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“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” A poignant phrase, but spoken by one who has never fully considered existence in that fiery inferno.
I grew up relatively normal. I was brighter than my peers, and, as with most intelligent folks, was a bit of an outcast. I had my friends, even one or two of the female variety, but never anyone who fully understood me. Even my family failed to grasp who I truly was. I was a loner. But don’t think me an unhappy loner. Most days, I was quite content to sit in silence, thinking my thoughts.
The world just wasn’t the best place for someone like me. In order to be successful, you had to have a social life, and eventually, a family. No wife, no kids, no intentions. What any of that has to do with finance, I’ll never know, and yet, my work suffered because of it. Life had finally gotten the best of me. Society was molding me into someone I wasn’t. Where once I was happy, now I was depressed. Where once I needed no one, now I longed for a better half. Where once I was satisfied, now I wanted more.
For three years I strived to achieve these new goals. For three years, I was experiencing something quite unnatural to me: Failure. It was then I decided that I needed a break. I needed some alone time again.
Finding alone time proved to be quite difficult. We humans had really populated the world. People were everywhere at all hours. There was a solution though. I knew a little place, a camping spot rather, by the lake, a good four miles away from civilization. I had been there several times as a young child, and even on occasion as a teen. On a weekend in August, that camp site was sure to be crawling with tourists and novice adventure types like that younger version of myself. But this was a Monday in early May. I felt pretty good about my chances.
And so, I packed a tent, a change of clothes, some food, a lighter, a flashlight, some rope, and countless other odds and ends that go in a backpack in the hopes of being needed on a three-day journey. I jumped in my car, was on the road, and made it to the trailhead without incident.
Just walking along the trail, my mind seemed to shed the film of sadness that had encased it. Those desires that were not mine, but those of the world around me were loosening their grip. This journey might have been the one to save me. But things never work out the way you imagine them. I was minutes from my peaceful respite when I heard the unmistakable sound of college-aged laughter.
I walked around their camp, trying my best to be neither seen nor heard, and stopped about a quarter mile past, at a less exciting camp site. I deciding I needed to at least stay the night. The sun was quite low in the sky, and the only thought worse than spending that night being annoyed by America’s youth, was hiking back in the dark, breaking an ankle, and being eaten by a bear.
Everything was set-up in my camp, and things were not so bad. One night would be alright, and if those damn kids didn’t move on in the morning, I would. I gathered some wood, and got a modest fire going. With a warm meal in my belly, and a cool night at my back, I was ready to relax. And that was when the party began.
There couldn’t have been more than six of them, but each one was the life of the party. The poor sucker who had to carry the speakers was determined to make full use of his efforts. Loud music led to loud talking and plenty of shouts of laughter. Firecrackers was just going too far. That sound raped the night. It also masked the footsteps approaching me.
“You think they’ll be at it all night?”
I almost jumped off the log I was sitting on. Certainly, my shock was visible, and I must think, expected. I turned around to see a short, slowly graying, bearded man. His grin was highlighted by the flames of my fire. The reflection in his glasses was even more pronounced. I could not see his eyes, all I saw was inferno.
Trying to play my best calm voice, I tried, “I hope not. I was just looking for one quiet night.”
The man’s smile broadened. “Mind if I join you for a few before I travel on?”
“Be my guest,” I replied, not really wanting the man to stay, but wanting less to give a stranger a reason to gut me in my sleep.
He sat down on the other end of the log, reached into his shirt pocket, and produced a pipe. “You mind if I smoke?”
“Be my guest,” I repeated. Originality had left me.
The man packed his pipe, lit it with a long match, and drew in deeply. The smoke was held in his cheeks for a good ten seconds, and then let out in a slow stream, looking oddly like a dragon.
“The name’s Dan,” he said, not offering a hand to shake, or looking for reciprocation. It was a matter of fact. His name was Dan.
“Where is your camp?” I asked, trying my best to make small talk.
“Don’t have one.” My stomach sank a little. He was going to ask if he could stay with me, and I was going to say, “Be my guest.” And this time, it would be literal.
A small, “oh,” dumbly escaped my lips.
As if reading my mind, he said, “Don’t worry, I’m not here to ask for a tent to share.”
“Well, I…” I was trying to think of a nice way to say that I would have let him, and that it would be nice to have company, and yet not encourage him to change his mind. But he waved his hand, and interrupted me before I could lie any further.
“I’m here for a much more important reason.”
After a long pause, one filled with uncertainty, I asked, “What’s that?”
“I’m here to offer you three wishes.”
Another long pause, this one more awkward than the last. “Three wishes?”
“You got it.”
“Like a genie?”
“No, not like a genie.” He seemed more than a little upset at this ridiculous notion. “I don’t give out charity, I make deals.”
Shrouded in disbelief, and yet intrigued by this odd encounter, I pushed on. “What sort of deal?”
“Well,” he said, “I grant you three wishes, and you give me your soul.”
Laughing a little, I inquired, “Are you the devil?”
Without a laugh, he replied, “It’s possible.”
Always a fan of dry sarcasm, I offered a heartier laugh at his joke. His expression remained unchanged, however.
“It is obvious that you believe me to be a lunatic of some sort, or perhaps a prankster. But I assure you, I am of sound mind, and there are no hidden cameras here.”
“OK. So, what is the point of all this then?”
“I am a harvester of souls. I offer reward in this life, for imprisonment in the next. You get to be happy till the day you die, assuming you use your wishes wisely. On that final day, you belong to me. It’s that simple.”
What choice did I have but to give another little laugh.
He sighed, then spoke to himself, but loud enough so I could hear, and I’m sure it was intentional. “They always need to be convinced.” Raising his voice, certainly meaning to be heard this time, he asked, “Would you believe me if I could stop the noise?”
“Well yeah, I’d believe you if you did that.” Not really believing, but not having to. The notion was as absurd as willing myself to fly. I was simultaneously snapped out of reality, and into the situation when Dan snapped his fingers, and the noise stopped.
It was a long time before either one of us spoke. I, incredulous, and he, giving time, sat in the flickering light of a slowly dying camp fire. When my brain was able to accept the facts of what had transpired, I turned to face the devil himself, and ask, “Why have you come here?”
He must have known when I was going to break our mutual silence, and how I would do it. He practically smothered my last words with his response. “I am here to offer you three wishes in exchange for your soul.”
“Why would I agree to something like that?”
“Because you are an intelligent man. One who does not put much stock into the afterlife, and needs a little help in the life he has now.”
“Yeah, but we’re talking about my soul here.”
“What is the soul anyway? There is no scientific evidence for its existence. As far as you are concerned, the soul is nothing more than an abstract human invention.”
“I’m beginning to rethink that notion.”
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