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The Expert

 


 


The radio station occupied the third floor of
an old, brick building. At one time it was a tannery and the acrid
chemicals from the basement still pervaded the stairwells on hot,
summer nights.

In the cramped studio a DJ well past his
prime sat and sipped his coffee as a commercial played. Across from
him was a middle-aged man in a turtleneck shirt and a goatee from
the beatnik 50’s. The twenty-something engineer began his countdown
with his fingers and pointed abruptly to the DJ as the commercial
jingle rang out.

“Welcome back to ‘The Experts.’ I’m your host
Tommy Dawson and we're here with our guest, Nick Vilnius an expert
on demonic possession. Nick, let me ask you something. How many
cases of demonic possession have you studied?”

The beatnik leaned forward with a pause and
said, “Gosh, I've lost track. They all tend to blur together after
a while?”

The DJ put a check mark on his list of
questions and continued with his interview.

“Have you ever witnessed an exorcism?”

“Quite a few, actually.”

The DJ gestured with his hands rolling in the
air to his less than loquacious guest and pressed on.

“And did they work?”

“Well, that's the interesting part,” Vilnius
said with a faint smile. “You see...how should I say this...? I'm
now of the opinion that demonic possession...well...it doesn't
exist.”

The DJ threw his hands in the air and shot an
eye-roll to the engineer. “Wait, wait, wait? Are you telling me
you're an expert on something that doesn't exist?”

Vilnius folded his arms and smirked. “Now
that you mention it, yeah that does sound kind of strange. But I
have to tell you, after studying so many cases it's become obvious
to me that almost every instance of supposed demonic possession had
an explanation, and as for the exorcists...well, it's all feeling
like another business proposition to me.”

The old DJ tossed his list of questions aside
and pondered his empty coffee cup as he continued his interview.
“So no unsightly devils were involved?”

Nick shook his head as he looked over at the
list of unasked questions.

“None that I've seen. In fact, most
occurrences seemed to be caused by a medical, psychological, or a
drug induced set of circumstances.”

The DJ seemed to find new interest in his
guest.

“Why would someone take a drug to act like
they were possessed?”

“I don't think that was their intent,” Nick
said. “But drugs can affect people in different ways. And then
there's always the 'attention' factor.”

“Which is...?” The DJ asked through closed
eyes.

Nick was quick to respond. “Some individuals
just want the attention that something like a faked, demonic
possession brings to them. And that goes for the exorcists too.
Some are looking to make money, others seem to use it as a way of
advancing their agenda as an organized religion looking for new
converts.”

“So the stuff we see in the movies isn't
real?”

“Definitely not.”

The DJ shook his head and raised his fist to
his head mimicking a phone call to the engineer.

“Well that's not what I think we expected to
hear tonight. Why don't we take a few calls from our listeners and
see if they have any opinions on your... opinion.”

The engineer nodded and held up 3 fingers to
indicate line 3 on the old, office phone sitting in front of the
DJ. He pressed a button on the phone and the speaker-phone came to
life.

“Hello and welcome to ‘The Experts.’ You're
on the air.”

The voice on the phone cleared his throat
with a hacking cough and laughed. “Hi...yeah...I'm just wondering.
These drugs that cause demonic possession? What are they and where
do I buy them?”

The continuing laughter of the man was cut
short by the DJ as he clicked off the speaker.

“Sorry about that, but you said it I guess.
Are there drugs that lead people to believe they are possessed by
the devil?”

 

Nick nodded with a smirk. “Look, people
respond to drugs in different ways. I mean, it could be something
as simple as a side-effect to a prescription medicine or some
combination of medicines. It could even be good, old street-drugs.
There's no formula for this condition.”

The engineer held up two fingers indicating
line two.

“Okay, we have our next caller....”

A man’s voice burst from the speaker
phone.

“Is it possible that demonic possession is
related to alien abductions and cattle mutilations? You know, it
all seems to have a pattern.”

The DJ nodded with some relief. “That's an
interesting question. We did a show on cattle mutilations last week
with a woman who is an absolute expert on the subject. Do you see a
connection, Nick?”

Nick showed no expression or reaction to the
question.

“...none...none at all. I mean, it's all a
bit preposterous to me. It's all about monsters in the closet and
to date...I've found none and seen none. I'm sorry...but I'm a bit
of a skeptic about all of it, and I'd rather just study the subject
of demonic possession rather than endorse or connect it to a whole
set of other myths and misconceptions.”

The sound of a dial tone filled the air as
the caller hung up. The old DJ leaned back in his chair with his
arms crossed.

“Well I guess that wasn't what he wanted to
hear. Who's our next caller?”

The engineer held up one finger and the DJ
pressed the button on the phone. There was a long pause and shallow
breathing before a woman very quietly came on the speaker.

“Hello...?” She said quietly.

The DJ leaned in towards the phone. “Hello,
yes you're on the air with 'The Experts.' Your question
please....”

The woman seemed intimidated as she stuttered
a response. “I, I don't know if I have a question really...I, I
guess...well...it's more of a request….”

The DJ looked at the engineer like a late
night talk show host joking with the band leader and said with a
laugh, “Well...we're not exactly playing requests, but I guess our
friend Nick could sing for you….”

Nick ignored the DJ and stared at the phone
with growing interest. The old DJ stared at Nick with disgust and
looked at the phone as well.

“Hello? I guess they hung up.” The old DJ
said.

The timid woman quickly responded. “No…I'm
here...I'm...I'm still here....”

The DJ nodded very slowly. “Okay. We are too,
so can you please ask your question?

“...my daughter is possessed.” She said.

The DJ shared another look with his engineer
and said, “So's mine but we're still not getting her that red
sports car.”

On cue, the engineer played a rim shot sound
effect and a canned laugh track. Nick continued to stare at the
phone as the DJ took a deep breath and looked again at his empty
cup of coffee. After a painful pause of dead air the woman
continued. “...she...she says she's a demon...a demon called,
Lilith”

The engineer laughed soundlessly behind the
glass partition of the engineering booth.

The DJ muffled a snort and said, “Can't say
that I've ever heard that song title.”

The DJ looked over at the engineer. The show
was a loss he figured and why not have some fun. Nick saw little
humor in the moment as he stood from his chair.

“Wait! Stop! ...ma'am? Did you say
Lilith...?”

“...yes...” Was her timid reply.

The DJ was struck by the towering height of
his guest expert. He hadn’t seen him walk into the studio. “An old
friend of yours?” The DJ asked.

“Possibly.” Nick said. “Ma'am. If you don't
mind. Could we discuss this off the air?”

Nick turned and walked from the studio. The
DJ stared at him with his mouth agape as his eyes followed Nick
into the engineering booth. The engineer pointed to a phone and
Nick picked it up and began to quickly jot something down on a pad
of paper. Nick folded the paper into his pocket, hung up the phone
and walked out of the engineering booth. The DJ looked towards the
door to the studio and back to the engineer.

“Is he coming back in?” He asked the
engineer.

“Nope. He’s outta here. Probably on his way
to see his new girlfriend.”

The engineer pressed a button and another
commercial began to play. The DJ picked up his coffee cup and
walked towards a small pot of old coffee slowly shaking his
head.

Nick was taking nothing slow. He was going
down the stairs of the old building two steps at a time. The smell
of the tannery chemicals filled the stairwell and Nick actually
seemed to enjoy the mixture of toxic vapors and the faint,
sulfurous odor. Smells like brimstone, he thought.

The heat of the summer night hit Nick like a
wall of steam as he exited the old studio, but he didn’t break a
sweat as he got into his car and roared into the neighborhoods. He
knew the city well and pulled up to the address the woman had given
him within minutes.

The neighborhood looked like a typical
suburban enclave in the summer twilight. Row upon row of houses of
similar size and configuration. The woman’s house stood out. The
grass hadn’t been mowed for weeks and the all of the drapes were
drawn revealing no hint of light from inside. Nick wondered if the
woman had given him a fictitious address but he rang the doorbell
anyway. The bell didn’t seem to work so he knocked. There was no
answer. He knocked again and called out to the door.

“Hello? Anybody home?”

Nick looked up and down the block hoping to
see a neighbor who might tell him if anyone lived in this house. He
turned with a start as the door opened slightly and a woman peered
out.

“Yes?” She said in a whisper.

“Hi. Um, my name is Nick. I spoke to Ann on
the phone a little bit ago. At the radio station? I'm the guy who
was on the radio show....”

“Yes. Yes, hello. I'm Ann. I'm the one who
called. Um. Please. Please come in.”

Ann unlocked a chain on the door and Nick
walked into the small, frame house. He was surprised by the chill
of air that enveloped him as he stepped into the dimly lit living
room. Candles flickered on a small end table and Nick was struck by
the number of religious icons that filled the room. A large
crucifix dominated the wall over a sofa and the candles surrounded
statues of saints.

Ann looked down without making eye contact
and motioned to the sofa. “Um. Here. Why don't you.... Why don't
you have a seat?”

Nick walked to the opposite side of the room
and sat in a small armchair away from the makeshift altars and
icons. “So. You must really like air-conditioning.” Nick said with
a brief shudder.

Ann continued to stare at the floor as she
sat in a small, wooden chair. “We don’t have air-conditioning.
It’s…it’s something about the house I guess. We…I haven’t really
thought it about too much.”

Nick was beginning to think this was a waste
of time. Another religious nut fighting off the guilt of a wild
life or a sense of bad karma. He studied Ann and wondered what
combination of prescriptions or mental illness caused her
disheveled appearance. Her hair hung straight with a style best
defined by haste. She wore no makeup and she was wearing a sweater
over a sweatshirt, jeans and hiking boots. Not exactly an outfit
for a hot summer night.

Ann looked around the room nervously and
pulled on her mousy, brown hair self-consciously.

“So... you said...um, you said you know
something about...possession.”

Nick looked at the frail woman wondering if
eye-contact was a remote possibility. “Yes...um. Yes I've studied
it for a number of years and....”

Ann jumped up from her chair as a
bone-chilling scream emerged from another room in the house.

Nick calmly listened and took out a small
notebook from his pocket. “I take it... that was your
daughter.”

“...yes....” Ann said through tears.

A guttural roar emerged from the small room
in the back of the house that reverberated throughout the
structure. “Out! Out!! Get out!!!”

Nick sat quietly. He waited for the next roar
of protest and scribbled a few notes on his pad. He looked at his
watch and noted the sobs of Ann and was struck by the silence in
the room as a clock slowly ticked and ticked and ticked.

Nick looked over at Ann as she held her head
in her hands. “How long has she...had this condition?”

Ann didn’t move. “I don't know.” Ann
whimpered. “It seems...it seems like it's been going on and off for
about a year.”

A low, raspy roar emerged from the room.
“Come to us! COME TO US!”

Ann stood quickly and walked towards the back
bedroom. The roaring incantations continued and were abruptly
silenced as she slammed the door shut. Ann looked down without a
blush.

“...soundproof door...my husband figured it
out. It's...it's the only way I can sleep at night sometimes.”

“I assume you've taken her to the hospital.”
Nick said. “Doctors? Psychiatrists? Professionals?”

“All of the above and more.... She was
committed to an institution for a while and she actually seemed to
get better. We...we brought her home and then...then it started
again.”
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