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Prologue


 


There's an old
dead motor road, cut through a forest 90 years ago by a rich old man who needed
a motor road. He died without heirs in the late 1940's. After a while his house
fell down and nobody needed the road, so the forest took it back. Hikers have
kept the ancient asphalt clear, but they only hike it in the daytime. Even
teenagers avoid it after the sun goes down. Snakes.


It's the dead
of the night, even deader here. A silent electric car drives along the dead road,
stops at the only place wide enough to make a u-turn, turns around and stops.
The lights, already dimmed way down through the use of special circuits, go
off. The driver is alone. He is known by the few people who know him as
Cienfuego.


In the
blackness Cienfuego opens a hidden compartment in his glove box and extracts a
gun and a silencer. No light has switched on.  In complete darkness he
assembles the weapon and exits into the black night. He counts off the
seventeen steps going eastward that he paced off a few days earlier, and then
walks into the woods. Seventy feet to the north, the long back yards of
properties developed 30 years ago begin. Cienfuego can see the lights of houses
100 feet out past the end of the wood. It's late and very few lights are still
on.


As he walks he
kicks up some pollen. Holds back a sneeze, checks his pocket. His hay fever
pills are in their place. He will take them after he takes care of business.


 


*****


 


Ted Ennis sits
writing checks at his kitchen table, occasionally looking absently out through
the window to the woods at the back of his property. In the dark of the
moonless night he sees only the hint of the forest, and that only because he
has left his back porch light on. He's not focusing on anything out there. He's
feeling good, the bills are paid. He has bought and paid for another month on
earth.


A moving shadow,
black in the blackness, catches his eye. Probably a deer. Right.


He gets up to
retrieve a bottle of water, his reward for getting all the bills in on time yet
again. Opens the window in case there's a nice breeze. Then out of nowhere, a
dark voice says “Moses Rubino sends his regards.”


Ted Ennis
nearly faints. He whips around, and there's Cienfuego pointing his beautiful
weapon right at his chest. “Who - who - who is Moses Rubino?”


“I don't know,
but he asked me to send his regards.”


“Why are you
pointing that gun at me?”


“He asked me to
do that, too. And shoot it.”


“This is a
mistake. My name is Ted R. Ennis. I'm a church bookkeeper. I keep the books for
a bunch of churches.”


“Cut it out.
You keep books for churches? You can make a living doing that?”


“Well,
naturally. Money comes in, books have to be kept.”


“I thought they
didn't have to pay no taxes.”


“It's like any
business. Books have to be kept. Please, stop pointing that gun at me.”


Ted Ennis
really looks like a church bookkeeper. This does not get by Cienfuego. 


“This is a heck
of a nice house for a church bookkeeper.”


“They pay well.
Please, stop pointing that gun at me.”


“This is 4418
Spring Road, right?”


“This is 4422
Spring Road.”


“No, I checked
yesterday. Says it right out front. 4418.” 


            "That's those
idiots who paint your address on the curb and then demand twenty dollars. They
got all the houses wrong. I was going to paint it out this weekend. Please, I
beg you, stop pointing that gun at me."


            Cienfuego lowers his
weapon. "Tell me, what kind of cash flow does a church have?"


            "I can't tell
you that!"


            Cienfuego looks down
at his weapon and back up at Ted. "Really?"


            "My biggest
church took in three and a half million dollars last year."


            "Was that a
good year?"


            "They've done
better. There's a recession."


            Cienfuego is
impressed. He almost shows it. "What kind of profit are we talking
about?"


            Ted gazes at the
gun. "Two million seven hundred thousand."


            "Is that a
fact?"


            "That's a
fact."


            "And no
taxes?"


            "That's
right."


            "And who gets
to keep that two million seven hundred thousand?


            "The preacher
and the guy who bankrolled the church. Guy bankrolls a lot of churches."


            "I'll bet he
does. I think I'm in the wrong racket."


            "It's not a
racket. They're saving souls. Look, you're really freaking me out."


            That's when
Cienfuego puts two in Ted's chest and one in his forehead. Ted lands on kitchen
floor, deceasedly.     


"Wouldn't
want anybody freaking out."


            A lush breeze kicks
up outside, blowing in some pollen. Cienfuego gives off a hearty sneeze. He
remembers his pills. Pulls the dispenser out of his jacket pocket. Eight pills,
including the one for hay fever. Reaches over to grab the bottle of water Ted
Ennis never got to open. Chucks the pills in his mouth.


            Before he can
swallow them, another breeze, more pollen. In order to fuel a sneeze, Cienfuego
takes in a huge gulp of air, only because his mouth is open he takes the breath
through his mouth and three of the pills shoot down into his trachea.


            He sucks in more
air, as he has a huge sneeze coming, pulling the pills down farther toward his
lungs. Irritated by the pills, his trachea tightens up and Cienfuego gets the
picture. This is how it all ends. He cannot breath, can't expel the pills, the
world becomes pale and then it goes all white.


 


*****


 


            Moments later Ted
Ennis and Cienfuego are standing not three feet apart, looking out at the most
beautiful vista they have ever seen. They are each transfixed for a moment,
staring out into Heaven. (You know it's Heaven the moment you see it.) (Not
that it's what you'd expect.) (It's better.)


            The majesty of it
all loosens its grip on Cienfuego, who scans all around him. In a moment he
sees that he's standing right next to Ted Ennis.


            "Not too
fucking bad, am I right?"


            Ted is taken by
surprise.


            "You?"


            "Me."


            "But you're a
killer. You murder people. You murdered ME!"


            "Looks like it
worked out pretty good anyway." Cienfuego gestures out at the vista of
Heaven.


            Ted storms off.


            Ted is looking for
me. I am God. Ted is pissed at me.
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