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Chapter 1

 


Pausing, Ed tapped the ashes from
his unfiltered Camel into an ashtray shaped like a female breast.
He stared at it often, recalling what it was supposed to mean as he
was fired from Mutual Life Insurance Company. It was a gift from
Mr. Prescott, Mr. “Mutual” himself. You were a big boob, Ed. That’s
what it meant. You can’t sleep with the boss’ daughter—and wife—and
still be employed. The ashtray was overflowing with spent butts,
chewed gum, and crumpled Post-It notes: it was a big boob for a big
boob.

That was five years ago. He had
to gather his thoughts, fish them out of the perpetual hangover
that was his mental environment. Sometimes he wished he would just
get hit by a car out on Elvis Presley Boulevard and die happy in
the shadow of Graceland. Ah, the dreams, Ed, the dreams.

But Ed Cooper’s life always fell
short of being blessed. As a kid, he was the one caught stealing
when everyone else got away with it. In college, he was the one who
missed out on the scholarship because he was second-best. And as an
adult, he was the adulterer caught with the boss’ wife when a dozen
men had done the same thing. Ed couldn’t stand life, it wasn’t
fair. He was sure of one thing, however; everyone wins the lottery
once in their lifetime. His turn was coming, he was
convinced.

Ed took a drag on his cigarette.
In front of him, a small pile of paperwork beckoned. His most
pressing matter, however, outside of smoking his cigarette, was the
file in his hands. Mrs. Althea Waymouth, 51, Memphis, Tennessee:
the only person who tried to make a claim against her policy in the
five years he’d been with the shady outfit calling itself an
insurance company.

Mostly, his day consisted of a
pot of coffee before lunch, a few sports magazines, a pack of
Camels and a pint of Scotch, lunch at some barbecue shack (extra
onions, please), followed by an afternoon nap. Staring at the boob,
he couldn’t believe this was his lot in life after 37 years. His
eyes wandered out of his office window, resting momentarily in the
distance. Just beyond the high-rises and riverside warehouses, he
could see glimpses of the Mighty Mississippi cutting a path toward
New Orleans. God, how he wished he was a barge going
downstream.

The beeping phone brought him
back from the fantasy. Ed quickly poured over the adjustment claim
form before picking up the holding Mrs. Waymouth. The actual policy
was not taken out on Althea, but on her daughter Vera. Vera
Waymouth, 33, unemployed, unmarried, possessed. He hated adjusting
cases of possession. Usually it consisted of bad acting, theatrical
makeup, and if he was lucky, some entertaining home
wiring.

Reluctantly, Ed picked up the
phone, “Mrs. Waymouth, this is Ed Cooper. Yeah, I’m the
adjuster.”

He paused, trying to answer her
rapid-fire questions. There was no way Mystical Insurance
Corporation was going to pay this claim. They never paid any
claims. If people were stupid enough buy paranormal insurance, they
deserved to be ripped off. It didn’t matter if Big Foot smashed
their Winnebago or if a UFO made off with their case of beer, no
one was going to get paid. Except him, of course, that was Ed’s
philosophy.

And the more claims he could
deny, the bigger the bonus. It was hard enough finding a job after
being blackballed by Mutual. He was lucky Mystical needed a liar
and shyster at the time he was at the peak of his craft.

“Look, I can’t . . .”
he listened. “I’ll have to come for a visit . . .” again, he paused
to listen.

She rambled on. Ed put the phone
on the desk and poured some Scotch into his coffee cup. In between
sips, he offered nondescript responses in the direction of the
phone. “Really? Wow. That’s unbelievable. Huh?”

“Are you listenin’?”
Mrs. Waymouth suddenly asked.

Ed scrambled for the phone,
nearly spilling his beloved Glenlivet. “Mrs. Waymouth, I can’t
process your claim unless you’ve had clerical diagnosis by a
recognized clergy member.”

“What?”

“You need to have a
priest come and diagnose your daughter as possessed.”

“Our minister was
here already, says it’s possession.”

“Your policy states
that any non-Catholic clergy that makes a diagnosis of possession
must have it verified by a Catholic priest.”

“We’re not
catholic.”

Ed suddenly saw the possibility
of closing this case right over the phone. “I’m sorry, the
Catholics are experts on possession and we rely on their word to
process a claim.”

“Really, well I’ll
get one over here, directly. My sister-in-law’s
Catholic.”

“Oh,” Ed sucked on
his cigarette, knowing in his heart he’d have to see Mrs. Waymouth
eventually. “Okay, I’ll come to your house this afternoon. I have
to ask a few questions before I can deny, I mean, process your
claim. See you later, Mrs. Waymouth.”

Ed hung up the phone, tapped his
ashes into the ashtray and thought about what to do next. He
reached into his drawer and pulled out a copy of the Mystical
Insurance Paranormal Adjustment Manual, then turned to the page
concerning Satan.

 



Chapter 2

 


Huron city,
Michigan

“Answer a few more
questions for us, would you please?”

“Sure,” the young
red-head replied while scanning the blood pressure cuff attached to
her arm. The technician had also tightened two sensitive straps to
her torso, one across her breastbone and one below her abdomen.
“What do these wires do?”

“They’re not wires,
they’re sensors that measure your breathing.”

“Oh,” Moreen said,
tugging at the cuff, “and this measures my blood pressure? You can
tell if I’m lying by my breathing and blood pressure?”

“Yes, I can. Now
could you please restate your name for us?” asked the uptight
interrogator with the strangulating tie.

She watched the veins in his head
throb as he drank coffee from a Styrofoam cup. “Moreen
Valentino.”

As paper spooled through the
polygraph machine, the man circled areas he thought might contain
valuable information. “Okay, that’s good. Now, could you please
tell me where you were on the night of August 15?”

“I was at work until
2:15 a.m.”

Again, he circled sections of the
readout. He adjusted his glasses, and pulled on his tie, “Did you
know Christine McGuire?”

Moreen answered honestly, “No,
I’ve never met Christine McGuire.”

Her eyes wandered around the
interrogation room at the Michigan State Police Outpost
headquarters in Huron City. It was a dry room, white cinderblock
walls, industrial carpet, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead.
Brushing red hair out of her eyes, she gave a shy smile to the wall
of mirrors behind the technician administering the test. Detective
Gilroy was probably in there, she thought. One of the needles
pulsed as she thought of the cop she’d been dealing with since
offering forth her information. Her mind flashed to his athletic
body and sandy hair, and how he looked so succulent in his
Levi’s.

“I want you to verify
some of your previous answers. You stated you’ve never met
Christine McGuire.”

“Correct,” she
refocused on the questioner, a sad second to Detective Gilroy or
Chief Blake for that matter.

“And earlier you
stated you have never seen the area of Grassy Knoll Ridge where the
body was found.”

“That’s
true.”

He highlighted more sections on
the paper passing beneath the vibrating needles, “Can you tell me
how you know where Ms. McGuire’s body was found?”

“I saw it in my head.
It just popped in when I was at work.”

“Interesting,” he
commented, “and can you tell me what she was murdered
with?”

“A sharp object about
the size of a pencil, or something like that.”

Frustrated, he jotted some notes
and turned off the machine. “I think that’ll be it.”

“I’m
finished?”

“Yes, hold on a
second and I’ll unhook you from the machine.”

Behind the mirrors, Rick Gilroy
paced nervously. He paused to look at Moreen once again, “I don’t
know why we’re wasting our time with this girl. She doesn’t know
shit about what happened.”

Chief Blake also sat with Gilroy,
a look of concern on his handsome, middle-aged face. “Then explain
why she knows every detail about Christine McGuire. She knows
things we didn’t know, stuff only you and I know now after
preliminary examination of the body.”

“It was an exam done
by a coroner not a medical examiner. Until the family cooperates,
we’re stuck. So you think I should take a statement from her?”
Exhausted and weary, he rubbed his stubbly face. “I thought it was
policy not to use psychics and freaks for information?”

“You look like hell,”
Blake said. “Not getting any sleep over this one,
right?”

Gilroy laughed. “No, I suppose
not.”

“You should take a
statement from her,” Blake said. “It couldn’t hurt, you know we
don’t have anything at all to go on. Crimes like this never happen
up here.”

“That’s one of the
reasons I came north to the sticks. I thought the lake shore was
supposed to be peaceful. I was sick to death of the bullshit.” He
moved toward the doorway, “Okay, I’ll take a statement.”

Moreen recognized the detective
as soon as he walked into the interrogation area. “You still don’t
believe me, do you?”

“Let’s just say I’m
skeptical about psychic grocery store clerks who claim to see a
murder victim’s image in her bar code scanner.”

“And he’s got a sense
of humor, too,” Moreen said sarcastically. Then, her expression
darkened. “I’m not lying to you. Mr. Gilroy, I didn’t want to come
to you in the first place. I value my privacy deeply, but I felt
compelled to come to you. If you don’t want my help, just say
so.”

She scanned his face for any
revelation of his feelings, but he was unreadable. Then, he
grinned.

“What are you smiling
at?” she asked.

“You’re the psychic,
you tell me,” he replied.

“Fine,” she said
angrily, “don’t come to me when the next one shows up.”

As she walked past him, Gilroy
stopped her. “What next one?”

“Don’t think I’m such
a flake now, do you?”

“Look, I’m sorry,” he
released her arm. “I want to take your statement.”

“Can we go somewhere
more private than this?”

“Yeah, we can go up
to my office.”

Gilroy led Moreen through the
small administrative building and to his office. The floor was
nearly deserted, offices stood empty, and water could be heard
dripping from an unseen source.

“Sorry about the
accommodations. The building’s gone to hell since the budget cuts,”
he opened the door for her.

“Nice office,” she
commented.

“I like the privacy
up here. Anyway, that’s what you requested, right?”

“Sorry,” Moreen said
as he shut the door behind her.

“Make yourself at
home.” Gilroy fell into his chair and rocked backwards.

Moreen was unimpressed, “You’re
not the most professional officer, are you?”

“I get the job
done.”

“It’s probably the
reason they hide you up here.”

“You know,” he sat up
and turned on his desk light, “for someone who wants her privacy,
you’ve got a lot to say.”

“I get this way when
I’ve been treated poorly.”

“If that’s the way
you feel,” Gilroy flipped open his notepad, “let’s start from the
beginning. Name?”

“Moreen
Valentino.”

“Address?”

“14556 Greenwood,
apartment 2.”

“I’ll fill the rest
of this in later.” He skipped down a couple of lines. “Now, tell me
how you know Christine McGuire?”

“As I stated before,
I don’t know her and I’ve never met her. You see, like I told you
when I first called you, I’ve got this ability—I see visions that
turn out to be true. I saw this vision of a woman being killed. I
couldn’t make out the weapon, it was like a wooden dowel, or
something like that. Real small. Then, I saw her being buried. I
felt the dirt hitting her body, and I don’t think she was dead yet.
I saw her picture in the paper, and thought I should tell the
police.”

“Is that it?” he
glanced up skeptically. “That’s pretty succinct.”

“Well, there’s more,”
she was hesitant.

“Go on.”

“Not to the details
about this murder. It’s,” she paused, “well I don’t know how to
explain this.”

He sighed, “the best way is to
just tell me.”

“I have another
ability,” she hesitated nervously, “I can raise the
dead.”

At first, Gilroy was unsure of
what he’d heard, “I’m sorry?”

“I know it sounds
ridiculous,” Moreen conceded. “It’s true, I can raise the
dead.”

Her affirmation was too much to
take, “now I know I’m over-tired.” He closed the notepad and stood.
“Ms. Valentino, thank you for coming down and giving us your
statement. I’m sure the State of Michigan doesn’t mind paying for
your polygraph test.”

She stood, “I’m not lying,
detective.”

“You keep saying
that.” He paused, realizing she was serious, “I don’t mean to doubt
you, lady, but what am I supposed to think? You said it yourself,
it was too far-fetched to believe. Look, I tell you what, I’ll put
that note in your statement, and if I need to contact you further I
will.” He opened the door. “I’m extremely tired and need some
sleep. Now, would you like me to walk you out?”

“No.” She was
offended by his treatment, “I can find the way.” As she stepped
over the threshold, she turned to Gilroy, “I knew I should have
just kept it all to myself.”

“Thank you, maybe you
should have.” He shut the door, and listened as her footfalls
echoed down the hall, “What a nut.”

Moreen Valentino, his mind mulled
her statements. What does she want out of all of this? Should he
believe her? Is she really just a concerned citizen willing to
share information? In his gut, his instincts suggested there could
possibly be more to the whole situation.

What if she was involved and she
was able to skirt the polygraph somehow. It’s not unheard of, he
thought. Gilroy remembered a case he broke in Inkster, Michigan.
LeRoy Booker was his name and he killed four prostitutes that lived
in the seedy hotels along Michigan Avenue. He was captured and
convicted on the overwhelming amount of forensic evidence gathered
by Dr. Bethany Merchant. Gilroy smiled as he digressed into the
memory of Beth.

He redirected, however, using the
case of Booker to put Moreen Valentino into possible perspective.
Booker was a textbook serial killer who lived in the hotels
himself. He was on welfare and dependent on his sister. He hated
women and blamed them for all his troubles.

What did that have to do with the
polygraph? Gilroy answered his own question: Booker actually
believed his versions of the truth so, in essence, he wasn’t lying.
He wasn’t living in reality.

Was this the case with this
psychic grocery store clerk? Gilroy turned in his chair, jotting
notes in a yellow legal pad. Often the killer is very much a part
of the scene, whether as a police informant or a self-professed eye
witness. Still, Moreen Valentino didn’t seem sociopathically bent.
Of course, they said that about Ted Bundy.

“So much for peace
and quiet,” Gilroy grunted.

On his desk, the detective had a
few pictures. He still hadn’t got around to fully unpacking from
the move. There wasn’t much he brought with him from Detroit,
though. This was the first time he had an office in his many years
as a cop. Ten years on the city force, yeah he’d paid his
dues.

Gilroy reached for the largest
photo, an 8x10, and turned it so he could see the image clearly. It
was of Caleb, his son. God, did he miss that little boy. No one
tells you how painful divorce really is, Gilroy thought as he
looked at another picture. It was a smaller image of himself, Val
and Caleb when they were a family. She always accused him of being
a runner, never staying and working through the hard stuff. Val
also accused him of being more committed to his job than his
family, and she was probably right.

As a cop, what work was there to
do, though? It wasn’t a job, it was a lifestyle. Police work
claimed you as its own and consumed you. There was simply no way to
turn it off when you walked in the door, and no way to know if
you’d be called out in the middle of the night. You busted your ass
to solve the case and then you moved on. Case closed. Not with Val,
nothing ever closed. Now that they were divorced, though, something
very important had closed: Caleb’s heart.

“Maybe you were
right,” he studied Val’s darkly beautiful face in the photo. “Maybe
I’m a stupid asshole. Maybe I’ve made a bunch of mistakes, but what
can I do about it now?” Sighing, Gilroy hauled his athletic frame
out of his chair, “I gotta get some air.

 



Chapter 3

 


Memphis,
Tennessee

Ed Cooper liked to arrive
unannounced to investigate a claim. Mrs. Waymouth lived on a small
cul-de-sac in one of the historic districts of Memphis. Historic,
what bullshit, Ed thought. That was a fancy way of her saying her
house was a piece of shit you couldn’t tear down because some slave
or soldier got laid in the upstairs bedroom. The quiet little
neighborhood was a study in dichotomy: home to a major university
and surrounded by working class neighborhoods. If the devil was
going to visit, Memphis would be the armpit in which to nestle. So
would Huron City, his childhood home, but that was nearly ten years
and a thousand miles away. Either way, he had to get this
settled.

The southern heat had started
early this year. Ed parked nearly a block away from the Waymouth
house—and around the corner. As he passed by, he noticed the bright
sunshine failed to illuminate their front yard even though glorious
late-spring beams bathed the neighbors on either side.

“I hate the heat,” Ed
grunted as he walked the broken concrete to the lot directly behind
the Waymouth house.

Through the backyard of a
neighbor’s house, Ed could see into the lot of Mrs. Waymouth. The
two-story house was indeed shrouded in darkness. Leaf-bare trees
rose like dead fingers around white clapboard siding, reaching up
to pull the house hell-bound; and a dog whined in an unseen
backyard pen. The trees in all the surrounding lots were bursting
with new growth, and buttercups could be seen in nearly every
garden except for hers.

Skeptical to the last, Ed pulled
out his binoculars and focused on the upstairs room. The curtains
of one room stood out with sheers bathed in red light. Ed lowered
his binoculars, reached into a pocket on his briefcase and took out
the Mystical Insurance Paranormal Adjustment Manual. He thumbed
through the pages until he came to the information he
sought.

Ed read aloud from the book: “. .
. absence of sunlight onto subject property on a cloudless, sunny
day . . . . Okay, I’ll give her that one.” He flipped again,
“Hounds of Hell howling. . . .” Ed looked and saw a tiny white
poodle in the pen, “no Hell hound.” He closed the book and held it
tightly. “Well, let’s get a look inside.”

Ed heard a gentle roll of thunder
as he turned and walked around the block toward the house. The
winds grew chilly and brisk, catching him in the face like a fist,
much like an onshore gale in Huron City, his childhood home. He
walked past the neighbors on the left, a FOR RENT sign hung in the
window. Damn, he thought, no neighbors to talk to. His mind again
wandered to the meandering river just west of this stinking
neighborhood. He dreamed of floating downstream to New Orleans, a
hurricane in his hand. That would be his big lottery win, it was
just around the corner.

As he stood at the gate leading
up to the house, icy rain began to fall. Suddenly, something
slippery hit him hard on top of the head. Looking down, Ed saw a
frog squirming on the ground. Others began to splat, squish and
squash on the sidewalk. Three more hit him in the head. Then, a
downpour of frogs and toads rained. They croaked and their bodies
crunched under Ed’s feet as he walked.

“Shower of frogs,
hmm,” Ed thumbed through the book. “Damn, I’ll have to give her
this one, too.”

Climbing onto the front porch, Ed
tossed a couple of writhing amphibians back into the yard. He
didn’t even have to knock on the door, for Mrs. Waymouth was
there—fear blazing in her eyes and her apron covered with some
foul-smelling yellow gelatin.

“I saw you comin’ up
the walk and knew you’d get a shower,” she said through a mouthful
of discolored teeth. “C’mon, better get in before the lizards start
to fall.”

“Lizards?” Ed made a
mental note to check for them in the book. “You’re Mrs. Waymouth,
right?”

“Yeah, that’s me.”
She shut the door behind them, “Althea Waymouth.”

“Hopefully, this
won’t take too long,” he said aloud while finishing the sentence in
his mind . . . and I can get the hell outta here and get a
drink.

“Believe me, I just
want it to end,” she emoted while leading him into a small, grim
parlor in the front of the house. “I want to get my money so I can
get some help for my poor baby upstairs.”

There was an uneasy silence as Ed
followed her trailing eyes to commotion coming from the upper
level. Something was bumping and grinding, and a low growl
penetrated the walls.

“The priest will be
here in about ten minutes,” she said.

“Good, that’ll give
us a little time to go over your case. I’ll need to ask you and
your daughter about ten questions. That will give me a good idea on
where your claim stands. Can we go upstairs now?”

Gripping her silver cross
necklace tightly, Mrs. Waymouth hesitated, “if you’re sure you want
to. We can just settle it down here.”

Ed’s skeptical core and
unflinching stomach lit again. He was sure they were faking it, no
one in all his years had ever been possessed or kidnapped by UFOs.
Surely, one glance at Vera, possibly bathed in animal blood for
effect, Ed would see through their charade.

“No, let’s go
upstairs,” he said while offering her the lead. “You first, Mrs.
Waymouth.”

Without further words, she led
him back through the front room, past the front door and to the
dramatic stairway going up. The wallpaper, a hideous stripe of
pink, yellow and umber, seemed to bar their passage. Ed looked at
the paper, it had to be the work of the Devil. He also noticed a
collection of velvet unicorns and Elvis paintings displayed with
overhead lighting.

“These are Vera’s.”
Mrs. Waymouth glanced backward. “She’s so proud of these. Elvis was
her favorite. When she was just one year old, he picked her up and
kissed her. That was it, Vera was his for life.”

“When did all of this
start?”

They made it to the top of the
stairs and paused. At the far end of the hall, red light slobbered
from beneath a scarred, paint-chipped door. The foul stench of
bananas stung Ed’s nose. Mrs. Waymouth whispered a quiet prayer to
herself before answering Ed.

“When did what
start?”

“When did your
daughter show signs of alleged possession?”

“Four months ago,
why?”

“I need to know for
the claim. When did you buy the policy?”

“Seven years ago when
her daddy got possessed?”

“So, possession is a
family condition?” Ed tried to remember if there was a clause about
pre-existing demon possession in the contract.

“No, he just got it
and killed himself.” She reached into a pocket of her apron, “I’ve
got a copy of my policy right here. I’m pretty smart about these
kinds of things.”

“Hmm.” Ed sighed, he
hated an informed consumer. “Well, let’s go in and see
her.”

Mrs. Waymouth went to the door
and turned the shiny, cut-glass knob. It was icy, dripping with
condensation. Ed followed her across the threshold; the smell of
rotting bananas was now accompanied by body odor and peanuts. For
him, though, years of smoking Camels had damaged his sense of smell
so significantly the nausea barely registered. Mrs. Waymouth looked
like she was going to throw-up, however.

After entering the small bedroom,
Ed turned to a figure resting in an ornate rocking chair. Slowly,
Vera glided back and forth, letting her considerable girth provide
the momentum. She was a filthy, disgusting mess. Her brown hair
hung like tired strings soaked with grime and sweat.

“How long since she’s
had a bath?” Ed said frankly.

But it was Vera who answered in a
decidedly German accent: “Four weeks. I saw you coming up the
walk.”

“Who are you?” Ed
asked.

“Who should I be?”
she replied, the skin of her face pock-marked and ripe with open
sores.

“I need to know for
my paperwork. I’m the insurance adjuster.”

“I’m Lily Marlene,”
Vera replied.

“Lily Marlene, huh?
Isn’t that a song by Marlene Dietrich?”

Vera laughed, only this time the
voice was that of an old gentleman. “You got me, I knew you were a
smart one. Anyone who could do insurance has to be my kinda
guy.”

“Look, sir, can I
speak to Vera.” Ed wanted to get this over with as soon as
possible.

It wasn’t as if he believed in
possession. The bottom line was money. If he could legally deny the
claim he’d get his bonus. So, the best thing for him to do was
ignore the Devil if that is in fact who Vera was.

“This is Vera,” her
eyes changed, they softened and tears began to flow.

“I need to ask you a
few questions before I can settle your claim of possession. Now, I
have some information about spectral events—the shower of frogs,
icy winds in Spring—and so forth.”

“I am the Devil,” a
frightfully different voice erupted from the woman’s mouth. “Dare
you doubt me?”

“It’s not that I
doubt you personally, my life’s been nothing but hell, but I got to
prove it for insurance purposes.”

“Here is your
proof.”

The last word hadn’t even dripped
from her lip when it was followed by an issuance of putrid yellow
slime. Ducking aside just in time, Ed avoided the majority of the
vomit. The bulk of it smashed against the dresser, knocking over a
mirror and tiny music box, before oozing down the veneer. The
stench was of bananas and peanuts. Mrs. Waymouth couldn’t contain
her disgust any longer and bent over to retch herself. Ed simply
removed his coat, laid it on the bed, and continued.

“Have you ever seen
the movie The Exorcist?” Ed commented
rhetorically.

Whom or what ever was inside Vera
ignored the question, “I am Satan, I’ll eat you alive.”

Ed remained calm although his
insides quivered just a little. Vera Waymouth spooked him in a way
like never before. Perhaps, this was the Devil? Still, that was no
reason to honor the policy and give up his bonus. He’d be scared
later.

“Mrs. Waymouth,” Ed
asked, “is the priest coming soon?”

“He should be here
any minute, why?”

“I need him to verify
the identity of the Devil for me. Your policy is for possession by
the Devil.”

Before she could answer, the
front door chimes echoed through the house.

“Must be the priest,”
the deep, scowling voice inside Vera said.

Mrs. Waymouth opened the bedroom
door, “I’ll go get him.”

“Thanks, that will
give Vera and I a little time alone.” Mrs. Waymouth shut the door
and Ed turned to the repellent hag in the rocking chair, “Mind if I
smoke?” Ed took out a Camel.

“Not at all.” The
smile was sinister.

Ed lit the cigarette, inhaled the
pungent smoke that delighted him so, and exhaled while talking:
“So, what’s that shitty smell?”

“Peanut butter and
‘nana sandwiches—fried.” Vera spoke with yet another male dialect.
She sounded like a bad Elvis imitator playing a second-rate Vegas
dive. “Muh, little girl married that freak. That’s why I’m
back.”

“Are you saying
you’re Elvis Presley?”

“Mind if I have a
puff on your cigarette?”

Ed thought about those sickening
lips on his butt and declined, “I’ll give you one, how about
that?”

“Don’t need
to.”

Suddenly, Ed felt his lips lock
around the cigarette. He was unable to control his mouth and
tongue; Vera grinned with slyness as she watched. Slowly, an unseen
force caused Ed’s diaphragm to distend, pulling air through the
cigarette and into his lungs. Smoke rushed in, quickly filling him
to capacity.

Vera then exhaled, spewing
cigarette smoke from between her teeth, “Ah, Camels.”

The vice-like grip on Ed’s body
released and he exhaled also. But his air was free of smoke, only
clear breath poured from his nose and mouth. What ever his doubt
was before, Ed was convinced he finally came upon someone with a
valid claim against Mystical Insurance. Fear that he’d never known
before inched up his spine like a crab. Before now, the Devil and
Satan were just talk. Evil was a thing that nested in the heart’s
of men, that’s what he believed no matter how much he saw as an
insurance adjuster and categorical non-believer. Now, though, he
felt the grip of evil on him.

Above all else, Ed had to keep
calm and in control. In the face of true terror for the first time
in his life, Ed knew it would be a contest of wills. Calmness and
brilliance was the only thing to keep the devil from getting inside
of him, too. Vera grinned, knowing Ed now believed.

The bedroom door opened and Mrs.
Waymouth entered with a diminutive white-haired man, “This is
Father James.”

Father James immediately crossed
himself, “What evil has come to this child?”

Vera recoiled like a vampire in
the rays of dawn, “Get him out of here.”

“She fears me,” the
priest whispered to Mrs. Waymouth. “Fear me, Devil!”

“I’m Ed Cooper from
Mystical Insurance Corporation.” The priest only gave him courteous
acknowledgment. “Can you verify that this is possession by the
Devil?”

“This isn’t a game or
a joke. This poor child is indeed possessed.”

“Yes, but by
what?”

“By what? By what?”
Vera laughed mockingly.

Her face began to twist and
contort. Vulgar amounts of slick black hair sprouted, forming a
perfect DA. Thick mats of hair punched out of her face as sideburns
filled in, and her jowls swelled with fat.

“I’m the King,” she
said as the wounds on her face split open from the tension
squeezing her face.

“You know, that’s
going to leave an ugly scar,” Ed said sarcastically. “I really
don’t think you know who you are.”

“Damn you,
non-believer!” the distorted imitation of Elvis snapped. “Come
here, priest.”

“In God’s name, I
command you. Devil, begone!” Father James shouted as an unseen hand
drew him closer to the bed. “By all that is holy, I command you to
leave this child.”

He fumbled with a small bottle of
Holy water and splashed it towards Vera in the chair. A few drops
hit her skin, causing painful blisters to appear on contact. Then,
Vera’s invisible hand shook the feeble old man until he dropped the
bottle, spilling half. Carefully masked by the commotion, Ed
swiftly retrieved the bottle that rolled near his feet.

“Keep your filthy
water off of me!” Vera screamed. “This is what we do to your kind
in Hell!”

The mildly whimsical image of
Elvis melted into a darkly sinister facade. Vera’s skin, nearly at
the breaking point, buckled and wrinkled as her mouth distended
until it nearly rested upon her chest. From within her mouth, a
pair of spindly arms reached forth. A mouth, complete with writhing
barbed tongue squirmed in the palm of each hand. The hands
punctured the priest’s abdomen with surgical precision, and dug in
deep until they were buried past the elbows.

Father James’ body suffered
great, soundless seizures as the hands moved deeper. The man
couldn’t speak nor get away, but the anguish was far beyond
suffering. Gruesomely, Ed could see an outline of the hands moving
beneath the old man’s skin. Knuckles pressed up against the flesh
of his neck from the inside, and a swirl of one of the tongues
trailed below an ear. In the corner of the room, Mrs. Waymouth
shrieked at the spectacle. The priest was being eaten from the
inside out.

Then, as suddenly as the attack
began, Father James’ body slumped lifelessly in the unseen grip.
Whatever had a hold of him, let go. The empty shell of the priest
fell to the floor. The hands still protruded from Vera’s foul,
cavernous mouth. Both tongues twirled, cleaning the hands before
they disappeared back down inside her gullet.

He didn’t know what to think or
how to act in the wake of the carnage. Ed felt urine soaking his
pants as Vera’s face returned to the pre-Elvis state. He took the
bottle of holy water and drank it down quickly.

“Oh, now you’ve gone
and ruined yourself. I can’t eat you now.”

Ed stared at the priest’s body,
the tongues had removed every organ, every vein, and every ounce of
juice.

“Do you still doubt
who I am?”

Somewhere beyond his panic and
fear, the insurance adjuster that shared his mind spoke out: “You
still haven’t said who you are.” He took out the Mystical Insurance
Paranormal Adjustment Manual, “Do you answer to any of these names:
Satan?”

“Yes.”

“Lucifer?”

“Yes.”

“Mephistopheles?”

“Ditto.”

“Beelzebub?”

“Affirmative.”

“Old
Scratch?”

“Scratch me a
winner.”

“Old
Nick?”

“That’s
me.”

“The
Archfiend?”

“Ooh, haven’t heard
that in awhile.”

“Monarch of
Hell?”

“Like Prince
Charles.”

Ed Cooper lowered the book, “You
said you were all of these.”

“That’s because I am
evil incarnate.”

“Mrs. Waymouth,” Ed
turned to address the woman, but she was splayed out on the floor.
“Mrs. Waymouth!”

“She’s not dead, she
fainted,” Vera said.

Ed turned back to the twisted
creature in the chair, his sly brain working among raging emotions
of fear and shock, “Look, I need for you to say your name so I can
finish my paperwork. I don’t give a shit if you keep Vera Waymouth
or Althea Waymouth. I’m not here to save them—only my job. Just
give me your name and I’ll get out of here.”

Ed looked at Vera as she laughed.
Taking out the checklist from his shirt pocket, Ed quickly went
through the claim form. Each clause had been satisfied on the form,
only one more to go.

“My name,” Vera
began, “is Nergal.”

“Nergal?” Ed
repeated. “That wasn’t on any of the lists.”

Ed noticed Mrs. Waymouth was
waking up. “What’s happening?”

Flipping swiftly through the
handbook, Ed victoriously found the name Nergal. “Mrs. Waymouth,
your daughter is possessed by the Sumerian god of war, destruction
and pestilence known as Nergal. Section 4, paragraph 23, of your
policy states the possessee must be inhabited by a Christian demon
or devil. Vera is possessed by a non-Christian devil. You purchased
the Christian-only policy instead of the Universal Damnation
Comprehensive Policy. Therefore, Mystical Insurance will have to
deny your claim.”

“Deny my claim!”
Althea screeched.

“I’m sorry, there’s
nothing I can do.”

“Nothing you can do!”
She picked up a baseball bat that was resting in the corner and
took a wild swing. “Damn you to Hell!”

Ducking just in time, the
Louisville Slugger obliterated a tabletop full of family photos. He
dodged another blow while making his way to the door. All the
while, Vera laughed, shouting Sumerian words.

She chased Ed to the stairway.
“You’re just as bad as that thing in that room!”

Ed stopped and turned, hoping to
quell the woman’s fury, “Now, Mrs. Waymouth.”

She wasn’t interested in any more
of his insurance bullshit, and she hit him squarely in the forehead
with the bat. Tumbling backward, Ed fell down the flight of stairs
and crashed into the far wall. Bones broke and skin ripped on his
way to the bottom. As Ed came to a headfirst halt, he lapsed into
unconsciousness.

 



Chapter 4

 


Huron City,
Michigan

The woman fell into the mud,
momentarily looking skyward. Clouds crawled across the face of the
full moon. Pulling herself to her feet, she knew she had to keep
moving. He was closing in on her; she was only a heartbeat ahead of
him. Tears streamed down her face as she begged God for
mercy.

Alone in her cozy apartment,
Moreen watched television. Suddenly, she felt a chill upon her
skin. She reached for the afghan, curling up beneath its warm
fibers. Life had at last calmed down. Every now and then she
thought of Christine McGuire. It bothered her that the poor woman
was murdered, but she had to let it go. She couldn’t let it pollute
her mind the way her father’s death did. No, Moreen decided the
only memory she wanted from the murder was of Gilroy and his nice
chest.

He could see her silhouette in
the moonlight. She scrambled across the wet ground, seeking cover
like a scared rabbit. The prey wouldn’t get away, though. Pulling
an arrow from his quiver, he loaded his bow. She was good prey.
This one didn’t give up, she had the drive to live. Ah, city
girls.

He leapt from cover and stalked
off towards her. She could hear him breaking twigs and sloshing in
the mud as he closed in. Survival was her only goal, a good kill
was his.

The clouds began to thicken once
again, shutting off most of the valuable light. She could hear the
distant sounds of cars, a highway or road must be close by. She
didn’t know where she was, he just took her off the street and beat
her unconscious. The next thing she remembered was being released
from the back of a van and told to run for her life.

Moreen tried to concentrate on
the television program, but in her head the sound of cars buzzed
like insects. She thought at first a window was open, but was
wrong. Turning down the TV didn’t help either; the sound was still
there.

The woman ran as hard as she
could, heart pounding, blood pulsing. Changing direction, she tried
to make her way toward the road. It seemed so far away, and she’d
lost track of him. Suddenly, pain thundered through her leg and she
went to the ground. Screaming in agony, she looked down to see an
arrow sticking out of her calf. The point was set deep, she could
feel it scraping against the bone.

Suffering a sudden pain in her
leg, Moreen recoiled beneath the afghan. She rubbed her calf as the
muscle contracted voraciously. Then, almost in unison, the TV
turned to snow. The picture and sound were gone, replaced in her
mind by the distorted screams of a stranger. Moreen realized what
was happening and seized the cordless phone. The rush was
unmistakable, the emotions of fear too strong to deny. Her mind had
been contacted once again, a desperate hand groping for
help.

Frantically, she dialed, fingers
fumbling to hit the correct digits. “Hello, 9-1-1. There’s a woman
being killed, you got to save her!”

The hunter closed in. He could
see her in the sticky mud. She whimpered and cried, the sounds only
fueled him. Her once clean waitress uniform was brown and wet, hair
stringy and matted against the side of her head.

“Where?” Moreen was
confused and in a state of panic. “Um, I don’t know. It’s a muddy
field, out near some woods. And there’s traffic.”

He stood above her, taking aim
with another arrow.

Moreen held her aching leg, “I
don’t have an address. No, I can’t see anything. My address?” Her
head spun with images of the woman in mortal pain, “oh, God,” her
exclamation was a whisper, “it’s too late.”

As he released the arrow, Moreen
felt the pain pierce her chest. The woman recoiled in the mud,
desperately hanging onto life. Then, the feeling just faded, the
rising tide of panic sloughing back to the abyss. Moreen was
released from the connection, the pain in her leg and chest
vanished, leaving her numb and confused.

“What?” She tried to
respond to the operator. “I don’t know. I need to talk to Detective
Gilroy . . .” She listened to the operator. “No, don’t send a car.
Don’t worry, everything’s okay. I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong,
I’m really sorry I called. I overreacted.” Moreen hung up the
phone, put the cordless handset on the table, pulled the afghan
over her head—and cried.

Was she crazy like her
brother-in-law, and now the police thought? Was it just the memory
of Christine McGuire again, only taking a different attack on her
mind? Frustrated, Moreen kicked the quilt and let out a
scream.

She looked at a picture of her
father on the end table. It’s happened again, just like with him.
Moreen tried every way she knew to rationalize the feeling that had
occurred only minutes ago, it was fresh death.

 



Chapter 5

 


New Orleans,
Louisiana

Lounging in the warm sunshine of
New Orleans, Ed wiped condensation from his Hurricane with a
starched cloth napkin. His neck was the only thing that still
bothered him, and in one more week he wouldn’t have to wear the
brace anymore. He watched all the beautiful girls lounging poolside
at the luxurious resort where he had gone to recuperate, and in the
distance he could hear the horns of ships heading from the
Mississippi out into the gulf.

Mrs. Waymouth was in jail, and
Vera in some institution still babbling ancient Sumerian. He didn’t
care though; he didn’t have to. The sunshine felt too good against
his face. His memory was still vague about that spring day in
Memphis when he went to see Mrs. Althea Waymouth and her daughter
Vera. The doctors said he might never regain total memory of it
all. That was fine with him, because there was one thing he did
remember. Never again would he question the existence of the Devil.
He’d seen it for himself, and in a strange way, Satan made him a
rich, rich man. Mystical had a worker’s compensation policy, and
Mrs. Waymouth had homeowner’s insurance and plenty in savings. Ed
had a really, really good lawyer.

Everyone wins the lottery once in
their lives. Some meet the perfect mate, others have a great job,
and some win lawsuits. Ed just knew his turn was coming, and he was
so happy he was right. He took a sip of his Hurricane and lit a
Camel. But it wouldn’t last forever, nothing did.

 



Chapter 6

 


Huron City,
Michigan

To Moreen, the previous weeks
seemed like a bad dream. Obsession with Christine McGuire ruled her
life. Moreen clipped the obituary about the poor woman and even
went the library and read the few articles she could find about the
still-unsolved case. The memory of Christine melded with her own
thoughts and Moreen often found herself just thinking about the
victim. What would her life be like if she lived? Would she have
gotten married? Would she have had kids and a perfect life? No one
would ever know now.

She welcomed the bright sunshine
and opened all the windows to let the breeze come in. The radio
played a sweet melody as she cleaned house. She told herself, over
and over, it wasn’t her responsibility. She didn’t have to get
involved. But what if what she experienced last night was true? She
debated calling Detective Gilroy and telling him about the
experience. He’d only laugh at her, she thought. The feeling last
night had to be residual empathy for the McGuire woman, she refused
to let it be anything more.

“I don’t need to be
treated that again,” she said aloud.

Just then, Moreen’s doorbell
rang, and she went to the intercom. “Hello?”

“Hi, it’s Rick
Gilroy.”

She depressed the button,
questioning the irony in her mind. “I’ll buzz you in.”

Moreen attempted to wrangle her
emotions and control them. Any moment, Gilroy would be in her
apartment. Maybe she was so goddamn lonely that she in fact made it
all up just to see him again. Through the door, she could hear him
on the stairs, his footfalls confident and strong. Moreen didn’t
wait for him to knock, and opened the door. A few moments later, he
arrived at her threshold and they confronted each other with wary
looks, but softened. He wasn’t as good-looking as she remembered
him to be.

“I’m surprised to see
you here,” she said.

“You shouldn’t be. I
heard your 9-1-1 call this morning when I got to work.”

“Would you like to
come in?” Moreen offered.

“Thanks,” he closed
the door behind himself and scanned the place, “nice
apartment.”

“Thank you,” she
said, “but I don’t think you’re here to write a story for House
Beautiful about my decor.”

“A little hostile
this morning?”

“Did you find another
body?” she asked flatly, almost looking for reassurance that the
new vision was true.

“I can’t tell you
that.” He pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and sat. “Why don’t
we try and start over. Let me ask a couple questions.”

“Okay, ” she agreed.
“Do you want a cup of coffee?”

“No thanks, I just
had a big martini.” He glanced up at her, she wasn’t laughing. “It
was a joke.”

“Not a very good
comedian, huh?”

“Just sit down,
please” He pulled out his notepad. “Let’s start with what happened
last night. Why did you call 9-1-1?”

She took a deep breath, “I know
you won’t believe me, but here it goes. I was sitting on the couch
and I got a chill. I was watching the news when I started to hear
the sounds of cars, you know, like moving on the highway or a busy
road. All of a sudden, I could see this place in my head. The TV
picture and sound went out, but then I could hear her.”

“Hear who?” Gilroy
took copious notes.

“I don’t know who.
All I could see was mud, and dirt, and sod. The full moon was very
bright. At least I thought it was moonlight. Anyway, it was very
bright in my mind. Suddenly, I felt pain in my leg, like a really
bad charley-horse.” She paused, obviously upset by the memory.
“That’s when I knew what was happening and I called
9-1-1.”

“What was
happening?”

“A
murder.”

“Can you tell me who?
Where?”

Moreen was frustrated. “No. I
wish I could tell you more. The only thing I can recognize, though,
is her scream. It came right from her soul, you know, like she
wanted more than anything to stay alive. She knew she was going to
die, but couldn’t do anything about it.”

“Could you see who
did it?”

“He was a big man,
but he was in the shadows. He had some kind of boots on,
though.”

“Okay, we need to
back up a little. Tell me more about the site. Were there any
visible landmarks?”

Moreen searched her memory. “No,
not that I can recall. It was a strange mud.”

“How?”

“It was real
sticky.”

Puzzled and frustrated, Gilroy
closed the notepad.

“Are you saying
you’re willing to believe me now?” she said skeptically. “You know
as well as I do none of this will stand up in court.”

He could see she was visibly
shaken, and refrained from commenting on her vision. “Are you going
to be all right? Do you have some friends or family you can
call?”

“Yes,” she said as
Gilroy got up, “I’ll call my sister later.”

“You said you could
recognize her scream if you heard it again?”

“It was just like my
dad’s,” she confessed. “He was murdered when I was 15. I heard the
whole thing. It was right outside my window. He tried to stop some
guys from breaking into our garage.”

“I’m sorry,” Gilroy
said.

Moreen said, “Why do people
always say that? Say you’re sorry when you don’t know me or him,
you don’t know anything about it. So how can you be
sorry?”

“Look, I just wanted
to be comforting,” he replied. “People say it to show sympathy to
their fellow human beings, lady.”

He stormed past her, but she
stopped him before he left. “Wait. I’m the one who should be sorry.
This whole situation is just getting to me. I don’t want to see
what I see. Who in their right minds would want that?”

“I don’t know, a
psychic I suppose,” he said. “I’ll be in touch if I need to ask you
anymore questions.”

“Before you leave,
can I ask you one question?”

“Sure.”

“You don’t believe a
word of what I’m saying, do you? Why are you here? Why come see
me?”

“That’s three
questions,” he laughed, but he was the only one who thought it was
funny. He backed away from humor as he saw the turmoil in her
troubled eyes. “I’ll do anything to get this bastard. If you’re the
one who can put him away, and you happen to bend spoons with your
mind like Jean Grey, then I believe you.”

“Good enough,
detective.”

“I do have one favor
to ask of you: don’t talk to any reporters. These two crimes—if
there are two crimes—could be totally unrelated and we don’t need
any false perceptions going around. I shouldn’t even be telling you
this much, but . . .”

“But I already know
it all.”

“Call me if you need
to,” he said before leaving her apartment.

She watched him go down the
stairs before returning to her apartment, quickly turning the
deadbolt as the door closed.

Gilroy climbed in his car,
slammed the door and threw his notes onto the seat. His frustration
with the McGuire case grew daily, and this kind of roadblock served
no one. Why did he even come out here, he thought. Taking another
statement from Moreen Valentino was a stupid idea. He was grasping
for anything, though, any shred of evidence or clue that would lead
to a breakthrough. Instead, her information just made the case even
muddier.

The autopsy on Christine McGuire
still hadn’t been done, after all of these weeks. The family didn’t
comprehend how important it was to finding the killer of their
daughter. God, what did he have to do to convince the McGuires to
allow the ME to proceed? Didn’t they understand, Christine was
dead. Her body was just a shell and possibly the only key to her
murder. Luckily, Chief Blake had some pull with a judge and was
able to hold up the release and burial, but the evidence got older
every day. Gilroy just hoped Blake could convince the family to let
the autopsy commence, if not they might never catch the
killer.

Gilroy started the car, his eyes
wandering up to the apartment door of Moreen Valentino. Sunlight
glinted off a brass fixture, blinding him momentarily. What did she
want? How was she involved? Then, he put the car in reverse and
left, taking his frustration with him.

 



Chapter 7

 


Memphis,
Tennessee

The breast was where he’d left
it. Ed could see it on his desk, through the open door of his
office—still stuffed with spent cigarette butts. In fact, nothing
had changed in the weeks since he’d been away. The secretary was
still there, doing nothing but her nails. Cubicles buzzed with
Mystical agents busily selling policies to gullible consumers. Then
Ed’s manager saw him through the beveled glass of his office door.
Grinning, he came out and headed in Ed’s direction. Ed couldn’t
stand the piece of shit in Florsheims and attempted to shut the
door before he could intercept the returning adjuster.

“Ed,” he said while
pushing his paunchy belly to block the closing door.
“Eddie!”

Realizing he couldn’t avoid his
manager anymore, Ed reluctantly let him in, “Pete, I didn’t see
you.”

“So, how’s New
Orleans?”

“Pretty nice,” Ed
replied while taking a visual inventory of his professional
life.

“We didn’t touch
anything,” Pete watched his employee’s actions. “I didn’t even let
the cleaning lady in here.”

Ed picked up his mug and examined
the crusted residue in the bottom, “I can see that.” He sat,
continuing the reacquaintence with his audience.

Pete found his actions puzzling,
but dismissed it. He sat across the jumbled desk from Ed. “Do you
want to know what’s been happening around here since you’ve been
out?”

Ed really wasn’t paying attention
and took a pile of pink message slips in hand. Pete blabbered on
and on about office gossip; Ed offered his trademark noncommittal
replies that suited any occasion. All of the written messages were
mostly from agents requesting investigations, some were old notes
from reporters, and three were from his brother Martin.

“Did you hear that,
Ed?” Pete waved his hands at his employee. “Earth to
Ed.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t
listening to you at all.”

No, not listening to Little Man
Pete spouting off at the mouth. Every item on his desk reminded him
of what he did for a living and who he was as a person. Althea
Waymouth’s memory passed in and out of his mind like a shadow, not
to mention a hundred other cases. Pete’s empty words further
emphasized his trivial existence. He was an insurance adjuster, for
Christ’s sake.

Suddenly, the phone rang. Ed
picked it up, but addressed Pete before saying anything to the
caller, “Do you mind if I take this?”

Slightly hurt at being brushed
off after so many weeks of absence, Pete conceded. Without saying
another word, he smiled and slipped out of the office, shutting the
door as he exited. Ed sighed, quickly thinking of a way to ditch
the caller. He no more wanted to talk to an agent than he wanted to
talk to Pete. He saw the opportunity to get rid of the pest and now
he had to do the same thing with the person on the
phone.

“Ed Cooper’s not
available right now,” was the first thing he said.

“Really?” the male
voice replied. “I’m not stupid, Eddie, this is Martin.”

“Martin?” Ed’s voice
lightened, “what’s up?”

“You tell me, big
brother.” Martin’s voice evoked a grin from Ed, “I see your face on
The Globe and read about you—and I
quote—doing battle with Satan.”

“Yeah, I liked that
one, too.” Ed sunk into relaxation; Martin improved his mood
considerably.

“So, you make a ton
of money off this, or what?”

“A few bucks here and
there,” Ed was purposely vague for Martin had the quality of
jumping on the gravy train, even if it dragged him down a road rife
with potholes that tore his body apart.

“C’mon, a cover story
in The Globe, not to mention all the other
garbage.”

“So, this is why
you’ve called three times in the last month?”

“I knew you’d go back
to the office eventually, you get crazy if you’re
bored.”

“No, I came back
because my Worker’s Comp ran out,” Ed stated before changing the
subject. “Are you out of work again?”

“Have you been
talking to Phyllis?”

“Now why would I talk
to your wife? She blames me for all of your stupid ideas when
they’re all yours.”

“Hey, now let’s not
go there. There’s nothing wrong with Amway.”

Ed cut him off, “Whatever, Marty.
What do you want?”

“You mean I can’t
call my brother, who was just in a serious accident on the job and
probably got a juicy legal settlement, and just shoot the
shit?”

“Not you.”

Martin finally succumbed, “okay,
I guess I do have a reason. Well, it’s true that I haven’t been
gainfully employed since they closed the pharmacy. I was thinking,
you know, that maybe you’d want to come home and go into business
with me.”

If Martin had called an hour ago,
or an hour from now, he’d instantly say no. He’d been down that
thorny path with his little brother before, the big thinker with
empty pockets. But he got Ed at a time when such offers would be
entertained. The pile of benign paperwork on his desk, Pete in the
other office, an army of Althea Waymouths waiting to be adjusted,
all hallmarks of his underwhelming life. He never thought the words
would come out of his mouth again while he was still alive, but
they bubbled on his tongue.

“What have you got in
mind?”

Martin let out a huge gasp of
air, relieved he had hooked Ed. “A detective agency, making use of
your talents—and mine.”

“A detective agency?”
Ed blurted with disbelief. “Up there? In Butt Fuck, Michigan?
What’s there to detect?”

“I thought you’d say
that, but just listen.”

“What do you want me
to find out? What inbred hick is sleeping with what
sister?”

“If you’d just listen
. . .”

“How many cows did
the farmer screw?”

“Ed, c’mon, wait . .
.”

“Martin, this is even
worse than the Amway thing. Or the long-distance phone
scam.”

Ed paused to take a breath,
expecting Martin to respond with a stream of unending excuses,
promises and projections. The phone was quiet except for his
brother’s measured breathing on the other end.

“Are you finished
now?” Martin finally said.

“Yes,” Ed
mumbled.
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