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He was tired and looking forward to sleeping late the next morning. He and his wife, Linda, had just left an annual reunion with his fellow classmates from medical school. They had become close and vowed to get together once a year to refresh their friendship no matter how far the winds of their careers had carried them. It seemed like only yesterday that they made that vow and now two years had slipped between that evening before graduation, and the night of this particular get together.
Carson and Linda approached the aging Red River Bridge; a forgotten wooden structure built in the 1920s and scheduled to be torn down in the summer. Carson enjoyed the clanking of the loose boards as the car went over them; Linda hated when he took this way home; she believed the bridge would collapse any day now and most likely it would be their car that caused the collapse. Below them, the river moved steadily marking their passage - a point in time captured like the click of a camera captures a split second of realty. Carson wondered what mysteries lay beneath the escaping, fouled water. He wondered how much history the river had seen - he knew that the river was old, very old. He knew that the river once flourished with crabs and oysters - the older men spoke of those days when they were children and the river teemed with edible sea life. It's hard to look at an old man and imagine that he was once a child - fresh, new and naive to the world he inhabited. The river could have been here since the early beginnings of the earth, but today no one cared about such meaningless things. They regarded the river as a means to get out to the ocean or illegally dump unwanted chemicals or sewage. No one cared about the river - no one defended the river. His thoughts seemed to melt into others like a dream that progresses with random happenings all unrelated and all illogical.
* * *
The tiny orange light grew brighter as he was pulled downward at an ever-increasing speed. Shadows at the sides of the tunnel came to life and thrust out thin, spiny arms that grabbed at him. When the arms made contact, they were transparent and they transmitted an electrical-like pain through his skin that sliced his arms and legs into shredded raw flesh. He tried to avoid them but he couldn’t. He fell faster and fear washed over him like the wind in his face as he thought of his impending doom. Suddenly he stopped falling as if he landed on a pillow of soft air. He was eased down on his back and he felt the back of his head sink into something soft, something familiar. He was in his bedroom lying in his bed, wondering how he got there. The curtains on the window were moving and he could see there was something outside pushing against the glass trying to get in. He tried to get up, but he couldn't feel his arms. The window shattered and a black entity resembling a long black scarf snaked into the room, stopped at the foot of the bed, and metamorphosed into a giant, angry dog with an over sized head and mouth. The dog jumped up on the bed and bit into Carson’s left thigh violently shaking its head from side to side ripping the leg from Carson’s body. Within seconds, the dog bit into Carson’s other leg tearing it off with several quick turns of its violent head. Carson screamed in pain and tried desperately to move away kicking and pushing with a virgin terror that scared him more than the dog. The dog hovered over Carson its long pointy teeth dripping with Carson’s blood and pieces of his skin and sinew. The beast opened its mouth wider and thrust its disfigured head towards Carson and Carson knew a new terror more intense, more frightening than all the others. This dog was familiar! Instantly, his mind reeled back to when houses were still being built in his neighborhood and he played in the wooded lot next door. The lot had a narrow dirt path that was well worn by all the neighborhood kids, and on this day, Carson, his friend Georgie, who lived across the street and tiny Sara from the house next door were on an adventure. The threesome walked down the path, Carson in the lead, Georgie behind him and Sara trailing when there was a rustling in the bush ahead. Suddenly, a large black dog appeared on the path with its teeth drawn and a low growl in its throat. A gold tag hung from its black collar ringed in silver studs. Sara immediately turned and ran screaming; Carson and Georgie stood there paralyzed in fear.
"Nice, doggie," Carson said putting up his hand and slowly backing away.
The growl intensified and turned into a loud bark and then the dog lunged towards Carson knocking him to the ground. Georgie ran as fast as he could, screaming and crying down the path. The dog bit into Carson’s thigh and dragged him into the bush where it was hiding earlier. The dog released Carson, then bit into his foot, and violently shook its head back and forth. Carson kicked the dog in the head and the dog released his foot and then moved on top of Carson. He stood there a few seconds growling and spewing its hot, acrid breath onto Carson’s face, its eyes filled with hatred and evil. Then the dog opened his mouth wider and moved towards Carson’s neck. Carson screamed and pushed the dog’s head away.
"Crack!"
The dog’s head flew to the left and the dog fell to the ground howling in pain. Carson looked up and saw the angry face of his father holding a baseball bat. The dog got up, shook its head and growled at Carson’s dad. Carson’s father hit the dog again on top of its head and it slumped down onto the ground whimpering. He hit the dog several times and the whimpering stopped. Carson only remembered riding in an ambulance and then waking up in the hospital, his mom and dad looking down at him his leg and foot in pain.
* * *
Carson could feel the pointy teeth pierce his neck and throat and his warm blood quickly squirt out over his chest. He screamed again, but there was no sound and he sensed his mind melt into the nothingness, into the darkness. He woke up standing in front of a dark figure surrounded by intense and wild fire. The flames burned behind the dark hooded figure so that Carson could not see its face. Then the figure spoke.
"You have been doomed to Hell! Your punishment will go on endlessly and each time you will have no memory that it occurred before."
Carson's throat burned and he couldn't breathe, but he could move again. He was crying, but there were no tears and fear thundered through his body again. He moved farther away from the dark figure and ran, but his legs moved as if they were in a thick sludge. Then he saw Linda trying to reach for him under water! A golden light washed over them casting warm streams of light into the darkness. It was a light filled with love and familiarity, and it was the most beautiful light he had ever seen. A tiny voice told him to go towards the light, but he didn't want to - he wanted to go with Linda. He began to swim towards her and when he was close enough he grabbed her hand and a coldness he had never known rushed through his body. The cold blackened his mind and there was nothing.
* * *
Linda was jarred out her sleep by the clanking of the loose boards on the Red River Bridge as the car started over the quarter mile structure. She looked over at Carson and noticed his unmoving, glassy eyes.
"Carson!" she screamed as the car drifted towards the bridge's railing.
She lunged toward the wheel, but it was too late - the car crashed through the wood railing and plunged downward into the river about twenty feet below. Instantly, her world went black except for the dim, green hue of the dashboard lights. The car moved downward, scraped on some submerge tree branches, and slowly stopped. She could see a faint outline of the branches pushed against the windshield. She gasped when the icy cold water reached her ankles and numbed her feet.
"Get out! Get out! Get out now!" the voice screamed in her head.
She rolled the window down, but stopped after a few inches when the cold water sprayed in like hurricane rain. She gulped in a huge amount of air in anticipation of a scream, but before she could let it out, the cold shock of the water hit and she nearly passed out. She watched in horror as the water filled the car covering her legs, her stomach, and her breasts. She could no longer feel her body.
"GET OUT! GOTTA GET OUT!" a voice screamed in her head nonstop like a broken record skipping and playing the same message over and over. Within seconds, the water covered her face and she instantly thrust her head up and saw a large air bubble forming in the ceiling of the car. She tilted her head up, let out her breath of death and gulped the sparse air like a hungry animal. Renewed with the life sustaining air, she put her head under and groped for Carson finding it more difficult as the ethereal light from the dashboard faded into the cold death.
"GOTTA GET OUT! GOTTA GET CARSON OUT! GET OUT!" screamed in her head again. She found his limp arm and pulled, but he wouldn't move. She panicked and then as if something was thrust into her brain like a bullet piercing her skull she had a revelation - the seat belt! Carson still had his seat belt on! She groped again in the icy blackness to what seemed like hours trying to find the belt, and then her hand touched something smooth and long. She thought an hour had passed when only a few seconds had elapsed. Everything was moving in slow motion. She ran her hand down along the belt's length, found the buckling device, and pushed on it. She pulled on the belt to get it off Carson, but it would not give. She panicked again and pushed all over the buckling device trying to find the release button. Her face hurt, her hands were numb and she could not feel her fingers touch the buckling device.
"GOTTA GET OUT! MUST GET OUT BEFORE THE BATTERY GOES DEAD! GOTTA GET OUT!"
Instantly, the belt broke loose and she pulled Carson towards her. Then she went limp. The pain in her chest increased and she tasted death for the first time. It was swallowing her, licking her, consuming her from within. She raised her head and saw a faint outline of what appeared to be a bubble of air. With little energy she had left, she raised her head and sucked in the elixir of life and was born again. She pushed the door open with her right leg, but it only moved several inches. Bubbling sounds filled the darkness as more air escaped from under the roof and rose up to freedom and life.
"OH NO! NO! NO!" screamed in her head. "GET OUT! GET OUT!" The voice seemed to be someone else shouting at her from inside her head - a being motivated only by fear and the will to live. The voice was alien to her as if she were watching everything happen as an observer.
She placed her back against the seat and used her legs to push the door open like a human wedge. The door slowly opened, but only enough for her to squeeze out. She looked up and saw another tiny bubble of air still trapped in the ceiling and thought she should go for it, but decided Carson was more important. She squeezed out of the car holding Carson’s hand. Then she realized that she no longer had Carson’s hand! She struggled to pull the door open and finally wedged her leg between the door. She could barely see, but Carson was on his back floating across the front seats like a watery corpse. She grabbed his ankle and pulled him towards her. His legs spread apart as she pulled and she reluctantly let go his ankle to grab his other foot. She finally pulled him through the tiny space. Then something touched her leg in the black darkness. "The tree branches," she thought with a new adrenaline fix.
She locked her arms under Carson's and around his chest. The water felt like a giant fist slamming into her body - her skin hurt and her head ached from the coldness. The darkness swallowed her completely, but she kept moving what she hoped was upward toward the surface. The dim green lights of the dashboard vanished into nothingness, and the pain in her chest grew stronger as she struggled to swim to the surface with Carson. She could not feel her arms or legs, but she knew she had to keep sending signals from her brain to keep her legs kicking and her arms wrapped tightly around Carson.
"This is too hard, too much trouble - I can't take this anymore," she thought. "It would be easier to stop and rest. Yes, rest would be nice. I need to rest. I need to rest..."
Her thoughts drifted away, along with the pain in her chest and suddenly images of her life flashed in front of her one right after the other like the slide shows she often had to sit through when her husband was a speaker at one of the medical conferences. Her mom coming to help her when she fell off her bike and skinned her knee; her dad bringing in the large doll house for her eighth birthday; Jeremy picking her up for the prom dressed in a black tuxedo with a pink carnation pinned to his lapel; her friend, Denise from college kissing Tom Sanders on their first double date; her wedding day with her father giving her away to Carson standing at the altar in his white tuxedo. The images stopped there and the one of her wedding began to play out in slow motion. After her father released her arm, Carson turned to face her. He was crying - a terrible sadness oozed out of his face - sadness so intense she felt it squeeze her heart like a vice.
"Carson! Carson! What's wrong! Carson!"
"Don't let me die!" he said. He grabbed her hand and squeezed it.
Intense fear slammed into her again like a waterfall spilling into her. Suddenly the pain in her chest was very intense, and the images of her life vanished, and she could see a tiny inkling of fused light above. Her head exploded with an intense revelation - she remembered where she was. Fear mixed with adrenaline shot through her like a lightening bolt.
"I'M NOT GOING TO LET US DIE!" the voice screamed in her head. "I CAN'T LET CARSON DIE!"
She instinctively focused all of her strength and will on getting to the surface. She didn't know how she did it later, but she kicked her legs in one last surge of energy, kicking, kicking, kicking. Seconds later, she felt her face hit the warmer air, and her lungs exploded as she let out the foul air of death and gulped the sweet breath of life. She pulled Carson's head up and swam for the embankment barely visible from a distant street light on the bridge. The water was like thick sludge and it took all of her remaining strength to move her arm and legs. She reached the shore, grabbed hold of a small tree, and paused there to catch her breath. She dragged Carson out of the water - his body slid well on the mud and swampy grass. She gasped for air and her limbs started to tingle as her life force slowly revived itself. Despite her winded condition, she began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on Carson. His forehead and hair immediately turned red with blood from a two-inch gash in his forehead. Moments later, lights appeared on the bridge and then a voice.
"Hello, anyone there?"
"Over here! Over here! Call 911!" Linda yelled between tears.
Minutes later the sky lit up fire red - an ambulance and a police car arrived - their sirens piercing the quiet darkness like a saw blade.
"Over here!" She screamed.
Bright, narrow light beams from several flashlights danced into the darkness below the bridge.
"Over here!" Linda screamed again.
The beams rushed over to her. Bill Watkins immediately grabbed his black bag and rushed down through knee-high brush and small trees to the riverbank. He went to Carson who was lying on his back. His skin was gray and his lips were blue. Linda knelt beside him – she shook violently from the cold fear. Several others swarmed them paramedics, police – it all became a blur to Linda. Someone draped a blanket over Linda.
"I've got no pulse and he's not breathing," one man said. "Ready for CPR?"
The man gave Carson mouth-to-mouth while another stuck a needle into Carson's arm. The paramedic blew into Carson's lungs several times, but Carson did not respond. He placed one hand just under Carson's rib cage and took hold of his wrist. Then he used his weight to push down in the hopes that it would jump-start Carson's heart. He pushed several times and then went back to mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
"Don't let him die!" Linda screamed. "He can't die!"
Her screams startled the paramedics. The other man pushed on Carson's chest, but Carson did not respond. The men became frantic in their efforts to save Carson.
The paramedic giving CPR stopped and gasped for air and placed two fingers on Carson's artery. "I think I've got a pulse," he yelled between sucking in gulps of air.
"Let's go! He'll do a lot better in the hospital."
They quickly placed Carson on a stretcher and hurried toward the ambulance. His body was like a giant rubber doll. One man slipped on the muddy bank.
"Oh God! No!" Linda screamed.
The man recovered quickly and moved off the slimy muddy bank.
Linda cried when she entered the ambulance - the reality of what was happening suddenly hit her like a tidal wave. Carson's skin was gray, his hair was soaked with blood, and he looked like a corpse. Within minutes, they arrived at Red Bank Hospital and Carson was wheeled into one of the emergency rooms. Several doctors and nurses followed the gurney into the well-lighted room.
"It's Doctor Hyll!" one of the nurses shouted. "I worked with him when I was at Ocean Village." The others looked at each other and picked up their pace. One nurse attached wires to his forehead, chest and fingers. Another felt along his arm looking for a vein to start an IV. Linda followed the activity - her face a distorted mask of fear. They worked frantically on Carson - mouth-to-mouth, shots of adrenaline and finally electrical shock.
"Clear!" the doctor holding the electrodes yelled.
Carson's body jerked and Linda wailed in fear, as the green line on the EKG monitor remained flat.
"Clear!" the doctor yelled again.
After several more attempts, the energy in the room paled and a shroud of silence overwhelmed everyone.
"We're sorry," said the doctor holding the electrodes.
"Nooooooooo! You can't stop now! You can't stop now!" Linda screamed. "Try again! Try again! NOW! Pleeeeeeeeeease!!!"
A nurse ushered her out of the room and slowly the other nurses and doctors left the room as if they were in a funeral procession - a procession for Carson.
The nurse squeezed Linda's hand and said, "He's gone, Mrs. Hyll. I’m sorry."
He could only lift his hand a few inches. Something was all around it. He only had enough space to bring his hand to his chest and feel the cold skin on his ribcage. He began to shiver. He felt along his hips and then down along his right leg. He was naked. He opened his eyes and saw only blackness. He closed his eyes and saw the same blackness and it scared him - black on black. He frantically ran both hands all around him with the slim hope that he could push the blackness away and find the light. The obstruction felt like smooth, cold plastic, and then his hand hit upon a metal object. The metal ran in a straight-line parallel his body and stuck out a bit. He continued to feel it - the metal line was about as thick as a pencil and it had grooves. Carson continued to run his finger along the metal line. It went past his face and over his head, and then stopped. He traced the metal line again with his index finger and found a small square smooth spot along the line above his head. Suddenly, his throat tightened.
"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!" He screamed. The noise swallowed his consciousness, his entire being in a white noise of fear. The scream would not stop and completely controlled him, his thoughts, and his soul.
He knew where he was.
* * *
Dick Harrington, a thin man with a round head covered in closely cut white gray hair, got off the elevator and pushed an empty ER stretcher past the double swing doors into the dark corridor near the morgue. He heard what he thought was a scream. It was 5 am and he had a couple of hours left as the senior orderly on the third shift. Probably, a patient on one of the upper floors having a nightmare, he thought. In the past, the sound had moved down along the heating pipes in the ceiling echoing through the dungeon-like halls. It was common. He continued and thought of his granddaughter, Dawinda when one of her braids got caught in the chain on her backyard swing and she began to scream in fear.
"Helpppppp!" a second scream. He stopped and listened more intently. The screams came in a continuous volley. He backed up towards the double doors and pulled the stretcher with him. The screams were louder now, his chest tightened, and his hands shook as he slowly entered the dark, cold room. A strong scent of formaldehyde and disinfectant filled his nose, but he was used to it and hardly noticed. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he felt along the wall for the light switch. The room flooded with white cold light and he looked along the wall of giant silver drawers, each numbered, and each containing a dead person. He walked towards the rear of the room and the screams stopped.
With a shaking hand, Harrington reached down and opened a drawer near the floor. He unzipped the black shiny bag and saw blue-gray face of an old man with his mouth open. He quickly zipped it shut and turned away feeling a rumbling in his stomach. He closed the drawer and walked towards the double doors holding one hand over his mouth and the other on his stomach. His shirt was soaked with sweat. As he reached the doors, the screams started again. He froze – that moment when everything even your consciousness stops consumed by a single powerful force. He turned and stared at the wall of drawers. One door seemed to move slightly. The shrieks overwhelmed everything in the room. Harrington cautiously walked toward the drawer and with his shaking hand pulled on the large handle; the drawer slid towards him effortlessly. The black bag inside was writhing like a snake. He reached for the zipper, missing it several times because he couldn't control the shaking in his hand and because the bag kept moving out of his reach. The howling from inside the bag set every one of his nerves on fire. When he finally pulled the zipper back, two wide eyes filled with terror met his and he screamed, and the body screamed back at him. Then the "corpse" reached out, grabbed his arm, and squeezed it like a vice. Harrington pulled away yelling, slipped and fell, but the "corpse" held him securely. Now its arms were half out of the drawer holding Harrington's arm with agonizing strength. Tears ran down Harrington's face as he struggled to get free and then the "corpse" let go. Harrington slammed his body against the double doors, bolted down the hallway, and vanished up the stairs screaming the entire way.
The light hurt his eyes as he opened them. He couldn't see very clearly - there seemed to be a mist over them.
"Where am I?" he asked.
A man standing near the edge of his bed looked up from a chart and smiled, his blue eyes sparkled.
"You're in Red Bank Hospital. I'm Doctor Westwood. We're glad you're back - you were in a car accident and suffered a concussion. The concussion must have triggered some bad memories," the man explained.
"More like nightmares," Carson said. "What happened?"
"We don’t know. All we know is that your car went off the Red River Bridge. Lucky for both of you your wife was not knocked unconscious," he explained.
"Linda? Is she?"
"Oh yeah she’s fine. She pulled you out of the car or you would have drowned," the doctor said. "The water is pretty cold at this time of the year and hypothermia sets in in less than fifteen minutes. It's really a miracle that she got both of you out."
Carson moved his arm to brace himself up and then stopped.
"Ouch! Why is my arm burned? Boy, that hurts," he said. "Did the car catch on fire?"
"It's not only your arm, Carson. It's your whole body. We think it's some kind of psychological reaction to the crash or maybe something was in the water and you're having an allergic reaction to it. We're still doing tests. It's not that serious - the burns are like a severe sunburn so you should feel better in a few days," Dr. Westwood explained.
"How could that be?"
"We don't know. We first thought there might be some kind of pollutant in the water and your skin reacted with that, but our tests show that your internals were slightly damaged by...well, some kind of heat. You show all the symptoms of a person who suffered a heat stroke...someone who stayed in the sun for days without water," Dr. Westwood explained.
"The hottest day we've had so far has only been around 50 degrees and I wasn't sun tanning," Carson said.
"We're aware of that and we’re still doing tests. Don't worry you're recovering nicely. You should be out of here by Saturday."
"It's probably from waking up in the body bag," Carson said.
Doctor Westwood was silent and looked down at the chart.
"Strange. I don't remember falling asleep while driving," Carson added.
"Well, we'll have one of our staff psychiatrists look in on you if you want. You hit your head pretty hard."
"No, that's okay. I'll be fine," Carson replied. "Why was I in the morgue?"
"I don't know. I wasn't the attending physician."
"Where's Linda?"
"Your wife? I believe she's on her way. Now get some rest. I'll see you again tomorrow."
Carson noticed a foul, burnt odor. He began to smell the sheets, and then he brought his arm up to nose, and discovered the origin of the smell - it was his own skin. The skin smelled burnt, foul and rotted, yet his skin was only damaged to the degree of severe sunburn. Only burn victims would have such an odor, he thought. He was puzzled. He thought about it for a moment and then drifted into a peaceful sleep staring at the flickering images of the TV floating above his bed.
* * *
When he opened his eyes, a face stared down at him.
"Linda!" he said.
"Oh, Carson I thought I lost you. I was so scared," she said her eyes watering.
"I love you," Carson said weakly putting his arms around her despite his pain.
"What happened?" Carson asked.
"You fell asleep, the car went off the bridge, and I pulled us out," Linda said between tears.
Her face hardened. "You damn near killed us! You should have let me drive or we should have stayed at Sean's if you were that tired!"
"But, I wasn't tired. I was wide awake and then there was nothing."
"You must have passed out from exhaustion. From now on I’m driving home from any parties."
"I guess so..." he said.
"You were DOA, Carson," she said. "I watched them try to revive you. You were dead."
"DOA? No wonder I can't remember any of it," he said. "I came back...in the morgue." He shuttered at the thought.
"It's a good thing that orderly was there. I would have been pretty damn mad if you left me," Linda said squeezing his hand and smiling.
"All I remember is holding onto your hand. I'm still puzzled how I could have fallen asleep. I was wide-awake and having fun driving on the bridge," he said.
"You remember holding my hand?"
"Yeah and I floated towards you, and grabbed your hand, and together we floated to the surface."
"You didn’t grab my hand. You were unconscious the whole time," Linda said. "I remember waking up and staring at you. You were in a daze. The next thing I know the car is drifting towards the railing and then it crashed through. I was thrown forward, and the dashboard seemed to float downward, and my whole body lifted slightly. I screamed as the car fell and I remember the seat belt suddenly getting very tight against my shoulder. The car hit the water, I was thrown forward, and then everything went black except for the dashboard. There was a scraping sound and the car came to a stop. I could see a faint outline of tree branches pushed against the windshield from the headlights. Then water sprayed into the car from all over. It all happened in slow motion, and I remember every detail - it was the most frightening experience of my life!"
"Hello, Doctor Hyll," said Doctor Matthew Stokes as he passed Carson in the hospital corridor. Stokes was the prominent chief of staff of the Ocean Village Hospital and towered at least a foot over Carson. "Good to have you back," he said as he scratched the side of his round, baldhead.
"Thank you, Doctor Stokes," Carson said. "Three weeks seems like an eternity. I was beginning to get into the soaps."
"Well, you take it easy these first few days. We don't want you back here as a patient," Stokes said and disappeared down a hallway.
Carson raised his hand slightly in a sort of half wave and kept walking towards the ER. Within seconds after arriving, the police radio alarm came to life.
"Here we go!" a nurse yelled. "We have a white female coming in with head injuries from a car accident. Age seventy plus. Vitals are iffy."
The double doors slammed opened and three paramedics hurriedly pushed a stretcher through. Several nurses rushed towards them along with Carson.
"It's Mrs. Whitehead!" one nurse screamed. "What's she doing still driving?"
"Her forehead is lacerated. Get me a saline pack," another nurse said.
"The old woman is delirious. She's mumbling something," another nurse said. They pushed the stretcher into the closest empty room. One nurse rubbed her wrist looking for a suitable vein to plug in an intravenous needle. Another wiped a large section of blood off the woman's head; another attached contacts to her chest, which led to an EKG machine.
"We've got cardiac arrest!" the nurse yelled who had just placed the contacts in place.
"Bag her, now!" Carson yelled.
"Doctor! We don't have air flow!" A nurse yelled.
"Grab that tank over there!" Carson responded. "NOW!"
"Pads! Hurry!" he yelled. "Two hundred. Charge!"
A nurse handed him the pads, then spread the conducting jelly on the bases. She set the voltage at its minimum setting of 200 Joules. He placed the oval units on the old woman's chest.
"Clear!"
Carson pushed the buttons and the lifeless body flopped violently on the stretcher.
"Pulse?"
"Nothing." a nurse replied.
"Charge, 360! Clear!" Carson yelled.
The body bucked again.
"Still no response," said the nurse by the EKG monitor.
"Charge! Clear!" Carson yelled again.
"She's gone! She's gone!" the nurse said between tears.
"No activity," the EKG nurse said. "I think we lost her."
"Bullshit! Nurse, help me with CPR!" Carson said.
He pressed the heel of his hand so hard onto the woman's frail chest it looked as if he would touch her spine.
"Nurse, I want an Epinephrine IV push," Carson ordered.
A nurse hung a second intravenous bag to the hanger and connected the thin, clear tube.
"Any pulse?" Carson said between gulps of air. "Any breathing?"
"Nothing."
"Pads! Charge! Clear!" he yelled.
"Atropine, now!" Carson ordered.
Twenty minutes passed and Carson stopped. He gulped air through his small narrow mouth like a hungry animal, his skin flushed and sweat cascaded down his temples.
"Are you all right, doctor?" a nurse asked.
"Yeah," he replied softly. "She was the first patient I've ever lost and I didn't know it felt this way."
Carson stared at the old woman.
"No. No. This is not happening! I'm not going to let this happen! No. No. Clear! Clear!"
Carson placed the defibrillator pads on the dead woman again and pushed the buttons. The body bucked again. The nurse near Carson placed her hand on his arm to tell him it was not his fault.
Suddenly, the doors swung open and a large figure appeared.
"Carson! I got here as soon as possible!" Stokes said rushing towards the table. "Is everything okay?"
Carson looked up startled.
"No, we lost her," Carson said, the volume of his voice trailing off.
"Oh, no," Stokes said.
A nurse slowly pulled a white sheet over Mrs. Whitehead's face and turned to leave. The others followed. Carson and Dr. Stokes remained.
"This your first?" Stokes asked.
"Yeah."
"First one's tough," Stokes added.
"Does it ever get easier?" Carson said.
"No, not really, but you tend to feel less. You know not to get too close because it will destroy you."
"So we should all be cold, unfriendly bastards!" Carson shot back.
"No. Just keep it professional and don't take it personally. You have to learn to accept that these things are not your doing. There are other forces working here...forces none of us can control or hope to influence, but we try anyway...try to beat the odds...save a life, prolong another."
Suddenly, the beeping of the EKG machine broke the pall. The screen showed a jagged, moving green line. Then there was an agonizing, piercing sound.
"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!"
"She's come back!" Carson screamed.
"Please! Please! Save me! Oh, the pain, the pain..." Mrs. Whitehead wailed.
She flailed her arms and kicked her feet like a wild animal.
"She's hallucinating! Nurse! Nurse!" Stokes yelled.
Two nurses ran in and took their stations next to Stokes.
Ten milligrams of Valium IV now!" Carson said.
The nurse administered the drug into the intravenous tube connected to the old woman's wrist. Mrs. Whitehead's wild ranting slowly faded.
"Put her in intensive care," Carson said.
"This is very peculiar, but not unheard of," Stokes said.
"You mean her coming back to life?" Carson asked.
"Yes. The Lord didn't see fit to take her just yet. It wasn't her time.”
"Yes, that could be true, but I think we should run some tests on her anyway," Carson said.
"Of course," Stokes said.
"I just think there is a reason other than the Lord's intervention that caused her to come back. Maybe, she never died. Maybe, her metabolism slowed to a point where the EKG couldn't detect a heartbeat and we thought we had lost her," Carson replied.
"You could be right. I'm just feeling a little pious today. It's been awhile since someone died in the ER and her dying was a bit unsettling," Stokes said.
Carson left the ER and went to check in on his patients. He checked on Mrs. Whitehead periodically during the day and when he entered her room found the entire room smelled foul. He leaned over and looked at the old woman - all of her skin had turned red and some of it had blistered as if the woman had spent the day at the beach. He pushed the emergency button and a nurse with short red hair appeared.
"Nurse, have you noticed these symptoms on Mrs. Whitehead? Her skin looks like it was burned," Carson asked.
"No, she didn't have it when we brought her in. Look at that! It's like she was in the sun all day," the nurse said picking up the old woman's arm to examine it.
"What's that smell? It smells like burned flesh," she said.
"I noticed it, too when I came in. Have her blood tests come back yet?"
"No."
"Call Stokes. I want him to see this. Ask him to meet me here in about twenty minutes. I'm going to the lab. I want to know what's taking so long for her blood tests," Carson explained.
"Yes, doctor."
Carson left the hospital and walked across the street to a small brick building with a glass door. Painted on the glass in gold letters was "Medical Laboratory." He pulled on the door and was instantly pulled back into it when it didn't open. He peered in, but the overhead sun reflecting off the glass prevented him from seeing anything. He frowned, walked back to the hospital and checked into the main nursing station.
"Nurse, why is the medical laboratory closed?" he asked. "I was just there and the door was locked."
"Closed? What are you talking about?" she said, a large frown forming above her tiny oval glasses. "I just spoke with them. Let me call down there to see what's going on," she replied. She picked up the phone and dialed.
"Hello, Jeffrey. Did you leave for a while and lock the door? Doctor Hyll said he was just there and the door was locked. He thought you were closed," she said.
"Closed? We got so much work here I'll be putting in overtime. Send him down. I'll keep an eye out for him," Jeffrey explained.
"They're there, doctor," the nurse said.
"But I was just there and the door was locked," he said.
The nurse looked at him incredulously.
"You went across the street, didn't you?" she said smiling. "That's the old lab. They closed it last month because it was too small. They use an entire wing now in the basement. Didn't they tell you?"
"No," Carson said.
"Don't worry. You're not alone...many of our doctors make the same mistake. Have a nice day," she said.
"Thanks," he said.
He took the nearby elevator to the basement and walked down a long hallway enveloped in white light from the overhead florescent lights. He pushed on a double set of wooden doors with black stick-on letters that identified the lab.
"Are you Doctor Hyll?" Jeffrey asked pushing his ashen face into Carson's.
"Yeah," Carson said pulling away to avoid his stale breath and crooked front teeth.
"Well, glad to meet you. I hope you are feeling better these days. I heard about your accident," Jeffrey explained rubbing the hair net covering what little hair remained on his head. "What can I do for you?"
"Do you have Mrs. Whitehead's results yet?" Carson asked. "She's developed additional symptoms."
"Doing it now. I'm going as fast as I can," Jeffrey said. "These tests aren't simple and they take time. If you want to wait a few minutes..."
"Do I look like I have a few minutes?" Carson shot back.
"Cool your jets. You're not the only doctor that needs results," Jeffrey replied. "I'm doing the best I can."
Carson backed away and stood near the double doors. Jeffrey moved to the other side of the room and pressed his eyes into a microscope that sat on a large black slate table.
"So how do you like Ocean Village?" Jeffrey asked after several minutes. "I like it okay, especially since they gave me more room down here. The only thing is I feel like a mole working in the basement. I wish this place had windows. I miss the windows in the old lab, but I guess you can't have everything.”
"What do you have so far?" Carson asked.
"So far she's clean as a whistle. Everything is negative. She's a little anemic and I'm doing the last one now for HTLV. Give me a few minutes - I'm almost finished," Jeffrey explained.
Jeffrey took a few drops of blood from a test tube with her name on it and placed them on a slide. Then he added a few drops of green dye.
"This dye stains the antibodies so we can see them," Jeffrey said. "Looks like she's negative on this one, too. Would you like to take a look?"
Carson moved towards the microscope and placed his eyes on the eyepiece. He didn't say anything.
"I'll have the report done in about an hour," Jeffrey said sheepishly.
"Fine," Carson said and left. "And…ah…thanks."
"No problem."
He went back to Mrs. Whitehead's room. Stokes, Nurse Janice Doherty and another doctor were there.
"Well, what do we have?" Stokes asked.
"Negative. She's clean. No viruses, HTLV negative, nothing to explain the symptoms," Carson said looking down at the sleeping Mrs. Whitehead.
"Could be an allergy or a reaction to the car accident," Stokes said.
"I don't think so. The same thing happened to me with the same results," Carson said. "Something would have to show up in the blood for that kind of reaction."
"Surely, we would see something that could cause such a severe symptom," Stokes said. "By the way, Doctor Hyll, this is Doctor Henry Graber."
"Hello," Carson said extending his hand. "Nice to meet you."
"Nice to meet you. Dr. Stokes and I go back a long time. If you need any help with anything just call," Graber said taking Carson's hand firmly.
"Thank you. I will."
"She's coming around," Nurse Doherty said.
The old woman opened her eyes and looked at Carson. Her eyes were cloudy, red-streaked ovals filled with tears.
"Oh, it was so terrible. I don't want to go there again. Where am I? What did I do wrong? I'm so sorry..." she managed to get out. "Oh, I'm so thirsty...so thirsty."
"Mrs. Whitehead, Mrs. Whitehead? You're in the hospital. I'm Doctor Hyll and this is Doctor Stokes and Doctor Graber. You were in a car accident and you're going to be okay."
"Yes, you are going to be fine, Mrs. Whitehead. Nothing to worry about," Stokes added.
"Oh, oh...but the pain. There must be something wrong. The Lord must be mad at me. I was falling into a dark tunnel...it was so terrible! Can I have some water now?"
"It was just a very bad nightmare, Mrs. Whitehead," Stokes said. "Nurse?"
Nurse Doherty poured water out of the plastic pitcher into a tiny cup and held it up to woman's lips. She took meager sips.
"Was there a faint flickering light at the end of the tunnel?" Carson asked.
"Oh, yes. And then the pain..." the old woman said. “I've always been afraid of the pain.”
Carson walked away from the bed and stared out the window at the parked cars below. Stokes approached him.
"What's the matter? You look like you've seen a ghost?" Stokes asked.
"She had the same nightmare I had. It just doesn't make sense," Carson said.
"Guilt. That's all it is. Guilt. You must being feeling guilty about something you did," Graber said from the bedside. "The mind works in strange ways and so does the Lord. Maybe she’s being punished on account of you."
"I don't think so," Carson shot back. "I don't feel guilty about anything I did in my life past or present. And how do you explain the blistered, burned skin? They thought it might be something in the water, but Mrs. Whitehead...she didn't crash into any river. How do you explain her symptoms?" Carson walked back to Mrs. Whitehead's bed.
"I think you’re a little out of line," Stokes added.
"Well, Doctor Graber here thinks her symptoms are divine intervention!" Carson said staring down Stokes. "How can you say that, Doctor Graber! If most people thought like you did, we'd still be in the dark ages!"
Carson stormed out. Stokes started after him, but stopped and looked at Graber. Nurse Doherty shrugged.
"I apologize for that outburst," Stokes said. "Doctor Hyll is a bit short tempered these days, and he's still recovering from that awful car accident. This is his first day back."
"It's okay. I understand, Matt. He's not a native and he doesn't understand our ways, but I'm sure he'll come around," Graber said. His thin lips parted into a tiny smile.
"Yes, our ways..." Stokes replied staring right through Graber. "Yes, our ways..."
Nurse Doherty shook her head and left; Graber followed her.
Carson's stomach was upset when he finished his shift probably from that stupid nurse who worked only one day a week. She often forgot the processes she was supposed to follow, but insisted she had done it correctly. He could never figure out people who thought absolutely in black and white and who saw the world with no gray areas. In addition, he didn't like working Sundays, but people just don't get mysteriously well on Sundays and then sick again during the week. When he pulled into the river stone driveway of his 1894 Victorian home, his wife was just starting to unload grocery bags from the trunk of her Nisson. Luckily, for both of them they could drive their cars on Sundays. The use of all vehicles was prohibited on Sundays in honor of the Sabbath until 1985. The town gates were chained shut from midnight Saturday until midnight Sunday and no wheeled vehicles of any sort were used on the town's roads. The courts ruled that the practice was a conflict between church and state and the gates had to remain open.
"I need some help," she shouted to him on her way into the house with several bags in her arms.
"Be right there!" Carson yelled back. He was exhausted and didn't feel up to carrying grocery bags into the house.
He looked down his street as the last streams of the sun cast a burnt orange glow on some of the houses. A cool breeze blew off the ocean carrying a briny smell into the neighborhood. There was a breeze almost all the time because most of 19th century homes in this tiny coastal town were built on streets running perpendicular to the coast and high on a hill. The layout created a funnel that channeled the ocean breezes westward past the homes and their front porches. Their house was closest to the edge of the hill and setback from the road several feet. The next house was set several feet closer to the road. It looked like the builders made a mistake, but everyone had a view of the ocean from their porches.
He hurriedly grabbed three bags of groceries, walked up the steps to the wraparound porch, and opened one of the antique French doors. He entered the kitchen and placed the bags on the oval cherry wood table in the breakfast nook.
"Hi," Linda said kissing him on the lips and placing her bags next to his.
"Hi," he mumbled.
"What's the matter? You have that puppy dog face."
"I had an argument with Stokes today," Carson said dropping his eyes.
"Stokes? Want to tell me about it?" she asked.
"Yeah...well, I can't believe that I had an argument not only with Stokes, but with one of the senior doctors there. How could I be so stupid? I don't understand how Graber ever got through medical school with his preoccupation with religion. He tried to explain away Mrs. Whitehead's symptoms as an act of God and Stokes seemed to agree with him. Could Stokes be a religious fanatic? This is not what I expected of the man who is a pillar in the community, the man whom I admired and looked up to all this time.”
"Maybe, he was having a bad day, too," Linda suggested. “I take it Mrs. Whitehead was one of your patients?”
"I'd hate to see one of his good days. You know I chose Ocean Village because of Stokes. Stokes had publicly denounced the government in the 1970s when those four students were gunned down at Kent State for protesting the Vietnam War. He had kept the younger people of those years from straying from their roots, from their beliefs, and their religion. He was a powerful man, a persuasive man, a man who said things that were important, but now he appears to be a ridiculous religious fanatic. I wanted to live here because I wanted morals and values in our lives, and I wanted to pass them down to our children."
"We don't need to live here to pass them to our children," Linda explained. "We just have to have them and teach them to our children when the time comes. It doesn’t matter where we live."
"I guess so."
"Don't worry about it," Linda said kissing him gently on the cheek. "Stokes will probably forget about it in the morning. He's got more important things to think about."
"Yeah, I guess you're right. What's for dinner?"
"Chicken, fish, or spaghetti?"
"Chicken."
"Chicken it is. I just got a new recipe for your favorite from Flora. She lives two houses down. That's why I went to the supermarket."
“Chicken Cordon Bleu?”
“That's it!”
"Thanks honey."
Linda unpacked one of the bags and noticed a few items on the floor near the garbage can.
"You know, Carson, I really wish you would put these paint cans in the basement now that the kitchen is done. They're just in the way," Linda said.
"Sure. I'll do it now."
Carson picked up the two used cans of latex paint, and entered the narrow stairwell into the basement. The aching wooden stairs went straight down, and then made a sharp left turn, and stopped at a dirt floor. The air had a musty, damp dirt smell. Carson's hair touched the ceiling as he carried the paint cans toward the back of the cellar. He had to stoop slightly to avoid hitting his head on the large oak beams that crossed the ceiling. The dirt cellar had walls of earth with six by six inch wooden beams placed strategically throughout the space to hold up the house. The wall facing the ocean had been cemented to prevent its collapse during hurricanes if the water rose high enough to reach the house. However, there were no records that the water ever rose that high.
Carson pulled a small metal chain hanging from the ceiling and a single suspended bulb came to life revealing a tangle of furniture, boxes, and old lamps - objects of many lifetimes. Carson stared at the potpourri of items wondering what type of people used them, what were they like, and how they lived. There were several generations of belongings haphazardly strewn about. He wrapped his fingers around the brass neck of a standing parlor lamp trying to imagine the time and the world this lamp once inhabited.
He took his hand away and worked his way towards a crude, handmade workbench made of chewed and paint-stained planks of wood. Small clouds of dust curled around his shoes as he walked. He placed the paint cans on a shelf above the bench and turned to leave, but stopped when he spotted an old steamer trunk tucked away in a far corner. It had leather side handles now dried and cracked. He had seen many of them at the Red Bank antique center and he didn't think they were worth much. He lifted the center hasp, and unlatched the metal side clasps, and opened the large lid. A fold of white lace curtains that had since turned yellow lay next to several issues of National Geographic magazine. The dates on the magazines were from several months in 1960. The forty plus-year-old dust from the trunk smelled ancient and dry, and made him sneeze. Someone else's junk, he thought. He moved the curtains and saw a large object under them. He lifted it out and brought it into the light. It was a hand-cranked coffee bean grinder with a small wooden drawer in the base for the ground coffee. He knew what it was because his grandmother had had one. He stood up and held it closer to the light to get a better look. Suddenly the grinder spun in his hand and he watched it fall to the floor and split in half.
"Damn," he said staring at the broken grinder. He stared at it for several minutes. Wait. It shouldn't have broken, he thought, the dirt is soft. He moved the broken grinder and pushed some dirt aside. It was hard underneath. He got a small broom, brushed a small area, and found a wooden plank. He brushed more dirt away and another plank appeared. Slowly, as he brushed more and more dirt aside, other planks appeared. The wood was placed together vertically with a single small hole in the left side. Carson placed two fingers in the hole and lifted. The stubborn hinges creaked, but Carson was able to pull the door open. The door revealed five wooden steps that went down into nothing. He went back to the stairway and took a rechargeable flashlight from its charging base. As he descended the steps into the subbasement, a cool, damp, musty smell flowed past him. The subbasement was only four feet high forcing him to crouch down. When he threw the light on the walls, the light reflected back silvery light and colorful hues. Further in the walls were lined with shelves holding hundreds of Mason jars filled with preserves. All had crudely made hand-written yellowed labels taped to the jars identifying their contents.
"Linda! Linda! Come here! Quick!" he yelled and raced back up the stairs towards the entrance of the basement.
"Linda! Linda!"
"What is it? Where are you?" she said in a far away voice.
She came to the stairway and looked down into the ancient basement.
"Over here. Look, the rest of Mrs. Hibbin's preserves," Carson explained. "This reminds me of my grandmother. She had a canning cellar and we used to love to go down there and pick out our favorite jam when we were kids. This is great!"
Linda reluctantly entered the canning cellar brushing cobwebs out of her way as she navigated into the dark hole.
"Wow! Look at all these jars! They're the same as the ones we found in the kitchen cabinet," she said. "Are they any good?"
"I don't know. The ones upstairs were good, maybe these are too," Carson said. "There's only one way to find out."
He took one off the shelf labeled "Blueberry Jam" and twisted the top. The jar hissed slightly as he opened it. He moved the flashlight beam into the jam.
"Looks okay and smells okay," Carson said. "But I would feel better if they were checked before we eat this stuff.”
"Yeah, that's for sure," she said. "What's over there in that corner?"
Carson moved the light.
"Looks like a few blew up, and recently, too. Look the stuff is still wet," Carson said.
"No not that. Shine the light over there again. Look the wall is darker," Linda said.
"Looks like water leakage. Look the floor is green. There's mold all over the place. The water must be leaking in for that much mold to survive here," Carson said. "Look, there’s more broken jars. They must have blown up months or even years ago. You know, I had a feeling something was here. I smelled something funny down here a couple of months ago. It was right after it rained. Now I know what it was."
"Do you think the ocean is leaking in?" Linda asked.
"I don't know. We'll have to check it at high tide. It would be a big problem if it did."
"Why? Couldn't you just cement it up like the other wall?"
"I don't know. I don't know if it would hold. The lower you go underground the closer you get to the water table."
"The what?"
"The water table. The ground level where there is water. Coastal areas have low water tables. You don't have to dig too deep to strike water and higher areas have high ones."
"Oh I'm getting out of here. This place gives me the creeps," Linda said.
They ascended the narrow steps into the regular basement.
"By the way, what are we going to do with all this junk down here? Maybe, we should get rid of it. I'd like to have the space for our stuff," Linda said.
Carson looked around thoughtfully.
"Why don't we sell it," he said.
"Who would buy this old junk?" Linda asked.
"Lots of people. We can sell it at the auction. People buy anything there," he explained.
"Yeah, they do. That's a great idea. We can borrow my brother's truck and cart a load down there every Saturday until it's gone. If you're working, I’ll get him to help me," she said. "I can even sell these preserves at the Village Fair next week."
"Great. Here. Take these jars upstairs and I’ll get some more," Carson said.
"Okay."
Carson went back down the steps and took several sealed jars off the shelves and headed up the stairs. When he emerged he noticed a green and white mold on the surface of the jars. He took them to the kitchen sink washed them, while Linda cut the fatty edges off four chicken breasts on the cutting board.
"You know what I think. She really died and then came back because it wasn't her time," Linda said.
"What? Who?"
"Mrs. Whitehead."
"What are you talking about?" he said.
"Haven't you heard about people who have had near death experiences?" Linda explained.
"Yes, I have. But if Mrs. Whitehead had a near death experience, it was a negative one. Besides, there’s no scientific evidence proving that what these people saw is real or just a figment of their imaginations," Carson said.
"How do you explain all these people from different parts of the world having the same experience - leaving their bodies, floating up, entering a great tunnel of light, going up to this great, bright light, and then having feelings of ultimate happiness - free from pain, sickness, worry, and everything that afflicts us here on earth!" Linda explained.
"There's been research on this, and they believe that it's the birth experience - these people are reliving their birth experience - being in darkness, then going through a tunnel to a great light," Carson explained. "It's just a theory, but it has more credence than these people who claim they went to heaven and came back."
"What about my father when he got hit by a car. He was pronounced dead just like you were, and then he said he was sitting on the lap of this giant man who told him that it was not his time, and that he had to go back. As soon as the man told him that he woke up in the hospital," Linda explained.
"Maybe, it was a bad dream. There's no proof of what happened one way or the other," Carson added. "Besides, there are other studies that show the brain becomes very excited near death and that there is a lot of electrical activity just before death."
"And there's no proof that he didn't either. I believe that we go somewhere. I read an article about several people who died, and one boy said he traveled to the light and saw golden roads. Relatives and friends he knew had died met him and, and they all communicated telepathically. They took him down one of the roads and he just glided along. Everyone just floated along. His feet never touched the road. Then they told him it wasn't his time, and he woke up in the hospital," Linda said. "And what about your nightmare with the dog? What do you call that?"
"Okay, I believe in heaven and hell, but I also believe there is a medical explanation for people who seem to be dead and then come back to life. I think they never died, and maybe our instruments didn't detect their life force, and they appeared dead. Then, there is a new burst of life and they come back to life. There has to be a medical explanation. I believe when you're dead, you're dead, and then you go to heaven or hell," he said.
"You just see things one way and that's it."
The phone rang.
Linda picked up the white receiver off the wall unit and said hello.
"It's for you, a Doctor Hansen? Who's that?"
"I don't know," Carson whispered.
"Hello."
"Hello, Doctor Hyll. My name is Doctor Albert Hansen and I'm head of pathology at the hospital. I've been meaning to meet you, but you know how our schedules are. What I'd like to do is invite you for lunch tomorrow. I'd like to discuss a business opportunity with you. I've been looking for a person with your credentials..."
"What kind of business opportunity?" Carson cut in.
"A partial partnership in a medical laboratory outside of the hospital. I'd like you to come on board with us."
"Why me? I just finished my residency."
"Because you're exactly what we need - someone young and ambitious to help us succeed."
"How many are there?"
"Eleven. You would be the twelfth partner."
"But, I just bought a house and I have loans..."
"Don't worry about that now. Meet me in the hospital cafeteria at one. Just ask a few of the nurses - they'll point me out to you."
Carson was silent for several seconds.
"Okay, I'll be there," Carson said. "I know what you look like."
"Good. I'll see you tomorrow, and thank you."
"Bye."
"Bye."
"Who was that?" Linda asked.
"You won't believe this. Hansen is head of pathology at the hospital and he wants me to be a partner with him and some other doctors in a medical lab. I'm meeting him for lunch tomorrow."
"That's wonderful!" Linda said.
"Everything sounds wonderful until you find out what it's really all about," Carson replied. "It sounds too good to be true, that's all."
"What will it cost?"
"I don't know. He said not to worry about it right now. What can I lose except that I have to subject myself to that wonderful stuff the cafeteria serves as food."
Carson ran out of the ER room and took an elevator to the first floor. It was one o’clock and he wasn't looking forward to the meeting - he really didn't want to become a partner in a lab - he wanted to practice neurology and treat patients with nerve disorders, not be an entrepreneur in his own hospital. The cafeteria was crowded with noise and people. He picked the shortest line, grabbed a plastic tray and waited for the line to move.
"Hi, Doctor Carson. Come to fill that bony frame of yours with some fat today," a rather plump, large woman yelled over the glass counters that contained the heated food.
"How are the meatballs, Marsha?"
"Lousy. Want some?"
"Sure. Put them on a wheat roll," Carson said smiling.
The large woman seemed to float behind the counter moving from one section to the next to make the meatball sandwich.
"How's that?" she said holding the sandwich up for Carson to see.
"Looks good."
"And make sure you eat all of it!" she scolded. "You're too skinny."
"I will, I will," Carson replied.
He carried his tray to the center of a large room filled with rows of brown Formica-topped tables and metal folding chairs. Carson looked around the large room until he spotted a small man with graying hair and a wrinkled, drooping face sitting at a corner table. He walked past a maze of tables and chairs.
"Hello, Dr. Hansen?" The man looked up. "We spoke last night."
"Yes. Hello! Hello! Glad to meet you finally. I've seen you around from time to time," Dr. Hansen said rising and extending his hand. "Sit down, sit down."
Carson grabbed his hand - it was smooth, but firm.
"What do you think of Ocean Village?" Dr. Hansen asked tucking a paper napkin into his collar just above his blue bow tie.
"My wife and I love it here. The hospital could use some improvement, but its ok," Carson said.
"Well, that's how a lot of us feel, and that's why we'd like you to be on our team. Many doctors feel that the lab is grossly inadequate and poorly staffed for what we need to get done. Many are using outside labs, but these labs aren't quick enough, and have no loyalty to us, and they are expensive. If we need something done very quickly, they don't come through because they're swamped with work and they really don't care because they have plenty of business - pretty much the way our own lab works here. It's poorly understaffed and it has much too much work to do. We feel that the work is less than acceptable..."
"I haven't been here that long, but I got that impression, too," Carson said. "Have you tried going to the trustees to put more money into it?"
"Plenty of times. They really don't have the resources and they need to turn a profit this year. That's why we need our own lab and we would like you to be part of it," Hansen explained in a meek, tiny voice that did not fit his forthright manner.
"We've purchased the old lab building across the street and we already have the necessary permits to expand it to three times the size using the parking lot behind it and that abandoned house next door."
"What about the hospital? What do they think of all this? Won't they be against it?" Carson asked.
"Not at all. They're one of the co-signers on the loan. They can't afford to expand their own lab beyond what it is now, but they can afford to contribute some of the costs, and give us all the support we need to make it happen. It also works to their benefit in showing the state that the hospital needs more funding. Besides, they're looking to make a profit on this just like the rest of us."
"But I don't have any money to invest. I've got my med school loans, my house needs work, and we want to start a family..."
"We know that, Carson," Hansen interrupted. "That's why we want to make you a partner in exchange for your time. We want you to manage the lab. Instead of investing money, you would invest your time."
"How would I do that? I barely have enough time now!" Carson said.
"I've talked to Doctor Stokes and he said he'd allow you to work at the lab one day a week, maybe two. I'm not saying it will be easy, but you stand to make a lot of money once it takes off. I know the day we open, eighty percent of the doctors here will use us because of our credibility," Hansen said. "I need you to complete our team. I don't expect you to make a decision right now. Think about it. Talk it over with your wife. As a partner, you would be entitled to one twelfth of the profits after the first year. Our plan is to promote it as a private lab and not part of the hospital. We want to attract other doctors in the area in addition to those 24-hour medical centers," Hansen explained lifting a spoon full of red vegetable soup to his lips.
"It's still unclear to me how I will ever find the time to do it," Carson said.
"Look. You don't have to do it. If you feel it will be too much for you, don't do it, but I believe it's a great opportunity for someone young like yourself. I wish I had such an opportunity when I was your age," Hansen added. "I'd probably be retired by now."
Hansen continued to deliver spoonfuls of soup to his mouth. Some of the soup soaked the gray hairs of his mustache. He quickly wiped it away with a paper napkin.
"I've got copies of our business plan, projections, and promotional strategies. There's also a copy of your contract, and your duties and responsibilities, and your compensation plan." Hansen handed him a thick folder with Carson's name handwritten on the top.
"You mean I get paid in addition to sharing the profits?" Carson asked.
Hansen took a bite out of his tuna fish sandwich. Some of the tuna fish dripped out and fell on to the plate.
"Ha ha, of course, but after the first year. Your first year will be a token salary - small. That will be your investment. We don't expect you to work for free after that. You can negotiate a real salary after the first year. If you don't want to work in the lab, you will still own a part of it as a full-fledged stockholder. If you don't join us now, we still have to hire a manager to run the lab. It's part of the business plan, just like we had to budget for telephones and a receptionist. With your salary, you will be one of the highest paid partners after the first year!"
"Okay, I'll take a look," Carson said.
"Of course, take your time but we hope to open by September fifth, right after Labor Day. I need to know your decision two weeks before that," Hansen said.
"You'll know long before that, one way or the other," Carson said. He looked down at the thick folder for several moments. "But, why me?"
"You come from a top notch school, you're a neurologist, and you're young. We need someone with a lot of energy, a lot of ambition, and your credentials if we want to make this thing a success," Hansen explained. "If it works out, we foresee this as a win-win situation for all of us. And most importantly, you are committed to Ocean Village and its residents. In the past few years our town is more like a retirement community with many of the young people moving out and no fresh blood coming in."
"Well, thank you," Carson smiled.
"Oh, I almost forgot. We're having a small get-together this Saturday night at my house around seven. You and your wife are invited. It would be a good opportunity for you to meet the others involved. Here's my address," Hansen said pulling a wrinkled business card and a pen from his shirt pocket. He began writing on the back of the card.
"Call me if you can't make it, otherwise, I'll assume you're coming."
"Well, thank you, Dr. Hansen," Carson said extending his hand.
"Thank you, Carson. I hope you will join us."
Hansen stood up wiping his mouth and still chewing the tuna fish sandwich.
"I have to run," Dr. Hansen said wiping his mouth again. "Hope to see you Saturday."
"Thanks again," Carson said.
Carson sat there for a few moments and looked at the business card. He could barely read the handwriting. He turned it over to read the other side. It said Jersey Medical Supply in plain black type.
Carson pocketed the card and headed back to the ER. After he checked in, he visited Mrs. Whitehead. She was sitting up watching television with a white, small stuffed dog under her arm.
"Hello, Mrs. Whitehead. Looks like you're feeling a lot better today."
"Oh, yes, doctor. When do you think I can go home? The nurses are nasty. They wouldn't let me watch Jay Leno last night!" she protested. "Puddles and I always watch Leno together."
"Well, they're only trying to help you get better. They know you need your rest. Is Puddles your friend, there?" Carson said.
"Oh, yes. This is not the real Puddles. He died years ago...before your time. He looked just like this," she said displaying the stuffed poodle.
"By the way, do you remember what you ate on the day of your accident?"
"Let's see...I had my usual tea and toast in the morning. I can't remember lunch," the old woman explained.
Carson wrote the information on her chart.
"Did you eat anything different like something that you don't normally have or something that you haven't eaten in a long time?"
"No, not that I can remember. Getting old is terrible. You forget a lot of things. Don't let it happen to you, sonny," she said.
"Don't worry I won't. Have a nice day. I'll see you again tomorrow," Carson said and left.
The next day Carson walked into the hospital lab feeling a bit sheepish as he carried a paper bag with three jars of preservatives from his newly discovered canning cellar. It was 6:30 am - a half-hour before he was on duty in the ER.
"Hi, Jeffrey," he said. "How are things going for you?"
"Fine. Just fine," Jeffrey answered not looking up from a microscope.
"I found something interesting," Carson said pulling the jars out of the bag and placing them on the black slate counter top.
"So, what are they?"
"Preservatives. I found them in my basement and I was wondering if you'd be willing to check them to make sure nothing was wrong with them," Carson explained. "I'd be willing to give you a dozen or so if they're good."
"They don't go bad as long as the seal stays intact," Jeffrey said uninterested.
"You mean they'll stay good for years?"
"That's why they call them preservatives," Jeffrey replied.
He walked away and looked into another microscope on a table across from the lab sink. Carson stood there and watched him. Jeffrey walked back towards Carson and grabbed one of the jars.
"Look. You open it, listen for the vacuum seal, and then look inside. If there's no mold, it's fine. Then you taste a tiny bit of it to make sure. It should taste sweet, a sour or bitter taste indicates it didn't preserve well. That's all there is to it," Jeffrey said sarcastically.
Carson watched Jeffrey closely wishing he had been a bit nicer the other day. What goes around, comes around, he thought to bite you right in the ass.
"They were old lady Hibbin’s. She was into canning. She would sell them at the county fair. She had the best around," Jeffrey explained. He picked up one of the jars and stared at it for a moment. "Okay, when can I get my twelve jars?"
"Tomorrow. I'll bring them in tomorrow morning. Can you run some tests on it by then?" Carson said holding out his hand, but Jeffrey just looked at it and turned away.
"I guess," Jeffrey said reluctantly from the other side of the room.
“Thanks. I was in a bad mood the other day and I apologize for my behavior.”
Jeffrey raised his hand in a gesture that said it is all right, but I'm on the fence about being friendly. Carson left feeling that he would never know if he could believe Jeffrey. He headed for the ER and forgot about it. A nurse sitting behind the ER station stood up as he approached.
"There's a message for you from the chief of surgery," the nurse informed him. "He wants to see you in his office right away."
"Doctor Stokes?"
"That's him. He is chief of surgery," the nurse replied shaking her head.
"Okay. I'm on my way," Carson replied thinking that he was in trouble from the fracas with Graber the day before.
When he walked in Stokes was sitting behind a cherry wood desk with a green banker's lamp sitting like an island in a vast dark brown sea in the center of the desktop.
"Hello, Doctor Hyll," Stokes said smiling.
"Hi," Carson said.
The room was silent.
"Sir, I would like to apologize for yesterday's outburst. It's just that I'm feeling very frustrated lately."
"Typical doldrums," Stokes cut him off. "I experienced the same feelings when I was just starting out back in the ice age."
Carson laughed.
"I shouldn't have sounded off yesterday," Carson said.
"Nonsense," Stokes said. "Graber must have sounded pretty ridiculous telling one of my colleagues that a patient's symptoms are an act of God. I think if I were you, I would have reacted the same way. It's just that Graber has a pretty good reputation around here - a lot of doctors respect him, and I suspect his head has gotten a bit too big for his shoulders. You took a stand against something you didn’t believe in and I liked that."
"Well, I did think his statement was ridiculous, especially when I had identical symptoms," Carson replied. "We're not talking about hypothetical situations here - I experienced it first hand."
"Yes, I know and that scares me," Stokes said.
"You? What do you mean?"
Well, first I'd like to say that I misjudged you. For years now, doctors like yourself would come here, stay for a while to get experience, and leave. There are always plenty of residencies here because we are the last choice. So we get all the interns that couldn't get a residency anywhere else. I feel like we're used all the time. They all leave for the bigger hospitals. I thought you were that type of person. But after I witnessed your determination to save Mrs. Whitehead, I was convinced that you really cared about Ocean Village and its residents, even if we are a bunch of holy rollers with graying hair and polyester pants," Stokes explained. "As for Graber, he's a bit too much with religion. He takes it too seriously sometimes. What scares me is that I used to be just like him."
"You were? What changed that?" Carson asked.
"Vietnam. I was one of the lucky ones - my lottery number was 386. We lost fourteen from Ocean Village. Fourteen young men, boys I should say, and that convinced me that religion wasn't the most important thing in life - life is much more important and how you live it. The clincher was that of those fourteen, some were very religious and some were not, yet they all died, so it didn't matter if they went to church every Sunday. What mattered is what they did while they were alive and what they did for this community and the people who live here. What mattered is how they treated others and what they did for them."
"Why are you telling me all this?"
"Because things are happening here that have no explanation and it's got me rattled," Stokes said.
"You? Rattled?" Carson blurted out.
Stokes' face was a mask of stone.
"A man died here about fifteen to twenty years ago. He was hysterical just like you and Mrs. Whitehead, and he had the same symptoms," Stokes explained. "And just like you and Mrs. Whitehead, his blood was clean, nothing that could cause the symptoms..."
"Do you remember his name?" Carson asked.
"Never knew his name. I just heard about it through the other doctors. I often thought of looking into it, but I was always too busy."
"Maybe we can pull his records and see if there is a correlation," Carson said. "Do you remember the year?"
"Around 1985 I think."
"That's close enough. We can start at that year and go back to 1980 and forward to 1990."
"It's an awful lot of records. Are you sure?" Stokes asked.
Carson nodded.
"Okay then, I’ll have accounting pull the records for you between those years. That's what I like about you, Carson - we think the same. You have a lot of work ahead of you. Nothing was computerized then. You'll have to sift through the records by hand. I don't know where you are going to find the time."
"When will they have the records?" Carson asked. "I'm on call tonight, so I might be able to get through some of them. We have to know if there’s a correlation. We have to try to find out what it is."
"You're right. You're going to do well here," Stokes said. "Again, I apologize for misjudging you."
"Thanks. What did he die of?" Carson asked.
"He was cooked. His skin had 2nd degree sunburn and all of his internal organs were cooked as if he were in a microwave.
The woman struggled to reach the top shelf of her bookshelf to retrieve the box of Tarot cards. Her stubby fingers barely touched the box as she stood on her toes. Finally, she could no longer hold the stretch, already out of breath and puffing hard. The cards tumbled off the shelf and spilled onto her worn, dirty Persian rug. She struggled to bend over and pick up the cards - all faced down except one. She stared at the Death card and shuddered slightly and her hands began to shake, but she quickly blew the thought out of her mind and continued to pick up the Tarot cards.
The woman slowly stood up, still out of breath, and moved cautiously to the flowered, overstuffed couch in her tiny apartment. She placed the cards on the dust-covered glass coffee table and waited. She knew that in eight minutes her seven thirty appointment would knock on the door. She knew he would be five minutes late. At exactly 7:35, the door thundered with a knock.
"Come in," she struggled to get out. The door opened and the young man with brown hair down to his shoulders entered the cluttered room. He looked exactly like she had seen him in her mind's eye two weeks ago when she talked with him on the phone to schedule the appointment. She knew he would wear his faded yellow t-shirt with several holes around the seams, and she knew he would be her last appointment that day.
"Hello, Kyle," she said as if she knew him.
The young man hesitated at her tone then said, "Hi."
"Sit down. Would you like something to drink?"
"No."
The tall, young man moved his lanky frame into a worn rattan chair next to the sofa. The interwoven straw let out an agonizing sigh as if it were too tired to hold the man's weight. The woman watched him carefully.
"Is this your first time?" she asked.
"No. It's fifty, right?"
"Yes."
Kyle dug into his black jeans and pulled out two twenties and a ten. He handed the money to the woman. She took the bills and stuffed them into a pocket located somewhere in the lower part of her boring paisley dress that floated on her body like a bed sheet flapping in the wind.
"Okay. Let's start," she said.
The woman leaned over and picked up a small silver wire that looped to form a lower case letter "l". She held both ends of the wire, closed her eyes, and shook the wire in front of Kyle. Then she opened her eyes.
"You were not born here. You were born in Asia...Vietnam I think. Your father was an American soldier, but your mother was not an American. She was Vietnamese. Your father was killed there and you have never met him, you don't know him..." The woman shook the wire again. A frown formed on her bulbous head.
"Your father has been trying to contact you. He is very troubled...he is standing behind you right now!"
Kyle quickly turned and saw nothing. His eyes were wide and he tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair.
"How do you know this?"
"I don't know. I just tell what I see."
The woman shook the wire at Kyle again.
"You will meet a young girl who will betray you, but she will have good reason to do so. She will see things differently from you," the woman said. "You have met this woman before...she will be your lover, and then your enemy."
She shook the wire again. "I see you in a soldier's uniform, but... I can't see your face. I know it's you though. It's another time...everything including the clothes the woman next to you is wearing is from that time. I see...I see...a Nazi insignia on your shirt sleeve!"
The woman opened her eyes and took a deep breath. "I saw one of your past lives," she said. Her forehead began to shine slightly. "I better open a window."
"No, wait. Tell me more. I want to know more about this past life."
"I sensed something very evil there, something that was trying to get into me...something that wanted to leave that time and enter ours..." the woman looked deeply into Kyle's eyes. He shifted his weight and the chair groaned again.
The woman took a deep breath, and then shook the wire again.
"I see you again. You are standing next to a table, a map table. You have stood there many times before...you have made many decisions that have affected the lives of hundreds...no hundreds of thousands of people..."
The woman's eyes suddenly rolled up into her head and her body collapsed onto the sofa. A few seconds later, she picked up her head and gasped for air. She started talking again.
"I know who you are. I know you're the Antichrist and you must be destroyed. I have proof. You are evil incarnate! You must be stopped. You are EVIL! EVIL! EVIL! I will not allow you to enter our time!"
The woman spit into the air. Kyle moved back on his chair. The spit landed on the rug and slowly disappeared.
The woman's eyes rolled downward and she looked at Kyle. "Oh...Oh...how awful...you killed her right there! I must stop! That was horrible."
"What happened?"
"You aimed a gun at a young girl's head and fired. You killed her instantly because she spit in your face. It was terrible," the woman explained. "Her hands were tied behind her back. She was responsible for disrupting your plans. She even tried to assassinate you several times. You were some kind of leader of something big...not a company...something bigger, much bigger." The psychic's face was flushed.
"Tell me more! Tell me more!" Kyle said. "I want to know more!"
"The girl is the same woman who will betray you in this lifetime..." The woman turned pale and her eyes filled with fear. The beads of sweat rolled down the side of her face.
"That's all I know now," she said.
"Go back! I want to know more!" Kyle said.
"No. I don't want to. I can't! Something evil is trying to escape that time into our own - something very evil," the woman explained. She reached down into the pocket in her dress and drew up the two twenties and the ten-dollar bill.
"Here, take your money back. I'm not going any further," she said standing up and holding the money out.
"You know more, but won't tell me!" Kyle yelled.
"No, I don't. Something evil is..."
The woman's hand holding the money stopped moving forward. Her flushed face froze and her large round body lost its stature and she collapsed to the floor crushing the glass coffee table under her weight. The glass cracked into several large pieces and the table's metal legs were distorted into unnatural shapes. Kyle leaned down to get closer to the woman. Suddenly, her eyes came to life and she started speaking another language in a deep, haunting voice. Kyle was surprised that he could understand the language.
"Wait. I want you to know that this is not the end, Eva. It is the end of the Third Reich and National Socialism, but it is not the end of my work. I will return near the end of the millennium. I have been here before and I will come again," the deep voice said.
The woman's voice changed to a higher pitch and spoke in German. "You are a great man, Adolph. I, too, will try to return when you do so that we can be together again. Thank you for being my husband these last few days. I will take the poison as you have asked. Good-bye, my love. I love you."
The woman became still and Kyle touched the woman's hand. It was hot. Within seconds she moved and her eyes fluttered back to life. She began speaking again.
"My greatest triumph is yet to come," the woman said in the deeper voice. "When I pull the trigger and end my life here, I will start again in another life and I will succeed...for next time," the deeper voice said.
The woman's head jerked violently. Kyle jumped back. Her body began to shake - her arms and legs moved randomly in all directions and Kyle backed away towards the door. Her torso began to convulse. He turned and ran for the door. Suddenly, the room was awash in blood red light. Kyle turned and saw that the woman's body continued its wild seizure, but now the red light surrounded her and her body became brighter and brighter. Kyle shielded his eyes and he felt his body hurling towards the door uncontrollably. He hit the door with his right shoulder and head. Dazed, he found himself on the floor trying to untangle his limbs.
"Swoosh!" Kyle felt the pressure increase on his eardrums. His back was hot and the air moved violently picking up papers and toppling the living room lamps. The pain in his head increased and he placed his hands over his ears. The woman's body suddenly began to violently thrash and flop like a mad fish out of water. Then two narrow streams of red-hot light burned through her eyes and formed an angled wedge about 10 feet long and four feet at its widest part. Kyle tried get up, but his body was pinned against the door by the intense air pressure. The wedge pulsated, and then there was a flash and everything in the room turned white. The giant wedge of light narrowed into a pencil thick beam, thrust itself into Kyle's left eye, and disappeared.
"Ahhhhhhhhh!" Kyle screamed. It was the last thing he heard before he lost consciousness.
The day-glow red sign stood out like a beacon on the highway in the bright noon sunlight. It was like a fireball in the sky, despite the brightness of the July sun. Kyle noticed it right away and felt an uncanny attraction to the place. He pulled his dark green 1995 Dodge into the sandy parking lot and stopped in front of a large glass-windowed storefront. Another sign with the same script lettering and red day-glow neon blazed in the window, "The Other Syde." A hand-painted mural of gargoyles and demons pulling souls from the earth into a dark, fiery world surrounded the neon sign. Kyle stared at the mural, shrugged, and then walked into the store.
The room was dark and filled with large round display tables. Each table had a tall, but different, room lamp illuminating various items covering the tabletops. The lamps had sales tags hanging from the shades. The items on the tables included day-glow lipstick and nail polish, custom jewelry, and books on the occult and Satanism. Kyle picked up a silver necklace with a pendant in the form of a coiled snake.
"Welcome," said a raspy voice coming out of a dark corner in the shop. "That's nice. Do you like it?"
"Huh? No. Just looking," Kyle said.
He turned in the direction of the voice. "Where are you? I can't see you. My eyes haven't adjusted," he said. Suddenly, the room blazed white and everything around him vanished into the white light. Kyle squinted.
"You're our first customer, today," she said. "Sorry, about the lights. I didn’t get around to turning them on."
"What kind of store is this?" he said noticing the bright green streaks cutting through long, black perfectly straight hair.
"We sell everything you'll need for the other side," she said.
"What other side?"
"The side of our savior," she explained running her hand seductively over her shoulder and down her arm. "What are you looking for?"
"I don't know. I just saw your sign and decided to stop in," he replied. "The name was far out."
"Well, I can help you with whatever you need. I have more tables in the back," she said her eyes shining.
She moved like a ghost from behind the counter, her black robe-like outfit flowing like fine silk as she walked. Kyle followed her into the back of the store. She opened a door and passed through. Only candles - black and red candles, lit the room. The air smelled hot and waxy. The girl walked over to a shelf and pulled several books off.
"These will help you to learn what to look for. The set sells for $129.95," she said handing him the volumes.
Kyle looked at the titles. The Satanic Bible, The Compleat Witch, What To Do When Virtue Fails, Book of Shadows. He opened the Book of Shadows.
"Ha! This one must be a reject or something. All the pages are blank," he said.
"That's the way it's supposed to be," the young woman replied rolling her eyes.
Kyle looked at her incredulously, a strange smirk on his lips. She stared back at him like a stone.
"Too much like religion to me," he said.
"Just the opposite. They're anti-religion," she said.
"Well, I hadn't planned to spend that kind of money on books."
"Think of it as an investment in your afterlife," she said moving to sit on a canvas cot on the other side of the tiny room. "Besides, you don't have to pay with money."
Kyle looked at her strangely. His stomach seemed to be lifted inside his body, but he liked what he was feeling.
"That's ok," he said placing the books on a small table nearby.
The woman moved her long legs up onto the cot and posed seductively. Kyle ran his eyes from her toes to her milk-white thighs. She smiled and deliberately turned her head towards the light of the candles. Her skin was flawless, white, smooth, and clear as if she had never been in the sun. A tiny round black object protruded from her lower left cheek. At first, Kyle thought it was mole, but when she turned, he saw it was an earring with a black polished stone about the size of a shirt button embedded on a silver mounting. A silver star was etched into the black stone.
"Thanks, but no thanks. I got to go," Kyle said and rushed out of the room. The woman followed and stopped at the door staring at Kyle. He looked up at her as he started his car and she smiled sweetly. Kyle drove out of the parking lot into the stream of traffic.
That night, Kyle couldn't keep her out of his thoughts. He kept thinking of what would have happened if he had stayed. She would have taken the robe off revealing her body. He would have touched her all over with his hands, and then with his mouth, putting kisses everywhere. He would go slowly, discovering every inch of her body, until the final moment of pleasure. He would ask her to do the same to him, first slowly peeling away his clothes, then his bad feelings, and then his dreams for he was in a dream and didn't need any others. He couldn't sleep.
The next day he returned to The Other Syde and found the store closed.
"Shit!" he grumbled.
The mural on the glass display window caught his eye again. He focused on a gargoyle pulling a thin, bony naked man down into a fiery pit. The gargoyle seemed to laugh at him. He turned away suddenly, and thought he saw his face on the unfortunate figure.
"Screw all the weird shit," he said to himself. "I'm not letting this one go," he stammered and got back into his car and drove off.
He returned the next day, and the store was open. He walked in wearing his tightest fitting jeans and a black t-shirt. The store had several customers milling around the tables. He walked toward the counter.
"I'm looking for the girl who was working on Saturday," he said to a thin man with a white pasty face.
"She's in the back. I'll get her," he replied.
The pasty-faced man returned with the girl in tow. She walked towards Kyle wearing black stretch pants and a purple stretch top, which accented the size and curves of her breasts.
"Hi. Good to see you again. Are you looking for me?" she said.
"Yeah, I was thinking about those books..."
"You're going to take them?"
"No, but I'd like to learn more about them and you. Would you like to go for a drink sometime?" he said.
"That depends on what you want to talk about...me or the books?" she replied.
"Honestly, I could give two shits about the books. I'd like to talk about you," Kyle said.
"Ok, you're on. I'll meet you at The Ink Well say around eight tomorrow night?"
"What? Where?"
"It's a small cafe in the West End on Canal Street," the girl explained.
"I'll find it. Ok, see you then," Kyle said. "I didn't catch your name?"
"That’s because I never gave it to you. It’s Chantress."
"That's a nice name," he said.
"It was my great grandmother's. What's yours?"
"Kyle."
"Nice to meet you," she said holding out her hand for him.
Kyle took her smooth white hand and shook it weakly. Her hand felt like velvet in his hand.
"Nice to meet you, too," he said. "Can I have your phone number?"
"I'll give it to you at the cafe," Chantress said. "Let me have yours. I'll call you if I can't make it."
"Yeah, ok," Kyle said.
Chantress walked behind the counter and grabbed a small pad and a pencil. Kyle recited his phone number and she wrote it down. The paper stock was neon green.
"Great, see you," he said.
"Bye. See you tomorrow."
Kyle went home and fell into a deep sleep thinking about Chantress and the tiny room in the back of the store and what would have happened if he had stayed. Then he thought about their date the following night and how they would celebrate their mutual attraction.
* * *
Kyle rushed into the Ink Well as if something terrible was chasing him outside. The room was dim and smelled of coffee. Everyone was dressed in dark clothing and some of the women wore white, pasty makeup.
"Over here, Kyle!" Chantress stood up from one of the larger tables against the wall in the back. She wore tight-fitting jeans and a black tube top, but it was the black cape with one-inch silver stars that Kyle noticed. Her hair glistened with silver sparkles and a rose-scented perfume.
"Hi," she said. "I thought you were a no show."
"Oh, yeah...my car got a flat," he said out of breath.
"Oh, I want you to meet some of my friends," Chantress said taking his hand and directing him into one of the empty chairs at the table.
"Guys, this is Kyle. Kyle, that's Krista and Yanni."
The two girls dressed similar – both had short black capes draped over their shoulders, too much black eye shadow and fire-red lipstick with matching long red fingernails. However, the two contrasted like a salt and peppershaker - Yanni’s hair was blonde; Krista’s was brown.
"Nice to meet you," Kyle said turning away from them.
"Likewise," they replied.
"This is nice," Chantress said.
"So...is this a preview of Halloween?" Kyle said.
The girl's faces went sour.
"Kyle doesn't know everything yet, guys, so give him a break," Chantress said.
"Know what?" he said.
"About our beliefs and what all of this means," she said. "I'll tell you about it later."
Kyle raised an eyebrow.
"Do you always ask strange girls out?" Chantress asked.
"No, not at all. I don't know why I even stopped in," he replied.
"Fate, I guess. I'm glad you did. Do you live around here?"
"Oh, yeah. I have an apartment in Cedarbrook."
"Oh. What sign are you? Wait, let me guess...Aries."
"How did you know?"
"It's not everyday that a guy asks me out after seeing me only twice. I think that was pretty bold - a dead giveaway for an Aries. Besides, I like that sign. I'm a Taurus. We are supposed to get along really well."
"I think we'll go to the ladies room," Yanni said. "See you guys later."
The two girls got up to leave, their black capes flowing like ominous shadows in the dim, smoky light. A waiter came over dressed in a black shirt and black pants. He looked at Kyle.
"What can I get for you?" the waiter said.
"A Bud Lite."
The waiter nodded and walked back to the bar. Kyle turned towards Chantress.
"Are those two...you know...connected?" Kyle asked.
"How could you tell?"
"Easy. They dress almost identical and their lipstick was the same color. What are the odds of that happening?" Kyle explained. "Anyway, I could just tell - a feeling I get...something about their body language...the way they moved next to each other as if their bodies were in sync."
"Does it work for guys, too?"
"Even better. I can almost pick one out of a crowd," he said.
"Does that make you one?"
"No, I'm straight as an arrow - and always will be. The whole gay thing has me baffled. I can't understand what makes them attracted to the same sex. I just don't see how they can do it to each other."
"Well, I'm glad," Chantress said.
"What about you? Are you like them, too?"
"Maybe," she said.
"You go both ways?" Kyle asked raising his eyebrows again.
"No, silly. I was only kidding. I'm as straight as you. I've known Yanni and Krista since high school. They are really sweet, sensitive girls, who got screwed up by too many guys," Chantress explained.
"So they became gay?"
"No, silly. All three of us are really good friends. They got screwed up and found comfort in us and it just happened," she said.
"And it didn't happen to you?"
"No. It's not my thing. What would you do? Disown your best friends because they’re gay?"
"I guess," Kyle said looking deeply into Chantress' eyes.
"What? You don't believe me? Why are you looking at me that way?"
"I know you're telling the truth. I can tell. I have this ability..." Kyle said.
"So do a lot of people. I can judge character, too," she said.
"No, no. This is different. It's like I can see into a person's soul, see into their mind, and see what they are feeling and thinking. It's so clear sometimes it's scary. It doesn't happen all the time, but when it does, it's intense," Kyle explained.
"How intense?" she said.
"Like I'm totally inside the other person. It's like I'm totally swallowed by them and everything around me disappears," he explained.
"You're clairvoyant, then?"
"I don't know. I don't think that's it. But, this is something different. I can tell if a person is good or bad," Kyle said. "I can sense their evil and their good. Some have more good...some have more evil. It's wild."
"That is wild. Have you ever spoken to anyone about this? You know, like another psychic or medium?"
"No. You're the first to know," he said.
"Where were you born?"
"What's that got to do with it?"
"Maybe, nothing, maybe, lots," Chantress said.
"Vietnam. My father was stationed in Saigon and met my mother there. They lived there until I was born. Then my father got typhoid fever and died. My mother took me to the states after that and we lived in New York until I was three, then she met my stepfather, married him, and we lived all over Europe. He's a career man in the Army. Europe is really my home. I was happiest in France. We lived there for about six years," Kyle explained.
The waiter returned and placed the bottle of beer in front of Kyle.
"That’s four," the waiter said.
Kyle dug into his pocket and pulled out a crumbled five-dollar bill. He smoothed it out and gave it to the waiter. The waiter took a dollar out of his waist pouch and handed to Kyle.
"Keep it," Kyle said, and the waiter left.
"Where are your parents now?" Chantress said.
"They live in Middletown. My father retired from the Army about two years ago," he said. "He worked at Fort Monmouth."
"Would you like to go back to France someday?"
"Oh yeah, but just to visit...maybe live there for several months..."
"Gee, for someone who didn't want to tell me where he was born, you sure tell a lot," Chantress added. "Have you had these experiences before?"
"A few times, but they really just started," he said looking down. He brought his head up and stared into Chantress' eyes. "So tell me...what possesses you to work at The Other Syde? Excuse the pun."
She did not laugh.
"Sorry, I was only making a joke," Kyle said.
"It's ok. Many people react the same way at first, then they accept it," she explained.
"Accept what?"
"The occult," she replied. "I've always been fascinated with life after death and the occult."
"You mean devil worship?" he asked.
"Well, that's part of it, but most people don't know that there are good devil worshippers and bad ones," she explained.
"How could there be good devil worshippers? Isn't that a contradiction? Come on - you're worshipping evil - a figure that represents evil in its purest form," Kyle replied.
"Listen, it's really not devil worship. It's called New Age and it emphasizes human potential. Unfortunately, none of the established religions will recognize it so it sits alone. The good devil worshippers have embraced it and incorporated it into their beliefs so many people now mistake it as devil worship. We now have the good and the bad in the same group, and it's ready to split apart," she explained. "Anything that people don't know about, they condemn. It's their ignorance and fear of the unknown!"
"I see you’re really into it,” Kyle replied. He sipped his drink and Chantress did the same. They looked at each other.
"I am," Chantress replied.
"I still don't know the difference between good devil worshippers and bad ones," Kyle said. "It just doesn't make sense."
"The good ones embrace only the New Age philosophies, while the bad ones have black masses, animal sacrifices, blood rituals and other disgusting things like smearing blood on each other," she said. "The good ones break no laws and believe in a non-conventional religion."
"Well, then it's pretty dumb to associate with the devil worshippers," Kyle said.
"That's because New Age has no formal organization and no money to promote its beliefs. The devil worshippers have power and money. I suspect in time the New Ageists will split and form a separate group," she explained. "The New Ageists are mainly people who feel that their church, their religion, and their god have let them down - they can no longer find what they need spiritually from their religion so they put more belief in themselves and the human potential."
"They're going have a hard time shaking the devil worshipping image. I don't foresee it as a mainstream religion with a lot of followers," Kyle said.
"I think you're wrong. Look at all the books on the bestseller list that have to do with human potential and new age beliefs, personal success. I think it's going to be the next big wave," she said. "Every decade has something - in the fifties it was alcohol and sex; in the sixties and seventies it was sex and drugs; in the eighties and nineties it was the Internet and now it has been and will continue to be spiritualism and the human potential."
"Discontent..." Kyle said.
"What?"
"It's because people are restless. It seems that all of these things are fueled by discontent. You may have something here," he said. "I think there are a lot of people out there who are not happy, not happy about their jobs, their marriages, how their children turned out, how they are going to pay their bills, not happy about their lives in general."
Kyle sipped his beer again.
"You look spaced out. Are you ok?" Chantress asked.
"Yeah, I'm just thinking. What's the purpose of worshipping the devil? Worshipping evil and hoping for bad things to happen - doing bad things?" Kyle asked. "What are the benefits?"
"Power," she answered. "The leaders are usually losers with big egos who can't get what they want out of life, so they turn to Satan and begin worshipping him. They find they can manipulate people in the process."
"Do they get what they want?" Kyle asked.
"Yes, at first."
"What do you mean?"
"The leaders get their followers and their power, and they begin to believe that they are truly Satan's messenger, but the followers are different. They begin to see the leader as another manipulator. Eventually they begin to realize that Satanism is just like any other religion, but with a different god and a different viewpoint," Chantress explained. "New Age is different - it's the worship of human potential - a full and genuine belief in one's self and self worth. There are no false promises because you promise yourself that you will achieve your potential, and if you don't, you have only yourself to blame for not making it happen."
"So who are these devil worshippers?"
"Many are soul searching types with strong religious backgrounds, fundamentalists, who feel frustrated by the restraints of their religions like the taboos on sex, cursing or whatever. They also feel that they won't go to heaven if they do anything bad. They have a hard time accepting a God who does not forgive, does not accept mistakes, and does not accept the human condition."
"So you're saying that most of these people have given up on God?"
"Yeah, some can't understand why we live in an unjust world, why God lets the good people die and the bad ones live. Why so much tragedy and suffering befall good people," she explained. "These are usually doctors, nurses and others in service professions. Medical people see a lot of injustice in life and death, and many are deeply concerned about it."
"You sure know a lot about it. Did this happen to you?"
Chantress hesitated.
"Yes, it did."
Are you one of the leaders?" Kyle asked.
"No, never. I've always been interested in psychology. I got involved as a way to rebel against my parents. They are Catholics and sent me to Catholic school - the whole bit. I just couldn't buy the Catholic religion - too unnatural for me. I believe the Church misinterpreted Christ's teachings to benefit their own ends with all this suffering they propose everyone should do to gain entrance into heaven. It just seems unnatural to me. I think God intended us to be happy, fruitful and fulfilled in what we do in our lives. I don't believe God intended for us to suffer, put ourselves down and be humble. So I joined the Satanists hoping to find those things," Chantress explained.
"Did you?"
"Yes and no. Satanism is the exact opposite of the Roman Catholic Church. Its ceremonies mimic the Catholic Mass only in reverse. It was great at first. I had found a group that put down the Catholic Church and its teachings and they maintained that you should do what you believed to make yourself happy. Do what you believe is good for yourself with little regard for rules and regulations...and others," she said. "The lure of Satanism is that there is no wrong. It's very powerful. We can have whatever pleasure we desire. Do whatever we want."
"That would cause total chaos," Kyle said.
"Yes and no. They didn't say break any laws; just do your own thing. Focus your energies on doing what you wanted," she added.
"So what happened? You sound like it didn't work for you?"
"It didn't. I realized that Satanism is just another religion and its leaders use it as a means to gain power over other people...a power trip for the leaders. I also don't like Satanism’s disregard for others. Do what you want; what makes your happy even if it hurts others."
"So you quit?"
"No. I organized a few members - ones that thought like I did - into this New Age group I was telling you about, but it's not working," she said.
"Why not? Just quit, hold your meetings somewhere else and forget about the devil worshippers," Kyle added.
"It's not that easy. Many have a bond with the Magus and if they leave misfortune will strike," she explained.
"Magus?"
"He's the leader, the high priest. The bond is like a curse, and many won't leave for fear of personal tragedy, even bodily harm."
"What a bunch of bull!" Kyle said. "He has that kind of power over them?"
"Without a doubt," she said.
"Does he have this over you?"
"No, because I'm not as high in rank as the others," Chantress said.
"Well then just have one of your meetings and invite everybody," Kyle suggested.
"No one would come. They're too scared, but if I brought you to one of the Black Masses, they would see that I was gaining support. Would you come?" Chantress asked.
"Yeah, why not. Are you sure I would be allowed?"
"Sure. They're having a Black Mass this Sunday at the Magus' house. I'll set it up," she told him.
The two remained silent until the waiter dressed in black approached their table and asked if they needed anything. Chantress ordered a cinnamon herb tea, and Kyle ordered another beer.
"DWI you know and I'm driving tonight," Chantress said. "I did all the talking, now it's your turn. Do you work? Go to school?" Chantress asked.
"I'm a bartender at The Drunken Pelican three nights a week," Kyle replied. "I tried some courses at the county college, but I just couldn’t get into it."
"Oh," Chantress said.
"Tell me more about the Black Mass," Kyle explained.
"I'm not supposed to...you'll have to see it for yourself if they allow you to come," she said.
"Allow me to come?"
"You have to be approved by the Magus. I have to bring you to his house in the afternoon and he decides," she said.
"I have to be approved? What kind of crap is that? Either you want to be a member or not. Approved!"
"There are reasons."
"What? What reasons?"
"I can’t tell you now."
"Let's go to my place. I have a bottle of wine, and I'd love to share it with you," he said.
Chantress looked deep into Kyle's eyes searching for something, just anything that would tell her it would be a mistake. The clearly defined pupils surrounded by a radiating blue with their unfocused, random movements set off ancient and primitive alarms in her subconscious. But the alarms remained unheard - an emotional fog that seeped into every crevice of her consciousness silenced their message. Once the voice did come through and caused her stomach to twitch slightly, but the wetness between her legs caused her to ignore this all-important message.
"Sure, I'd love to. Let's go," she said.
As they left the table, Kyle noticed a man staring at him from the table next to theirs. The man had piercing black eyes, black hair, ruddy dark skin and a long narrow face. The man was motionless like a photograph.
"What's the matter? Chantress asked also seeing the man. "Do you know him?"
"No, it's something about him. I think I know him, but I can't place him. His eyes seem to look right into my soul and grab hold. His eyes are hungry like he was after something...anxious," Kyle explained turning to leave.
"And I'm the devil worshiper," she laughed.
"His stare gave me a strange sensation. That's all," Kyle said.
"Like the ones you have been having?"
"No, this is different - I can't explain it," Kyle said.
Kyle looked back and the man was gone.
"Did you see him leave? Where did he go? He was just there a second ago!" Kyle said.
"Come on. We probably didn't see him leave," Chantress replied grabbing his arm. "I have to catch up with Yanni and Krista and give them my keys."
Kyle looked around the dim cafe.
"He just vanished," Kyle said. "Weird."
* * *
Kyle's garden apartment was typical of the apartments of the 1980s - built cheaply and quickly and now after almost twenty six years, the red brick was weathered and chipped, the wood trim cracked and begging for more paint. Chantress didn't notice the run-down appearance of the multiple housing units - she had only one thought on her mind, and it ricocheted around her head like a wild bullet with endless energy. They entered the main entrance and walked through a maze of hallways to his apartment. He opened the door, and turned on a light, and they entered a tiny alcove that led into a single, large room. The room was sparse - a black velvet couch, a lounge chair that leaned to one side, a glass-topped coffee table covered in pizza boxes and empty beer bottles, a TV, stereo and naked wooden floors, and equally-naked walls.
"The furniture was leftover from my parent's house," Kyle said. That's why none of it matches."
"Oh, it's wonderful because it's all yours...your place," Chantress replied. "I would love to have my own place, but I can't afford it yet."
Chantress sat down on the black velvet sofa and rubbed her hand over the top. She let the smooth sensation excite her hands and run down to her toes.
Kyle went into the tiny kitchen and returned with a bottle of wine and two long-stemmed wine glasses with gold trim around the tops. Kyle filled the glasses and handed one to Chantress. She took a few sips and then moved closer to Kyle. She kissed him pushing his head down on the sofa, and then slowly moved the rest of her body on top of his. He smiled inside as her hand found his belt, and then his zipper, and eventually made its way inside. After several minutes, she sat up and slowly moved her hands over him. He peeled the black tube top off, revealing her large red nipples, and round, firm breasts. Kyle's hands then grabbed each one and squeezed. She pushed his hands away and pulled up on his shirt. He raised his arms and she pulled it off. Then she stood and motioned to Kyle to peel off her jeans. First, he ran his hands over her hips, then slowly towards her groin. He stopped after a few seconds, then moved up and grabbed the waist of her pants and slowly peeled them down. When he pulled the pants down past her groin, she shuddered. He stopped shortly and smiled to himself again, and then he stood up and pulled his pants off. He was anxious now and moved like a snake about to ensnare its prey.
"I like it slow," she breathed into his ear.
He listened and slowly entered her. Every few minutes Chantress would shutter and gasp.
While they made love, Kyle glanced up through a haze of wine and ecstasy and saw a man standing in the alcove.
"How did you get in? What do you want?" Kyle shouted.
Chantress moved and turned like a coiled spring and knocked Kyle onto the floor. Kyle rolled over and then jumped up. He grabbed the wine bottle off the coffee table and threw it at the man. The bottle hit the shade of the table lamp and crashed to the floor. They were smothered in darkness. Kyle moved quickly toward the alcove and switched on the overhead ceiling light. The room lit up. The bottle punched a small dent in the wall.
The man was gone.
"Who was there?" Chantress said, covering her naked body with bits of scattered clothing lying about.
"It was the man I saw at the cafe - the one sitting near us. He must have followed us home. But, I don't understand how he got in and where he went. I'd better check the bedroom. Stay here."
Kyle vanished and returned a few moments later.
"Not there?"
"Did you see him, Chantress?"
"No. I was trying to figure out what was going on," she said. "Are you sure you saw him? I didn't hear anything."
"I know I saw him. He was standing right there with that same strange look. Scared the hell out of me," he said.
"Maybe you were dreaming," she said.
"Maybe, but it was awfully real," he said.
"Some dreams are like that. Maybe he’s a ghost?"
"A ghost? Come on. I don't think so," he said.
"Well, how do you explain what you saw?"
"I don't know. Maybe, I was hallucinating. I don't know."
"Did you have one of your psychic experiences?" Chantress said.
Kyle stared at her strangely.
"No," he said.
"I'll clean up the glass for you," Chantress said.
"I'll take you home now. I need to be alone...to think this out," Kyle said.
"Whatever."
Chantress called Kyle the next morning.
"Don't forget. I'm picking you up in about twenty minutes. We have that meeting with the Magus."
"Sure. I'll be ready," Kyle said.
Chantress arrived on time and had to blow the horn several times before Kyle came out. They drove to an upscale suburban development and entered a cul-de-sac with only four homes.
"I thought you said this guy is some kind of high priest. This doesn't look like a priest's house - this could be any body's house. I thought we were going to a church of some sort," Kyle said.
"Satanists are just normal people with different beliefs," she replied.
They walked towards a chocolate brown house with tan trim. Chantress pushed the lighted doorbell button. The door opened. A large barrel-chested man stood in the widening doorway.
"Methos, good to see you. This must be the one you spoke of. Glad to meet you. Come in, come in," the man said. "I’m making tea; would you like some?"
"None for me," Kyle said looking at Chantress with questionable eyes.
"No thanks."
The trio walked through a narrow hallway into a living room with red oak floors and a large ornate Persian rug in the center of the room.
"So you would like to join us?" the man said, adjusting his gold wire-rim glasses to get a better look at Kyle.
"Maybe, I'm just curious," Kyle said.
"Have you ever been to a Black Mass before?"
"No."
"Well, there is really nothing to fear. It's just like a mass you've attended in your church," the man said. "I take it you were Roman Catholic?"
"I've never been to a church," Kyle said.
A small smile formed on the Magus' face. The whistle from the tea pot revved up.
"Excuse me while I attend to that," he said and left.
"What's with that name he called you?"
"All of our identities are secret. We are known only by the ancient names we choose," she said.
"Why?"
"Because we are a secret group," she whispered. "Now stop asking questions. I'll tell you more on the way home."
"He's pretty nerdy to be a maggot," Kyle said.
"Ha, ha, ha," Chantress laughed. "Not a maggot, silly. A Magus."
"What's the difference? He seems to fit both descriptions," Kyle said with a smirk.
The Magus returned with a cup of tea on a wooden serving tray. Kyle thought it was strange that he used a tray to bring out a single cup of tea. The Magus looked at Kyle while taking several small sips from the white cup.
"Let me explain a little about the Black Mass. It’s really a mass in opposition to the Church's. We do everything to mock the Catholic Church."
"What do I have to do at this Black Mass?" Kyle asked.
"Nothing at all. Just watch, learn, breathe in the experience," the Magus said. "Do you think this is something for you?"
"I guess."
The Magus motioned Chantress to follow him into the kitchen.
"What?" Chantress asked.
"There is something about this boy, something special. I've seen it in his eyes. His eyes burn with desire, with discontent, with a hunger, a power. I've never seen this in a person before, but I know what it is. It is a rare quality, a quality only a few men have had in the history of all mankind. Yes, indeed, bring him tonight. I will prepare something special for him," the Magus explained.
Chantress returned to Kyle and the two left.
"What was that all about?" Kyle asked in the car.
"He wanted to meet you and see if you fit in," Chantress said.
"I don't think so. He wanted to see if I was a cop or someone who would make trouble for the group like a nosy neighbor. That's what this was all about. Isn't it?"
"What do you expect? Many people are scared to death of Satanists, and there's more who would like to see us all go away. Yes, he has to be suspicious of everyone that comes into the coven," Chantress explained.
"Who is that guy, anyway?"
"No one knows," Chantress replied. "What did you sense from him?"
"Nothing, yet. I wasn't with him long enough," Kyle said.
"How long does it take?"
"I don’t know? Sometimes, it happens right away, sometimes it doesn't."
* * *
Kyle arrived at Chantress' house at eleven that evening for the Black Mass. When she opened the door, she was wearing a long, black flowing robe.
"You're wearing that?" Kyle asked as they walked down the narrow sidewalk to the street.
"Yeah, it's what we wear," she said. "You'll get yours at the meeting."
"I hope so," he said rubbing his hand on her smooth back.
"Nothing underneath. Cool," he said.
Chantress smiled and kissed him lightly on the cheek. When they arrived at the Magus' house, an older woman with long black hair and wearing a robe similar to Chantress' greeted them at the door. She led them through a hallway and then into a doorway to the basement of the house. There were no lights - only lit candles. The narrow steps led to a large open room with stonewalls and oil lamps recessed into the walls every eight to ten feet. The air was filled with an oily odor. Several people - men and women of various ages sat on metal folding chairs around a large white circle painted on the cement floor. The circle had a large six-pointed star in the middle. Forward of the circle was a long, tall table draped in a shiny, purple cloth. The table was covered with red and black candles, except in the middle there was a small clearing. A large, inverted cross hung on wall behind the table. The Magus stood on a small wooden platform in front of the altar. Chantress and Kyle took seats around the pentagram.
"Welcome, Methos," the Magus said.
"Welcome, Methos," the crowd repeated.
"Methos brings us a friend, a savior, which we will call Hermes. He will have great power, great vision, and bring us what we want," the Magus said.
"We welcome our new savior, Hermes," the crowd chanted.
The woman who led Chantress and Kyle into the basement unfolded a red robe and walked over to Kyle. Kyle looked at Chantress, and she nodded. He stood up and the woman placed the robe around him, tying the cloth belt around his waist.
"Welcome, Hermes, my savior. Welcome to the Daimon Seclorum," the woman told Kyle in a raspy whisper.
She placed her hand on his shoulder and pressed. Kyle sat down. A man sitting next to Chantress rose and left. He returned moments later with two barking German Shepherds. The Magus took two plates off the altar and placed them on the floor. The dogs ate the meat readily. Minutes passed. Beads of sweat formed at Kyle's forehead and dripped down his face. Chantress noticed and squeezed his hand. The dogs became glassy-eyed and fell asleep. Another man tied the hind legs of the animals together and hung the dogs from a wood beam in the ceiling. A woman placed two large plastic buckets under the dogs. The Magus approached the dogs, and then raised his hands.
"Oh, Beelzebub, Azazel, Abaddon, Asmodeus, Astaroth, Belial and Leviathan...our princes of darkness, accept these creatures into your domain and grant us the power we seek," the Magus said.
"Grant us our power," the crowd echoed back.
The Magus took out a large hunting knife from his robe and slit the dogs' throats. The blood gushed out like an open fire hydrant spilling into the buckets below. Chantress squeezed Kyle's hand. Several muted sighs escaped from the small audience. Two women rose, lifted the bloodied buckets, and poured the blood into large, gold chalices. One woman handed the chalices to the Magus. He lifted the first cup and drank from it, then the other. He handed them back to the women. They did the same, and passed the chalices around. Everyone drank. When it came to Chantress, she lifted the chalice and only let the blood touch her closed lips. She handed Kyle the chalice. He put it up to his lips and readily drank the blood. Chantress pulled her hand away. The warm blood excited him as it ran down his throat like liquid fire.
"Oh great Satan, welcome Hermes into our house. Show him the way of darkness, show him the power of your majestic domain," the Magus said.
The Magus recited several long passages in what Kyle thought sounded like Latin. The group remained silent and still during the monologue. Several minutes passed.
"This concludes our mass. For those who would like to stay, we are having tea upstairs."
The people rose and filed up the stairs. Chantress grabbed Kyle's hand and rushed up the stairway.
"Aren't we staying for tea?" Kyle asked. "I'd like to get to know some of these people."
"No, we are not," she said.
When they arrived at Chantress' house, she rushed into the bathroom and washed her face vigorously.
"They've taken it too far. I'm quitting! I think after tonight, I'll get a lot of them to follow me. Wasn't that the most disgusting thing you ever witnessed...killing those poor dogs, and drinking their blood! Ugh!" she screamed. "I almost puked when he did it. Next, they will be eating the entrails and the heart! I knew this was going to happen. This all started when there was talk that some of the members wanted to compete with a cult in New York City. I'm not putting up with this anymore!"
"I thought you said the others wouldn't quit because of the bond with the Magus," Kyle recalled.
"I can quit. It's only a few of the members who have the bond. I'm sure I can get others to join me now. We can do it together," she said.
Kyle stared absently down at the rug.
"Okay. Sure. You and me head of whatever," Kyle said.
"You think so, Kyle? You would really help me?"
"Yeah, let's start tomorrow. I can't wait!" he said with a wild-eyed look. "This is perfect. It's just what I've been looking for. We're going to be great together!"
Chantress saw the wild darkness in his eyes. For a second, she was frightened, but in her excitement, she ignored her inner voice and hugged Kyle.
"This is wonderful! I'm glad we met," she said and kissed him.
"I'm glad we met, too," he said.
"Did you sense anything from the Magus tonight? Did you have one of your trances or whatever you call it?"
"Yeah, I did."
"What?"
"All evil," he said smiling.
The clear, rising sun cut through the gray dawn with its sharp, angled beams of orange light. The air smelled fresh and wet and the grass glistened with dew as Carson walked towards his car in the doctor’s section of the parking lot. He opened the locked door as if it were a major effort and flopped into the seat. He sat there stone still and dozed off for a few minutes. He opened his eyes with a jolt remembering where he was and that he had drive home. As he rubbed the sleepiness from his eyes he saw a man opening a large, white garbage disposal unit near the side of the hospital. The man, dressed in a white smock, looked around as if he wanted to make sure no one was watching. He approached a car nearby and slowly opened the trunk. Then he pulled out a large black garbage bag. The man struggled to lift the bag high enough to get it into the dumpster. He went back to the car and pulled out another garbage bag. He struggled again with this bag going through the same awkward movements. He closed the trunk, looked around again, and drove away very slowly with his lights off.
Probably a lab technician cleaning up after the last shift, Carson thought. But what could be that heavy from the lab? Besides, lab technicians were usually young. This lab technician was middle-aged and appeared to be a doctor, and he drove a black Chevy. Doctors usually don't own Chevys, Carson thought, but their wives might. Carson dragged himself out of the car and walked to the dumpster. He opened the lid and was hit with a blast of a putrid, rotting odor. He backed away holding his nose. Stenciled on the side of the dumpster were the words, "Medical Waste." He went back for a second look, and spotted a chromed padlock with its shaft cut. The dumpster was nearly filled and alive with hundreds of flies. He went back to his car, opened the trunk and grabbed a screwdriver and a flashlight. He also put on a pair of surgical gloves he kept in the glove compartment. He punctured a hole in the black bag holding his breath so as not to smell the evil black odor. As he ripped the plastic open he saw a head - the head of a dog. He jumped back. His stomach rumbled and suddenly there was a pressure in his throat. He bent over and vomited. When his stomach had settled down a bit, he went back to the dumpster and directed his flashlight on the black bag. The dog’s fur was soaked in blood and its eyes had been gouged out. A long cut was made under its neck. Carson found a second dog in the other bag. He hurried back to his car and called Stokes.
"Hello, Dr. Stokes. I'm sorry to wake you..."
"Nonsense. Mary and I are up at this hour every morning. Shouldn't you be sleeping by now?"
"Does the hospital use dogs in any of its testing or research?"
"Not that I know of. There is absolutely no reason. Why do you ask?"
"I saw an orderly or somebody put two dogs in the medical waste dumpster this morning when I left," Carson said.
"Are you sure? The dumpsters are locked."
"The lock was cut. I found the lock."
"Okay. I'll look into it right away," Stokes said. "Get home and get some sleep."
"It just seemed out of the ordinary."
"Did you get a look at him?" Stokes asked.
"No, but he had a hard time lifting the dogs into the dumpster. I got the impression he was a doctor, not an orderly," Carson said. "He drove a black Chevy."
"Why do you say that?"
"He was older than most orderlies and he struggled with the dogs."
Very peculiar. Anything else?"
"Yeah, there was a pentagram branded into the dogs’ heads. It was right between the eyes."
Carson's workweek ended at 6 p.m. on Saturday. As he drove home, he wondered if Dr. Hansen had anything to do with him getting off early - it was the first Saturday night he didn't work in twelve weeks. When Carson arrived home, Linda was lying on their bed in the upstairs bedroom.
"What's the matter?" Carson asked.
"I must be coming down with something. I got this awful headache and I feel a bit dizzy," she replied.
"Carson placed his hand on her forehead and then around her neck.
"You don't have a fever. Do you want to stay home tonight?"
"No. This is important to you. I'll go. Just give me a few more minutes to rest."
"Sure."
Several minutes later, Linda put on her makeup, brushed her hair and the couple left for Dr. Hansen's house.
* * *
"Make a right, here. That's Marina Drive," Linda said, trying to decipher her husband's handwriting on a tiny piece of paper she held in front of her.
The street was long and winding with the homes set back away from the road. High bushes and rows of trees hid some of the homes. The Atlantic Ocean washed up behind the homes. Carson pulled into Hansen's driveway - a cobble-stoned right of way lined on each side with mature cherry trees. The driveway was circular, winding past a large front porch with four white pillars. A hazy sun cast a diffused light on the multi-gabled, turn-of-the-century home giving it a warm, friendly glow.
"Nice house," Carson said.
"I love it," Linda added. "This is what we need for our family."
"Your wish is my command," Carson replied. "In about ten years."
"Some wish," Linda said.
Carson rang the doorbell, and a woman dressed in a black caterer's outfit with a white apron opened the door, and directed them to the back of the house. They walked through the house, and then through a sunroom that opened to a just-cut green lawn, which gently sloped downward to a sandy beach and the ocean. A light, comfortable breeze ruffled the sides of a large white tent, which housed several buffet tables covered with heated trays of delicacies. Clusters of people sat on white wicker lawn chairs and talked and ate from decorated plates. Some held paper napkins, which matched the floral designs on the plates.
"Carson!" Dr. Hansen piped up from a group of people nearby.
"Hello," Carson replied.
"This must be, Linda. My pleasure," Dr. Hansen said extending his hand.
"Nice to meet you," she replied.
"Carson, let me introduce you."
Dr. Hansen introduced Carson and Linda to several investors. They were mostly middle-aged, gray-haired established doctors from the hospital. When they were finished, Carson and Linda found two empty wicker chairs among a group of doctors close to their age.
"Hi, I'm Carson Hyll and this is my wife, Linda," Carson said to a couple next to them.
"Glad to meet you. I'm Gary Burnick and this is my fiancée, Julie Watson," Gary said.
"Nice to meet you," Carson replied. "What hospital are you with?"
"Bayside. Pediatrics," Gary said.
"I'm an investigative reporter with The Sentinel," Julie chimed in.
"Must be interesting," Linda added.
"Sometimes, not much happens around here though," she explained. "I'm still looking for my big break - you know the story of the century, but I doubt it will ever happen here. I'd like to see a 747 crash on the turnpike and be one of the first reporters there."
"Oh, well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen," Linda said turning to Carson.
"I know it would be horrible. I hoping to work in New York someday for The Daily News or the Times," Julie added.
"Lots of luck with that," Linda said not realizing the sarcasm that flowed with her words.
Julie turned and stared out at the calm sea.
"You work with Dr. Hansen," Gary asked Carson.
"No. We just work in the same hospital. I'm a neurologist," Carson replied. "How do you know Dr. Hansen?"
"He's my uncle," Gary said.
"He's a nice guy," Carson said.
Julie turned towards Linda.
"So when's the big day?"
"June," Julie said.
"Congratulations, again," Carson said.
"You’re getting married?" said a dark-haired woman sitting across from Julie.
The woman moved her chair closer and the trio began to talk of Julie's wedding plans. Carson found he had to concentrate to hear Gary.
"Do you think you'll want to work at Riverdale?" Gary asked Carson.
"I don't know. I like Ocean Village. The hospital is small and everyone knows everyone. The hospital needs more neurologists and we live only a few minutes away," Carson explained. "I can walk to work if I want."
"But, they're not very progressive and they have no research facilities. If you want to advance in your career quickly, I would move on if I were you," Gary said. "I can help you get into Riverdale."
"Yeah, you're right about that, but I just started there and I’m not ready to move yet. Thanks for the offer," Carson said. He took a sip from his long tapered glass filled with dark beer.
"Have you ever had any cases involving people with near-death experiences?" Carson directed at Gary.
"Strange you should ask. We haven’t had one in years; now they are becoming quite frequent. We had one last week."
"Did any ever come back with their skin burned?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Just what I said. Did any come back with burned skin?" Carson said.
"Not that I know of. Did you have case like that?"
"Two," Carson replied.
"Two! What were the symptoms?" Gary said.
"No vitals, a near death experience, hysteria, and the burned skin. The burn is like first-degree sunburn and heals in about seven days without scarring. The blood tests clean, the symptoms disappear and there are no after effects or reoccurrences that we know of," Carson explained.
"You know, we had a case like that about a month ago," said a sandy blonde man sitting across from Carson. "Same symptoms - a near death experience..."
"Near death experiences...I interviewed a woman once who had one," Julie cut in. "It made the national wires."
"What about your case?" Linda said to the sandy blonde man.
"Ours was similar - burned skin, mental depression and no trace of toxins. Now that I think of it, the patient was from Ocean Village. By the way, I'm Stephen Ventrilli," the sandy haired man said.
"Nice to meet you. When did this happen?" Carson asked.
"About two months ago."
"You think I can have a look at the records. We have a similar case right now - an older woman who blacked out while driving. Maybe, it's related..."
"Sure, call me on Monday and ask me about the Hellfire Syndrome," Stephen said. "Let me give you my card." He pulled out his wallet and searched. "Honey, do you have one of my cards? I’ve run out."
A tall slender woman with shoulder-length black hair and wearing a water blue, satiny dress opened a small, black purse and pulled out a business card.
"Oh, this is my wife, Ginny," Stephen said to the small crowd. He looked at Ginny's blue eyes and smiled. "I knew you would come through. You always do."
"You're welcome," she said handing him the card.
"Hellfire Syndrome?" Carson asked.
"That's what we call it because the patient woke up screaming his head off about going to hell and burning. HFS for short. It was probably a mental reaction to the burnt skin. We're still puzzled about what caused the burns. The patient fell down his basement stairs - thought he was already at the bottom of the stairs when he took the plunge. Luckily, he was carrying a basket of clothes and it somehow got around his head and cushioned his skull as he tumbled down, otherwise, I think he would have ended up in the morgue. A neighbor found him. We think he might have spilled something on his skin when he hit the basement floor, but the paramedics said there was nothing."
"You said you had two cases?" Gary said.
"Yeah, I did. The other case was me," Carson said.
"YOU!" Gary said.
"You?" Stephen said.
"Tell us about it!" Julie added.
Carson told the story. His face brightened when he told how Linda rescued him from the sinking car.
"I just did what I had to do to," Linda added. "I really didn't think about it. I just knew I had to get us out of the car and fast."
"What do you really think?" Julie asked Carson. "Did you really go to hell and back?"
"At first I thought so. It was so real, but now I think it was a nightmare. Something triggered the experience in my head. The burnt skin...well, I'm as puzzled as Stephen," Carson explained.
"How do you explain three people having the same nightmare?" Julie asked.
"I don't know. Whatever caused it might have affected the same area in the brain producing the same experience," Carson said.
"Wouldn't you all have different nightmares? I don't know any two people who have had the same dreams. Maybe, you really died and went to hell and back," Julie argued.
"Anything is possible. But, I'd put my money on a medical explanation," Carson said.
"So you can't prove what happened one way or another?" Julie asked.
"Right now we can't, but I believe we will eventually," Carson said.
"The same nightmare is possible, Julie," Stephen explained. "Especially since our patient was from Ocean Village. Ocean Village is a highly religious community, and one of the greatest fears would be to go to hell. It's probably discussed every week in church, and stays on people's minds quite of bit, don't you think? That would explain the three people having the same nightmare. Perhaps, they feel guilty about something and HFS just brought it out. You know, people interpret things the same way by association. Since each patient was burned, saw something they thought was fire, and experienced falling down, they logically associated it with hell. For example, if I said murdered wife, jealous husband, missing lover what conclusion do you draw?"
"The husband killed her and the lover when he caught them in bed, and got rid of the lover's body," Julie answered.
"Is that what everyone else thought?" Stephen asked.
Everyone looked at each other and shook their heads.
"Well, it's the same with the Hellfire Syndrome. Whatever is causing these similar reactions is causing the patients to draw the same conclusions about their experience," Stephen explained.
Carson moved closer to the group.
"I'm not highly religious and I don't think about going to hell all the time," Carson said. "I had the same experience as the others including the burned skin. How do you explain that?"
Linda perked up.
"You can explain it anyway you like, but I think it's all true. I think Carson and the others really went to hell," Linda added. "I've read about near death experiences and everyone says the same thing - about going up into a great and peaceful light to heaven. Carson and the others said they went down through a dark tunnel. They had negative near death experiences and went to hell."
"Now you're going beyond my field. Can I get anyone a drink?" Gary asked and stood up.
He took several orders and vanished into the white food tent nearby.
Linda's face turned into a scowl and Carson looked searchingly at his wife.
"But, you're saying if!" Stephen said. "If there's a heaven, there's also a hell. We don't know if either exists. I can document my theory with proven cases in psychology. I proved it to all of you tonight with a few words and everyone drew the same conclusion!"
"I just believe there is a spiritual realm, a life after death, and some things cannot be explained away by medical research or scientific facts," Linda said moving to the edge of her chair.
Suddenly her eyes rolled and her limp body rolled off the wicker chair, her face was buried in the thick, grassy blades of the lawn. Carson rushed to her as did the other doctors and checked her breathing and pulse. It was as if they were all in the emergency room again. Linda awoke a few seconds later groggy as if she were in a deep sleep.
"What happened? Why am I on the ground? I'm sorry," she said.
"There's no need to be sorry," Carson said. "I'll call an ambulance."
"Oh, no, I'm all right. It must be the wine. I'm just tired. Let's go home. I don't want to go to the hospital. I'll be all right," she protested.
"I don't know," Carson said. "But we're going to take some tests in the morning."
"Oh, stop. I'll be ok," she said, standing up with the help of the three men.
She sat back on the wicker chair, and put her head back. A tiny, elderly woman ploughed her way through the crowd carrying a cold, wet towel and a glass of ice water.
"Here, drink this and put this towel on your forehead," the older woman said. "I saw you fall off your chair. Scared the heck out of me."
"Thank you. I'll be fine, Mrs. Hansen," Linda said taking the glass and towel.
Linda and Carson left a few minutes later. The late summer sun dipped down behind the house, and the comfortable breeze turned into a chilly wind that swept off the ocean. The pleasant evening turned gray, then blackened into a cool summer night - a sign that the summer was giving way to fall.
Gary and Julie left when the chill arrived in the air.
"You look relieved to leave," Gary said as he fired up the engine in his two-seat Honda.
"Yes and no. I don't feel very well, and I caught a chill there," Julie said.
"You, too? Well, the doctor is in and I have the perfect remedy for you," Gary said.
"Not tonight, Gary. I'm sorry, but I just don't feel right. I have my period and I just want to go home."
"Oh."
"Poor Linda. How embarrassing to black out like that," Julie said.
"I don't think it was embarrassing. It just happened. What can you do," Gary said.
They drove the rest of the way in silence, and when they arrived at her house, he walked Julie to her apartment door.
"I'm sorry, Gary. I just don't feel up to it."
"It's okay. I'll call you tomorrow. We can go to the beach," Gary said.
"That would be nice," she said. "Good night."
"Good night. I love you," he said.
"I love you, too," she replied and disappeared into her apartment.
Gary got into his car and drove to a dark section of the beach. The darkness suited his mood. He got out, and stared at the breakers - only their white foam was visible in the dim moonlight. He wondered if he had made a mistake with Julie. There was something about her that gnawed at him. It came and went like a mood, a bad mood. He couldn't quite pinpoint it in his mind, but he was troubled just the same. It wasn't because she had refused him - he had grown accustomed to her rejections. He had even done it himself after working a 16-hour shift in the OR and the only thing that he wanted was to sleep. Maybe, what bothered him was her attitude, but he liked her cockiness - it reminded him of how he would like to be. It was her aggressiveness that convinced him to apply to Riverdale, and he has been indebted to her ever since. She made his life better, he thought, because without her, he would still be at Ocean Village Hospital making almost half as much as he earned now.
Most times during their goodbyes, he would advance and kiss her, and it was as if she wasn't there. Tonight, he wanted to see if she would approach him and she didn't. It bothered him not because she didn't kiss him, but because her actions were telling him something he didn't want to hear, something he feared most - that he loved her, but she didn't love him. He looked up at the crescent moon with its companion, Venus, and thought he could be wrong. Venus was the Roman goddess of love and beauty. It was a sign that maybe he was wrong. But if his inner voices were right, he knew he was trapped - addicted to her like a drug addict. He walked back to his car and drove home.
* * *
Julie went into her small kitchen and made herself a cup of green tea. She sat down at the round table in the corner and drank it down quickly. Then she changed into jeans and a sweatshirt and drove to the Ocean Village Sentinel. The building was dark except for several brightly lit "EXIT" signs near the doorways. The light guided her down a short hallway, which led to a large room filled with cubicles, computers and the stale smell of Friday's micro waved lunches. She walked over to her desk by the window and turned on her desk lamp. She pulled the shade down, and moved the mouse to disable the screen saver and then put in her password. She should have pulled the shade down first, and then turned on the light, she thought, but no one would notice anyway. The computer hummed softly and the monitor came to life, illuminating her face in an eerie light that made her appear spectral. She began typing - her eyes were on fire.
Carson couldn’t dial the phone fast enough, his emotions spewing out like hot lava. "That was pretty low of your girlfriend to print that story without asking. If I had known that everything I said could end up in print, I wouldn't have said a thing!" Carson shouted.
"What are you talking about?"
"The article! Haven't you seen the article! It was on the front page!"
"No, I haven't seen it! What does it say?"
"The Hellfire Syndrome!" Carson shouted. "It just makes us all look like a bunch of quacks!"
"I'll talk to you later about this," Gary said and hung up. His stomach twisted and turned as he took an elevator to the first floor and headed towards the lobby gift shop. He found the stack of the Ocean Village Sentinels and picked one up. The front-page headline read:
By Julie Watson
Special Investigative Reporter for the Sentinel
OCEAN VILLAGE - Several specialists from local hospitals reported that area patients have had unexplainable near death experiences and seemingly entered hell.
The mysterious symptoms have been labeled, the Hellfire Syndrome, and include being pronounced clinically dead, coming back to life with burnt skin, and having memories of entering a dark tunnel and falling downward, according to the specialists.
The doctors have no clue to the origin of the symptoms.
Many patients have awoken hysterical, claiming that they went to hell. All develop burnt skin, similar to severe sunburn shortly after they awaken, the specialists explained. The doctors declined to give their names.
Although many of the physicians interviewed said there was a medical explanation for HFS, they could not produce any evidence of a disease and only produced unproven theories for the cause of the symptoms.
A psychiatrist explained that for several people to have the same experience, they would have to have the same fears. However, he added that it was only a theory.
One church official, however, disputed the doctors and said that it is very possible that these patients actually entered hell because the devil has been gaining strength in this century as evidenced by the rise of Satanism.
"That bitch! How could she! How could she do this?" Gary yelled.
A white-haired woman behind the small counter looked up with wide eyes. Gary glared back and started toward the doorway.
"Hey, aren't you going to pay for that newspaper!"
He threw the newspaper at the old woman, its pages coming apart like a fallen bird.
"I'm going to report you to your supervisor!" she screamed running from behind the counter to pick up the pages.
Gary took out his cell phone and called the Ocean Village Sentinel. Julie wasn't there. He dialed her cell phone and got her voicemail.
"Who the fuck do you think you are? Where do you come off printing that story without permission! You really screwed things up!"
Gary hung up and dialed Ocean Village Hospital. He got a busy signal. After several attempts, he got through.
"Doctor Carson Hyll, please," he said.
"Hello, Carson. I had no idea she’d write that story. I can't even find her - she's out on assignment. I'm really sorry. It makes us look like a bunch of witch doctors. I would never let her write it if I knew - I would have insisted that she interview everyone directly and ask permission. I hope this doesn't cause any trouble," Gary said.
"Well, it has!" Carson said. "The hospital's phones are ringing off the hook - everyone in town is scared to death and calling to find out if it's true. There's a general panic!"
"I'm sorry. I had no idea."
"I have to go. I'm being paged," Carson said.
"I'll call you when I get more information," Gary said.
Carson reported to a nearby nursing station, where a sleepy-eyed nurse stared into a computer display.
"Doctor Hyll, Doctor Stokes wants to see you in his office," she said.
"Ah, shit!"
The sleepy nurse looked up at him. He turned and rushed off to see Stokes. When he entered, Stokes looked up - his face wrinkled by a large frown, and his face was drawn and tired.
"Do you know what’s going on? Did you leak the story to the press? We have riots in the lobby, and the phones are jammed. You've turned this hospital into a zoo! The whole town is in an uproar over the story! Did you see it?"
"I didn't do it, sir. Let me explain," Carson said.
After he explained the events, Stokes opened a lower drawer in his desk and produced a bottle of Jack Daniels.
"I didn't think you'd do something as foolish as this," Stokes said. "We’ll have to issue a press release right away discrediting that reporter. Get two paper cups from that water cooler, would you, Carson? This is the right medicine for times like these."
"Sure. I didn't think you drank at all," Carson said.
"Come on. Religion is good for the soul and the spirit, but this is good for the body...in moderation, of course," Stokes said.
"Of course." Carson smiled.
"Stick around. I want you to talk to public relations so we can put out a press release right away," Stokes said. "Then I have to take care of the people in the lobby. It's a mess down there."
"You're kidding? I thought the phones were the only problem."
"No, see for yourself. If it weren't for that quote by the preacher, none of this would have happened. The fool told the reporter that he believed people were going to hell," Stokes said. "That's all it took. You know how these people are in this town. They would believe a preacher before you or me."
"I'll bet he never said that. She just twisted it around like she did with us," Carson added.
"You're probably right, Carson," he said. "But that doesn't change things. We still look like idiots."
Stokes called the public relations office and a young woman with a note pad arrived several minutes later. Stokes spoke and she took notes. The young woman asked a few questions, then left. Stokes and Carson then went to the lobby. When they arrived, the lobby was filled with a crowd of boisterous senior citizens milling about in the lounge area.
"Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention? May I have your attention?" Stokes yelled over the noise.
The crowd settled down.
"You are all aware of the story that appeared in today's Sentinel. Well, let me assure you we did not make any official statements to the press regarding a Hellfire disease or any disease for that matter."
"Are you telling us the newspaper's lying?" a man leaning on a cane yelled from the crowd.
"Yes and no, Mr. Roberts. What I'm saying is that there is some kind of disease - very rare that causes these effects, but in no way do we have any evidence, medical or whatsoever, that proves beyond a doubt that the victims went to hell and came back. There is a medical reason for the symptoms - not a religious one," Stokes explained.
"What about the preacher who said it's true?" a tiny, wrinkled woman shouted from the crowd.
"What preacher? Here's a copy of the article and it says a church official made that statement not a preacher. A church official could be an assistant. It could even be one of the choir members or a janitor who happened to be there at the time when the reporter called. No one that we know of is quoted in the story. There are no names. As far as I'm concerned and this hospital, the story cannot be confirmed," Stokes said. "It's just another effort at sensationalism."
Several people in the crowd laughed.
"Come on, Jerry. I told you this was a hoax," a tall, lanky man said. "Did you really believe that someone could go to hell and come back? Come on let's go home. This was a waste of time."
"Yeah," another voice came out of the crowd. "I could have finished my laundry."
"Well, I don't know," Jerry said. "I've always thought that what the newspapers printed was true."
"When are you going to grow up, Jerry? Come on let's go home," said another man.
The crowd slowly dispersed and the lobby emptied out.
"That was easier than I thought. Let's hope it stays that way," Stokes said.
"We should call you spin doctor," Carson replied. "You defused that story in a split second. That was brilliant."
"All in a day's work. Let's go back to my office. I have some information for you."
"You mean the cooked man?" Carson asked.
"That's the one."
Gary left the fifth floor of Bayside Medical Center with his stomach squirming. He couldn't get in touch with Julie after leaving several messages at the newspaper and on her cell phone. Gary wondered how she could do this to him - after all, they were engaged to be married, and now the most important person in his life was avoiding him. He was more sad than angry because he knew in his heart this was the beginning of the end. When he reached the hospital lobby, he pulled out his cell phone and made another call to Julie. The phone rang and rang until the call was forwarded to her voicemail.
"Julie! If you don't call me, we're through!" he shouted into the phone surprised at what he had said. He slammed the phone shut and drove to her apartment. He walked up to the tiny porch, rang the bell, and waited. Nothing. He rang it again and again. Frustrated, he returned to his car and waited. About two hours later, Julie pulled up, and Gary rushed towards the car.
"Why did you print that story!" he yelled, his face flushed and his eyes on fire.
Her neutral expression turned to one of agony as she looked up at Gary's wild face. Within seconds, her face relaxed again. Gary gripped the edges of the door as if he were hanging on for life...for their relationship.
"I'm just doing my job. Do you think I want to work for the Sentinel for the rest of my life? I'm going places," she said calmly. Her face was a sheath of ice.
"That's right, and I'm not going with you! You've showed me your true colors! I want the ring back! I've had it with you!" he shouted back.
"It's in the mail," she replied sternly. "And stop calling me...you're using up my minutes on my phone every time I have to retrieve my voicemail. I could miss important calls."
Gary's face flushed again and his eyes burned white hot.
"You're a real bitch! Go to hell!" he yelled and walked off.
Julie flipped her hand to wave him off and pretended he was no longer there. Gary sped off. Seconds later he slammed on his brakes realizing he almost ran a red light. He quickly backed up and waited for the light to change. He wiped his eyes so he could see more clearly.
Julie whipped her purse onto her sofa as she entered her living room.
"He called me a bitch! What a bastard!" she said aloud to the empty room. "I'll fix him!"
She opened the refrigerator, and grabbed a paper-wrapped sub sandwich, and then she picked up her purse, and left for the newspaper office. When she entered, the dark air smelled of burnt coffee and microwave popcorn. She went to her desk, turned on her computer and waited for the machine to boot up. She moved the pointer with her mouse and clicked twice on an icon on the screen named, "Hellfire Syndrome." She quickly edited the story. She opened the email program and attached the story. Then she wrote,
Hi Jacob, I really have a scoop this time. You can be the first to run it. Just make sure my byline is on the story.
Thanks, Julie
She waited several minutes and then picked up the phone.
"Hello, Associated Press, Newark Bureau," the burly voice said.
"Hi, this is Julie Watson. Is Jacob Schwartz there?" she said.
She un-wrapped the oil-stained, white paper covering the sub and looked at the hardened bread.
"Hold on. Let me check," the man said.
She listened to the silence in the phone and tapped her fingers.
"No, he just left. Do you want to leave a message?"
"Yeah. Tell him to check his email. I just sent him a story that I think he would like to run," she said. "He has my cell number if he needs to call me. He can call me anytime."
"Your name again?"
"Julie Watson."
Julie hung up the phone and sat back in the darkness. The white glow from the computer screen lit her face with a spectral gray light. She took a bite from her sub - it was her first meal since breakfast. The lids of her eyes closed slightly and her eyes rolled in pleasure.
Linda shivered from the cold rain that seemed to permeate through her clothes as they approached the tall oak double doors of the Ocean Village Methodist Church.
"I guess that story really scared a lot of people," Carson said, opening the thick, heavy door to the one hundred-year-old church.
"Oh, yeah, I've never seen it so crowded."
"Me neither."
Linda and Carson moved through the crowd to get a better view. They stopped at a row of beige metal folding chairs.
"They had to bring the folding chairs out of the rec room," an elderly man with a large nose and leathery face told them as they stood near the chairs. His eyes seemed to be peering out through a mask as he stared at them in a funny way.
A few minutes later, the crowd became silent and Pastor James Millard entered the room and stepped up to the pulpit with a smile.
"Good morning. I see we have many of our friends here today that we haven't seen in a while. Well, I hope you are all feeling well, and can join us regularly. Today, I want to talk about a particular story I read in the newspaper this week about the rise of Satanism and a particular incident that occurred at the hospital involving what I call a peculiar disease - a disease I call Satan's disease. It's another one of his temptations to see how loyal you are to God and your faith. It's a way to sway you to have doubts about your faith in the hopes that you will leave our church and join his. Should we conclude that sin and Satan actually control the world? Satan would like you to believe that he controls the world so you will fear him. He made that boast to Christ in Luke 4:6. However, Satan is the father of lies and must not be believed. Some dear believers have concurred with Satan's claim, which is most dishonoring to Christ. It is true that Satan is far superior in strength and wisdom than man, but it is also true that God has granted him a degree of influence over wicked men and institutions. Satan is not independent of God. There is only one absolute Sovereign in the universe and that is God, according to Dan 4:34-35," the pastor explained. He raised a small glass of water to his lips and drank.
"The Christian journey is like a walk of faith. It requires that we put our faith in the Lord. We don't know what the future holds, but we do know we have a God we can trust who will be with us every step of the way. By knowing that God is with us, we can walk by faith and not by sight alone. The root of most of our problems is original sin - lack of faith. When we place ourselves at the center, we fall and we are miserable. When we allow God to be the center we find the joy described in Revelation 7:17.
We've also been content to allow people to stop with only a second-grade Christian education, and then we wonder why their lives are spiritually empty and they are unable to stand up to a crisis in life. We're teaching a faith that lives with integrity that is taught with credibility and relevance. I want us to start teaching the biblical story so that it is relevant to our modern lives, important to us and credible. I want it to be understood by our children and ourselves so that it determines the way we see the world and how we live our lives. We need to make our beliefs more relevant to modern living, and I want all of you to help. We are all God's children. You have nothing to worry about if your faith is strong. Good reigns over evil, but sometimes it seems that evil is stronger and this is hard to accept. It is only another test of our faith and its strength. The weak will fall into the clutches of Satan, while the strong, the faithful, the true believers go on forever with our Father in heaven," the pastor explained.
He looked down at his bible, and then raised the glass again to his lips. He looked out over the congregation, rows of heads anxiously waiting for him to say more.
"'Go ye therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you, and lo I am with you always even unto the end of the world,' from Matthew 28:19-20. Now I would like to hear what you think about this," Pastor Millard said.
A bald man with gold wire-rimmed glasses raised his hand. His white, wrinkled hand shook nervously.
"Yes, Mr. Whitehead," the pastor said.
"How do you explain my wife's burned skin? She swears she's being punished and was sent to hell," Homer explained.
"I don't think she went to Satan's home. The symptoms have to do with something medical. The experience she had was probably a reaction of some sort to the accident. The mind works in strange ways," Pastor Millard explained. "But these symptoms whatever they are, have given Satan an excellent opportunity to doubt our beliefs."
"Well, you're gonna have to convince her of that. She's pretty shook up and believes she went to hell. I'm not so sure you're telling us everything," Homer responded.
"I'm sure there is an explanation for this, and you just have to believe," the pastor said. "I will talk to her personally."
"I heard that one of the doctors...what's his name, Hyll, had the same thing happen to him, and you just said it was the work of the devil...so I think they really went to hell," Willard McJames shouted from a pew in the back.
"Well, Willard, if that's what you believe, then I think you should be here on more Sundays," Pastor Millard said. "You would think differently."
Laughter escaped from the audience and echoed in the high ceiling and around the tiny stained glass windows like the flapping wings of a thousand wild birds. Willard stood up quickly as if his seat were on fire.
"Well, I'm not gonna take this! I think we should go to a higher authority. I think we should talk to the church elders," Willard yelled over the laughter.
The crowd went silent, and then flared up with everyone talking at once.
Linda looked at Carson - his lips were curled tightly as he tapped his hand on the side of his leg.
"May I have your attention, please!" a voice boomed over the audience. "May I have your attention?"
A man stepped out of the crowd from the back of the church. Heads turned and eyes widened. The noise slowly died down.
"I'm Doctor Carson Hyll, and I suffered from the Hellfire Syndrome," he announced.
The crowd went silent as if the dark chill from outside had seeped into the room and paralyzed them.
"My belief in God and church are as strong as anyone's, and I experienced it, and I don't believe I went to hell. There is a medical explanation for the symptoms, but we haven’t found it yet. I don't believe I died and came back. I don't believe anybody has...I believe something is happening and that we just don't have enough information to make any solid conclusions," Carson explained.
"Willard, Martha always said you should come to church more," a large, overweight woman from the front row shouted, piercing the audience with her booming voice. "Ever since she died, we ain't seen you in here since."
"Shusss, Loretta. Keep your opinions to yourself," Willard shot back. "The world would be a lot better off."
"Don't push your luck, Willard. Everybody knows you as the neighborhood grouch," the woman fired back.
The audience laughed again. Linda looked at her husband and sensed something was wrong. It was the way he talked to the congregation and the look in his eyes when the crowd laughed. Something was not right, but she didn't know what. She was in a fog that was slowly swallowing her.
"Doctor Hyll is right," Pastor Millard added. "There is nothing to fear. Let us make our faith stronger by praying. Let us pray."
The minister bowed his head and the congregation followed. After several seconds, he raised his head and motioned to the organ player. Sound filled the church like thousands of butterflies flittering in every corner and crevice. The chorus added to the sound with soft, velvety voices that flowed through the air like many colored lengths of silk.
When the service ended, the pastor made his way to the entrance of the church, moving gingerly through the crowd. He stopped in the doorway and greeted the parishioners as they left, as he had done every Sunday in the past. When Carson and Linda approached, he grabbed both of Carson's hands.
"Thank you. Will you stay awhile and we'll talk more," Pastor Millard said.
"Sure," Carson said.
Linda and Carson waited near the doorway as the congregation filed past. It seemed the line would never end. It was a service most people in Ocean Village would not forget.
"Thanks again for waiting. Come...we'll go to my office and talk," the minister told them.
Carson and Linda looked at each other and followed the pastor to his office in the back of the church. The old door creaked as it opened revealing a tiny, dark-paneled office that smelled dusty and stale.
"Sit down. I'd offer you coffee, but I ran out and the churchwomen won't replace it until tomorrow," Pastor Millard said.
"At least he's being honest," Carson said looking at Linda.
"He should be." Linda smiled.
"Thank you for standing up today. You helped a lot," the pastor said.
"I was only telling them what I know," Carson said sitting down on a beige metal folding chair.
Linda sat next to him on an identical chair and looked around the office.
"But they believed you because you're a doctor and because it happened to you," the pastor explained. "Ever since the newspaper printed that story it has been nothing but hell her, excuse the word, no pun intended."
"What do you mean?"
"I have parishioners calling me day and night; some show up in the middle of the night and stay all night. I don't think I've slept a full night in several days. I'm ready to collapse," Pastor Millard explained. "I think this town has gone nuts."
"What are you talking about?" Carson said.
"The Hellfire Syndrome. Mrs. Whitehead is not the only one. I've had parishioners call me hysterical on the phone, saying that they went to hell and have the burns to prove it!"
"How many?"
"At least five. Winfred Paisley was so frightened of the experience that she refuses to go home and lives in the spare room in the church. I don't mind, though. She cleans the church and my office during the day," Pastor Millard said smiling.
"Have you seen any of the victims?"
"Yes. I went to some of their houses and they tell me they had this nightmare of falling into hell. They see fire, then they wake up and their skin is burned, and none of them have been in the sun," he said. "Their skin was sunburned. I saw it with my own eyes. The most disturbing thing about all of this is that some of them have been unconscious for a whole day."
"A whole day!" Carson raised his voice.
"Yes, and I'm afraid if this keeps up some may never wake up. We may find a whole town of corpses lying in their beds."
"Did any of them say they were falling into a tunnel and into the fire?"
"Yes, that's exactly what they said. Is that the nightmare you had?"
"Yes, it is," Carson said.
Linda noticed a change in Carson's face.
"I don't understand how all these different people can have the same nightmare?" Pastor Millard said.
"I don't either," Carson replied.
"They would all have to have the same fears and the same experiences to have the same nightmare," Linda added. "And what’s the chance of that happening? I think they really went somewhere."
"But, many of the people in this town have had the same experiences. They've lived here all their lives, met their spouses here, married, bought a house, raised a family, and then one of the spouses died. They have the same fears of God, of Hell, and of evil that I have been preaching to them since I started here," the minister explained.
"Doesn't make sense," Carson said. "No two people think the same or have the same fears or the same level of fear except maybe twins or triplets, but even then it's marginal. It's impossible. Take me for instance. I didn't grow up in this town."
"But you are a God-fearing man and you have faith. You have the same beliefs as any of us here about heaven and hell. Your fears of doing wrong are the same - you fear the same fate - eternity in hell," the pastor said. "What about all the people who have had near-death experiences and claimed they went to heaven? They all describe a similar experience of going up into a bright light."
"I was thinking of the same thing," Linda added.
Carson was silent. Linda saw questions in his eyes. Then his eyes grew bold again.
"I think there is something causing all of this. One theory is that the tunnel and the bright light is really the mind remembering the birth experience of going through the birth canal and into bright light," Carson explained looking at Linda. She saw questions in his eyes again.
"Perhaps, but I really called you here because I don't know if this will really help, but whatever is happening is not just happening here," Pastor Millard said. "It's happening all over the area. I've had calls from others - religious leaders - a priest from St. Mary's, a minister from The Good Shepherd and a rabbi from Temple Beth Torah. They're all having the same problems."
"You're kidding! That means its spreading! But why now after all these years!" Carson said.
"Has this happened before?" the pastor asked.
"Maybe, but I can't be sure. There was a similar case about twenty years ago. I'm looking through hospital records right now for the reports," he said.
"Really? Then you have to come to this meeting next week. It’s an interdenominational meeting with many of the religious leaders here. Some believe this is the work of the devil," Pastor Millard said.
"You mean a meeting with the other church leaders who are having the same problems?" Carson questioned.
"Yes."
"I could ask about other cases and their symptoms. When?"
"Tuesday at 7:30 at St. Mary's Roman Catholic in Asbury Park. It's on Jerome Street," the pastor said.
"Okay, I'll be there."
"What about your schedule? Will you have to work?" Linda asked.
"If I do, I'll ask Stokes if he can schedule someone to fill in for me. He may even want to come. Would you mind if I brought Doctor Stokes?"
"Not at all. Bring him."
Linda saw the excitement in Carson’s eyes turn into questions again.
"What do you believe, pastor?"
"On or off the record?"
"Off the record."
"I believe it is the work of the devil. Did you ever believe in something and know it's true, but you couldn’t prove it - you just know it's true. That's how I feel about this. It's a strong feeling. I believe these people had near-death experiences and somehow the devil got to them for a short time. There are good and evil forces in this world and this has given the devil a good opportunity. It really scares me. I've seen a lot on this earth in Vietnam and Bosnia and for this to send a chill into my soul means it has to be something more than a disease."
Carson looked hard at the pastor.
"I know from that look you believe it's a medical problem, but I don't because there is too much that is unexplainable here," the pastor said. "You think the Catholic Church is the only one that does exorcisms. We do them also, but we call them deliverances, and they don't make the newspapers as often as exorcisms."
"My point exactly. When all the great diseases of the past like the Black Plague and others were rampant, didn't the people believe it was the work of the devil before science could provide otherwise?" Carson said. "Did you think Ebola is the work of the devil, Pastor?"
"I just think both of you are looking at this only from your own points of view," Linda added.
"If you’re right why now?" Carson asked.
"Because more and more people are losing faith, losing faith in their churches, in the spiritual realm of life. Many worship technology, and making money, and material things, and what gives them instant gratification. No one has time to stop and ponder the great wonders of this world to think of God and all he has done. Everyone is into performance, efficiency, and results. They have lost their hope, their spiritual self in a world of facts and figures," the pastor explained.
"I think you're wrong, pastor. I think it was that way, but it's turning around again. More and more people are interested in traditional values. More and more are substituting success and material things for family, friends, and community. Material things, success, and working twelve hours a day and on weekends are no longer what they want out of life. I think this is the best of times for getting people back into the congregation, but you have to show them the teachings are meaningful to their lives. If you go off and claim that the devil is getting stronger because of lack of faith and because something cannot be explained either medically or religiously, then you might as well be telling them a bedtime story. They will regard this as pure fantasy and label you as all the other religious leaders who cannot convince their parishioners that religion is meaningful and purposeful in their lives," Carson explained. "You must give them a reason for believing, a purpose, and a benefit."
The pastor looked thoughtfully at Carson, bowed his head and rubbed his eyes. Then he looked up with a profound sadness in his eyes.
"I know," he said almost tearfully. "But whatever this is, it's scaring people like nothing I've seen before. Not even death itself has frightened people like this. There is something evil in all of this and it won't stop this time."
Carson drove to Doctor Stokes' house feeling ambivalent - he wanted to believe the Hellfire Syndrome was a disease of some sort, but then there were questions, many questions. He had Doctor Stokes to back him with the case from the 1980s, but Stokes did not have any details, and Carson was still searching the records for the report. The fact that several religious leaders had agreed to meet and discuss the phenomenon suggested to him that maybe this was the work of some evil force in the world - the rise of Satanism or the rise of Satan himself. He had a hard time dealing with such a nebulous concept. He was a doctor and he was taught to look for causes and effects to determine truths. It would take a spectacle of some kind to convince Carson that Satan was rising, and his power was getting stronger in the world. He needed a clear-cut cause and effect. He had the effect - the interdenominational meeting would be the first to take place in many years. Holy men from the Roman Catholic, Presbyterian, Jewish, Methodist, Baptist, Episcopalian, and Lutheran followings would be there. The cause, however, was untenable for Carson.
Carson drove into the Misery Hills section of Ocean Village named because of the misery and grief that befell the widows who lived there. The roads were lined with tall, aging oaks, whose branches intertwined forming a tunnel of leaves over the road. The gloom created by the trees seemed to creep into his soul. He made a left turn and proceeded down Hickory Street. Misery Hills was an older development with well-manicured lawns and neat patches of multi-colored flowerbeds, and tall aging trees. Some residents were descendents of the original inhabitants; others were the highly successful professionals of the area. Industrial-age sea captains built the massive, restored Victorian homes during the 19th century, when nearby Shark River Inlet served as a major delivery port for the fledgling coastal communities of New Jersey. Many of the homes had widower's walks, tiny balconies overlooking the sea, where the wives of the sea captains would walk and search for their husbands' ships to return from the sea. The area coined its name from the loss of many of ships that sank in the treacherous inlet during bad weather and storms.
Carson pulled up to Stokes' house, a multi-gabled white Victorian mansion that belonged to Stokes’ great grandfather. Stokes’ grandfather was instrumental in reviving European trade at the inlet in the early 1900s. Carson walked up the cobble stone walkway and rang the doorbell. Stokes opened the thick mahogany door.
"Come in, Carson. I'll just be a second," he said.
"Thanks."
Stokes disappeared up the steep carpeted staircase that joined the foyer. Carson waited there and noticed the dark oak wall panels crafted by a skilled carpenter long gone. He could hear the ticking of a far-away clock and the area smelled of aged wood - wood that had stood majestically for many decades as a staircase, a wall panel, a newel post - the smell one encounters in a fine antique shop...the smell of the past. The staircase creaked and groaned as Stokes came down holding a light jacket in one hand and a notebook in another.
"Let’s go," he said.
The two got into Carson's car.
"I hope you are prepared for the worse," Stokes said.
"What do you mean?"
"I have a feeling the clergymen are going to tell us things we don't want to hear. I think they will confirm our worst fears," Stokes explained.
They approached a major intersection and Carson stopped. He looked both ways and waited for the traffic to clear. He waited for one more car to pass, lifted his foot off the brake, and then slammed it down. The car directly across from them entered the intersection prematurely and was slammed by an oncoming car. The moving car skidded and pushed the other car to the side of the road. At first, it the cars appeared to have minor damage, but when Carson and Stokes approached they could see the cars had life threatening damage.
"There's one in here!" Stokes shouted.
"I've got three here and one's a kid!" Carson shouted back from the car that was struck. He pulled the door open and put his fingers on the artery in the child’s neck.
Stokes immediately pulled his cell phone out of his jacket and dialed 911.
Carson gently pulled the young boy out of the car and laid him on the pavement. He held his nose and administered CPR. His parents rushed over to him. After several attempts Carson found he couldn't blow into the boy's lungs. Stokes joined him and pushed on the boy's chest with a closed fist. The boy awoke, but had hard time breathing. Carson ripped his shirt open and saw a metal tag attached to a chain around his neck.
"He has asthma," Carson said holding the medical alert tag so he could read it.
"He's having an attack!" the mother said. "Here’s his inhaler!"
She frantically searched in her large straw handbag for the inhaler and finally dumped all the contents on the road. Carson picked out the inhaler among nail polish bottles, makeup, and the pieces of her life. He put it on the boy’s mouth and hoped he would respond. The boy had difficulty breathing and his lips were turning blue.
"I don't think so, Doctor Stokes," Carson replied. "I think he has a collapsed esophagus. I had a hard time getting air in!"
"No. I've seen these before! It's an attack!" his mother insisted. "Give him his inhaler!"
"I think you're wrong. He needs a tracheotomy or he’ll die," Carson said.
"Don't do it, Carson. Wait for the paramedics!" Stokes shouted.
"I can't wait!" Carson yelled. "He'll die!"
"I think you're making a mistake!"
"I'll take full responsibility," Carson said. He ran towards his car to get his medical bag.
A strange sensation instantly washed over him and suddenly he was a member of his local first aid squad again and they had received a call about a choking, three-year-old boy. Carson had been on the squad only a short time. When they arrived, the mother was hysterical and they couldn't understand her. She kept saying he was having an asthma attack.
"I think he's choking on something!" Carson told the squad leader.
"It's an asthma attack. His mother said so," the leader fired back.
"Who are the professionals here?” Carson stubbornly shouted back.
"We’re not doctors! Now load him into the ambulance! I've seen asthma attacks before and that's what this is. Now MOVE!"
Carson followed orders. They arrived at the hospital minutes later, but the boy had died. Doctors found a piece of hard candy lodged in the boy's throat. Carson never forgot the little boy as he watched his face turn blue in the ambulance and slowly die.
"If only I had been forceful enough. If only I had followed my heart," he once told his wife, Linda. "I could have saved his life. It was what made me become a doctor. I feel I have to save people to make up for it."
"That's not a good reason to be a doctor. You should love what you do," she said. "Besides, it wasn't your fault that the little boy died. You were just following orders."
"I do love what I do, but I also feel driven to do the best I can at all times," he said. "And I guess that's good."
Carson found himself staring at the struggling face of the little boy on the pavement. It twisted and seemed to change form. The face was familiar and suddenly Carson could see the three-year-old boy's face again.
"Follow your heart this time, Carson. You tried to save my life once, but were not strong enough to follow your convictions. Do it this time," the boy’s face seemed to say.
Carson blinked in disbelief and fear. Stokes and the parents were yelling, but their shouts were muted as if they were shouting through a closed window. He slowly cut a tiny incision into the boy's windpipe. Instantly, the boy sucked in a large amount of air through the tiny cut. Carson inserted a plastic tube into the cut and taped it in place. The boy's natural color returned.
"You were right," Stokes said wide-eyed. "You're a better doctor than I thought."
"Are the others stabilized?"
"Yes. One has an abrasion on his forehead and other has a broken arm and probably a couple of broken ribs. We've done all we could here. Where are those damn paramedics?”
* * *
Stokes and Carson arrived at Holy Mary's Roman Catholic Church an hour late. They walked up wide cement steps to the large black oak doors that made up the entrance to the elaborate church.
"What do you think is going to happen at this meeting?" Carson asked.
"I'm not sure. On one hand, they strongly believe in good and evil and Satan. On the other, I believe there is a scientific and pragmatic answer for the symptoms. I'm torn on how to approach it," he explained.
"I felt the same way earlier and then that accident sort of set me straight. I think it has to do with the amount of fear and the amount of faith one has in their religion and themselves. I still don't believe I went to hell and came back to tell about it," Carson explained as they ascended the steps. "I think if you really believe in yourself, your religion, and you don't let fear take hold, then you will come to the same conclusion as I have - that this has to be some type of new disease that is undetectable."
"I think you’re right. But why are all these religious leaders here? Do you think they are going to interrogate us and try to determine that it's some kind of disease? There is something far worse going on here and we'll find out soon enough."
They opened the doors to the church and the odor of stale incense greeted them. Their footsteps echoed throughout the high ceiling like a flock of birds taking off. The two doctors walked towards a figure in black at the altar.
"Greetings, gentlemen," said the figure. "We saw you pull up."
"Hello, Father," Stokes replied.
Another priest walked up to the group.
"Doctor Matthew Stokes, Doctor Carson Hyll, this is Father Keith McDuffy of St. Mary's," Pastor Millard said.
"Glad to meet you."
"My pleasure," Father McDuffy said holding out a large burly hand that seemed not to fit that of a priest.
"We apologize for being late. There was a car accident and we had to assist," Stokes said.
"Were the injuries serious?"
"Unfortunately," Carson said. "I had to do a tracheotomy on a young boy with a collapsed esophagus."
"Carson saved the boy's life," Stokes added.
"We'll pray for them tonight and for you as well," Father McDuffy said. "We hadn't started yet. We're waiting for Bishop Phulax from the archdiocese. Come, gentlemen. We'll join the others in the conference room."
The men walked across the altar, went through a doorway off to the left, and entered a room with a long oval conference table. Brown soft leather chairs with armrests surrounded the table, and the soft off white light from the overhead lights gave the room a warm, comfortable ambiance. Three sweating glass pitchers of water each with several tumblers nearby were evenly spaced on the table.
"May I have your attention, please," Father McDuffy announced to the small crowd. "This is Doctor Matthew Stokes, chief of staff at Ocean Village and Doctor Carson Hyll, also of the hospital.
The crowd smiled and nodded through a fog of gloom that seemed to hang in the room. The fog made Carson's stomach turn slightly, but Stokes appeared oblivious to it. Carson and Stokes were directed to seats near the end of the table. Father McDuffy and Pastor Millard took seats on each side of them. The head seat remained vacant.
"We’ll start as soon as the bishop gets here. He should be here any minute now," Father McDuffy said.
Several minutes later, Bishop Phulax entered the room dressed in black.
"Gentlemen, may I introduce Bishop Oino Phulax of the Archdiocese of Trenton," Father McDuffy announced.
The religious leaders stood. Bishop Phulax towered over them all, his frame measuring over six feet. He looked more like a prizefighter than a bishop.
"Be seated," the bishop said.
Father McDuffy directed him to the head of the table, but he did not sit. The bishop placed a hard black briefcase on the table and snapped the hasps open. The sound and deliberate motions of the bishop suggested that his black case held something ominous and evil and that it would be unleashed when he opened it. The men in the room watched trance-like as the bishop opened the case and took out a small stack of papers.
"All my life I have battled evil. I have avoided it at every turn. I have turned it back whenever I could. I have sacrificed and I have worked very hard to lead my people on the right road, the good road, the road towards salvation. And I have been successful. But now for the first time in my life I don't feel this is something we can ignore or to be taken lightly. I feel that this evil is very strong and we have to push hard to help our followers hold on to their faith. I have never said this, but I feel the evil is winning," the bishop announced in a deep, dark authoritarian voice.
"I believe we are seeing the beginning of the end - not a disease or a pestilence, but the rise of Satan, the rise of evil in the world. Armageddon. This did not just happen yesterday or last week or last year. I have been watching it for several decades," the bishop said.
He reached into his briefcase and took out a pair of reading glasses. He positioned them on his large, baldhead, and then reached down and took hold of a thick rust brown leather-jacketed book. Its edges and corners were lighter in color than the rest of the jacket. He pushed his briefcase aside and placed the heavy book on the table in front of him. His hand disappeared into his pant pocket and then reappeared holding a small gold key. He placed the tiny key in a gold lock that held the book shut. The men could hear themselves breathing. He turned the key and the lock made a sharp click. He moved the belt clasp out of the tiny hasp and slowly opened the book. Its pages were the color of old newsprint. He bent down close to the book and turned several pages and then he stopped. He began to read:
"'And when the thousand years are expired, Satan shall be loosed out of his prison,' is from Revelations, 20:7 '...as ye have heard that Anti-Christ shall come, even now there are many Anti-Christs...’ from 1 John 2:18. This Anti-Christ is expected to spread evil throughout the world, only to be conquered by the Second Coming of Christ and the end of the world. The first Anti-Christ was Napoleon, who was responsible for the deaths of two million people and fourteen years of war. The second Anti-Christ was Hitler, who was responsible for the deaths of some fifty million human beings in his pursuit to conquer the world. I believe the third and last Anti-Christ is here now and living somewhere in this world in our current century,” Bishop Phulax explained without blinking once.
The small crowd sighed.
"It is also in the prophecies of Nostradamus, who lived in the 16th century, and predicted many, many things throughout history. Of course the Church has never condoned his prophecies, but now we are forced to take another look. In modern times, he predicted that a man named DeGaule would rule France, that the Russians would invade Afghanistan and that the United States and Russian would one day become friends. He even predicted the nuclear accident at Chernobyl. Let me read to you what he wrote in his eighth century 77th quatrain,
‘The third Anti-Christ very soon annihilated. Twenty-seven years his bloody war will last: The heretics are dead, captives, exiled Blood soaked human bodies, water and a reddened icy rain covering the entire earth’.
He also names the identity of this Anti-Christ in his second century 62nd quatrain.
‘Mabus will soon die, then will come A horrible slaughter of people and animals, As once vengeance is revealed coming from a hundred lands. Thirst, and famine when the comet will pass.’
Nostradamus also wrote that the third Anti-Christ will be the evil man of blood, who will be responsible for triggering World War III and the final extinction of mankind through a nuclear holocaust," he said.
The bishop filled a tumbler with water and raised it to his mouth. He drank most of the water and then put the glass down.
"I don't believe the world will end by nuclear war - something much worse will happen and it is happening now," the bishop explained. The whites of his dark brown eyes seemed to flair and contrast against his smooth, black skin.
The men grumbled among themselves in disbelief.
"I can't say I believe totally in Nostradamus - I only believe in the scriptures, but I offer these facts to you because they also confirm what is written in the New Testament."
"Why do you believe the end is near?" asked Stokes. "Every new millennium brings these prophecies to light. The heretics, the doomsday seers, the mystics all seem to come out of the woodwork when we enter a new millennium. Years have passed and we are all still here."
"You are right, sir..."
"Sorry, that I didn't introduce everyone," Father McDuffy interrupted. "That is Doctor Matthew Stokes, chief of staff at Ocean Village Hospital."
The bishop nodded, but did not smile.
"My pleasure, Doctor Stokes," he said.
"Mine, also."
"You are correct Doctor Stokes, but there is something extremely evil out there, and I believe that members of your profession have named it the Hellfire Syndrome..."
"You're talking about an unknown, undetectable disease, not the coming of Satan!" Carson interrupted. "There's nothing Satanic about the symptoms of a disease. I had the symptoms and I experienced the disease first hand and I don't believe I went to hell and back!"
"Doctor Carson Hyll, I presume," the bishop said.
The men sitting around the table stirred, and some whispered to each other.
"We would like to believe that it's a disease, too, Doctor Hyll, but too many things indicate otherwise," the bishop replied.
He looked at Father McDuffy and the priest looked at the other men.
"We have reason to believe it’s more than a disease," the priest said directing his words to Stokes. "John would you like to start?" He focused on a thin young man with dark circles under his eyes and a drooping face.
"Yes, I would. I'm Pastor John Denby of the First Presbyterian Church of Manalapan," he said slowly as if he were too tired to speak. "I also would like to believe that the events we have heard about are a disease of some kind, but my beliefs tell me otherwise. For the past two months, eighteen people from my parish have had this experience or a relative who did. Six of those had to be committed to mental institutions because they were no longer functional, three died, and two women had their fetuses aborted because they didn't want their children to be born and end up in hell. Others have refused to leave the hospital because they fear dying. I can't believe that a single disease can cause all these different tragedies."
"I also had similar experiences with my following," added a middle-aged man with a wide face and ashen pasty skin. His silvered hair thick and full.
"George Bradson, pastor of the Freehold Baptist Church. I've had several people who have come to me hysterical over dying. Their fear is real. These are levelheaded, sane people, who swear that something evil is after them. They believe it's the devil and if they die, he will get them. They believe God has abandoned them."
"What seems strange to me," Carson added, "And I don't want to sound like I don't believe in God or that I'm anti-religion, but all of these people came to the same conclusion - that people who have this experience have been to hell. Where did that assumption come from? Wouldn't some just blow it off as a terrible nightmare or an experience triggered by the symptoms? Seems to me there are a lot of people out there thinking about heaven and hell all the time."
"I can explain that," interrupted a bearded, overweight man with a round, red face. "I'm Reverend Bruce Motter, Saint Ambrose Episcopal Church in Neptune. People have been talking about it ever since that story appeared in The Ocean Village Sentinel. That kind of news is like gossip - it travels everywhere. When word got around that others had the same experience, then it hit home. It was no longer gossip, and people started getting very upset, especially when a member of their church had the experience to confirm what they had been hearing. This meeting is just in time because the lid is about to blow off on this thing."
"Well, one thing is certain to keep this out of the press at all costs," added Stokes. "If the Asbury Park Press gets wind of this, it will go national, and then it will be out of control. We have a major problem here, gentlemen, because until we know for sure what we are dealing with, we have no way to control the hysteria."
A rabbi from the far end of the table raised his hand. He had short-cropped sandy hair and was younger than the others by ten years or more.
"Yes, Rabbi Bernstein," Father McDuffy said.
"Rabbi Jacob Bernstein, Temple Beth Torah in Red Bank - Why don't you issue a statement to the press on your position that as a man of science, a learned physician, you believe it is a disease of some sort."
"I think the less attention we give this the better off we'll be," added Stokes.
"What if it gets worse?" the rabbi asked.
"Then we‘ll have to deal with it," Stokes said. "One thing is certain that whatever is happening is shaking the foundations of all organized religion and this has never happened in the history of mankind. Even the Communists had a god - their god was the state, everything for the state. Whatever a man's religion is it is his hope, his future, his dreams, and when you take that away there is no telling what will happen."
A shroud of silence enveloped the room. Even the light from the overhead lights seemed to pale with Stokes' explanation. The group remained silent for a few minutes.
"We have a common cause now," Pastor Denby blurted out as if he were suddenly awakened out of a nightmare. "We have a common enemy; one that we know is trying to destroy every known religion. We should unite our efforts."
"I think that's a noble and intriguing idea and I would like to live long enough to see that happen," Stokes added. "But I think the best thing to do is to go on as if nothing has happened, and make subtle attempts to strengthen your parishioner's belief in God and religion."
"I disagree," Rabbi Bernstein interrupted. "I support Pastor Denby. I think we need to shout as loud as we can. I think we should have a multi denomination event for the public. Bring in the top evangelists like Billy Graham, his son, Rev. Franklin Graham and others."
"Where could we have something this big?" Pastor Denby asked.
"The Great Auditorium!" Carson said. It can seat 6,000 and it is almost the size of a football field. It's been used for these types of events since it was built in 1894; it is the largest enclosed auditorium in New Jersey and its right here in Ocean Village."
"Perfect," Bishop Phulax added. "You will have the full support of the diocese. I can arrange for you to have any resources you need. Can you organize the event in a week or so?"
The men mumbled among themselves.
"I would say it would take a month just to notify the right leaders and get a commitment," Pastor Denby added. "You will have the support of my church also. I don't know if we can get the Reverend Graham in such short notice."
"We can once I explain our problem to him," added Pastor Bradson of the Freehold Baptist Church. "I know him well. We studied together in the same seminary when we were starting out."
"I'm still not sure we should do this," Stokes added. "I think this will bring unwanted attention to the problem."
"I think if we can also present the scientific viewpoint, it will have more impact and be more effective," Carson added. "We are witnessing a convergence of science and religion. Science is now providing more evidence that Biblical events are probable, and actually happened. And Doctor Stokes if you would serve as our medical authority on this, I think we can pull it off."
Stokes shrugged and resigned himself to the majority consensus.
"Okay. Anybody have any questions?" Father McDuffy asked. "Then we’ll meet here same time next week. I’ll draw up an agenda of what I would like to see at the event. I suggest everyone do the same and then we’ll discuss them next week."
The small gathering nodded in agreement. The small group left. Carson and Stokes were silent until they reached the car.
"What do you think?" Stokes asked looking intensely at Carson's solemn face.
"I may have come off a bit cocky in my position, but now I'm not sure again."
"Why?"
"Your speech about shaking the foundations of religion. They're all serious enough to meet and discuss this. There may be something beyond science..."
"Nonsense," Stokes replied.
Carson raised his eyebrows.
"What are you talking about?”
"Until we have exhausted every possible avenue in medical research and then some, I have to believe it's some kind of disease. However, whatever this is could be perpetrated by you know who," Stokes explained.
"Satan?"
"There is real evil in the world and everyone is exposed to it in a lesser or greater degree. If you are unfortunate enough to experience it to a greater degree then you have a stronger belief that it really exists. Take someone who has never had a bad experience. Luck seems to favor them; everything goes their way; they are successful, happy, and content. These people see the world through rose-colored glasses and cannot even fathom anything bad happening to them. They don’t have strong beliefs in evil, and don’t do much to fight it. They believe evil is something that happens to other people. When a crisis happens, they half believe it is happening to them and make the wrong decisions."
Carson shook his head and remained silent the rest of the way home. When he opened the door to his darkened house the dim light from a small plug-in nightlight in the foyer cast a soft yellow sheen over the varnished oak floor. As he stepped inside, the floor creaked and the air was motionless filled with the ancient smell of a house that had weathered more than eight hundred seasons. He went upstairs and pushed the partially-opened door to his bedroom. The hinges struggled to move producing an eerie creaking sound that startled Linda sleeping in their king- size bed.
"Is that you Carson?" she said in a sleep-filled voice.
"Yeah, I have to fix those hinges. Sorry, I woke you."
"I was half awake anyway. You know I can't sleep when you're not home."
Carson took off his clothes, put on striped pajamas, and slipped under the covers next to Linda. He stared into the endless darkness thinking. He looked at the clock - 12:10 am. He dozed for what seemed like a few minutes, and then awoke, and looked at the clock a second time - 1:13 am. He turned on the small light on his nightstand with the stained glass shade and picked up the small silver cordless telephone.
"Hello, Centers for Disease Control," a woman answered.
"I'm looking for Frank Tessler," Carson said.
A few seconds of white noise.
"He’s not in. Do you want to leave a message?"
"Sure."
The call was transferred to Tessler’s voicemail. Carson listened to his friends voice and hung up. He held the phone in his hand and stared at it as if it were going to tell him something, give him more information. Then he put it down, turned off the light, and finally fell into a deep sleep.
Carson felt a change in the air as he and Linda stepped out of their Victorian house onto the wrap-around porch. The air was cool, clear, and smelled of the ocean, an indication that summer was ending and fall was approaching. He loved the cool breezes that blew off the ocean during a hot humid day, but now the weather was changing to its unpredictable patterns - one day could be hot and summer like, the next could be cool and damp like the fall. He felt lucky that he could afford a home where the cool winds prevailed and the smell of the ocean permeated everything.
But, this evening, however, was different. A fear fell upon him like a dreaded weight with an intensity that was stronger than usual. He was skittish and nervous. He walked down the six steps off the porch and towards his car in the gravel-blanketed driveway. Linda went around to the other side of the car. His hard leather shoes forced the stones to rub together making a crunching sound. He dismissed his fear as a reaction to his lack of sleep and the strong coffee Linda made for him after dinner. He got in the car, waited for Linda to settle in and drove to the church for Friday night Bingo. Linda had volunteered Carson and herself to help distribute the cards and playing pieces, confirm winners, and hand out prizes.
They arrived early and sat at the head table in the large meeting room in the church basement. It was especially crowded this Friday since the story of the Hellfire Syndrome was published and since Pastor Millard was supposed to make an appearance and talk about the most recent events. Carson heard his name come out of the whispers around him and he knew people were talking about him and the strange events.
A door in the front of the meeting room suddenly opened and a robed, elderly pastor came out and stood next to Carson at the head table. He took his time preparing his paperwork then looked up in a gesture indicating that he was ready to start.
"I see we have quite a turnout this evening," he said, his voice booming through the room’s loud speakers.
The crowd fell silent and all eyes moved forward.
"I'm Pastor Herbert Wilcox, formerly of the Grace United Methodist Church in Red Bank. Pastor Millard asked me to fill in for him while he attends a meeting of the World Methodist Council in London," the pastor explained with some difficulty. "I'm sure you all have your lucky charms with you tonight and I hope there will be a lot of winners."
His voice faded losing its intensity and vibrancy.
"I know many of you are concerned about what's been happening lately..." Pastor Wilcox said stopping to catch his breath.
Carson watched him carefully. The fear he felt earlier returned like a tidal wave, but he didn't know why he was afraid - the fear was just there.
"If you have faith in God, we can overcome this evil...if you have lived a pure life, a good life then you have nothing to fear," the pastor said. "Heaven awaits those who are good and hell awaits those who are evil."
The pastor’s eyed rolled upward, and he clutched his chest slowly collapsing to the floor. The crowd gasped in horror. Carson instinctively grabbed hold of the minister as he fell and awkwardly lowered him to the floor. He quickly opened his robes and shirt and checked for a pulse. The parishioners surrounded Carson until he pushed them away with the movement of his hand. The crowd backed away slowly, but several elderly women remained and knelt down to help him.
"It's cardiac arrest!" Carson shouted. The faces looked down at him unmoving. "A heart attack! Call an ambulance!"
Carson administered mouth-to-mouth resuscitation alternating with cardiopulmonary resuscitation, but the pastor did not respond. He worked harder and harder, and a few of the older women standing nearby began to cry. Carson's fear returned when he noticed that the pastor's mouth felt warmer and warmer each time he placed his mouth over it and blew into his lungs. He thought the man was coming around and worked harder and harder, but then Carson smelled a foul odor - the odor was familiar to him and brought back painful memories. The visions of those horrible memories flashed through his mind like a slide show. Then the pastor's body jerked and convulsed, shaking and thrasing uncontrollably like a fish out of water. Everyone backed away and Carson tried to hold him down. Then there was a searing sound like that of meat cooking in a frying pan and pastor's skin bubbled and pulsed. His skin turned yellow, then red, and then brown. Several women fainted; others ran out screaming.
"It's the devil, I tell you. He's come to get us all and God can't help us anymore!" a voice yelled out of the crowd. "There's the proof!"
"It's an omen. It's the end of the world!" a woman screamed.
"The gates of heaven are closed and we are all going to hell!" another man yelled. "If the devil can take a pastor, he can take us all!"
The crowd bolted out of the church like spooked wild horses. The older, less capable seniors, who moved slower, were trampled in the mad rush. People ran in all directions outside of the church nearly knocking down the three paramedics making their way into the church. The paramedics moved up the church steps as fast as they could - two carrying a stretcher, the third carrying a small bottle of oxygen and two large medical bags. When they entered the meeting room, five seniors lay on the floor moaning. One paramedic attended to them.
"Over here!" Carson yelled.
The men with the stretcher walked over the people on the floor and rushed toward Carson. Carson knew the paramedics.
"He's gone," Carson said sadly.
"What happened to him? Was there a fire?" one of the paramedics asked. "I've seen bodies like that come out of a fire."
"It's a long story. Let's get him to the hospital," Carson said. "Try to keep this to yourselves. I don't want the media to get a hold of it until we know what's going on."
"Sure," one man said. The two nodded in agreement. As they moved out of the church with the pastor’s body on the stretcher, one talked into a walkie-talkie and ordered two additional ambulances for the others.
"Are the others ok?" Carson said as they passed the one paramedic attending the fallen seniors.
"I can handle it until the others arrive," he said.
Carson rode in the ambulance with the dead pastor and Linda went home. When he arrived at the hospital, he sat down in one of the cushy blue chairs in the lobby and pulled out his cell phone.
"Hello, Centers for Disease Control. Can I help you?"
"Yes, this is Doctor Carson Hyll from Ocean Village Hospital in New Jersey. Is Doctor Frank Tessler available? I have to talk to him; it's an emergency."
"I'll check," the receptionist said.
The few seconds seemed like an eternity to Carson.
"I'm sorry, Doctor Hyll. Doctor Tessler is not on duty tonight. Can someone else help you?"
"No. I must talk with Doctor Tessler. Please contact him and tell him it's an emergency. He can reach me at the hospital here. Here's the number."
Carson closed his phone and wondered if he did the right thing. He got up and headed for Stokes office. He waited a few minutes in the hallway until Stokes arrived. Once inside, Carson told him what had happened.
"This is going to blow wide open," Stokes said frantically. "It's out of control unless we can prove it's a disease of some sort! Have you found that patient in the old records, yet?"
"No, but I will spend all night looking. Those people were hysterical," Carson said fearfully.
"This is so terrible. I feel so bad I wasn't there. I knew Herbert very well. We were good friends. Mary was sick all day with a stomach virus and a fever and I didn't want to leave her in the house alone. What are we going to do now?" Stokes said sadly.
"I called a friend at the Centers for Disease Control," Carson said.
"You did?"
"I'm just as confused as you are, but deep down I believe we have an unknown, undetectable disease on our hands and it's becoming an epidemic," Carson said.
"What's that?" Stokes said.
"What's what?"
"Listen. Do you hear all that noise? Something's going on! Come on!"
The two doctors rushed out of the office and headed down the hallway towards the emergency room. Several doctors and nurses were also running in the same direction.
"Oh my God!" Carson gasped.
A wall of people pressed up against the double glass doors to the emergency room. The crowd behind it grew thicker and wider as the mob pushed and shoved to get into the hospital. The people at the doors were pushed harder and harder into the doors, and began pushing back with little effect. Carson saw the glass waver slightly from the weight and then he spotted a small crack in the lower corner of the door.
"OPEN THOSE DOORS!" He screamed at the nurses at the reception desk.
The head nurse quickly pushed a button activating the automated door opening mechanism, but nothing happened. Carson looked at the doors and at the nurse again.
"OPEN THE DOORS!" he screamed.
The nurse pushed the button several times, but the doors stayed closed. The crack was now about eight inches long and growing. Carson ran towards the doors waving his arms.
"GET BACK! GET BACK!" he screamed, but the crowd ignored him.
The people against the doors squirmed in pain as they were crushed against the glass. Others desperately tried to move their faces away from the glass to breath. Carson pulled on the door handles, but the doors refused to move. Stokes joined him, each one pulled on one door. The crack was now about a foot long and still growing. The crowd grew and it pushed even harder.
"CRAAACK!" the glass burst into the emergency room like a rogue wave. Hundreds of shards scattered like a stream of high-pressured water. Stokes jumped back at the right moment avoiding the explosion of glass. People quickly buried Carson in a heap of mangled limbs, blood and glass. Most of the crowd spilled over the bloody pile; others rushed in to find a doctor or an open bed. Stokes and several orderlies pulled several people to their feet, some had lacerations, and others had broken arms. Many were dazed. A nurse led each to a bed in one of the curtained examining areas. Carson pulled himself free from the man that lay on top of him – the man’s limp body did not move after it slowly fell onto the cold tile.
"My God!" Stokes gasped.
Carson was soaked in blood. A nurse ran over to him with several towels and wiped the blood off his face. Carson immediately turned to the man and gently turned him over onto his back. Stokes helped. An elderly woman lay next to the man.
Carson face turned into a mask of fear. Stokes stared at him as if he saw him for the first time.
"What?"
"They’re my neighbors,"
He placed two fingers over his eyes and pulled his lids down. He hesitantly, carefully put his fingers around the bloody shard and pulled it out of the man's neck - the glass had sliced through his main artery just above the Adam's apple.
Glowing streams of orange light from an awakening sun sliced through the thick green bush setting the dew on fire. A man dressed in army fatigues appeared out of the large leafy palms and stopped at the other men lying on the ground. His eyes were in shadow partly from the helmet and partly because the fire streams of light from the light beams ran diagonally across his chin. Suddenly his eyes widened and his jaw began to move in slow motion. Fog from the cold ground formed giant wisps that wrapped around his legs like luminous snakes.
"Kyyyyyyyyyle!" the man finally screamed.
The man's jaw began to move again in slow motion - he was trying to say something, but there was no sound this time. Then, the bush behind the man parted and several Asian men stood there aiming rifles at the man. Smoke and fire flashed out of the gun's barrels and the man fell forward with his chest and stomach blowing out red and meaty in front of him. As the man fell, the fire streams of light touched his twisted face and Kyle recognized the face.
"Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!" Kyle screamed.
Kyle's could feel his skin turn hot and wet. He began to shake.
"What's the matter?" Chantress asked.
"Oh man, what a nightmare," Kyle said sighing in relief.
"A bad one?"
"The worst," he said. "It was the man I saw in the restaurant."
"Are you sure?"
"The one that appeared here the other night," Kyle said.
"Oh."
Kyle went into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. He looked at his face in the mirror and deeply into his eyes. The windows of his mind, he thought. Who was that man? What does he want and what was he trying to say? As he stared into his eyes, he screamed again. He burst out of the bathroom and ran into the bedroom, jumped into bed, and pulled Chantress close to him.
"What's the matter with you?" she said.
"I don't know. Something crazy. I was looking at myself in the mirror and suddenly I saw that man. My face had transformed into his. My eyes were his eyes. It scared the hell out of me," Kyle said.
"Maybe, this man did something awful to you when you were a child and now you remember it," Chantress said.
"No, I don't think so," he replied.
"Maybe, it was one of your mother's boyfriends."
"She didn't date anybody except my stepfather."
"I'm really sorry you're having a bad time," she said caressing his face.
He squeezed her hand and closed his eyes. He strained his memory in hope of remembering this strange man who appeared in his life like an apparition. A man without an identity, he thought. Who are you mister boogey man? The man who saves the world? Ha! Where are you going? What is your future? Was that really my eyes I saw in the mirror or yours?
Suddenly, Kyle knew the answers. Chantress was the answer. She had given him vision, a future, a place under the sun. He simply had to reach out and take it. Perhaps, it was a view of the future - his future.
He sat up and looked at Chantress with strange admiration.
"I know who that man is."
"Why are you looking at me like that. You’re giving me the creeps?"
"I know who that man is."
“You do?”
"My father. He's trying to tell me something. Before we met I went to a you know…a fortune teller and she told me my father was trying to contact me."
"You went to a psychic?" Chantress said. "We’re so alike. I’m so impressed. I want to hear all about it!"
"Okay, but it’s scary."
"Oh come on! How scary can going to a psychic be?"
He told her about the awful experience how the woman died, and how he passed out several times, and about the beam of light that pierced his eye.
"What bothers me is that he was trying to tell me something, but he was blown away before he could say it. Like he was trying to warn me about something and someone else didn't want me to know."
"Well, it was only a dream," she said.
"Yeah...only a dream, but I have a feeling it really happened."
Kyle turned and stared out the window at the empty gray street.
"What’s the matter?"
"Just thinking. There are people out there who have dreams that come true. I just hope I'm not one of them."
"Are you crazy? Everybody has dreams and everybody wants the good ones to come true. It's just that some people give up on their dreams, forget about them, and never try to make them happen. Many people just wish for things to happen," Chantress said.
"I didn't mean my dreams. I meant the nightmares."
"So then what are your dreams, Kyle?"
"You know, I never had any real dreams until I met you. I was just drifting along, looking for something to turn up. I really didn't care about much of anything until you came into my life. Now I have a direction and I can see things more clearly."
"That's wonderful! I knew we would be good together. I just knew it!" she said hugging him like a long lost teddy bear.
"Are we ready for tonight's meeting?"
"Everybody will be here at seven thirty. We'll go over the rules and meetings dates, and then we'll have the open discussion," Chantress explained. "My parents would never let me have this meeting at my house."
"This is not devil worship, is it? We won't be worshipping anything except our own potential, right?"
Chantress nodded.
"So where is the mystical, the spiritual part of all this?"
"The spiritual, mystical part is realizing the power within oneself, the power to do whatever you set your mind to do. Isn't that mystical enough? It's the same as devil worship except more positive, more normal and with results that are acceptable to everyone. We don't have to hide in dark cellars or abandoned buildings. And I'll bet we'll attract more people because it makes sense. New Age is spiritual - it's the age where people realize higher levels of their selves, a new spiritual self. Look at all the seminars that are held on positive thinking and self motivation!"
"I guess so," Kyle replied. "But it's not like a religion or devil worship?"
"I suppose you got a kick out of drinking dog's blood! Personally, I thought it was disgusting and so did the others who are coming tonight," Chantress said.
"Well, yeah...I thought it was disgusting, but it was kind of exciting, too," Kyle confessed.
"You men are all alike. The animal has never grown out of you. Either you are with me or you're against me on this. There are no maybes. Are you going to help me with this or not?"
"Oh, yeah, I said I would. Don't get so bent out of shape," Kyle said.
Chantress looked at him icily and vanished into the bathroom to shower. Kyle sat back down on the edge of the bed and ran his hand through his long, thick hair. The running water broke the silence and it excited him knowing Chantress was naked. He opened the bathroom door and slipped into a hot, moist wall of steam. Chantress' naked body was shiny an silky from the cascading water.
"I thought you'd never come in," she said her eyes afire.
They soaped each other's body and then slid their hands all over each other enjoying the slippery sensation. Chantress' last bit of frosty feelings washed away with Kyle's touch and the hot, pulsating water. They floated in and out of a fantasy with the steam, the water and the soap enveloping all of their senses. The fantasy turned into a combined ecstasy as they made love. It nearly caused them to pass out.
They spent the early part of the day preparing for the meeting. Kyle bought cold cuts and vegetable salads from the nearby supermarket, and Chantress made several trays of finger sandwiches. Kyle placed bowls of chips, pretzels, and crackers on the small round table in the kitchen.
"This is going to be some party!" Kyle said as he positioned the bowls on the table.
"A celebration," Chantress said.
The guests arrived around 7:45 – first to arrive was a 50s something doctor and his wife, a dentist and his son, a construction worker and his friends, and several others Kyle did not get a chance to greet as they entered the tiny apartment. They all introduced themselves with their real names. To Chantress, it was like meeting a group of new people since she had only known them by their secret identities used in the cult. The room was very crowded. Chantress began the meeting setting down the guidelines, and the rules, and the philosophy of the group. Kyle half listened - he was tuned into a small group near the door - the construction worker and his friends.
"I knew this was going to be dumb," one of the men whispered.
"Sounds like a lot of this intellectual shit that I hate," the other man replied. "Look most of them are those college types."
"Yeah, I agree," said another man overhearing the conversation.
"We'd better stay until she stops talking to be polite," added another man.
"Fuck it. Let's go," said the construction worker.
The four men moved toward the door.
Chantress saw Kyle follow the men and frowned.
"Kyle would you like to tell everyone your views on the group and where you want it to go?" Chantress said.
"Uh...sure," his eyes wide and questioning.
Kyle walked to the center of the room where Chantress was standing. The men by the door stopped.
"First I would like to welcome everybody. We are on the verge of a new beginning - the beginning of a new life, a better life, a more fulfilling life, and it will all start right here tonight!"
The crowd applauded. Chantress could not believe it was Kyle. Kyle looked at her and smiled. His eyes blazed with steel blue confidence and the sweetness of success.
"We are all here because we want something more, something better for our lives. We don't want to be like everybody else, we don't want to think or act like the masses. We're better than that - superior in many ways and we have the mind power to prove it to the world!" Kyle said.
The crowd applauded louder this time. The group was mesmerized. Chantress beamed. The construction worker and his group stayed.
"I like this guy," said one of them.
"Me, too."
When the formal session of the meeting ended, the crowd surged towards Kyle offering him their hands and several pats on the back. Chantress slithered up to him.
"This is great. You were great. We're going to be great together," she said.
"Yeah, we will," he said.
When the last guest left, Chantress grabbed Kyle's hand and led him into the kitchen.
"I've saved the best for last," she said.
She opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a bottle of champagne.
"For us," she said holding up the bottle. "I knew this was going to be a success."
Kyle took the bottle from her and began twisting the wires holding the metal security cap. Then he used his thumbs to push the cork upward. The bottle opened with a piercing pop and Kyle let the plastic cork hit the ceiling and ricochet around the room like the feelings bouncing around inside of him. Chantress held two tumblers up and Kyle filled them, and then they toasted. Chantress peeled off her jeans and her tube top and stood before Kyle. She sat on the kitchen table bringing Kyle closer to her. His clothes fell to the floor in a small pile. They touched each other passing in and out of a pleasurable fantasy. Chantress was breathless. They both slipped into a numbing euphoria when he entered her, and they stayed that way until the euphoria exploded into yet another greater one that completely swallowed their senses, their consciousness. They lay on the table for some time letting reality slowly drift back.
"Kyle, it's never been this good with anyone else. You have something magical," Chantress whispered into his ear.
"I feel the same way. I can't get enough of you."
They finished the champagne and made love a second time on the sofa in the living room. They watched a movie wrapped in each other's bodies. They celebrated each other’s existence. When the movie ended, Chantress got up and put on her clothes.
"What's the matter? Did I do something wrong?" Kyle asked.
"No. I have to get home...my parents, you know," she said.
"Oh yeah, give me a second to get dressed and I’ll take you home."
* * *
They kissed long and hard as they sat in Kyle's car in front of Chantress' house. She gave him several smaller kisses on his face. Her eyes sparkled like stars in the night and the warmth pouring out of her eyes sent a hot, fiery burst of emotion through Kyle's body.
"I feel very lucky to have you. I hadn't had such an intense relationship since I was in high school. Most of the girls I've met in the bars were losers...screwed up. Others were parasites - looking to latch onto the first decent guy that came along. A lot of them were looking for husbands to support them, so they could quit their jobs and stay home. I didn't want any part of that," Kyle explained. "I'm glad I found you."
"I feel the same way, Kyle," Chantress replied with a kiss.
They embraced and kissed for several minutes.
"I have to go," she said. "Call me tomorrow."
"Okay," he said.
She got out of the car and leaned down to blow him a kiss through the window. He caught it with his hand and put it to his mouth. She smiled and faded into the darkness. He started the engine and drove away. Suddenly, he was very tired and struggled to stay awake for the short drive back to his apartment. The champagne and the lovemaking must have caught up with him, he thought. He turned down his street and instantly slammed on his brakes. The car skidded to a stop - the screeching of the tires bounced around in his head like an explosion in a tunnel. Chantress stood in the middle of the road wearing a long, flowing white robe. She walked to the side of the car and smiled.
"What are you doing in the middle of the street?" Kyle asked. "How did you get here? I just dropped you off."
Chantress smiled, and then she put her arms around his neck and began to pull Kyle out of the car.
"Hey! Wait until I get out!" Kyle shouted. He wondered why he was angry with Chantress.
Then the door on the other side of the car opened and two men with distorted, ugly faces got in and grabbed Kyle's arms. They wore strange smiles and began pulling Kyle in the opposite direction. The men wore black robes and their hands seemed especially large with abnormally long fingers.
"Hey! What the…?" Kyle shouted, but his voice had no volume. It was as if he was shouting in a vacuum and neither Chantress nor the weird-looking men seemed to hear him. Kyle struggled to get away from the men, and then he struggled to get away from Chantress. He was uncertain whom to go to and he didn't understand why he was ambivalent. Then one of the men placed his large hand over Kyle's head and suddenly Kyle felt an exhilarating, exciting sensation run through his body. It was a feeling of the wild and it seemed to penetrate into the deepest recesses of his mind and soul. It touched his most primitive instincts. He pushed Chantress away and moved toward the men. This was where he belonged, he thought. But, the sensation went sour and he was filled with guilt. He turned toward Chantress and noticed he was naked! How did he get naked? He was horrified and then filled with an intense ecstasy that flowed through his entire body. It was as if he were making love over and over. Suddenly, the feeling stopped. It was replaced by the excitement he experienced earlier. The wild feeling. One of the ugly men grabbed his face, and pulled it towards him, and the wild feeling intensified. He turned to look at Chantress. She was crying, but he didn't know why. As each tear fell from her face, it tore at his heart and he wanted to put his arms around her and hug her each time. He turned, brought his arm up to push the men out of the car, but stopped. He was filled with that intoxicating and exhilarating feeling again. It overwhelmed him. This time it was stronger, addictive and refreshing. He looked at Chantress again, but her tears did not pull at his heart this time. He moved across the seat to follow the men. Her face turned to hatred sending an icy spear through his heart. He felt sad, but the excitement of the feeling dominated him and he left with the ugly men.
He ran down the street following one man, while the other ran behind him. He wasn’t naked anymore. The street led into a dark tunnel with glistening walls and hot, stale air. The farther down Kyle ran into the tunnel the warmer it became until he could feel his skin become wet. Several beads dripped into his eyes, burning and blurring them. It was hard to breathe the hot, motionless air. He turned back, but the ugly man with the long fingers was still behind him following his every move like a mirror image. Suddenly flames leaped out of the walls like giant orange tongues and licked Kyle repeatedly. He felt the tongues burn his skin, but there was no pain. The pounding of the men's footfalls was all he could hear as they ran farther and farther into the tunnel to escape the flaming tongues. The pounding became louder and louder. Kyle ran faster and faster. Then Kyle heard a snap and the black tunnel opened up to blinding white light. A giant, wrinkled face with deep-set eyes and distorted features hovered above him.
"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh!" he screamed.
He jumped away hitting the back of his head on something hard, and then everything began to spin around. After a few seconds, the steering wheel of his car came into focus.
"Are you all right in there?" a tiny muffled voice said.
Kyle rubbed eyes and opened them to see an old woman peering in at him through the driver's side window. He cautiously rolled the window down about three inches.
"I was walking by and saw you slumped over - I thought you were dead. Scared the dickens out of me. Then I thought if you were alive, it must be pretty hot in that car with all the windows rolled up," the old woman explained.
"Where am I?" Kyle asked.
"Chestnut Street," the woman replied. "I better call 911."
Kyle waved her off. He looked around and saw that he was parked in front of his apartment.
"I must have slept in the car all night after leaving Chantress," he said. "I'm all right now and thank you."
The old woman grinned slightly, and walked away looking back several times. Her wrinkled skin reminded Kyle of the iguana he had as a child in Costa Rica - the skin hung down off its neck in wrinkled layers. Kyle lifted himself out of his car - his legs stiff and his shirt soaked with sweat. A sliver of fear ran through his body as he thought about how he could have fallen asleep in his car while still driving. The last thing he remembered was turning down his street. He felt awful, but he didn't know why, and then he recalled the dream. He was sad that he left Chantress. He entered his apartment and dialed her number, but no one answered. He walked into the bathroom and looked into the mirror. He saw a cloud swirling around in his mind and he wondered why the cloud bothered him so much. It wasn’t the dream. The cloud was vanishing and the thought was trying to make it through. It was almost there when a knock on the door shattered the thread. Kyle left the bathroom, opened the door, and his eyes widened.
A thin woman with long red hair tied into a ponytail stood next to the Magus with empty, drawn faces. At first, Kyle saw the Magus as one of the men in his dream with the ugly distorted faces. The woman was the same one he had seen at the cult meeting.
"Hermes. I'm glad you’re home. I would like to talk to you. Can we come in?" the Magus said.
"How do you know where I live?"
"Chantress told us," the red-haired woman said.
Kyle hesitated and then moved aside to let them pass.
The woman smiled seductively at Kyle.
"What do you want?" Kyle asked impatiently.
"May we sit?" the Magus asked moving toward the sofa.
"Go ahead."
"Your future, of course," the Magus said. "Can you come to the house tomorrow around seven?"
"I don't know. What for?"
"We've decided that you really belong in our group and we have a little initiation ceremony planned," the Magus explained. "It would definitely be worth it."
"You won't be sorry. It's for you," the woman said her green eyes titillating Kyle's most primitive desires.
Kyle looked around the room and then frowned.
"Okay, I'll come, but I can't stay long."
"Whatever suits you," the Magus replied. "Then it's settled. You won't be sorry. I'm looking forward to this."
The Magus took a tiny piece of yellow folded paper out of his shirt pocket and gave it to Kyle. Kyle opened the paper and saw it had an address written on it in pencil. He noticed the address was different than the house where the first meeting was held.
* * *
A blood-red sun slowly dipped out of sight when Kyle left for the Magus' house. He arrived at the house about fifteen minutes early so he sat in his car and listened to the radio. A black car pulled up in front of a two-story house and a heavy, bald man got out. It was the Magus. The Magus went to the door and rang the doorbell. A young couple, both with jet black hair walked out, and got into a car in the driveway. The Magus nodded to the couple as they passed him. Kyle approached the house.
"Good evening, Hermes," the Magus said opening the door. "Come in, come in."
Kyle was silent and walked into the living room where the furniture like the surroundings, was clean, neat, and simple. Several small Chinese paintings of colorful birds hung on the off white walls.
"Sit down, sit down. Would you like some tea?"
"No." Kyle sat down on the far right of a small light blue sofa. The Magus slumped down on a matching easy chair.
"Well, as you know some members of my group have left including your friend, Methos," the Magus explained.
"How do you know that?"
"Simple. They didn't show up at last week's meeting, and I knew for some time that they weren't happy with us," he explained.
He reached up with his right hand and scratched the side of his puffy freshly shaved face.
"It doesn't matter anyway. Let them do what they want. I'm only interested in loyal followers."
"So what do you want to talk to me for?" Kyle asked.
"Well, I sensed something different in you, something unique," the Magus explained. "And I wanted to know how you felt about our Black Mass."
"I liked it," Kyle said.
"I thought so. I could tell from your eyes. But what about Methos? Are you and her an item?"
"Why do you want to know?" he said.
"I could tell she hated the Black Mass, and I know she's formed another group. Are you part of it?"
"Yeah," Kyle said staring down at the rug.
The Magus sat back his round, overweight body crushing the pillowed cushions beneath him. A frown formed on his large round head.
"You know, you could be a member of both. Methos' group is about New Age and ours is about devil worship," the Magus explained. "I don't see a conflict, do you?"
"Well maybe, but she doesn't like what your group has become," Kyle said.
The Magus paused to gather his thoughts.
"Yes, but you do," the Magus said. "You like what we're doing, don't you?"
"Yeah, sort of..."
"Well, then it's settled. You could be one of us. Come to the next meeting. I'll work out something very appealing to you," the Magus said.
"I don't know..."
"What have you to lose? You know, you will always be a second fiddle in Methos' group - that's her thing. This could be your thing."
Kyle looked at him intensely. The Magus seemed to suck his mind out through his eyes.
"What are you saying?"
"You can go places with us."
Kyle’s eyes were in another place. A small smile creased his face.
"Well...okay."
"Great. We'll see you Sunday at seven thirty."
* * *
Kyle left his apartment that Sunday feeling that he had made a big mistake. He slowly drove past the Magus' house and parked his car on the next block. He sat there thinking about what he should do. He got out and started walking towards the Magus' house. I'll tell him I don't want to be in his group, he thought. He took a deep breath and sighed. He looked at his watch – it was 7:35. He started walking again and a chill ran over his head and down his spine. He slowly turned to see who was following him on the empty street. It was the dark figure of a tall man only a few feet away. Kyle ran.
"Kyle! Stop!" the dark figure echoed.
The voice seemed to be coming from everywhere. Kyle stopped and turned around. The man stepped into the mercury orange light from the streetlight. It was the man he saw in the restaurant, the man he saw in his dream, the man he saw in his apartment.
"Who the hell are you?" Kyle shouted.
"Kyle, you know this is evil. You know the Magus is evil. Don't go," the voice echoed.
The man's face did not move and his eyes remained fixed and trance-like.
"You're my..." the voice faded away. Then the figure dropped back into the darkness and vanished.
"Holy shit! What the hell is happening to me?" Kyle darted off like a spooked deer back to his car. When he opened the door to his apartment, he glanced at green glowing numbers on the stove and saw it was 9:20 p.m.
"What's going on?" he shouted into the empty apartment.
He couldn't account for the lost time.
The rain fell steadily in straight lines dashing all of Chantress' hopes of getting to the beach that day with Kyle. The sky was covered in dark gray clouds indicating that the rain would stay for hours. She was sad because it would have been their first time together on the beach and she felt in touch with nature lying on the hot sand and listening to the roar of the waves. She looked forward to having Kyle's hot skin touch hers, to his touch as he rubbed suntan lotion all over her, to his kisses and his contained passion. She was still wearing the black T-back bathing suit she purchased especially for him. Her thoughts excited her. She stared at the long silver slivers of rain hitting the bay window and dripping off like endless tears - tears for the sun. She was anxious for Kyle to arrive - they had planned to spend the afternoon in her house since her parents had gone to their vacation home in the Pocono Mountains in nearby Pennsylvania.
She watched every car hoping that Kyle's would be the next one. Then a green car appeared and she watched it slowly make its way up the suburban street. She watched him pull into the driveway and try to duck the rain as he ran to the front porch. The doorbell chimed its familiar sound and Chantress got up.
"Hi," she said as she opened the door.
"Hi," Kyle said looking her over from head to toe.
"I bought it just for you," she said turning around to model her backside.
"Wow! I love it!"
"Me, too," she replied breathing the words instead of speaking them.
"Come on in."
She led him to the living room sofa and they kissed long and hard, then she stood up.
Kyle took hold of one of her shoulder straps and moved it down. He did the same with the other, then grabbed the suit and pulled it down to her ankles. He undressed quickly and they embraced.
"Now, I want you to put suntan lotion all over me," she said. "Then I'll put it on you."
Kyle looked at her strangely.
"Well, if we can't have the beach and the sun, we can pretend," she explained matter-of-factly. "Besides, the smell of suntan lotion makes me horny."
"Anything you say," he said.
Kyle grabbed the large brown bottle of lotion and squirted some on her shoulders. He worked his way down from there slowly rubbing the lotion into her smooth, silky skin. He moved down her back to her backside and rubbed there for a long time. Then he turned her around and squirted more lotion on her shoulders. His hands worked downward. When his hands reached her thighs, she pulled him close to her and down onto the sofa.
"What about me?" Kyle asked.
"What?" she breathed out.
"You didn't do me!" Kyle protested.
"I am doing you!" she replied.
She pulled him into her and they made love several times. When they had finished, Kyle got up and looked at the family photos on the fireplace mantel.
"Is that really you?" Kyle said staring at a photo of Chantress and her parents at the beach taken a few years ago.
Chantress had short hair with yellow streaks and wore black lipstick.
"Don’t look at that. That was my ugly stage."
"I think you were cute."
"Thanks. I think you are, too."
"Whoa! Look at that! I’ve never seen a gun with a barrel that long!" Kyle said looking at the .44 magnum stainless revolver locked in a glass case in the middle of the mantel.
"That’s my dad’s. It's his prized possession. He's won several tournaments with it."
"Why is the barrel so long? It looks hard to hold."
"I think for accuracy and speed. It's a target shooting gun. You wouldn’t hunt with it or use it for self defense."
"How do you know so much?"
"My, dad, he took me to all the competitions. I guess he really wanted a son and since I was a tomboy growing up, I was the next best thing."
"Do you still go now?"
"No. My dad doesn’t shoot much anymore. He’s into golf now. We should go upstairs and shower."
"Okay."
She led him upstairs to the bathroom and they got into the shower together.
"Can you stay the night?" she said while she washed his lower body.
"Yeah," he said barely getting the word out.
They lathered each other into a frenzy, and let their love flow like the constant streams of water that bounced off their soft bodies. After the shower, they lay on the bed and slept. When they awoke several hours later, Chantress prepared a salad and put a pot of water on the stove to boil some spaghetti while Kyle read the sports page of the local Ocean Village newspaper, The Sentinel.
"You know, the Mets have never had a fair shake," he said. "Since day one they have been the underdogs."
"What do they play basketball?" Chantress asked.
"I can see you're a big fan," he said. "Baseball."
"Oh."
Kyle finished the sports section, and then turned the paper over and glanced at the front-page headlines. The lead headline caught his eye.
Pastor dies at Bingo then burns
Parishioners flee in panic
By Julie Watson
Ocean Village Sentinel
Special to The Associated Press
OCEAN VILLAGE - A retired pastor died at a Bingo game Friday at Ocean Village Methodist Church, sparking a stampede, resulting in the injury of five senior citizens.
Pastor Herbert Wilcox, formerly of the Grace United Methodist Church of Red Bank, died yesterday while speaking before the Friday night Bingo crowd at church here on First Avenue.
More than 100 parishioners fled the church in a panic when the pastor's skin began to mysteriously burn and blister. The fleeing crowd trampled five seniors and three suffered minor injuries, according to a representative at Ocean Village Hospital.
Many of the fleeing parishioners claimed it was the work of Satan, and that the pastor was taken to hell, according to an eyewitness.
"It's definitely the Devil," said Homer Whitehead of Atlantic Avenue. "His skin burned black - that's all the proof I need. The Devil took him to hell, and if he can get a pastor, then he can get anybody."
The pastor's body has been taken to Ocean Village Hospital for an autopsy, but the results are not available at this time, a hospital representative said.
The representative had no comment when asked about the pastor's skin.
In a related report, an Ocean Village woman claimed she died, went to hell, and came back with burnt skin as proof of her journey.
Mrs. Martha Whitehead of Atlantic Avenue said she was taken to hell by the devil.
"I was there. I know I was there. The devil is going to get us all," she said. "This is the end of the world."
An Ocean Village Hospital doctor, who declined to be identified, reported several cases of unexplainable near death experiences, where patients claimed they went to hell.
The mysterious symptoms have been labeled, the Hellfire Syndrome, and include being pronounced clinically dead, coming back to life with burnt skin, and having memories of entering a dark tunnel and falling downward, according to the doctor.
The origin of the symptoms is not known at this time, according to the doctor.
"Many patients have awoken hysterical, claiming that they went to hell. All develop burnt skin, similar to severe sunburn shortly after they awaken," the doctor said.
One religious leader reportedly said, "This is definitely the beginning of the end of religion as we know it."
(See related story on Page 3)
Kyle opened to page three.
Hundreds of seniors
flock to hospital; 2 die
By Julie Watson
Ocean Village Sentinel
Special to Associated Press
OCEAN VILLAGE - An elderly couple from Cherry Blossom Boulevard was killed last night in a stampede of seniors who rushed to Ocean Village Hospital in a panic claiming they were fearful of dying, according to police.
The crowd swarmed the hospital emergency room demanding to be admitted for ailments as minor as the common cold, according to hospital staff.
The crowd pushed on the emergency doors until the glass burst sending a couple through the doors killing them, police said.
John and Mary McBride were pronounced dead on the scene and 5 others reported broken limbs and multiple cuts, according to a hospital spokesman.
"The devil is going to get us all!" Mrs. Jerry Washburn shouted from the unruly crowd. "We need to be in the hospital to make sure we don't die."
Many seniors said that they wanted to be in the hospital so that when they became ill, the hospital staff was immediately available to prevent complications and death. Many said they would pay anything. One man reportedly told the staff they could have his house as long as he could stay in the hospital.
"Satan has regained his power and he is more powerful than God now. He has taken some of us already," explained Homer Whitehead of Atlantic Avenue. "He took Pastor Wilcox and he almost got my wife! The poor pastor burned right in front of our eyes!"
Mr. Whitehead's wife, Martha, had a near death experience and claimed she was pulled into a fiery hell. When she regained consciousness, her skin began to burn and blister, according to Mr. Whitehead.
The mysterious symptoms have been labeled, the Hellfire Syndrome, and include being pronounced clinically dead, coming back to life with burnt skin, and having memories of entering a dark tunnel and falling downward, according to a hospital doctor, who refused to be identified. Other cases have occurred throughout the county, sources said.
However, Doctor Matthew Stokes, chief of staff at Ocean Village, and Doctor Carson Hyll, a neurologist, said an undetectable and mysterious disease that attacks the nervous system, and later skin cells has caused the symptoms.
"No one is going to hell and coming back," Doctor Hyll said. "The burnt skin is a symptom of the disease and the experience is a chemical imbalance in the brain due to the disease."
Doctor Hyll told the crowd that the symptoms were caused by a medical problem since he was ill with it six weeks ago and had the same reactions.
"Everyone is jumping to conclusions," he said. "I know there is a medical explanation for all of this. The devil is not rising up and taking souls to hell."
Doctor Stokes, a town elder and former mayor, said he agreed with Doctor Hyll.
"There is nothing to worry about. In all my years as a physician, I am sure we'll find a medical explanation," Doctor Stokes said.
Kyle put the newspaper down and stared out the window.
"What's the matter?" Chantress asked.
Kyle remained silent and trance-like. Chantress went over to him and brought her face close to his.
"Are you ok?" she asked.
His eyes were threatening, empty, and cold. A chill ran through her like an icy river. She had seen this look before in some of the Satanists, especially in the Magus and it frightened her. It was as if a blackness was seeping into him, taking control of his inner being.
Kyle did not respond and then suddenly jumped up shouting as if a bolt of lightning had struck him.
"That's it! That's it! Hannibal will love it! This is so great!"
Chantress' frowned and her eyes grew darker.
"Where did you hear that name?" she said coldly.
"What name?"
"Hannibal," she replied, her eyes burning with anger.
"Ah...one of the devil worshippers told me it was the Magus' name," he said weakly.
"Don't lie to me. You went to one of their meetings without me, didn't you? The only time his name would be mentioned is when they are going to appoint a new high priest. Who is the candidate?" she asked furiously.
Kyle hesitated. The fear swirled around inside of him like a wind-blown smoke, and then it was whisked away and replaced with anger.
"I am," he said defiantly.
"You?" she shouted. Her eyes were white hot. "You? What kind of person are you? I thought you and me...I thought we had something special together. Those people are dangerous...evil! Get out! You disgust me!"
Kyle's cold stare pierced Chantress like a bullet. The blackness she had seen earlier intensified and penetrated into her soul with icy precision.
"I need one more thing before I leave," Kyle said in a tone she had never heard before.
He moved closer and she backed away.
"I said get out!" she screamed.
She slowly moved her hand towards the wooden spoon on the counter. When he reached for her and she grabbed the spoon and brought it down hard catching his wrist.
"Ahhhhhh! You bitch!" he screamed.
"I'm sorry! I'm sorry. I didn't mean to!" she yelled.
Kyle looked up at her his eyes on fire and the muscles in his face twisted in pain and anger. Chantress turned and ran up the stairs to her bedroom. She slammed the door in his face, but his foot caught the door and he wedged his way in. He pushed her down on her bed and slapped her face several times. Then he grabbed her breasts and pulled her close to him forcing his lips on to hers. She tried to push him away, but the pain in her chest was too much. His eyes were filled with hatred. He released his grip slightly and pulled her shirt upward. Buttons popped off in all directions and her sore, red breasts were exposed. She raised her hand and swung it hard hitting him on the side of the face. His eyes widened. She pushed him off and he rolled off the side of the bed hitting his head on wall as he fell. She darted toward the door, but he lurched out and caught her ankle. He moved his hands up her leg, pulling her towards him like a hungry animal. She kicked striking him on the bridge of his nose and he let go. She grabbed the cordless phone in the living and ran into the kitchen towards the back door. She dialed 911. It seemed to take hours before she heard a ring, but it was only a few seconds. She heard Kyle leap down the stairs and then there was a loud crash. She heard two rings, and then the phone went dead. Kyle entered with the base of cordless phone in his hand, wires dangling ominously. She threw the receiver at him, watching it hit him in the forehead and bounce off as if his head were made of rubber. She watched it all in slow motion. He grabbed her, pinned his arms around hers, and dragged her into the living room. He threw her down on the sofa, reached down and tore her panties off, then pushed her legs apart. She stopped struggling for a moment as she remembered her chances of survival were better if she didn’t resist, but then her anger rose when he pulled his underwear off and attempted to penetrate her. She thrashed and fought to keep moving so that he could not get into her, but she felt him slide partially into her vagina. She was shocked to realize that her vagina was soaked. Maybe, it was blood; maybe she was cut there. Maybe, he had a knife she didn’t see. Her wild thoughts vanished like a dust cloud on a windy day when the room filled with the chimes of the doorbell. Kyle froze for a split second and Chantress pulled back her arm and slammed her fist into his nose with all the anger and fury that grew from the thoughts she had just had. It was like a great burden being released from her because she wasn’t comfortable with those thoughts. Blood poured from his nose and splattered on her breasts making large red sickening blotches. She looked into his eyes and saw that the blackness had been replaced with fear, disillusionment and mostly surprise. She pushed him off and watched as he rolled and hit his head into the side of the coffee table moving it a few inches. She ran to the door and started to unlock the deadbolt, but suddenly something was holding her back - a fear spread throughout her body like black smoke filling a room. Kyle, still dazed, pulled her away from the door. The doorbell rang again, and Chantress' adrenaline peaked. She used the new energy to free one arm, swing it around landing her clawed hand on Kyle's left cheek. She pulled down hard ripping his flesh like paper. She could feel some of his skin bunching up under her long nails. His grip fell off and she saw him grab his face in agony. She ran into the kitchen, opened a drawer and pulled out a metal ladle. Kyle rushed in behind her and she swung it horizontally striking him in the ear.
"Ahhhhhhhhh!" he yelled. "I'll kill you, bitch!"
"Go to hell, you bastard! Get the hell out!" Chantress screamed back, her voice like an explosion.
Kyle smiled hauntingly. He grabbed her, swung her down onto the kitchen table, and spread her legs apart again. Chantress did not struggle as much this time. He held her hands down with one hand pressing all of his weight on them.
"What's the matter? Tired? Bitch," he breathed into her face. His breath was like a blackness that swallowed her face.
The long cuts on his cheek and the dark anger in his eyes turned him into a beast from hell. She looked away. She let him penetrate her and waited. Then she felt hotness inside of her and Kyle's weight on her hands eased up. She instantly pulled one hand free and her arm swam in the air like a wild snake with its tail caught. The wild snake coiled back and her hand formed a fist. The snake moved forward with all of her force and struck Kyle in his left eye. He fell backward and onto the floor. He covered his face with his hands and rocked and moaned. The second blow had reopened the cut in his nose and blood oozed out between his fingers and dripped onto the white tiled floor.
Chantress bolted for the living room, rushed towards the fireplace, picked up the pointed andiron.
"Now get out, you bastard!" she screamed holding the iron in a strike position.
Kyle was silent as he moved slowly, gathering his clothes and his pride. He put them on just as slowly. He was dazed from Chantress' blow and his nose bled slightly. As he walked toward the front door, he turned and looked at Chantress still poised in the attack position by the fireplace.
"Bye, bitch," he said. The blackness she had seen earlier had completely engulfed him and now there was a devil in her house. She shivered at his words. When he left, she rushed towards the door and locked it. Then she sat down on the sofa and thought about calling the police, but it didn't seem like a good idea since her parents would find out about Kyle spending the night there, she thought. Besides, many date rapes are thrown out of court since everyone sides with the accused. She battled with the decision over and over, and then finally decided to forget the entire horrible experience. Besides, she had her revenge - he probably had a black eye by now, she thought, and he was pretty beaten up, and that was good enough for her. Suddenly and without warning, her chest heaved and tears rolled down her face. She had gotten even with Kyle all right, but she had also lost what she thought was a special relationship. The pain in her chest and heart was more intense than the burning of her groin. She cried for quite a while, and then headed upstairs to shower and wash away her grief. In the shower, the thoughts she had during the struggle crept back into her mind and she couldn't understand why she would have liked any part of the ordeal. Maybe it was sexual, maybe emotional; maybe she could not accept how Kyle was acting and how he could treat her in such a way. Perhaps, she could not face being deceived and knowing that Kyle was capable of violence in a most horrendous and cruel way. She wanted to believe that whoever it was, it was not Kyle that he was not himself, and that he would have stopped at some point dazed and confused, and say he was sorry, very sorry. But in her heart of hearts she knew that what she experienced was Kyle's true self waiting just under the surface to erupt and declare itself to the world. She watched the silvery water run down her sore and bruised body along with her tears that melted into the water unnoticed.
* * *
Kyle had trouble seeing out of his blackened eye as it quickly swelled shutting out most of the light. The pain shot across his face and into the back of his head with a constant throbbing and pounding. When he arrived home, he wrapped a few ice cubes in a towel and placed it on the bruised eye. He put a large bandage on his raw cheek and fell onto the couch, closed his eyes and thought about the following Sunday. He clearly knew what he was going to do - his conscience no longer conflicted with his desires. His vision was clear.
The next meeting of the Daimon Seclorum was held the following week and Kyle arrived late. When he descended into the basement of the Magus' house, the room was half-filled unlike the Black Mass he attended weeks earlier. The Magus was at the makeshift altar waiting and Kyle took a seat in the front row next to the thin woman with red hair who was with the Magus when they visited his apartment. Her hair was not tied in a ponytail, but flowed down her back like a shimmering red waterfall. She looked at him and smiled. He half-smiled back not sure how to interpret her friendliness.
"Tonight my friends, we experience a monumental event, an awakening to the power we seek, a new, more powerful path. Tonight we will rejoice!" shouted the Magus.
The woman with the long red hair stood and walked around the Magus. He handed her a robe folded to the size of a hardcover book.
"We have a new high priest...Hermes, lord of the darkness," he said.
The Magus went over to Kyle, lifted his arm, and turned him towards the audience.
"With this robe, I grant thee the power, Hermes," he said. "Do you accept?"
"Yeah...yeah, sure," Kyle said.
"Then let it be so," the Magus replied.
"Let it be so," the audience repeated. "Let it be so."
The Magus went back to the altar, opened a silver box, and took out a silver cup and two plastic hospital bags filled with blood.
"Tonight, we taste the blood of humans to celebrate our new leader," the Magus said.
The audience watched trance-like as the Magus poured the blood from the plastic bags into the large silver cup and then lifted the chalice over his head.
"To the new high priest of the Daimon Seclorum!" he yelled and brought the cup to his lips.
He handed the cup to Kyle and Kyle tasted the blood in a similar fashion. The group let out low sighs and bowed before Kyle. He smiled back at the small gathering and then handed the cup back to the Magus. He filled it again and then gave it to a round, plump woman sitting in the first row. She sipped from the cup and handed it to a man sitting next to her. When the cup returned to the Magus, he nodded to the woman with the long red hair. She took Kyle by the hand and led him to a tiny room behind the altar. They slide past a cloth curtain into the tiny room, lit by red and black candles. A worn, green sofa sat against the naked cinder blocked walls like a lazy, sleeping dog. The women untied her robe and let it drop to the floor - revealing her body. Then she undressed Kyle and led him to the couch. Kyle was careful not to let her place him in a vulnerable position. When they began having sex, Kyle maneuvered so that he would be on top. The woman didn't speak a word - she only moaned. The old green sofa growled like an aggravated dog under their weight and Kyle was oblivious the moldy odor that puffed out of the dogged sofa.
When they emerged from the small room, the crowd applauded. Kyle flinched as if a swarm of bats had attacked him. Then he smiled.
"That officially makes you our newest high priest, Hermes. You are now one of us. Power to Hermes!" the Magus announced.
"Power to Hermes!" the group repeated, and then they bowed to Kyle.
"This is unbelievable!" Kyle said.
"No it isn't. It is your destiny," the Magus said.
Father Keith McDuffy knelt, made the sign of the cross, and went to the pulpit to the left of the altar. He opened a large missal and read a gospel from Saint John. His eyes were bloodshot and the bags under his eyes were larger than normal. Holy Mary's Roman Catholic Church was packed to capacity - the ushers had to patrol the aisles several times to make sure there were no empty spaces in the pews taken up by someone's purse or hat. Father McDuffy cleared his throat - the sound echoed throughout the church's public address system like an explosive noise. The parishioners fell silent.
"It seems rare that we have standing room only on such a warm, beautiful day. But I know it is last week's events at the Methodist church that has everyone concerned. I can assure you that God has not abandoned us - those with strong faith and beliefs in the Almighty have nothing to worry about. God has not forsaken you if you believe," Father McDuffy said.
A large part of the congregation moved uneasily in their seats. Many stared stone-faced. Father McDuffy knew he wasn't getting through to his followers.
"Lies! All lies!" a voice boomed from the rear of the church.
A figure dressed in a red, flowing robe stood silhouetted by the bright light as he held the rear doors open with both arms outstretched. The congregation gasped in unison.
"Your god has forsaken you. I am the true leader of the true faith - the faith of Satan. Satan's way is the true way. The gates of heaven are closed," the dark figure said. "I am here to save you...to give you powers you had never dreamed possible in this world - the powers of Satan, the powers of yourselves to do what you want when you want to. We are not humble slaves to your god. We are gods unto ourselves!"
Several women let out muffled screams. The dark figure moved forward, his head covered in a black hood. Others dressed in black robes followed the leader to the head of the altar. They too, wore hoods.
"You and your kind are not welcomed here," said Father McDuffy shakily. "Leave now!"
"We don't need a welcome. We are the way and you're not," the figure in red said. Father McDuffy backed away from the pulpit.
"Power to Hermes," the hooded group chanted several times. "Power to Hermes."
The priest was motionless. The figure in red stepped up to the pulpit and faced the audience.
"Those who want to follow us can. You will be placed in high esteem in Satan's domain. Those who do not are doomed to horrible deaths! Save yourselves!" Hermes shouted his eyes ablaze and intense.
"Get out!" Father McDuffy screamed. "Get out!"
"SILENCE!" Hermes replied. He turned towards the congregation again. "You must come now or be lost forever."
Hermes started to leave with his followers close behind in a procession of darkness. Some followed, moving silently and deliberately out from the pews. No one looked back. Those who remained watched intently. When the last person exited, Father McDuffy raced down the aisle and slammed the doors shut. Minutes later, the church was filled with a blinding burst of light as the doors swung open again. A small crowd rushed in.
"Father McDuffy? My name is Wanda Jackson from Eyewitness News," a voice came out of the light. "I would like to ask you about what just happened here." There was a pause and then the woman spoke again.
"Andy, make sure Fred gets those characters outside in the robes. Have him do an on-camera interview. Just let the guy babble on. We'll edit later. Now father, can you tell us what happened here?" the TV reporter pushed her way into the church and stuck a microphone in front of the harried priest.
"That character or whatever you call him barged in here and disrupted our Mass. Scared a lot of the parishioners," the priest said.
The interview was cut off as the camera crew was pushed forward as the inside of the church lit up. Wanda Jackson, an attractive brunette with large, puffy lips, was pushed into Father McDuffy and they were face to face with the microphone wedged between them. The crowd swelled.
"Father McDuffy! Father McDuffy! We need a statement. I'm from Channel 4 News," a voice said from within the crowd.
"You must all leave now!" Father McDuffy shouted as loud as his lungs would allow him. "We are in the middle of a holy Mass!"
The crowd continued to push the priest back towards the altar. He turned and headed for the pulpit. From his higher position, he watched the church fill with several TV camera crews, radio reporters, and photographers wearing army green vests with multitudes of cameras hanging off their necks. The camera crews and radio reporters pushed and shoved each other in their scramble to place a microphone near the pulpit. The reporters fired a volley of questions at the priest. The questions were incomprehensible as one question cut off the other in a swirl of noise and confusion. Father McDuffy began to shake. He suddenly felt very tired and short of breath. The room seemed to move from side to side and then he felt someone grip his arm. Two altar boys had grabbed him and slowly lowered him to the floor. One ran into the back office and called an ambulance. The media people watched with jaded eyes, and then frowned in disappointment.
"At least we got that other weirdo outside," one of camera technicians said to Wanda Jackson.
"Yeah," she replied in a tone of disappointment. "Let's interview some of these people, and then we'll come back in an hour for the priest."
"It's a good thing you spotted this story on the wires," the technician said.
"We'll give it to the national feeds after we air it. I just know they'll pick it up," Wanda Jackson said.
Carson sat down at his dining room table waiting for Linda to bring in two plates filled with one of her gourmet dinners. He offered to help, but Linda refused. It was 6 pm and the linen drapes filtered a yellow-orange light into the dining room giving Carson a feeling of warmth and security. Linda carried two white plates with two slices of gravy-covered meatloaf, buttered string beans and fluffy brown rice. Carson filled their glasses with red Bordeaux and buttered two freshly baked dinner muffins.
"To us," he said raising his glass.
"To us," Linda said clicking her glass against his.
"This is great," Carson said smiling. "You make the best meatloaf around. I'm glad I gave you my mother's recipe."
"I didn't use your mother's recipe," Linda said.
"No?" Carson said.
"Joan Paulson gave me hers. She's a teacher at school."
"Well, it's great. Better than my mother's."
"Thanks, darling," she replied.
The phone rang.
"I'll get it," Linda said rising from her seat.
"No, no. Sit. You made dinner. I'll get it."
Carson walked into the kitchen and picked up the phone.
"Carson! Did you catch the six o'clock news on Channel 7? They're doing a story on Ocean Village. Turn on your TV!" Stokes shouted.
"Really? No kidding! Okay."
Carson rushed into the living room and turned on the TV. A car commercial was on and the announcer was talking about a marathon of sales with great deals and low cost financing.
"More bullshit," Carson mumbled to himself.
The TV commercial ended and a shot of the anchor desk appeared on the screen with a close-up of an anchorwoman.
"Devil worship appears to be on the rise in Monmouth County today. Here's a report from Eyewitness reporter Wanda Jackson in Asbury Park," the anchorwoman said.
Linda joined Carson.
"What's going on?"
"I'll tell you later. I have to watch this," he said.
"Churches here in this tiny, religious community appear to be losing their followings to a group of Satanists, who appear to be growing in strength..." Wanda Jackson said while holding a microphone in front of St. Mary's Church.
"That's St. Mary's!" Linda said.
The report showed the interview with Father McDuffy and with Hermes, and then the screen switched to another reporter - a young man in a brown suit.
"This is Richard Dieters from the Monmouth County Sheriff's Office. Sheriff James Locust has noticed a higher than usual crime wave in the past three weeks and he attributes it to the Satanist movement in Ocean Village..." A burly man in his 50s with graying hair then appeared on screen.
"In the past three weeks, we have had several model parolees commit the worst crimes in their prison record. It has us baffled until one confessed that it's because of the devil worship," Sheriff Locust explained.
The camera moved to Dieters. "Do you mean that model prisoners have become worse because of the Satanism, Sheriff?"
"I guess. All I know is that several of them told me they don't have a reason to be good anymore because they believed they were going to hell anyway. It's all tied in with those people burning up over in Ocean Village."
The phone rang again. Carson ran into the kitchen and picked it up.
"Did you hear that? This thing has gone far enough. We've got to do something!" Stokes yelled.
"What can we do?"
"I don't know," Stokes replied. "I’ll think of something."
"I start in the lab tomorrow and maybe I can clear it with Doctor Hansen to start some tests and we can nip this in the bud if we can come up with a diagnosis," Carson said.
"I'll talk to Hansen tomorrow and get that cleared. He may not believe any of this stuff, but if I talk to him, he'll take my word," Stokes explained.
"Okay. Are you all right? You sound frazzled."
"I am." Stokes replied.
"Don't you know what this all means Carson?"
"No. It's just a disease we can't detect, and people are very frightened because they choose to believe it's tied to religion."
"You might as well be from another planet. You're way out in left field. People no longer believe that God is there for them - they think the devil has won the war of good against evil. They believe God has abandoned them and allowed the devil to get stronger and be able to take souls into hell. The very foundations of all religion are being shaken for the first time in the history of mankind. Without some kind of religion whether a man worships a giant rock or the sun, man is nothing but a savage animal. Religion is man's hope for a better future, a better life, everything better. Religion is a check and balance system for mankind. Without that hope, he has no reason for living and no reason for doing the right thing. Criminals become extremely evil when they believe there is no hope for them. No one is born a criminal and no one aspires to be criminal. They do evil things because they believe there's nothing good for them in the world, that they don't deserve anything good - that they have been denied the good life for whatever reasons. Religion is the glue that holds our society together."
"What about the atheists - the nonbelievers - they don't believe in God?" Carson asked.
"They don't believe in God or a formalized religion, but they have religion. They may believe in themselves or in fate, and they have hope. It's not in the shape of a formal religion. When you have people doubting their religion like we have here and their religion is all the hope they have in their lives, then it's dangerous," Stokes explained.
"How dangerous?"
"It scares the hell out of me, excuse the pun. I can't be sure, but the fear of God and his reprisals have probably kept some people in check - you know from going off the deep end and doing wild and crazy things. Religion is one of the foundations of our civilization. Not everyone is like this, but there are some who have repressed desires that they might want to satisfy now since they believe everything is lost, and they no longer fear God and his reprisals. I'd be careful and keep your eyes open, Carson."
The overweight, middle-aged man with gold wire rim glasses stepped into a black 1977 Chevy Impala with red vinyl seats. The car was a leftover from the days of GM lavishness when bigger meant better and cost didn't matter. The man had purchased the car new and now used it for hauling firewood, furniture and items too small for a truck, but too large for his wife's scaled down Mercedes. The man drove through several towns that dotted the New Jersey coast until he entered Long Branch, once a great resort that attracted many prominent men and women in the earlier part of the 20th century. The man stopped in front of a animal shelter in the downtown section, where every other storefront was boarded up. He looked at himself in the rear view mirror and smiled a smile of victory. He entered the small building and was struck with the pungent smell of animal urine, sundry odors and the explosive sound of barking dogs.
"Hello Mr. Jones," said a thin, pimpled-skinned youth from behind a glass-topped counter. It was cluttered with point-of-purchase display cards from the humane society and other similar organizations. "How's the breeding going?"
"Oh, just fine, just fine. I'm here to pick up the Dobermans Larry said he got in," the Magus said.
"Oh, yeah, Larry said you would be by today. I'll get them," the young man replied.
A few minutes later, the youth returned out of breath with two black barking Dobermans tugging frantically on their leashes.
"This one is a bit vicious...so be careful," said the young man gasping for air. "The other one is ok until he's with this one."
"Thanks, but I always tie them to the seat belts," the Magus replied.
The Magus took the leashes and pulled the dogs with him. He stopped, put his free hand in his pocket and pulled out a $20 bill.
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