––
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“No. But I’m guessin’ it’s late.” “Yes, it is. What’s going on?”

“I’m a mess. I went to a movie and it scared the shit
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out of me. Lots of bizarre stuff coming out of the screen at me. Blood. Monsters. Grotesque girls with huge tits. Felt like

a nightmare. I went to get a beer, but everything was strange. Am I going insane? I swear I didn’t think about Sylvia. Well, maybe a little, but ...”

“Calm down, Liam. Was there anything unusual about today that might have triggered this? Think hard.”

“No, not that I can think of. I went to the store. I came home. I did the hypnosis tape. I had dinner. I drove to Madison.”


“Wait. You did the hypnosis tape? How was that?” “I guess it was okay. I got mostly through it before


the tape broke.”


“What? The tape broke?”

“Yeah. I heard a big ‘thwap!’, then silence.” “And when was this?”

“Like I said, I’m thinkin’ it was almost over.” Sharon took a breath. “Are you sure it wasn’t over?” “Oh, it definitely wasn’t.”


“Oh, Liam. If the tape broke before you were finished, you didn’t come out.”


“Out of what?”


“Out of hypnosis. Until I go through the withdrawal sequence and bring you back to the room, you’re still under the trance.”


Liam panicked. “Are you fucking kidding me?” “No, I’m not. I’m so sorry. We’ve got to fix this.” “Oh ... shit.”


“It’s not awful. Well, not good. I want you to sit back and relax, just like you did during the tape. I’m going to try to go through the end of the session and bring you back. Are you okay with that?”


“I suppose. I’m kinda messed up right now.”


“All right. Close your eyes. You’re alone, at the bottom of the stairs. You’re at peace, the weight of your worries has vanished. I’m going to count to ten ...”


“Can you hurry it up? I’d kinda like to get this done.” “Please, Liam. Please let go. I’ll bring you home.”
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“Oh, okay. I’m light as a feather.”

Sharon took a breath, then continued. “One ... two


...”


“Three four five!”

“Liam. Stop. Let me do this. Three ... four ...”

He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. He spoke,


half to himself.


“Nevermore.”
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Liam had mixed feelings about Saturday breakfast at the Early Bird. He valued his time alone, but the subdued atmosphere of its weekday business clientele was replaced by the raucous chatter of families with young children and friends having a morning out. Not a good trade-off. Liam disliked little kids and inane conversations, both in abundance. He compensated by sitting near the front window and keeping a newspaper close by.

“Usual, Liam?” Ruth was scurrying from table to table, her disgust for the demanding, low-tipping crowd in plain view on her face. Liam nodded yes as she rushed off.

Liam gazed absentmindedly out the window. A green Vespa parked at the curb caught his eye. He knew of only one in town.


“Hi, Liam! Imagine seeing you here.”

Dear God, let it be a dream.

Head down, silently praying, he heard it again. “Liam! Are you awake?”


He looked side-eyed at the source of the words. “Why are you here, Marianne?”


“I just wanted to—”

He cut her off. “Are you stalking me?”


She laughed, nervously. “Not at all. It’s just that Mrs. Maybach asked me to see if you needed anything for tomorrow night.”


“So you are stalking me.”


Ignoring him, Marianne slid into the booth and signaled Ruth for a cup of coffee.

Liam was resigned to the intrusion. “What on Earth would I need? You’re just afraid I’m not going to show up, aren’t you?”
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“Frankly, yes.” Marianne could be maddeningly honest. “You’ve been known to bolt from social events, haven’t you?”

“I’m just fine, and I’m going to be there. I’ve been practicing walking without my crutch, so I don’t trigger any sympathetic thoughts.”


Marianne chuckled. “How’s that going?”


“Just great! I can put weight on it without any problem.”

She glanced under the table and saw the crutch. “And what is that?”


He was caught. “Oh, that’s just in case I need to rest.


But I swear I haven’t used it.”

“So you walked all the way here, with a crutch thrown over your shoulder, just for effect?”


“Of course.”


Liam changed the subject. “I’ve been thinking about taking some time off, going away.”

Marianne raised an eyebrow. “How long, and why?” “Maybe a week or so.” A lie. He was considering heading up north for up to a month. It was nearly September, and he loved fall in the northern woods. “It’s been quite a while, and my writing’s getting stale. I’m thinking I could clear my head and work without interruption. Maybe get

some fresh thoughts.”


“Why are you telling me this?”


He paused. “I wanted to get a sense of whether you and John would be comfortable handling the store.” Just then, Ruth arrived with Liam’s breakfast and a coffee for Marianne. Good. A diversion.

Marianne stifled a laugh. She and John pretty much ran the store all the time. Liam was a distraction
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