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UP I N SMOKE
By Paul Lanbrecht

(FOR BL--)

The phone rang over and over again, constituting
sonmewhat of a harassnment of the dying man.

“Personnel Collection Solutions, is Bob Lam bretched
t her e?”

“Yeah, what do you want ?”
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“I"’'mcalling you today sir, to informyou that you owe
over $7,000 on your Visa Alum num Card.”

“What ' s your nane, honey?”

“My nane is Shalinda.”

“Shalinda, is that Wl sh or sonething?”

“I't’s not inmportant sir. How would you like to
resolve this debt situation, sir? Check?”

“Debt situation?”

“Yes sir. You owe over $7,000 on your Visa Al um num
Preferred Cient Rewards credit card account.”

“Look, Shalinda. If | was able to wite you a check
for $7,000 wouldn’t | have done it already? Do you think
|”ve enjoyed getting calls fromyou guys once a Luciferian
hour for the past six nonths?”

“Sir, that is not pertaining to ne. |If you would |ike
to get on a paynent plan, though, | can transfer you to our
Credit Resurrection Departnent.”

“Look Shalinda. |[|’ve been instructed by the Legal A d
bureau to tell you to cease and desist these calls. This
is harassnent.”

“Sir, please remain calm If you don’'t make a paynent
in the amount of $7,346 by this Friday, the 28", we will be
forced to notify your credit reporting agency with a

negati ve account, and we may be forced to repossess sone of
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your [she skimred through a sheaf of papers] sonme of your
DVD s.”

“Over ny dead body,” said the dying man.

“Sir, it was a pleasure to speak with you today. Can
| help you with anything el se?”

“Yeah, 1'"mgoing to need a hand getting off the toilet
in about ten mnutes. You have ny address.”

Bob hung up.

He smled in his exasperated all-know ng yet all-the-
sane-not-believing manner. It suited him The | oveable
deadbeat. Soon to expire on the shelf, like a forgotten
carton of mlk. He wasn't feeling too fresh anynore.
Hadn't in years. Ten or nore.

The fatigue of snoking forty or fifty cigarettes a day
for decades had taken its toll on his flabby yamy body.

He’d be forced to quit snoking soon. He figured
Heaven probably woul dn’t have a snoki ng section. Hel
m ght .

He opened his Bl ack Magi ck manual .

“Hell is a hotbed of scandal and sensual delights for
the young sorcerer novitiate,” he read.

The phone rang again.

He turned to the chapter on curses and hexes.

“H, this is Bruce from Hennepin Data Surveying.”
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“H Bruce.”

“Bob?”

“Yes.”

“Bob Lanbert ?”

“Cl ose enough.”

“Ckay. According to our records, you are in arrears
on a [shuffling papers] hone gym equi pnent purchase:
Rowmast er 9000; and a nedi cal equi pnent purchase: Vapol ung
5000. Are you aware of this?”

“Bruce, what are you nost afraid of in this world?”

So | can curse you good.

“Sir, | don't see howthat's relevant to this
proceedi ng.”

“Come on. Tell ne.”

“I don’t know, but I’'ll tell you what | hate nost.
Deadbeat jerk-offs |like yourself. You' re a drain on the
whol e system”

Bob swal | owed his breath. H's hands were clamy, his
heart constricting in whip-snaps of pain.

“Bruce, | just put a curse on you,” he said, slammng
the phone on its cradle and collapsing in a bunch on the

couch.
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When he had recovered sufficiently fromhis
cardi opul nonary epi sode, he resuned watchi ng his Avatar
DVD.

The phone rang again. Straight to the nmachine.

Some woman naned Tina inquiring about the aquarium he
was selling. Then his nother called, to see if he was
still alive.

He went up and got the Bl ack Magi ck nanual where it
sat astride the floor in a very undignified manner. He
flipped it open to the chapter on traveling to the astral
pl ane.

He spent the next half hour pretending his couch was a
t ransdi nensi onal vessel whereby he explored the cosnos.

The uni verse was becom ng nore aware of him and he of it.
A Pandora-like place was waiting to wel cone hi m hone.
The next day the phone rang and rang but Bob was gone.

That nmorning he’d snoked his final cigarette.

END.



