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Preface

    Pieces of Eight is a collection of eight novellas. The tales are a mixture of different genres of short story writing. Science fiction, paranormal, humor, psychological drama, and astrology themes are represented in this eight novella presentation.

    “The Inimitable Dr. Spencer” and “In Quest of Argentum” are science fiction stories. “Winslow Junction” and the “Voodoo Dimension” are of the paranormal style of fiction writing. “Olympus Lives” is a humor/mythology tale,  “What Goes Around Comes Around” is a psychological thriller, and “”The Trespassers” has a murder/revenge plot. Finally,  “A Video Horoscope” explores an astrology/fulfillment theme.

    “Winslow Junction” is an abandoned train depot several miles from the author’s home. “The Trespassers” and “A Video Horoscope” take place in Hammonton, New Jersey, the author’s hometown. 

     Jay Dubya and his wife have vacationed many times in the Caribbean. “The Voodoo Dimension” occurs in Montego Bay, Jamaica, and part of “What Goes Around Comes Around” is set in Aruba. The author has visited both of those tropical paradises on family vacations.

 The eight novellas presented in Pieces of Eight are pure works of fiction. Any character resemblance to any living person is genuinely coincidental.
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Pot of Gold
                    “The Inimitable Dr. Spencer”
    Dr. Spencer had quietly moved into East Baltimore in the spring of 1973. A widow who had lived at 3132 Foster Avenue had died, and Dr. Spencer soon purchased the row house from the estate’s heirs. At the time, I was still living with my parents on Linwood Avenue.  

    From the start, Dr. Spencer was an enigma to most everyone in my neighborhood. The man had a very shy demeanor. He enjoyed living his life separated from the mainstream of American civilization. I think it was Dr. Spencer’s reclusive lifestyle that most intrigued me.   

   Dr. Spencer was a scientist. Microscopes, flasks, beakers and chemicals were his best friends. The professor's laboratory granted him asylum from the cold, insensitive outside world. The gentle researcher's lonely existence gave local residents sufficient reason to speculate.

     Dr. Spencer was a baldheaded, elderly man of very ordinary height, weight and build. A mustache and goatee hid part of his face. He often kept his house lights on well past midnight. Foster Avenue neighbors were dubious of the doctor's motives, but over the past two and a half decades, I have learned to trust Dr. Spencer’s character more than that of any other human being on this planet. 

   Rumors abounded about the man. His obscure personal life caused reckless hearsay to flourish. The local inhabitants spread cruel myths about the scientist's clandestine activities. The doctor was aware of the ugly scrutiny. He diplomatically ignored his critics and their callous innuendoes.                
 


    Dr. Spencer quickly took a keen interest in me. I first talked with the man in front of his row house twenty-five years ago. I was selling patron ads for my high school senior yearbook. I mustered enough courage to rap on his door. The distinguished gentleman invited me inside. Soon I became fond of his intellect and visited his modest abode every Thursday evening at eight PM.

    Over the years, the gentle scientist gave me many valuable insights. I discovered that he possessed an extensive treasury of knowledge. Dr. Spencer was an expert in biology, chemistry, physics, law, genetics, medicine and economics. I believe I was more drawn to his wisdom than to his impressive academic expertise. I learned that the one thing he passionately despised was “government bureaucracy.”   

    Once I had finally won his confidence, I found the scientist to be very normal with me but extremely paranoid of the outside world. 

    Dr. Spencer deplored festivity. The man had no time for celebration. He had a serious demeanor that had little regard for trite, everyday social conventions. He abhorred picayune street-corner conversation like a devout Amish man shuns blatant public indiscretions. I asked Dr. Spencer about his introverted nature on my second 1975 visit to 3132 Foster Avenue.

   "Are you afraid of society?" I boldly asked.

   "I, like you, have little time to waste," Dr. Spencer said. "We sleep one third of our lives away. If I live to be seventy-five, that means I have lived only fifty conscious years. I must accomplish my important research before I expire. I only have a few years left, you know."

   "Exactly, what is your work?" I inquired.

   "You shall fully learn of its significance at a later date," the scientist solemnly promised. "And I will see that you benefit from my work's application," he elaborated. 

   At the time, I could easily understand why so much petty conjecture prospered around Dr. Spencer's "secret experiments." He did not manufacture any product in his back room laboratory. He did not sell items from his door. Delivery trucks never arrived to drop off or pick up parcels. The postman never stopped at his address. These things I thought that night as I wondered how I would reap the harvest of his labor.

    Once a week Dr. Spencer trekked to a post office seven blocks west from 3132 Foster Avenue. After the retired professor visited his postal box, the secretive man did his banking and made his pharmacy purchases near the distant post office. Then Dr. Spencer would return to his lonely residence. I would deliver meats and groceries to him every Thursday night before we had our "symposium sessions." After several months, we became trusting friends.

   Dr. Spencer's lifestyle baffled his nosy Foster Avenue neighbors. His reclusive habits contributed to his public misperception. I wondered if Dr. Spencer cared about the neighborhood's prejudices. I advanced that question to him during the summer between my high school graduation and my freshman year of college. 

    "Do you care what people think of you?" I queried.

    "I care about my work and about your future," Dr. Spencer declared. "People should spend their time thinking and inventing instead of idle chattering and supposing. They all have the capacity to do so, you know."

    "But why do you talk with me and not to anyone else?" I inquired.

    "Because you're the only one in the neighborhood that has taken an interest in me and not simply a curious interest about me," he answered emphatically. "I see in you great potential. Everyone else seems content to waste their lives away engaging in frivolous, fruitless conversation." 

   The sole resident of 3132 Foster Avenue had no immediate family. No distant relatives ever paid him visits. Local scuttlebutt maintained that Dr. Spencer had inherited a considerable fortune, which sustained him as a lucky member of the "gainfully unemployed." People wondered why he had to walk to that distant bank, pharmacy and post office and bypass seven nearer financial institutions, six drugstores and two post offices closer to home. 

    On an August `75 visit to 3132 Foster Avenue, I directly confronted Dr. Spencer with the outside world's perception of him. "The people think you're eccentric and involved in some illegal practices. How do you pay your bills?" I insisted on knowing.

    "My neighbors think that life is a witch-hunt," Dr. Spencer replied. "It was because of people of their ilk that it took modern democracy two full millennia to be born from the seeds of barbarian dynasties. Those people around this section of the city presently live the peasant mentality of medieval times."

    In late August of '75, I ascended his marble steps and rang the doorbell. I was welcomed inside. The good doctor offered me a comfortable green-felt chair. First we enjoyed a remarkable exchange of ideas about academics in general. Then we discussed the plight of public school education in particular.

    "I advocate the European system of learning," insisted Dr. Spencer. "American schools try to educate everyone in the grand accomplishments of Western Civilization. This practice is dangerous and ineffective. Not everyone is ready to learn or wants to learn. Those students who don't care ought to be put in factories or vocational schools until the lazy dawdlers show they really do care about themselves and their world."

     I was about to enter the University of Maryland the following fall semester. I took offense to Dr. Spencer’s remarks. I felt alienated by his fervor concerning the need for “student academic discipline.” 

   “One must first master self-discipline before he can have academic discipline,” my host firmly stated. Dr. Spencer cynically viewed the American public school educational system as being “shallow and ineffective as long as it devoted the bulk of its energy to the masses.   

   "Don't you think your attitude is elitist?" I asked.  "Aren't you being undemocratic? Education should be open to everyone!" I challenged.

   "Only three percent of the population creates knowledge," Dr. Spencer said. "Twenty percent, or the teachers, transmit the information to the masses what the creators of knowledge have developed. The remaining seventy-five percent of the population are what we call students,” the professor concluded. “American education treats the receivers of information almost as highly as the three percent discoverers of knowledge and just as highly as the twenty percent that transmit civilization to the general populace."

   "I never thought of it that way," I admitted.

   "You have conviction and idealism," Dr. Spencer observed. "I value those traits. They remind me of my youth when I was carefree, naive and believed I was immortal, just like you presently do."  

     "Thank you for your compliments," I answered.

   Throughout that mild debate, I had the impression that my character was being tested and that my mind was being analyzed. I believe that my audacity had won the professor’s respect. Dr. Spencer invited me back for other more comprehensive dialogues. My return visits led to a succession of Thursday evenings that I have faithfully honored the past twenty-four years.

    The following year a rather strange incident occurred involving my dear mentor. I was an ambitious freshman on spring break from the University of Maryland when I again visited 3132 Foster Avenue on a mild April Thursday night. 

     Dr. Spencer insisted on hypnotizing me. I would have refused his suggestion under normal circumstances, but I had adapted to his unique personality and wanted to please him. I implicitly trusted his judgment. I did not desire to jeopardize our compatibility by doubting his motives or by appearing uncooperative.

   "Why do you intend to do this?" I sincerely wanted to know.

   "You will not regret it one iota," he answered. " You know, of course, that hypnosis is healthy and therapeutic to the subconscious mind, don't you?"

   "Yes," I reluctantly replied.

   "Good. There should be more young men in this cruel world of your high integrity," he praised. 

     I reclined on the couch in his laboratory. I stared at a gold watch the professor dangled from a fob chain. My eyes watched it swing back and forth like a pendulum. I heard his command to relax. Soon I was under his spell.

    I woke up drowsy. I rubbed my eyes. I remember refusing a cup of coffee. Dr. Spencer saw me to his front door.

    "You'll come again next Thursday evening," he suggested.

    "Certainly," I replied, still in a stupor. 

  I left his place, realizing I had been under his influence from seven to ten P.M. I was upset that there had been a three-hour void missing from my consciousness. I knew that vicious lies had been circulating around the “Hollandtown” (Highlandtown) section of East Baltimore that Dr. Spencer and I had been engaged in a questionable relationship, which the perpetrators maintained went well beyond mere platonic companionship. 

    Although I doubted that I had been physically tampered with, my sensibilities had become slightly out of kilter. I did not savor the notion that my mind had been in "suspended animation" for three hours while he was in control. I was distraught. Dr. Spencer might have taken liberties beyond the parameters of propriety defined by contemporary civilization. It took me an entire day to fully recover from the strange experience. Despite my suspicions, I still valued Dr. Spencer's noble research aspirations and I trusted his character.

     My reputation around East Baltimore had suffered over the years because of my innocent connection with the inimitable Dr. Spencer. Residents had become less conversant with me than they had been in the past. Even my family began shying away from personal contact with me. Local businessmen perceived me as a sinister person.                                                                                                                                                                        

     In 1982, I became a literature professor at a local college. I bought a small house on Eastern Avenue. I married in 1990, hoping that a woman would bring stability into my life. Even my wife, ordinarily a very tolerant, civil woman, had asked me to limit my affiliation with the bland gentleman I had learned to revere.

    "Why do you keep visiting that hermit?" she challenged. "You know what everybody else is saying about him!"

    "Joanne, I see more good in Dr. Spencer than in all of East Baltimore put together!" I exclaimed.

    "I think you should consult a team of psychiatrists," my wife criticized.                            

    I must confess I was partially to blame for the abundant local skepticism about Dr. Spencer and his very private life. In 1997, I was getting a haircut. The neighborhood barber asked me about Dr. Spencer's activities. I revealed that my benefactor had once been a university professor.

   "Where did he teach?" the curious hair cutter asked as six waiting patrons suddenly became silent and pricked up their ears. 

   "Dr. Spencer graduated from Harvard University, class of '48," I said. "He taught at the same Ivy League college until 1973."

   "How do you know this?" the barber asked.

   "I read the diploma hanging on his parlor wall," I replied. "Then I asked him where he had worked before moving to Baltimore."

   "Do you know the man personally?" inquired a waiting customer sitting in a hard wooden chair.

   "No," I denied, feeling a trace of guilt at succumbing to social pressure. I paused a second, waiting to hear a rooster crow three times. "He is simply a casual acquaintance."

    My stubborn nature compelled me to seek out Dr. Spencer's company the following Thursday night. I ignored the orchestration of protest being generated by my spouse, her friends and the garrulous East Baltimore citizens. I was certain that "peer pressure" was affecting my wife's better judgment. I found a degree of solace making that assumption. "It's them and not her," I said one morning to the bathroom medicine cabinet mirror.

    Exactly one year ago today, on a cold Thursday evening in November of `99, Dr. Spencer made a peculiar promise. I was amazed by his shocking announcement. His words vividly echoed through my very unsettled mind.

    "You are my sole support from the outside world," he began. "You have steadfastly demonstrated your friendship. My last testament will honor your allegiance," the good doctor indicated.   

     Then the proud man told me that he was without family. "I never married," he revealed. Dr. Spencer disclosed that his only brother had been killed in Germany during World War II. "There are no blood relatives to share my good fortune," he said. "You're the closest person on this earth I have to leave the bulk of my estate."

    "I don't know what to say!" I reacted.

    "Don't say anything. Just receive my blessing," Dr. Spencer insisted. "I've grown quite fond of you this past quarter century. You will greatly profit from my estate. To put matters succinctly, I want you to be the executor of my will and also my principal heir."

    I was dumbfounded at being named the dear professor's chief beneficiary. My heart was vacillating between humility and greed. Dr. Spencer sensed the struggle going on inside my consciousness.

   "Nonsense," he uttered. "I'll entertain no more silly folly from your lips. You need not be grateful. I have pondered this bequest for many years. I insist you respect my firm decision."

   "Thank you for your kind consideration," I acceded.

   The professor then returned to his subdued, tranquil state. He talked about the imminent danger of atmospheric pollution caused by worldwide industrial neglect. I listened rather inattentively. I was still trying to evaluate being chosen Dr. Spencer's exclusive legal custodian and heir. I wonder how wealthy he might be? I imagined.

   When Dr. Spencer announced his surprise, I received the impression that it was all of the utmost importance to him. I believed him to be a sincere man. I knew he was consecrated to pursuing truth in science. That was his sole passion. I consented to implement his wishes. I left his home with a mind burdened with awe and suspense. I briskly walked the three blocks to my Eastern Avenue row home. My face was numb to the hard, cold raindrops pelting under my umbrella against my cheeks and forehead.

    Last July, I became disturbed by the proliferation of more malicious neighborhood lies. My wife said that people claimed I had been visiting Dr. Spencer more than I actually had. Many eyewitness accounts credited me in the vicinity of 3132 Foster Avenue when I had been out of town or at the suburban college teaching my American Literature courses. My wife had overheard the idle chatter at her hairdresser's salon while the talebearers were unaware of her sitting under a domed hairdryer.

    "That's absurd!" I yelled at Joanne over my morning breakfast of bacon and eggs. "It's preposterous! I was at the college teaching my classes! Callous hypocrites! They're spreading a rash of savage lies!" I shouted in a rage.

    Over the next several weeks, similar erroneous stories supplemented the earlier testimonies. I tried dismissing the wicked gossip. But it came to pass that the local East Baltimore babble was having a severe impact upon my mental health. I was cracking under the great neighborhood scrutiny and criticism.

    My mind had difficulty dispelling the multitude of "evil" rumors that were circulating. I endeavored eliminating their annoying effect. I reassured myself with one of my favorite maxims, " Consider the source. Then you can better assess the merits of the information," I kept repeating to myself while gazing into the bathroom’s medicine chest's mirror. "Even my wife is turning against me," I regretted.

  Last November 14th I called upon my beloved Dr. Spencer. We enjoyed a wonderful discourse about American literature, a subject I regarded as my forte. I was amazed that Dr. Spencer's knowledge in my specialty exceeded my expertise. 

    "Were you ever a professor of literature?" I inquired.

     "No, but I am an avid student on that subject," he answered.

    Then, much to my captivation, Dr. Spencer recited verbatim E.A. Poe's "The Raven," all from rote memory. His powerful interpretation and flawless presentation amounted to a magnificent achievement for a "professor of science." 

    I sat stunned, listening intently to Dr. Spencer's romance with death. He envisioned the termination of earthly existence as a welcomed escape from a bitter, bleak human reality. Finally, he concluded the lengthy poem.

   "That was terrific!" I complimented. "Aren't you afraid of the Grim Reaper's approach?" I jested.

   "He is the one phantom I am anxious to meet," Dr. Spencer eerily concluded.

    My benefactor was not laden with dread. The funereal elements of Poe's rhythmic language did not vex me. Instead, I was deeply depressed by Dr. Spencer's suave acceptance of death's proximity. "Charon rows his barge in my direction," he said, "and I can hear his oar splashing through Styx's macabre waters."

    The very thought of the "good doctor" anticipating death's encroachment numbed my heart. I became emotionally disoriented that night in his parlor, and the only event that I can compare it with was the Thursday evening I had been hypnotized for three hours on his laboratory's couch. 

    Much to my dismay, my host then recited an impeccable rendition of William Cullen Bryant's "Thanatopsis." I had a queer sensation that the two death-theme poems were omens of some sinister, forthcoming phenomenon. Dr. Spencer's resonant voice made my already nervous body shiver. I was becoming more paranoid as he continued.     

     My eyes scanned the dark shadows of his library. The cold chill I felt meandering throughout my being only accentuated my sense of morbidity. I lacked the courage to request an explanation of his choice of narratives. I simply sat there reticently, spellbound by his eloquence. I remember praying that his powerful, captivating enunciation would cease. 

    I felt my rapid pulse. My breathing had become accelerated. My hands were clammy, and I could feel sweat beads cascading down my chest and arms. My heart was very much relieved when Dr. Spencer terminated his awesome recollection of "Thanatopsis." My mind was completely unprepared for the surprise that followed.

    Dr. Spencer finalized our meeting by presenting me with a small package, "a gift" as he termed it. I hesitated before unwrapping it. Inside a gift shop box was a key, a very ordinary key that could easily be duplicated at any hardware store.  "Keep this in your possession at all times," my mentor advised. "Don't share it with anyone. This key is a symbol of future good fortune you will enjoy. I implore you, keep its existence in strictest confidence until the appropriate moment arrives."

    "When will that be?" I stammered.

    "The situation will make you aware of its need," the professor cryptically answered. "This very mundane key will afford you access to rewards beyond your greatest expectations," Dr. Spencer guaranteed with a sparkle in his eye.

    "Thank you," I answered in a weak voice. I felt very groggy. I hastily shook his hand to express my gratitude. I left 3132 Foster Avenue a bit dizzy and light-headed. I started my walk back to my Eastern Avenue residence. 

    As I approached the marble steps, my soul was still drenched in uncertainty. I repeated his words about the key over and over, but I could not comprehend their significance.  "What compensation could a commonplace key bring me?" I asked my front door's knocker.

    The following Thursday afternoon, I was heading to the corner drugstore to buy a bottle of cough syrup. A speeding caravan of flashing lights and screaming sirens from two police cars and an ambulance interrupted my concentration on my errand. The high-speed vehicles halted directly in front of 3132 Foster Avenue. Hordes of curiosity-seekers flocked out of neighboring houses like excited hornets leaving their nests.

    I frantically dashed to the scene. I was hoping that "the emergency" would turn out to be a false alarm or a case of mistaken identity. I felt my heart wildly beating inside my chest as I sprinted toward Dr. Spencer's place. My legs dashed without caution between the still running motors of the police cars and the line of parked automobiles.                                                                                                My shoulders recklessly bumped into several spectators craning their necks for a better view. My arms pushed their way through two rows of bystanders and then my feet ascended the spotless white marble steps leading to 3132 Foster Avenue.

    I stepped inside and saw two grim paramedics carrying a covered figure on a stretcher. They hastened from the parlor to the hallway, nearly knocking me off balance as they rushed by. I was staggered by the activity, which seemed surreal, as if it had been occurring in another dimension. I moved swiftly to the front door and witnessed the attendants depositing the stretcher into the rear of the ambulance. I heard the crowd murmuring, sounding like a gaggle of excited geese. "Irreverent imbeciles!" I said to myself. "Shut up you craven fools!" I yelled in their direction.  

     I walked back into the row house. In Dr. Spencer's laboratory I recognized Dr. Morse, my family physician. The medical man was nervously putting his stethoscope back into his black bag.  

   "Excuse me Dr.," I said. "I'm a close friend of Dr. Spencer. What has happened here?"

   The medical man momentarily stared at me with an odd blank expression. He seemed temporarily taken back by my innocent inquiry. "My dear young man," he said, "this has to be the strangest death I have ever been called to verify."

   "Could you tell me more?" I prompted.

   "This man, your Dr. Spencer, who, I might add, has never been my patient, called my office an hour ago," Dr. Morse stated. I watched the doctor wipe the perspiration off his forehead. "He said over the phone that there was a very sick person at this address. He added he would leave the front door open."

    I detected a degree of alarm in Dr. Morse's voice.  

    "Then what happened?" I interrupted, just to give the bearded physician more time to catch his breath.

    "He begged me to rush over here. I left a waiting room full of patients," Dr. Morse stated.  "When I arrived at this home, it didn't take me long to realize that the caller was also the victim, for lack of a better term. I tell you, young man, my hands are still trembling from this most bizarre experience."

   After exhaling those words, Dr. Morse quickly reopened his black bag, removed a small whiskey flask, and gulped down a throat full. 

  "For medicinal purposes only," he indicated.   

  "Do you suspect foul play?" I asked.

    "I'll level with you, young man," the doctor said. "Before I sign any death certificate, I'll demand that a complete autopsy be performed by the coroner's office."

   "Why?" I persisted.

   "This man Spencer was some kind of scientist. He was despondent, a loner," Dr. Morse observed. "He knew plenty about chemicals. I don't want to alarm you, but the possibility of suicide is very real here."

    I left the premises with my soul imprisoned in a cell of desolation and my heart swimming in a sea of sorrow. I slowly waded through the pitiful, pitiless, gossiping throng. Their drivel was an irksome, harsh anthem to my sensitive ears. I quickly turned and hollered, "Vile lunatics!"

    I had to escape their irritating gibberish. I could feel hostility surging within me. I believed I would become violent and injure a few people if I did not immediately abandon the scene. I knew that "the gossip mongers" had been flagrantly discussing my innocent association with Dr. Spencer.

    As I trudged home with my head crestfallen, I reached into my right pants’ pocket and removed the dull, inexpensive silver-colored key. I gazed upon it, looking for meaning and clarity to explain the horrible event I had just witnessed. The benign professor's memory made me squeeze the object tightly in the palm of my hand. I felt very frail, vulnerable, and dazed. I stumbled home to Eastern Avenue in a disheveled state of mind.

     My wife was away attending her weekly Civics Club meeting. I had no one with whom I could share my loss. I slumped deeply into my living room's softest lounge chair. I reached over and poured a hearty draft of brandy from the decanter situated on a nearby table. I sipped the blackberry flavor, meditating about the strange death of Dr. Spencer.  My introspection was disrupted. I heard a heavy rapping upon my front door.  I resented that my somber meditation had been so rudely interrupted. I angrily arose to answer the knock.

    I was startled to see Mr. Blake, the neighborhood mortician. I welcomed the undertaker inside. My eyes begged for an explanation of his unexpected sudden appearance at my door.

    "I was directed to come and see you," Mr. Blake began rather impetuously. 

    "By whom?" I mechanically asked.

    "Unlucky as it might seem, just yesterday I was visited by a certain Dr. Spencer," the funeral director continued. "I had never personally known the man, but much to my astonishment, he began outlining his funeral arrangements in great detail. He seemed to know more about the funeral business than I did," Mr. Blake panted.

    "Then what?" I asked.

    "I never encountered anyone who had such an intrepid attitude about death than did this Dr. Spencer," Mr. Blake intimated. "I had learned about your Dr. Spencer's demise only minutes ago. In our chat inside my office, Dr. Spencer said that you would take care of the burial arrangements. He even paid me ten thousand dollars, cash in advance. How did this man know he was about to die? He seemed in good health and sound spirits just yesterday!"

   "I don't know, I just don't know!" I stuttered as my words mixed grief with wonder. 

    The mortician peered at me, shook his head in confusion and then continued. "At any rate, I want you to know I pride myself on being an honest, reputable businessman. Mr. Spencer paid me for first class services, and he will receive first class services. Your friend divulged he didn't have any living relatives."

   "That's true," I confirmed.

   "Therefore," Mr. Blake proceeded, "barring any obstacles from the medical examiner's department or any complications from the police, I have tentatively scheduled Dr. Spencer's viewing for next Tuesday evening at seven."

    I nodded my head in agreement, bade the austere custodian of the dead a morbid "good night," and returned to my inconsolable mood. I sank down into my soft green-clothed chair and gulped down the remaining quantity of brandy.

    My wife arrived home an hour later from her Civics Club meeting. News of Dr. Spencer's passing had spread like a wild forest fire.  "I'm sorry to hear about Dr. Spencer," Joanne said.

    I detected that her remote sympathy was done out of love for me and not because of any immediate remorse for Dr. Spencer's soul.

   "Will you come with me to his wake?" I requested.

    "When is it?" she asked.

    "Tuesday night," I replied.

    "I'm sorry," she said, "I've committed to chair a club fundraising activity Tuesday evening."

    I reluctantly accepted her excuse as a reason. I detested that her esteem for the dearly departed was but a fraction of the high regard I had had for the deceased. Joanne seemed quietly relieved that my Thursday night schedule would no longer be cluttered with my loyally visiting Dr. Spencer. I found her apathy for his death very disquieting. I loathed her very evident disinterest.

    Tuesday morning my sadness reached its low point. After a sleepless night, I was very exhausted and melancholy. Too many aspects about Dr. Spencer's isolated existence remained nebulous and required clarification. I had known the man for two and a half decades, yet I really didn't know him outside his home. He never solicited my companionship. I regretted really never extensively speaking to him outside the safety of 3132 Foster Avenue.

    Despite ugly public opinion, which coincided with my wife's, I still regarded the former Harvard professor as a distinguished scholar. I regretted that I was the only Highlandtown native who had been exposed to his brilliance and who had learned to cherish his unpretentious personality. Throughout that very arduous Tuesday, I thought about how courteous and helpful Dr. Spencer had always been to me.

      A relentless storm settled over Baltimore that late November Tuesday evening. As I left my Eastern Avenue' row house and trekked under my black umbrella to Blake's Funeral Home, the wet cold air, the cheerless damp pavement and an inhospitable, howling wind collaborated to create a very morose atmosphere. The gloom of the dark, cloudy, hostile sky made me hesitate at the foot of the mortuary's flagstone steps. 

     Wakes are regarded as social events in East Baltimore, I thought. Where are all of the curiosity seekers tonight? They ran to his death, yet they ignore his funeral, I surmised.

     I slowly made my entrance inside. I was appalled at realizing I was the sole mourner. It felt most awkward inspecting the vast, vacant viewing room. The world preferred treating Dr. Spencer exactly as he had viewed it, from afar. "Dr. Spencer once told me that urban society was an evil influence from which a sane human being should seek exile," I whispered to myself. "He was absolutely right."

    I cautiously approached his expensive, bronze casket. No pictures of him rested against easels. No flower displays distracted my attention. No dreary organ music droned to drown out my cadence. My eyes focused upon the form that rested in peace before me. I mentally prayed the “Our Father” in memory of his former self.

    I respectfully knelt at a small altar stationed before his corpse. My eyes scanned his horizontal remains. I begged for his soul's salvation, a soul truly worthy of any heaven. Before me rests the mere shell of a great man, I prayed. Your wonderful mind was too good to share the horrible demise of your flesh, I silently concluded. 

    I carefully rose. My eyes scanned the sanctuary of the empty first row sofa. I recalled seeing it filled on many occasions with solemn mourners during past wakes. No man is an island, but this man was a continent unto himself, I thought.

     My pupils panned the mute, hollow chamber. I cursed the cowardly neighbors. They lacked the decency to pass through those ominous purple-draped portals into this gruesome room. Fools! I thought. You should have come out of respect for the dead, even if you deplored this wonderful man! And if not for Dr. Spencer, you should have at least come here out of respect for me! I concluded.

      I considered how my status in East Baltimore had suffered because of my link with Dr. Spencer. The area residents perceived me as a sorcerer's apprentice. It was guilt by association based on lies, biases and superstitions. Presumption and ignorance, education's prime adversaries, prevailed. The neighborhood's fear was primitive, and its venomous resentment was medieval. I soon felt several tears rolling downward under my glasses.

     I foolishly began wishing for a miracle. I wanted so desperately for that magnificent man to resurrect in triumph from what I consciously knew to be his eternal sleep. Such naive hopes of supernatural intervention are futile and childish, I decided.

     Mr. Blake entered the giant, deserted room to console me. I told the mortician several anecdotes about Dr. Spencer. The curator of the dead nodded his head in appreciation of my revelations. A spooky silence then reigned throughout the vacant room. I was temporarily at a loss for words. The undertaker attempted to fill the void with several anecdotes of his own. I failed to find any humor in his remarks. I again talked about Dr. Spencer.

    "He was a splendid man," I said. "So meticulous in his methods. He was the most versatile person I have ever known."

   "I understand," Blake replied in a low bass voice.

    The first hour and a half of my vigil passed by very slowly. At eight-thirty a minister stopped in at the mortuary, read several appropriate psalms, gave a brief commentary on the mystery of death, and then offered his condolences before departing. Reverend Brady felt very uncomfortable lecturing before such a small audience.  Mr. Blake informed me that Dr. Spencer had paid for Reverend Brady's oration in the funeral fees, so thorough was my mentor's preparations.

     Dr. Spencer's burial was on Wednesday morning. I felt like Scrooge at Marley's funeral, the sole mourner, and the sole friend. I was my confidant’s sole legal administrator. Reverend Brady drove into the big city cemetery in a black Ford automobile.    

     Six pallbearers hired by Mr. Blake carried Dr. Spencer to his crypt. During Reverend Brady’s short speech, he seemed very fidgety, slurring many words. As my mentor’s casket was lowered into its vault, I recalled how I had pleaded with my wife to attend the interment, but she said she had had a scheduled dental appointment. I was certain that community opinion had dissuaded Joanne from appearing at Dr. Spencer's grave. 

     And so, I very sadly honored my friend's end, alone. I felt a large tear trickle down my right cheek as his cold metal coffin was lowered into its cold concrete vault. "God rest your marvelous soul!" I begged.

     After the burial, I was miserable and depleted from the overall duress I had suffered. I had to endure the entire perplexity without the mercy and support of other human beings. Because of my intense anguish, I took the next day off from work. The stressful event had sapped my zeal and had diminished my energy. Rest was the only cure that could allay my tired mental condition.

    The next morning I was awakened from a deep slumber by the telephone's ring. I glanced up at the wall clock. Eight-thirty, I thought. My hand gingerly lifted the phone from its cradle. An official from the state inheritance tax bureau was on the other end. He requested that I meet him at Dr. Spencer's bank to assist in the opening of the deceased man’s safety deposit box. The state auditor's office had been in communication with Dr. Morse and Mr. Blake, and the gentlemen had informed the government investigators that I had been delegated sole executor of the scientist's estate. The date of opening the safety deposit box was scheduled for the following Friday.

    The following Friday I put on a warm, black leather jacket. My wife gave me a cursory kiss on the cheek, thinking that Dr. Spencer had possibly left me a small inheritance. I drove to the designated bank, making sure I had brought along the small key with which I had been entrusted. I knew the key was not the type that would give access to a bank safety deposit box. I think I had taken it along as a security symbol and as a token of remembrance of Dr. Spencer. 

     I met Mr. Jacobs, a state auditor, in the bank’s foyer. Mr. Thompson from the Internal Revenue Service accompanied the state 
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