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Chapter 1

 


It started with a
sneeze.

It might have ended there, too, but for a
simple matter of timing. Myron Moskowitz, "Mike" to the entire
world minus one, happened to be on the phone with his mother when
the sneeze in question ricocheted half-heartedly off the
receiver.

"Myron? What was that?"

"What was what, Mother?"

"I thought I heard something."

"What do you think you heard?"

"It sounded like somebody sneezed."

"I sneezed, Mother. Perhaps that's
what you heard."

"You sneezed? Are you sick?"

"Not to the point of requiring medical
attention, if that's what you mean."

"How do you know? You're not a doctor. You
could have been a doctor, if you'd have only applied
yourself a little more at school. But you're not one, you
know."

"Yes, Mother, I know I'm not a doctor. Thank
you for reminding me anyway."

"Don't mention it. That's what mothers are
for. So have you seen the doctor yet? What did he say?"

"I haven't seen the doctor, Mother, so
whatever he may have said, I would not have been there to hear it."
He knew what was coming next.

"Well then, what are you waiting for? Make an
appointment with Dr. Katz. You could be sick. There's something
going around now, you know."

"What's going around?"

"How should I know? I only know that whatever
it is, it's going around. Stop giving me such a hard time."

Celia Moskowitz, Myron, er, Mike's
mom, was not so much a woman as she was a force of nature. Just
under five feet tall (in heels) Celia was formidable far beyond
any-thing her diminutive stature might suggest to the uninitiated.
Her son was convinced she could move an entire mountain range with
a wave of her arm, if she so desired. And if not actually move it,
she could at least wear it down.

"And besides," Celia continued, "you could
give whatever it is to that wife of yours."

Mike felt pretty confident that, given the
amount of physical contact required to transmit "it," if there
actually was an "it," his wife was in no real danger.

"That wife of mine has a name, Mother. You
really ought to try using it occasionally."

"Christine. I mean, Jesus, what kind of a
name is Christine?"

"It's a very nice name. A rather popular one,
too."

"Well, I never knew anybody named Christine.
There were never any Christines in my old neighborhood."

"To their great fortune, I have no
doubt."

"Ha, ha, Mister
I-just-got-one-over-on-my-poor-old- mother. So, will you go to the
doctor?"

"I'll consider it."

"Enough with the consider, already. Just do
it."

"All right, Mother," sighed what was once the
Himalayas.

 


Whether through
Celia's incredible powers of suggestion or just an unfortunate
consequence of basic immunology, Mike's sneeze soon metamorphosed
into something considerably more inconvenient. The "it" that was
going around, perhaps. Whatever it was, it was beginning to
seriously interfere with Mike's ability to perform functions he
normally took for granted, such as breathing. Left to continue on
its current path unabated…well, the prospect was not a happy
one.

Still, Mike waited until there was barely any
trace of audibility remaining in his larynx before finally breaking
down and calling Dr. Katz's office. Fortunately, the receptionist
had plenty of experience listening to barely-audible sick people,
and grasped the situation immediately.

"It's going around," she said.

"So I've heard," Mike croaked back.

"The doctor is booked solid, but for Celia
Moskowitz's son I'm sure we can find a way to squeeze you in
sometime this afternoon." She was packing it all in in a few days
anyway, so she could afford to be accommodating. Frankly, Dr.
Katz’s receptionist was just grateful the appointment wasn't for
Celia herself. Mike would have understood.

He arrived at the office early, just on the
off chance that the squeezing-in might occur sooner rather than
later. That had never happened before, but there was, he reasoned,
always a first time.

And while there was always a first
time, today was not going to be it. Mike waited an interminably
long while, feeling the disease progressing in stages as his butt
progressively warmed the chair. He was convinced his temperature
had been climbing an additional degree every thirty minutes or so,
by which reckoning it was probably hovering somewhere in the
neighborhood of 117 degrees Fahrenheit by now . He could also feel
his brain, eyeballs, and sinuses being sucked deeper into his
skull, and wondered how much further they could possibly go before
seeking refuge in another, larger body cavity.

It was just as he was fading into a
disease-induced state of euphoria that the office nurse called out
his name.

"Mr. Moskowitz?"

Mike was beginning to enjoy the
disease-induced state of euphoria, and thus did not feel
particularly compelled to answer her.

"Mr. Moskowitz?" the nurse asked, somewhat
more insistently this time.

He was still just enough on this side of the
euphoria to pull himself back, which he did with a deep pang of
regret.

"Mr. Moskowitz?"

"Present and accounted for."

"Glad to hear it," the nurse said, with a
nursely smile. "Would you please walk this way?"

Mike felt far too under the weather to
suggest that, if he could walk that way, he probably wouldn't need
to be there. He followed her back to an empty examination room
where he was invited to make himself comfortable. He felt far too
under the weather to respond to that one, too.

His wait here was not quite as long as it had
been prior to being summoned, but to Mike it definitely seemed that
way. There was no euphoria to break up the monotony this time,
however. He was stuck with his present reality, which under the
circumstances was not proving to be an especially good one.

Eventually, the doctor could be heard
shuffling around outside the door, and eventually plus one minute
later, he joined Mike inside the room. Dr. Katz made a beeline for
the small desk facing a wall perpendicular to the examination table
on which his rather pitiful patient was presently perched.

The doctor then began typing on a keyboard
connected to a small PC, which were the sole articles on the desk.
Mike wondered what the guy could possibly be typing already since
they hadn't even acknowledged one another yet.

After about two minutes of frenzied data
entry, the doctor broke the ice.

"Mr. Moskowitz, how nice to see you. How have
you been?"

"Is that a trick question, Dr. Katz?"

"Well, obviously, you're sick. But other than
that, I mean. How's your mother?" He continued typing away.

"Why, she was just complaining that she
hasn't seen nearly enough of you lately. She's thinking of
scheduling an appointment just to pay a social call."

"Um, hmm." Still typing.

Just as Mike thought: obviously not paying
attention. He should have gotten at least a prairie dog out of that
one.

"So, Mr. Moskowitz, what seems to be the
trouble?"

"How should I know? I'm not a doctor. Just
ask my mother. She'll tell you."

Dr. Katz thought he'd just take Mike's word
for it.

"Okay, then. Why don't we start with the
symptoms? Run them down for me." Dr. Katz continued typing into his
computer.

Mike ran down a laundry list of symptoms, to
which Dr. Katz occasionally added an "Ah?" or an "Um hmm." Once or
twice he even threw in an "I see."

"It's going around," Dr. Katz said.

So, Mike informed his physician, he'd been
led to believe.

The doctor prescribed a course of
antibiotics, a decongestant, one or two other similarly palliative
pharmaceutical items, and suggested a few activities that might
also help improve Mike's sense of well-being. His fingers never
once let up off the keyboard.

As the doctor was about to finish the
consultation by entering in the appropriate diagnostic codes, he
turned to Mike and, still tapping away, wished his patient a
swift return to health.

In the miniscule span of time that Dr. Katz's
attention was directed away from his computer screen, what should
have been a right ring finger keystroke was instead delivered by a
left pinkie. Or maybe it was the other way around. In any case,
what the doctor thought he had entered and what was, in fact,
actually recorded, wound up being two entirely different
things.

On a college term paper, a typographical
error of this nature would have probably been circled once in red
pencil and then completely forgotten about.

On Myron Moskowitz's permanent electronic
medical record, however, it was not going to get off quite so
easily.

 


The following month,
when the insurance payment for Myron "Mike" Moskowitz's visit
arrived at his doctor's office, the check was in an amount
considerably higher than what was typical for treating whatever it
was that had been going around. The figure showed up again on the
practice’s monthly financial report, where it was circled once in
red pencil and then completely forgotten about.

 


His illness ran its
course with almost embarrassing rapidity, leaving Mike mildly
ashamed of himself for wimping out and running to the doctor
practically at the first sniffle. It was all his mother's fault, he
decided, which was his fallback for a lot of things. And the fact
that he was generally right made coming up with other excuses
largely unnecessary.

There was no denying that Celia had a special
gift for infiltrating virtually every nook and cranny of her son's
life. It would not have been surprising to learn that black magic
figured into it somehow. Come to think of it, that would probably
have explained quite a lot. If insinuating oneself into other
people's lives could be considered a form of kung-fu, Celia
Moskowitz would have been the discipline's undisputed master.

Interestingly, this had not always been the
case. Young Mike (even Celia called him that back then) had been as
free a spirit as one could possibly hope to be when saddled with a
moniker like Myron Moskowitz. It was only after he had left for
college that Celia, feeling her maternal grasp slipping away, began
truly playing to win. Mike had, to some extent, been under that
doll-sized thumb ever since.

Well, almost ever since. There were
those few, happy years when he'd managed to escape the pressure of
that undersized, opposable digit, beginning when he had first met
Christine. In those blissful days, Mike had remained mostly
oblivious to anyone and anything that was not either Christine or
the ground she so angelically floated over. He would even have
considered writing poetry, if only it could have been called
something else. Mike had always maintained that the reason most
people cringed whenever poetry was mentioned was due
entirely to the word itself. A bit of brand-management, he
believed, would do wonders for what was, basically, a pretty decent
little art form.

As the scales gradually fell from his eyes,
however, they were replaced by images of Celia. By themselves,
these would have been easy enough to ignore. Unfortunately, the
images were also accompanied by the sound of her voice, which
rendered any chance of escape some-where on the order of trying to
elude death. In Mike's imagination, that voice was either offering
hyper-critical opinions about his judgment, in a Monday-morning
quarterback sort of way, letting him know what she would
have done in the same situation. Which, of course, she would never
have gotten herself into in the first place. Or asking seemingly
innocuous questions in a manner calculated to leave Mike
second-guessing everything he ever believed or thought he knew. At
best, his mother could only be put off for a little while. Like the
guy in the original black hoodie, however, in the end resistance
would always prove futile.

Mike assumed it was Celia's uncanny powers of
suggestion that had turned what had likely been only a minor blip
on his constitutional radar into a wicked case of the flu. He was
grateful, at least, that she had probably never heard of Dengue
Fever or Bubonic Plague. The world, he felt, was undoubtedly a
great deal safer for it.

He derived some satisfaction from the
knowledge that, despite exceeding even her usual, exceptionally
high standards of contact avoidance, Christine had somehow managed
to come down with whatever was going around, too. Now there, he
thought, was an instance when the word poetry seemed
altogether appropriate. He was referring, specifically, to its use
in the term, poetic justice.
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Chapter 2

 


The matrimonial
Moskowitzes were seated in opposite corners of their communal
living room, each apparently engrossed in a paperback. Mike's nose
was buried in a contemporary history of Second World War atrocities
in Poland. Lately, it seemed to require something of this magnitude
for him to escape the mind-numbing minutia of his own, everyday
life. Christine was engrossed in a best-selling volume on the
subject of empowerment for women, a genre she had recently been
devoting a considerable portion of her available reading time to.
The television was turned on quietly for background, just in case
either Moskowitz momentarily forgot themselves and at-tempted to
have speech with the other.

"Mike?" asked Christine, shattering the
library-like atmosphere of the room.

"Hmmm?" answered the addressee, trying not to
interrupt his reading.

"Honey, how much is that life insurance
policy for?"

"What life insurance policy would that be?"
asked Moskowitz male, trying to bury his nose even deeper into his
book. He could guess where the conversation was headed and hoped
that a conflagration along the lines of the destruction of downtown
Warsaw would soften his own impending artillery attack.

"Didn't you have a million-dollar life
insurance policy?"

"If you already knew the amount, why did you
ask?"

"You still have the policy, don't you?"

"No."

"No? Why not?"

"Because," Mike closed his book on his index
finger, "the term ended and the premiums went up like, ten times
what they were before. I decided not to renew." He had a
premonition that not even the rape of the Polish country-side could
help him escape what was coming next.

"So we have no life insurance? What
happens if you die?"

"Well, let's see...if you believe in Heaven
and Hell, there's one potential scenario. Otherwise, I'll either
become worm food or contribute to global warming. The choice will
pretty much be up to you."

"I mean, what happens to me?"

"Well, again, there's the Heaven or Hell
option, and frankly I have my own theories on how that one would
go. Then –"

"Mike..." Drawn out as long as humanly
possible without losing its intended target.

"How do I know? I mean, I'll be dead,
won't I?"

"Don't you care what happens to me after
you're gone?"

"Who says I'll be the first one to go? And in
any case, you have my promise: I'll take just as good care of you
when I'm dead as you've taken of me while I'm alive."

"You're such a pig. I can't imagine why I
ever married you. I could have married a doctor, you know."

"Don't you start that, too."

"It's true. I should have listened to your
mother."

"My mother?"

Yes. She kept insisting her son had no
business marrying me."

"I don't think you quite gleaned her
meaning."

"I'm sure I gleaned it perfectly. She was
certain our getting married was a big mistake."

He had to score a point to Celia for that
one. Or else it was that spooky power of suggestion thing of hers
at work once again.

Mike went back to his book, but found that he
had inadvertently pulled his finger out and lost his place. He
flipped through the pages attempting to relocate it, but all those
Luftwaffe bombing sorties tended to blend together, rendering the
task pretty much a hopeless one.

Christine, having just finished a chapter on
women taking their futures into their own hands, was not about to
spend the rest of her husband's life, and hopefully an even longer
thereafter, without the assurance of a little financial security.
She knew, however, that this was not a battle she was likely to win
without considerable reinforcements. This meant placing a call to
Celia, whose methods she was coming to, if not actually like, at
least appreciate on a purely strategic level.

Not being one to let a minor tactical retreat
keep her from getting the last word in, Christine mumbled the word
pig under her breath and went back to her chapter on dealing
with personal issues in a more detached, professional way. Mike
stopped his own page flipping at the story of the Russians beating
the enemy back from the Polish capitol, immersing himself so
thoroughly that he would have sworn he could hear rifle shots. It
was, however, only the sound of Christine gnashing her teeth.

 


"What's this I hear
about you not having any insurance?" asked Celia, in her most
accusatory tone of voice. "How can you not have insurance?"

"Wait–let me guess. You've been talking to
that wife of mine, haven't you?"

"That wife of yours has a name, you know. And
yes, Christine did happen to call me. She wanted my
advice."

"Your advice? Are we still talking
about my Christine? Wow. How long have you been waiting for
that one?"

"Ha, ha, Mister Smart-aleck. Admittedly, it
did seem a little long in coming. But she was practically in
tears."

"You didn't really fall for that, did
you?"

"Of course not. But just because she was
bucking for an Academy Award doesn't mean she was wrong."

"So, what did you tell her?"

"I told her she didn't deserve you."

"Ah. Like you've been saying ever since we
announced our engagement."

"No, not like I've been saying ever
since you announced your engagement. Now she's the one who
deserves better."

"And they say that a boy's best friend is his
mother!"

"Yeah, I saw that movie, too. Now
there was a son!"

"As I recall, that son killed his
mother."

"Yes, but such devotion!"

 


Two days later, Mike
called a friend of his who was in the insurance business.

"Todd? Mike Moskowitz. I need some life
insurance."

"I thought you weren't going to give your
wife the satisfaction."

"Things change. No, on second thought, they
don't. That's why I need the insurance."

"Let me guess: you've been talking to your
mother again, haven't you?"

"Do they sell insurance for that?"

"Not through us, they don't. So, do you want
a million dollars?"

"That depends. Can I have it now?"

"Sorry. Gotta die first. Hardly seems fair, I
know."

"My definition of fair has become
increasingly open to interpretation lately. So how much is this
alleged benefit supposed to cost me?"

Todd quoted several companies' rates at
Mike's previous level of coverage. While they were all
significantly lower than what his last policy had threatened to
jump to, they still seemed far too high where Christine was
concerned.

"What have you got for half-a-million?" he
asked.

Todd pulled up a few more quotes, all of
which sounded far more reasonable to Mike considering what the
money would be going toward. Whether the lesser amount would
satisfy Celia, however, remained another matter. Of course, none of
this would even be an issue if Mike could somehow manage to outlive
the two of them. He made a mental note to stop off and pick up a
bottle of vitamins on his way home from work.

A plan underwritten by the Itinerant Life
& Casualty Company was settled on. The necessary on-line forms
were eventually completed. Then Todd reminded Mike that the nasty,
acidy bile-like taste in his mouth to the contrary, he was doing
the right thing.

"Oh, good. I feel so much better
now."

Todd mentioned that someone from Itinerant
Life would be contacting him to schedule the requisite
pre-insurance physical, and the two made plans to get together in
some recreational capacity in the very near future.

As it had after running to the doctor, Mike's
self-esteem was stinging a bit from having succumbed so quickly to
his mother's will. He took some consolation knowing he'd only given
in to fifty percent of the insurance, which, coincidentally, was
about as much chance as he could hope for of earning the Celia Seal
of Approval. Oh well. He could always lie. With any luck, by the
time anyone found out he'd be safely out of harm's reach. Hopefully
in Heaven, though he'd settle for becoming worm food or atmospheric
ash. As a final stop along this thought track, Mike wondered if it
hurt much when your widow beat the living snot out of your already
lifeless corpse.

He did tarry briefly at a vitamin shop on the
way home from work that evening. The breathtakingly beautiful sales
clerk sent him home with supplements for treating conditions that
probably didn't even exist, really. Yet Mike knew he'd be back to
buy them again.

 


Early the following
week, Mike received a call from an Itinerant Life & Casualty
Company nurse to schedule the pre-insurance physical he'd been
warned to expect. He was in no hurry, even when she pointed out
that his loved ones would not be protected until the exam had been
success-fully completed. This news did absolutely nothing to
in-crease Mike's sense of urgency in the matter. But the nurse had
wide experience in dealing with procrastinators. Claiming to have
produced a calendar, she made quick work of her reluctant
client.

"Oh, and by the way, we'll need copies of all
your medical records for the past ten years,” she said. “So if you
could please contact any healthcare providers and health insurers
you may have dealt with over that period and arrange for those
authorizations, it would be extremely helpful." And before Mike
could ask if this could wait until after the physical, she added:
"Before the physical, please. Thank you so much." She had,
as previously noted, a wide experience in dealing with
procrastinators.

"Anything else?" asked Mike, hoping the
answer was no.

"Nope. That'll do, Mr. Moskowitz. May I call
you Myron?"

"If you must, though only my mother calls me
that. I prefer Mike."

"Okay, Mike then. I look forward to meeting
you in person." She always said that, and on exceptionally rare
occasions, she even meant it.
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Chapter 3

 


Mike hung up after
his conversation with the Itinerant Life & Casualty nurse, and
silently uttered a minor curse. The description of which may well
be verse, but his disposition had gone from bad to worse.

Homework! Not only was he about to be paying
for an insurance policy he didn't want, and facing the
prospect of being poked and prodded by a complete stranger in the
bargain; now they expected him to do homework! Mike picked
up the phone, prepared to call Todd and cancel the whole thing, but
then carefully set it down knowing that was never going to happen.
Somewhere Celia nodded her head approvingly.

Mike pulled a pen and a small notepad out of
a drawer and wrote down the date and time of his impending
physical. He next tried to think of any healthcare providers he may
have had contact with over the past ten years. Ten years! That
seemed like an unreasonably long period of time. Anything that
serious would have surely killed him by now, wouldn’t it? And what
if he forgot someone? Would they take points off, or something?
Raise the premiums? Turn him down altogether?

He began making a list:

 


1. Dr. Sherman Katz.

 


Sherman! Who names a kid that, anyway, Mike
wondered, until he remembered that someone had once named him
Myron.

 


1. Dr. Sherman Katz

2. Shortshrift Urgent Care Center. That was
the time he jabbed himself in the hand with an Xacto knife while
opening a walnut. And he didn't even like walnuts.

 


That was it. Oh, aside from the dermatologist
who removed that (fortunately) benign skin thingy a few years ago.
He probably wouldn't have even bothered with it really, except for
where the unusual growth had happened to be located. Mike
remembered paying cash for that particular office visit, not
wanting even his insurance company ever finding out about it. He
decided to leave the dermatologist off his list.

This left only his health insurers, of which,
in the past ten years, there had been two. The first went out of
business after its entire C-suite of executives was convicted of
fraud, money laundering, and an apparent disregard for the spirit
of sound business practices. The RICO statutes had been invoked
once or twice, Mike seemed to recall. And then there was one.

He made the requisite requests to release his
medical records to the Itinerant and settled back to fully savor
his dread of the impending physical examination itself.

 


Deep within the
labyrinthine bowels of the Itinerant Life & Casualty Company's
corporate offices, there existed a cubicle. Actually, there existed
literally hundreds of cubicles, but only one of these was
occupied by a particular individual whose job it was to review the
medical histories of the firm's life insurance candidates. For
identification purposes, we will simply refer to this person as
"Jackie," since that was her name.

Jackie had been scrolling through the day's
complement of electronic medical records on her computer screen.
This was the very sort of thing Jackie did as a matter of course,
rarely encountering anything that was not mind-numbingly
predictable. As for interesting, Jackie could count the number of
times anything truly interesting had popped up in the past eight
years on one hand.

Until now, that is. Hand number two had just
been called into service, courtesy of one Mr. Myron Moskowitz.

Jackie sat with eyes transfixed on her
computer screen in baffled concentration, having been shaken out of
the torpor in which she normally sat staring at it. The cause was a
diagnostic code she had never before seen; and while she was pretty
sure she had never before seen it, Jackie was somehow entirely
certain that, whatever it was, it could not possibly bode well for
one Mr. Myron Moskowitz.

She pulled out the code manual and verified
that the diagnosis on Myron Moskowitz's chart actually was both one
she had never encountered and one which, indeed, did not bode well
for Mr. Moskowitz. She was confused, which was ironic since, as an
insurance company employee, she was generally the one doing the
confusing. Jackie rang for her supervisor.

"Couldn't this have been handled in an email,
Jackie?”

"Sorry. This one has voice written all
over it."

"Sounds serious. Okay, what have you
got?"

Jackie deftly delineated the diagnostic
dilemma. Her supervisor demurred.

"Wasn't that wiped out in, like, the late
eighteen-hundreds?"

"That's what I thought," replied
Jackie. She wasn't sure if this was true or not, but she didn't
want to appear ignorant. Especially with a review coming up just
around the corner. "Maybe it's come back, like in Outer Mongolia or
somewhere."

"Or maybe," suggested the supervisor,
"someone made a typo. It has been known to happen, you know.
Why don't you call the doctor's office and double check?"

Which Jackie duly did. Dr. Katz and his nurse
were both out at that moment. So their newly-hired receptionist,
enjoying a spate of confidence on this, her second day on the job,
checked the Moskowitz, Myron file and verified that the
vexatious sequence of digits matched the ones on the patient's
chart to the letter. Or number, as the case may be.

Jackie thanked her, rang off, and called her
supervisor.

"Yep, it's the right code."

"Who did you speak to at the doctor's office?
Was it the nurse?"

Jackie hadn't remembered to ask. I mean, it
wasn't like this sort of thing came up every week, or anything. But
with the aforementioned review just around the corner, she thought
it best that she not mention this tiny oversight to her
supervisor.

"Yes, that's right. The nurse."

"Hmm. Okay. Why don't you push that
application off to the side for now? I'll need to check with
Underwriting and find out what they want to do with it. I'll let
you know as soon as I do. By email."

Jackie pulled up the next electronic medical
record. The torpor didn't return until the one after that.

 


Slightly less deep
within the labyrinthine bowels of the Itinerant Life & Casualty
Company corporate offices there existed a department full of
quietly eager men and women who knew the answer to the question:
What does an actuary do?. This was the firm's Underwriting
Department, where highly trained specialists sat around and tried
to guess when prospective policy holders were likely to die.

Such might seem like a fairly morbid vocation
to those whose livelihoods are not directly linked to the probable
longevity of relative strangers. Those in the profession, however,
liken their work to fantasy football: weighing the probability that
their players will score a certain number of points in any given
game against the risks of those same players getting injured,
traded, or scoring fewer points than that idiot Josephson from
Accounting's team somehow pulled out of their spreadsheets last
weekend.

It was to this department's general number
that the aforementioned supervisor, whom we'll call “Judy” (since
that was her name), placed her next call.

"Underwriting."

Judy identified herself and asked to speak
with one of the underwriters.

"Couldn't this have been handled in an
email?"

"No. This one has voice written all
over it."

"Must be serious. Hold on, I'll see who's
available."

Judy was transferred to a guy named Matt, who
sounded as if he might be in the very early stages of puberty. As
Jackie had done a few minutes earlier, she now deftly delineated
the diagnostic dilemma to Matt, adding that she hoped his
department could offer some guidance. She placed exaggerated
emphasis on the his department part, knowing from experience
that the more important she made people feel, the more helpful they
were likely to be. This was especially true for underwriters who,
even though they wielded a lot of power insurance-wise, tended to
be a bit awkward when it came to dealing with anybody who wasn't
either a probability or a statistic.

"Ah, yes. Last reported case was in
nineteen-oh-two, in the southern region of Upper Volta. Prior to
that, it was believed to afflict one person in every sixty-two
million, seven hundred and thirty thousand, approximately, though
there is the likelihood that at least a few of those cases may have
been misdiagnosed. Long incubation period, but al-ways fatal,
eventually. But then, so is life, right?" Matt said, in a voice
showing obvious signs of cracking. "It's probably just a typo."

"No typo," replied Judy. "We checked."

"Was the applicant anywhere near Upper Volta?
That might be important."

"Important to what?"

"Good point. Forget I asked."

"Done. So, what do I do with the
application?"

"Beats me. Medical science has come a long
way in the past hundred years. Maybe it's no longer invariably
fatal. Is he being treated for it?"

"I don't know. I didn't think to ask. I can
look into that."

"Do, and let me know what you find out. This
could have ramifications actuarially."

"You mean, ‘actually'?"

"No, actuarially. I may need a new
table."

"With matching chairs?"

"Huh?"

"Never mind. I'll keep you posted."

"Via email."

"Goes without saying."

 


"That's it?"
Mike asked the Itinerant nurse, who, it turned out, was not a nurse
at all but rather a cross-trained phlebotomist.

"Almost," she replied, snapping off a pair of
latex-free examination gloves. "I just have a few more
health-related questions, and then you'll never have to see me
again!"

Mike was mildly disappointed by the prospect.
There was something both commanding and sexy about a woman
brandishing hands sheathed in latex-free gloves...

"Mr. Moskowitz?"

"Huh? Oh, right. Questions. Well, fire
away."

She had been given a list of, frankly,
bizarre questions to ask Mr. Moskowitz, and was told to make
them sound as normal and routine as she possibly could. Based on
the questions, she feared this was going to be easier said than
done.

"Okay, Mr. Moskowitz–"

"Mike."

"Okay, Mike. Have you experienced any unusual
medical symptoms recently?"

"Define unusual."

This was already getting tricky. She had been
expressly instructed not to put any words in the applicant's mouth.
Did clarifying count?

"Why don't you just tell me what symptoms
you've experienced in the past, oh, six months or so? That ought to
cover it."

"Well, let me see. I had the flu a few weeks
ago."

"The flu? Are you sure?"

"That's what my doctor called it. It was
going around at the time."

"And what were your symptoms?"

Mike described them.

"Anything else?"

"No, not that I can recall."

"No, say, bleeding from your eyes, ears, or
through the pores in your skin?"

"I think I would have remembered those."

"And do you remember those?"

"Um, no."

"Okay. What about organ failure?"

"What about organ failure?"

"Have you had any?"

"Not that I'm aware of."

"That's good to hear. Has there been any
unexplained, major hair loss?"

"This sounds like a list of possible
side-effects from a pharmaceutical commercial. Are you sure this is
just routine?"

"Positive. I ask these things all the time.
Sometimes two or three times a day, depending on how busy we are.
Now, hair loss…?"

"I can account for every follicle."

"Terrific. Last question: have you recently
been any-where near Upper Volta?"

"Upper Volta?"

"Yes. It's a country in West Africa."

"I know what it is. Or what it was—it hasn't
been called that in decades. Why do you want to know if I've been
to Upper Volta?"

"Or near Upper Volta. One or the
other."

"What does that have to do with
anything?"

"Just routine. So?"

"No, I have never been within a continent of
Upper Volta or whatever it is nowadays. Hadn't planned on it,
either. Do you think I'm missing anything?"

"I'm sure I couldn't say. Thanks, Mr.
Moskowitz. We'll be getting back to you soon, I have no doubt."

"It's Mike. So what do you think? Am I going
to live?"

"If you were, you probably wouldn't be buying
life insurance now, would you?"

Mike wasn't quite certain how he should take
that. But, since the cross-trained phlebotomist was smiling when
she said it, he figured she was just being witty. He was half
right.

 


Internal email
exchange at Itinerant Life & Casualty Company:

 


Matt:

Applicant Moskowitz, Myron (as discussed)
not currently being treated for any rare or presumed extinct
diseases, nor is he exhibiting any symptoms of same. Last seen by
personal physician approx. three weeks ago, told he "had the flu."
Please advise re: actions to take on this application.

 


Judy --------

 


Judy,

Obviously, he's still in the incubation
period, though by my reckoning he should have been dead weeks ago.
Doctor probably just doesn't have the guts to break the bad news.
Hate when they do that - wastes everybody's time. I recommend
stalling for as long as possible. Either it will cease to be an
issue, if you know what I mean; or we will have to reevaluate.

Are you free for lunch next week?

 


Matt

 


 


~~~


Chapter 4

 


A couple of weeks
went by following Mike Moskowitz's insurance physical without any
word from the Itinerant Life & Casualty Company. This was fine
with him since, for reasons already mentioned, he was in no hurry
to be insured. As far as Mike was concerned, he had satisfied his
end of things the moment he'd placed the call to Todd's office. If
he died in the meantime...oh, well.

He had, in fact, achieved a certain degree of
amnesia about the matter when his friend telephoned for an
update.

"Mike? Todd. How're you doing?"

"Can't complain. What's up?"

"Mike, have you spoken with anyone from
Itinerant in the last few days or so?"

"No, not since my physical."

"Well, I hadn't heard from them either, so I
called. They passed me around to five different people before guy
number six told me I needed to talk to you. Any idea why?"

"Beats me. Maybe guy number seven was at
lunch. Is that unusual?"

"Very. Itinerant is usually pretty quick when
it comes to processing new applications. Was there anything, oh,
out of the ordinary that came up during the physical?"

"You mean besides asking me if I'd been to
Upper Volta?"

"What?"

"The cross-trained phlebotomist who examined
me asked me if I'd been anywhere near Upper Volta recently,
apparently unaware that there's no such place anymore. Obviously, a
keen knowledge of geography is not one of the Itinerant Life &
Casualty Company's stricter job requirements."

Todd assumed his friend was being a
smart-ass.

"Well, do me a favor: if you hear from them,
let me know. Okay?"

"You got it. Hey, if they turn me down, will
you write me a note for my mother?"

"Sorry. My own insurance specifically
excludes Death by Celia Moskowitz. It's right there in
between Acts of God and Death by Suicide. You're on
your own. But think positively."

"I was."

 


Three days later,
Todd phoned again.

"Mike, you've got to call the insurance
company."

"What have I got to call them?"

"I'm serious. Apparently, there's some sort
of problem."

"Problem?"

"Yeah, and they won't tell me what it is.
They said they'd only talk to you directly."

Mike's first thought was that he should have
mentioned the dermatologist.

"Did they give you any kind of hint?"

"Nope. Nothing. Said they couldn't divulge
confidential health information."

If this was about the dermatologist, at least
that part was good news.

"All right. Who do I call?"

Todd gave him the name and direct-dial number
of his contact at Itinerant Life & Casualty.

"And tell him I said 'hi,'" Todd added.

"Didn't you just talk to him?"

"Well, yeah."

"Then wouldn't that be just a little
redundant?"

"Just call him! And call me right back,
okay?"

"Will do." As long as it isn't about the
dermatologist, that is.

He dialed the number Todd had given him and,
as expected, was sent straight into voice mail. As was not
expected, the message was answered right away.

Before Mike could explain the nature of his
call, however, the Itinerant guy launched into a series of
questions obviously designed to ensure that Mike was, in fact, the
correct Myron Moskowitz. Apparently, there'd been a run of them or
something recently.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
Joel Bresler
The Moskowitz Code






