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In 1830 in Palmyra, New York an angel showed Joseph Smith a series of gold plates --today the Mormon church has 22 million members.
"The Devil is inside me!" Hollar Nimbell screamed and leapt out of bed. Satan's cloven hooves and spiked tail threshed devilishly within Hollar Nimbell's body as he staggered into the bathroom and tore off his pajama top and in the full-length mirror peered terrified at his naked back.
His wife, startled awake, cried, “Hollar, what are you doing?"
"He has me!" her husband said, his eyes fixed on his back.
"Who has you?" she asked.
"Can't you see him?" he said.
"See who? What!"
He did not reply. He could not. Satan had seized his voice. What he expected his wife to see was the bulge in his shoulders where the devil clung.
No bulge, but the devil was there. Hollar Nimbell could sense him, the horned head twitching up inside Hollar Nimbell’s neck and into his brain, shouting dirty, filthy words. Hollar Nimbell smashed his own head against the mirror to jar the devil out. The devil held fast.
Sixty year old Hollar Nimbell was an apostle in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, one of twelve men who in this year of our Lord, 1952, directed the affairs of two million Mormons world-wide. Now, on a stormy April night, Apostle Nimbell himself had been summoned for testing. He was equal to the task.
He pressed the bloody gash in his forehead against the mirror and fell to his knees and raised his right hand to the square. “Satan, get thee behind me! By the power of the Melchizedick priesthood I command you to leave my body!”
Apostle Nimbell felt the power of the Holy Ghost whirling within him. A searing desert wind blasted through the apostle’s entire being and blew the devil back to hell.
Soon afterward, in church and in public, the apostle described his Beelzebub Battle. All, Mormon and non-Mormon, who heard the apostle acknowledged the apostle's courage. (Some non-believers and, regrettably, a few believers, joked about Apostle Nimbell being too nimble for even the devil to catch.)
Ten years passed. Now seventy, his appearance was that of a much older man. Beyond possession, the devil had attacked Apostle Nimbell with ailments ranging from typhoid fever to near-drowning, had taken his mother when the apostle was eleven. Had even taken his four sisters before their adolescence. Lesser men would have crumpled.
In addition to thwarting The Devil, Apostle Nimbell had beaten throat cancer, vanquished depression, and overcome facial ticks. Surely Father in Heaven would allot him a few more years to complete unfinished work. If ever there was a time for an apostle, a servant of the Lord, to counter The Prince of Darkness, this was that time. It was not easy. Part of his voice box had been destroyed by the surgeon’s scalpel and radiation. Apostle Nimbell's voice now sounded more like a rattle. Some of the kids in church giggled when he preached. He ignored them. The youth of Zion simply did not understand Satan's evil.
In June of 1962 Apostle Nimbell was considered the prime candidate for the church's next president. Gasoline was twenty-five cents a gallon. Elvis Presley and The Beach Boys were on top of the charts. To Kill a Mocking Bird was a bestseller.
Gas and literature did not concern the apostle. Presley and the Beach Boys did. The youth of the church were all too vulnerable to Lucifer's relentless efforts to destroy them. The Devil knew that without the youth the church would perish. But Father in Heaven also knew this. And God favored the LDS church.
The apostle glanced outside at Moroni, the golden angel with trumpet to lips perched high atop the Mormon temple in the center of Salt Lake City. A seagull alighted on Moroni, slipped, then scrambled onto the granite ledge in front of Apostle Nimbell. A celestial sign? Was the devil wearing feathers today?
A secretary now ushered Jerry Wonder into the office. Jerry, nineteen, had traveled by bus from his home in South Dakota to meet with the apostle to determine the boy's worthiness to serve a mission for the church.
Accordingly, the apostle's first words to the young novitiate were, "Do you accept me as a prophet, seer, and revelator?"
"Yes sir, I do," said Jerry.
The apostle nodded approvingly, gestured Jerry to be seated, whereupon he selected a book from a nearby stack of similar books. He opened the book, signed it, and presented it to Jerry. “In its sixth printing. Consider it a gift from me to you."
"That's very nice of you, Apostle Nimbell," Jerry said, which sounded like the right thing to say. The dust jacket consisted of a flattering portrait of the apostle, and was entitled, Get Thee Behind Me, Satan! by Apostle Hollar Nimbell.
After a short prayer, the interview began. Routine questions until:
“You’re from a farming community so I have to ask you about sex with barnyard animals. You ever get into that kind of mischief?”
“No Sir.”
“Ever had sex with a cow, a sheep or any of the other common barnyard animals?”
What, Jerry wondered, what the heck was this all about? But he replied with a respectful, "No, sir, never."
“I realize these questions may seem strange to you but I bare you my testimony that Father in Heaven says I must ask them. A testimony, as you know, is an absolute conviction that our church is true, having been restored by heavenly messengers in 1830. Further, a person with a testimony knows that the head of the church and its twelve modern day apostles are in direct contact with God."
“I understand,” said Jerry.
“Jerry, some of our young men who have lived in farming communities have placed their penises into the bums of chickens.”
"They have?" said Jerry, who not even in his wildest erotic fantasies, could imagine placing his penis into a chicken's ass.
"The question is, have you?"
“Sir, I have never placed my penis into anything.”
"Not into your special sweetheart, Susan Cunningham?"
Jerry could not have been more surprised — not to mention frightened — had the apostle struck him over the head with one of the Get Thee Behind Me, Satan! books.
On his part, the apostle felt the power of The Holy Ghost flowing through him. He was on the right track. “Her father and I served on a mission together. I’ve never met the young lady but I’m sure she is a worthy sister and will make an ideal wife for you. Ever bared your penis to her?”
“Oh, No.”
“But you have, of course, petted?”
Now how do you answer that one? Well, of course, with the truth: “A little bit.”
“Did you ever touch her titties?”
“I didn’t feel too good about it.” Giving what he thought was the right answer.
“That’s the devil for you. What about her private dank area, down low. Penetration?”
“Not with my penis, sir.” Another right answer.
Earning him another nod of approval. “And you’re sorry about what you did and you won’t do it again, yes?"
“Yes, Apostle Nimbell.”
Their eyes locked — callow youth and venerated apostle. The apostle stared into Jerry's soul. “Never touch a woman in those ways again until you are sealed to her in the Temple. You understand?” The patriarch leaned forward, weighing the boy’s faltering reply.
“Y-yes,” said Jerry.
“Do not discuss what we have talked about with anyone. Let it remain a conversation between you and a Servant of the Lord.”
“It will be our secret.”
“Not secret, sacred. Sacred, Elder, like the ordinances in our temple. Return in safety to the Black Hills of South Dakota and stay close to the Lord. Wait with your loved ones while the brethren decide if you will be chosen to serve as a missionary for Father in Heaven. Guard against Satan’s attacks. They could easily present themselves to you through sexual temptation.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Lets chat about exactly how far you went with Susan.”
Jerry sank back into his chair.
The apostle felt a comforting surge of inspiration for he was doing what God had chosen him to accomplish in these, the last days. His experience and knowledge told him that much was left to cleanse from the young elder. The apostle also sensed that the young man was not that certain about the absolute divinity of the church.
Two months later, as leaves were turning crimson, a letter from the brethren in Salt Lake City arrived in South Dakota. Hallelujah! Jerry had passed his interview with the apostle and was assigned to serve a two year mission for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in New Zealand.
Ann Wonder, elated that her only child was hand chosen by God's servants, feverishly researched facts on New Zealand and that evening she prepared a celebration dinner of wild salmon and chocolate cake with ice cream for her son whom she now felt had been anointed by angels.
Jerry’s father, a dentist and an agnostic who was not a member of the Mormon Church, noticed the signature on Jerry’s letter from Salt Lake City. “Signed by an apostle,” said the dentist.
“Apostle Nimbell may be the next president of our church,” said Ann.
“I wonder why the Good Lord gave him all that throat cancer? Must have been testing him.”
“Let up,” said Ann.
“Son, did you tell that apostle you’ve been a vegetarian for over a year?” Dr. Wonder asked Jerry.
"We didn't talk about my diet."
“As far as I know the Mormon church does not encourage its followers to avoid meat,” said Jerry’s father. “You would think a religion that is so fixated on sins of the flesh would appreciate the fact you won’t go near flesh.”
“I don’t want to talk about this,” said Ann, removing her husband’s chocolate cake before he could finish the last few bites.
Jack Wonder continued his discussion with Jerry. “When you come back you’ll be a world traveler and lecturer.”
“Don’t you two get going,” said Ann Wonder. “There is nothing funny about any of this.”
“Right,” said her husband. “So what did this apostle ask you, Jerry?”
“Jack, what goes on between an apostle and a missionary is sacred.” Ann served their son more chocolate cake.
Jack Wonder said, "Jerry, I'll bet you don't know the difference between LDS and LSD."
"Of course I do," said Jerry.
“They both cause you to hallucinate, hear voices in your head and think God is talking to you."
Ann almost laughed but caught herself in time. Under it all, or maybe in spite of it all, she and her husband were still in love and humor was what kept them going.
“Do you want some more cake?” she asked her husband.
“Just return the piece you confiscated.”
Ann added more cake to the plate and placed it in front of her husband.
“So, Jerry,” said his father. “I hear that Nimbell is kind of a different type of fellow. Ask you anything sexual?”
“Jack!” said Ann.
The dentist held up his hand. “I’m financially supporting this two year ecumenical expedition. I have a right to know what our son is getting into.”
“No big thing, Dad,” said Jerry. “He just asked me if I was morally clean.”
“I heard he has a list of sins.”
“I guess.”
“Like what?”
“Well, he asked me if I had ever had sex with things.”
“Such as?”
“A chicken.”
Jack began laughing but Ann was horrified.
Jack said, “Goddamit, I’ve heard stories about that crazy old son of a bitch. I’ve got a good mind to give him a horse whipping.” Then he paused ?“Say, you never humped a chicken, did you?”
"No, Dad, not yet." And with that, Jerry rose from the table and looked at his father, a secret signal.
Jack threw the car keys to his son who had only a few weeks left before leaving on his mission. Jerry snared the keys out of the air and was out the door.
"Where is he going?" Ann asked.
"To see his girl friend," Jack said, and yelled out to Jerry, “Don’t bring up chickens with that girl!”
Later, parked in the steamed-up family station wagon at 2 AM, Jerry told Susan Cunningham that he loved her and hoped she would wait for him to return from his New Zealand mission.
Susan said she would — for an eternity — she found some Johnson’s Baby Oil and rubbed it on her palm, zipped down his fly and started to reach inside. A first for her.
“We can’t,” he said.
Susan had it all worked out, right down to the baby oil. “Come-on,” she said. “I just want to have a little fun with your elephant trunk.”
He stopped her, an exercise of massive willpower, with the apostle's words ringing in his ears.
“From now on,” she said, “whenever you think of the word elephant, then you’ll know what it means. And someday your elephant will be all mine." Susan pressed his hand between her legs. Of course she was not wearing panties. "Like how about now?”
He gasped.
“I’m so wet I can’t stand it!” she buried her tongue in his ear. “Let me touch you.”
“No, we can’t, not until we’re married,” he said. He did not sound that convincing.
“You think your mother and father waited until they were married?”
“No. Did yours?”
“Probably,” she said. And they started to laugh, which was the opening he was waiting for, pushing her away from him — another exercise of incredible willpower — and he started the car. In the midst of all this agonizing frustration, a part of Jerry was happy because he could make her laugh. That’s what made his folks’ marriage work.
Susan’s father was bishop of the local LDS ward and had pounded “abstinence at all costs” into his daughter’s mind, but the twenty-year-old girl was at an age of delicious sexual rebellion. She switched the engine off. “What about Cuba?” she said, keeping the key away from him.
“What's Cuba got to do with anything?”
"President Kennedy has that sea blockade. The whole world is going to blow up and you don’t want me. We’ll both die virgins.”
“Give me the key back, I’m driving you home.”
She put it under her skirt and smiled at him. She withdrew her empty hand. “It’s beyond my secret door.”
He reached under her skirt and touched her. His heart beat so hard he could feel it in the back of his head.
“You found the secret passage to fun and you didn’t even need a key.” she said.
"We have to go home," he said. "Give me the key!"
"You know where it is."
"The apostle warned me this might happen." Jerry was still not certain that the church was true and that God was in present commutation with its leaders. He had been praying and felt he was close to an answer but any kind of real sexual activity now might stop God from giving him a final and absolute insight.
Susan kept smiling. “We can do it just once,” she said. “Why would you listen to an old man who sounds like a duck farting?”
Her fingers advanced again toward his elephant trunk.
“Stop!”
Her hand froze but only because at that instant the headlights from a police car swept through the station wagon. The prowl car continued down Lover’s Lane. An instant later, not more than a hundred yards away, a huge Phallus rose out of the ground. It blotted out the moon.
"My God, what’s that?" Susan asked.
“The military getting ready in case we’re attacked. It’s the nose cone of an ICBM. Gimme that key.”
“You know how to get it.”
He peeled her skirt back and was about to resume his probe when he saw that she had been sitting on the key. He snatched it up and as she pouted he started the car and drove to her house.
Her father, Bishop Cunningham, was waiting on the doorstep.
Susan gave Jerry a quick kiss. She walked slowly to her door and stood there, watching him drive away. She looked at her father and smiled. He loved his daughter more than life itself. Would have traded his life in a heartbeat for hers. He was thankful that she had the church teachings to guide her.
The following Sunday Bishop Cunningham presided over a special fast and testimony meeting. There was much to be grateful for. Most importantly, the Soviets had veered away from Cuba. After Bishop Cunningham thanked Father in Heaven for averting a nuclear holocaust he said, “We are gathered here for Elder Jerry Wonder’s farewell testimony.” He paused to look out at his flock, and a number of non-members in the congregation. “Jerry will soon be going to Salt Lake City, then on to New Zealand. He has been called by our Father in Heaven, by the same power that allowed Joseph Smith to act on behalf of God and establish the Church of Jesus Christ after it had been corrupted by the ancient church.”
Listening, Jerry smiled to himself, thinking that the old bastard was a politician. All Mormons knew that "the ancient church" was The Catholic Church but there was no point in offending visiting dogans.
Apostle Nimbell went on, “Elder Wonder will mark the rest of his life by what happens on his Mission. Now let’s hear from this fine young man.”
Jerry, his arms full of books, stood and shook hands with the bishop, then walked to the podium and looked down at the sea of faces. His eyes met his mother’s. She smiled back at him. She knew God was pleased with her. It felt so good to be a mother in the true church.
Jerry’s eyes drifted to Susan’s. She scratched her nose with her right index finger. She was flashing him the bird. What a naughty little Mormon girl.
Jerry said, “Thank you, Bishop Cunningham. I feel very humble standing before all of you.” Everyone expected him to say that he knew the church was true and God had restored it but Jerry couldn’t say this, all he could say was that he was pretty certain and he knew that God would give him a sign.
Jerry sensed amusement in his father’s eyes. This was only the fifth time that his father had attended a Mormon service.
After the service the congregation filed out as the choir sang "Come, Come Ye Saints." Everyone congratulated Jerry on his powerful testimony and call to a mission. Several passed him envelopes with cash enclosed to help him with his coming mission expenses.
“We are so pleased you're going all the way to New Zealand to take the gospel to those Maaaoris.”
“Thank you,” said Jerry. “They're called Maoris.”
An elderly sister pressed five dollars into his hand and said, “May our Father in Heaven watch over you, Jerry. We love you so much. I was moved by your testimony.”
Susan sidled up to him and whispered in his ear, pressing her breasts gently against his arm. “I was moved too, Jerry.”
She leaned into him. “I want you to do me so hard that my grandmother will scream your name.”
"Stop it, will you please?" he said. "We're right in front of the church."
“My great grandmother,” she said.
“Are you two talking about genealogy?” asked her father.
“Not forefathers. Foreplay, Daddy.”
Bishop Cunningham’s mouth fell open but before he could respond Dr. Wonder shook hands with the church leader and said, “You did a sterling job on the podium today. It sounds like as long as Jerry keeps praying, God will reveal to him that the church is true. Give the lad some kind of sign.”
They were close enough so that Jerry could hear Bishop Cunningham stammer, “I wouldn’t be surprised if your son converted you to our faith, Dr. Wonder.”
“That would be a surprise to all concerned, Bishop.”
Ann Wonder moved in to salvage the day. “What Jack means is that he's very impressed with the church.”
“How could I not be, my dear? I live with it daily.” Jerry’s father glanced at his son and Susan.
“Looks like Jerry and your daughter are getting serious, Dr. Wonder,” said Bishop Cunningham.
Jerry’s mother moved in again. “They make a fine looking couple, don't they? But two years apart will help them understand each other.”
“Oh, there'll be plenty of time for all that when Jerry returns from his mission,” said the bishop.
Jerry’s eyes caught his father’s. Dr. Wonder rolled his eyes at his son.
The hours turned into days and the days into a week and soon it was almost time for Jerry to leave on his mission. Jerry was reading the Book of Mormon in the kitchen that was filled with the delicious scent of chocolate chip cookies, Ann Wonder’s secret recipe. She set a plateful in front of him along with a tall cold glass of milk. He bit into a chocolate chip cookie. Delicious. “I’m going to miss these in New Zealand.”
“I'll send you some every month. I just can't believe you're going to be leaving in five days.”
“It’s only for two years.”
Ann Wonder bit back a tear.
“You wanted me to go, right?” he asked. After all, without his mother’s urging they both knew he would have probably passed on a mission.
“So much can happen in two years. We might not see each other again,” she said. Lately Ann Wonder was becoming fatalistic.
“We'll see each other. I promise.” He had to be strong for both of them. That was what a priesthood holder did. Be strong for everyone. He was not prepared for what his mother said next.
“I have to tell you something. But don't take it the wrong way, okay?” she asked.
“Okay.”
She looked as though she was carrying the weight of the millennium.“Even though you have a very small winkie you can still have children.”
To say Jerry was stunned would be a massive understatement. The flavor of the chocolate cookie chip turned to sawdust. His mouth was dry and he temporally forgot to drink his milk. Through cookie crumbs he asked: “What makes you think I have a small … winkie?”
She could not look him in his eyes as she revealed the secret she had been keeping all of his life. “All the men on my side of the family have small winkies. Actually tiny winkies.”
He took a gulp of cold milk. “When is the last time you saw my winkie, Mother?”
“When you were a little baby.” She held up her forefinger and thumb— showing a space of about half a inch. Still she did not, could not look her only child in his eye.
“It's, uh, bigger now.”
“I know men have a difficult time talking about these things. But your uncle, my only brother, my twin brother has a john henry that is only this big.” She illustrated the shameful member with her little finger. “But your Uncle Glen still got your aunt pregnant.” As if the last statement made everything okay.
“Mother, how do you know Uncle Glen's winkie is that small?”
“When I stayed at their home in his guest room I happened to look in his chest of drawers. Your uncle had condoms in there that were only a half inch long.”
“I've been swimming with Uncle Glen. He's a perfectly normal man. With a normal sized dick.”
“Don't use that word.”
“Sorry. But those probably weren't condoms you were looking at. Since Uncle Glen is a druggist - those were probably little rubbers you put on the end of your finger to count pills.”
His mother would not leave it alone. “I'm sorry I brought it up. But just remember, if anything happens to me, and I'm not around so we can talk about these things ... there is nothing wrong with you. You can still have children. Okay?”
Jerry hoped that the conversation was over. “Sure. Thanks for the cookies.”
Miracle of miracles Ann Wonder did not reply.
With one day left before leaving on his mission, Jerry spent the morning in his father’s dental office.
Dr. Wonder huge hands looked like they could crack ball bearings. Jerry always marveled at the gentleness of those powerful hands in his mouth. Dr. Wonder tapped various teeth with the blunt end of an explorer. “Feel that?”
“No pain, Dad.”
Dr. Wonder eyeballed x-rays of Jerry’s teeth. “Looks pretty good." New Zealand has the queen, right?”
“Kind of a figurehead,” said Jerry.
“I always found it interesting that the Royal Family had all that money but not enough cash for a decent dental plan.” Satisfied that Jerry was cavity free, Dr. Wonder went to work cleaning his son’s teeth. “I think your teeth will last until you get back from New Zealand.”
“What if I have a toothache, Dad?”
“You could pray, I suppose.”
“Why do you enjoy making fun of my going on a mission?"
Dr. Wonder decided to let that one pass. He said, “If you get a bad toothache, just go to a dentist and tell him your father is a dental surgeon. And if you can't get to a dentist and you have to pull a tooth or anyone else's tooth?what you do is, you grip the tooth with a pair of forceps and you give it a good twist. Then wait overnight. That twisting motion will compromise the blood vessels and nerves and the tooth will come out a lot easier.”
“Jesus.”
“No taking the Lord's name in vain for two years. Now, if you have to pull your own tooth, make sure it's the right one. But probably God'll hear your prayers and heal your tooth.
Jerry said, “Okay, time for the lecture on the dangers of faith.”
“Bertrand Russell said, ‘In all affairs it's a healthy thing now and then to hang a question mark on the things you have long taken for granted.’”
“Bertrand Russell is an atheist.”
“You can learn things from atheists. Hell, you might even learn a few things from your old man?”
“Such as?”
“Sex. When it comes to sex, it ain’t the size of the gun that matters, it’s the gunner.”
“Have you been talking to Mother?”
“You know I have.”
“Is she happy with the size of your –”
“Drop it, Son.”
The next day, after again successfully retaining his virginity, Jerry found himself on a Greyhound bus to Utah. There, he spent a week in the Salt Lake City Mission Home attending a series of crash courses. The week was a blur. Jerry was with several hundred other young elders, all in suits and white shirts and ties, in a large building in the shadow of the temple. Celestial choirs could almost be heard. But still Jerry was a long way from being sure that the church held the only true path to heaven. The other elders and sisters all seemed so certain. Jerry felt that he was the only one with so many doubts.
An attractive young woman explained how to iron and fold a shirt. When she held up a perfectly ironed and folded shirt, Jerry noticed that she had great tits.
“... and that, dear elders and sisters, is one way to make sure that your first impression will be your best impression. May our Father's choicest blessings go with you. I say this in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.”
The room echoed with a chorus of amens.
Then a doctor dealt with possible health problems. He pushed his right index finger into his appendix.
“So if this area is tender, then press your finger gently here, like so, then pull it away quickly. A sudden pain indicates appendicitis which means you need immediate medical attention. May our Father in Heaven's richest blessings be with all of you. I say this in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.”
Another chorus of amens.
Finally Apostle Nimbell delivered a special lecture. “Remember the most effective way to gain converts for Father in Heaven is to tell investigators that you know the church is true. You can feel your testimony burning in your heart .... Bear witness to the truth, my brothers and sisters. That is how I was able to convert over four hundred and fifty souls in The South Pacific. A record that still stands. I take no credit. I acted only as a vessel for Father in Heaven. As each of you can as long as you remain faithful and virtuous. I say this in Jesus' name. Amen.”
A final, and if possible, more powerful chorus of amens reverberated back at the apostle. He seemed enormously pleased. Although Jerry's "Amen!" was appropriately enthusiastic, he was thinking that Susan was right. The apostle sounded like a farting duck.
*******
Susan Cunningham is naked in her room with mischief on her mind. With a Polaroid camera she takes a photo of herself in a mirror. Then another. She studies them, then addresses an envelope to: "Jerry." She places the photos in the envelope and seals it. It was ten days since she had spoken to Jerry, the man she loved. Cellular phones and text messages were decades away. Outside the weather had turned cold and soon it would snow.
Jerry Wonder found himself on a plane that hurled him halfway around the world.
Jerry’s nineteen-year old brain struggled to comprehend his future as he sped toward the South Pacific. Two years, twenty-four months, one hundred and four weeks, seven hundred and thirty days stretching out … forever. Another part of him, maybe the place where his soul dwelt, reminded Jerry that two years only seemed like an eternity when you were young and the farthest you had ever traveled from your home was a three-day car ride to visit your grandparents.
New Zealand. Ten thousand miles from home, halfway around the world. A long way to travel, but not if your mission is to do God’s work. He missed Susan and for the thousandth wondered how he would have felt if they had gone all the way. What a luscious memory. But that would have meant breaking his promise to Apostle Nimbell and not having deserved the honor of serving the Church in New Zealand.
Stop thinking such thoughts. Stop thinking of Susan and the scent of Johnson’s Baby Oil. Was the devil at work?
An elderly lady sat beside Jerry. She had been snorting snuff since boarding the plane at Fiji, and snorted another dab now. “Want a pinch?”
“No thanks.”
“You Mormons have the right idea abstaining from nicotine.” She took another hit. “Only way I can survive these long trips. I hate the smell of stale cigarettes, even my own.”
“How do you know I’m a Mormon?”
“You’ve been reading the Book of Mormon for the last hour and you’re wearing a black tie and white shirt and suit. Besides, you don’t drink coffee. I bet you’ve never smoked.”
“Our Father in Heaven warned Joseph Smith about tobacco.”
“That was a damn good warning,” she said. “By the way, I’m Victoria.”
Jerry closed his Book of Mormon. “Pleased to meet you.” Father in Heaven had sent him his first potential convert.
He began to talk of the qualities of the church and every five or ten minutes told Victoria that he knew the church was true and could change her life.
She listened between cat naps. They flew through a thunder storm that rocked the plane. That woke her quickly so that Jerry could continue his conversion. It was almost like Father in Heaven had arranged the storm.
And then the storm ended and they were there.
The North Island of New Zealand was an emerald carpet in a violet sea with white caps so pure that Jerry thought he had been transported to a Peter Max seascape instead of a real honest-to-goodness archipelago. An archipelago—that is what New Zealand was, several large islands amid hundreds of tiny ones. Jerry had never heard the word archipelago until he had been called by the prophet to serve a mission in New Zealand.
Jerry beheld the greenest land he had ever seen. New Zealand in spring is magnificent.
Elder Jerry Wonder, stared down in awe at the country in which he would be living for the next two years. It was as green and beautiful as any place on earth.
Below, Auckland's airport moved into view.
“So can I come and talk to you some more about the restored gospel when I’m in Auckland?”
“I don’t know.”
“The church is true,” he said. But he was still not that certain.
“That is your opinion but it sounds like a crazy fairy tale to me.”
“Everything I've been saying to you for the past.” He glanced at his watch.
“For what seems likes days,” said Victoria.
“None of it got through to you?”
Victoria smiled kindly, pinched his cheek and responded in a quiet, gentle tone, “Son, it went right through me.”
Jerry slumped back. His first possible convert, a total bust.
Landing, Customs and Immigration.
Carrying several bags stuffed with goodies that his mother had packed, including her super delicious, to die-for-chocolate-chip-cookies, Jerry followed Elder Mates to a van in the parking lot. Mates seemed a couple of years older than Jerry and also dressed in missionary attire, a black suit and white shirt. Mates was second-in-command at the mission home. As Jerry would soon find out, Mates was what they called “a hard case” in the South Pacific.
Elder Mates opened the luggage door of the van but offered Jerry no help with the bags. Jerry heaved his bags in. The driver and a half-dozen kids, five- to nine-years old, were crowded into the dented van.
“Sorry about this gang. This is the only transportation available,” said Elder Mates.
The driver was a jolly and heavyset Maori with tan skin and coal black eyes that twinkled. He had not shaved for about a week. “Hi, I’m Brother Watty Ormbsy,” he said, shaking hands with Jerry. “Sit up here beside me and I’ll give you the cook’s tour. Actually the Captain Cook’s tour, he thought he discovered this place. I guess he forgot we were here first.”
Jerry wiggled into the seat beside the driver and a girl of three or four hopped up on his lap and grinned at him. The Maori shifted and accelerated – the van shuddered and leapt forward.Soon they were headed toward Auckland as Brother Ormbsy kept up a running travelogue. “New Zealand is the land of the long white cloud, Aotearoa. We'll have you at the mission home in less than an hour. These kids belong to my girlfriend and me. And we got more. Say, ‘Hi Elder.’”
A chorus of “Hi Elder, welcome to New Zealand,” reverberated through the van.
The little girl on is lap ran a silky fingertip across Jerry’s lip and when he looked down at her she hit him with a smile that made the sun seem dull.
“You're pretty cute,” said Jerry.
“You want her?” asked Brother Ormbsy. “They’re real easy to make.”
“Now, Brother Ormsby—” said Elder Mates.
“Just joshing,” said the Maori and winked at Jerry. “Elder Mates gets upset when we give the elders our kids.”
Jerry watched herds of sheep, quaint cottages, modern buildings and happy school kids in gray shorts and blazers flash by as Brother Ormbsy maneuvered the van around potholes and speed bumps. “It’s going to rain,” he said. “I can smell her coming.”
Seconds later a sheet of rain hit the highway and obliterated everything. This did not slow down the Maori. “It’ll be gone quick and she’ll be right,” he said. “Like music?”
“Sure,” said Jerry.
“Good, ‘cause you take any six Maori kids, they harmonize like angels. Kids, let's hear ‘I Love Paris in the Springtime.’”
Over the splatter of the rain the kids sang. Perfect harmony. Matching the rain. A mini celestial choir.They knew all sorts of songs and finished their last one as the rain stopped and bright sunshine lighted the intense blue sky with those wispy, elongated clouds.
Brother Ormbsy coasted to a stop and parked in front of a large cinder block home. This was the center for the missionaries and could sleep 20 or more. In addition there was a beautifully appointed residence for the leader of the missionaries in New Zealand.
The two elders got out and headed for the front door as the kids and Brother Ormsby waved goodbye. Off they tooled, singing an old Maori standby: "Po Atarau/Haere Ra" ("Now is the Hour").
The front door opened and Tumuaki, a 50-something heavy-set American white guy with thinning hair, came out and shook hands warmly with Jerry. “Welcome, Elder Wonder. I’m President Smith. Everyone calls me Tumuaki. Means president in Maori.”
“Terrific to meet you,” said Jerry.
“Thank you. You’re going to love it here,” said Tumuaki. “The experience of a lifetime. A real chance to serve our Father in Heaven.” His gray hair, the color of worn fillings, made Jerry think he looked more like a professional bowler than a Man of God. So this was his “father away from home.”
And then a sensual voice: “Could I fix you something, elder?”
Jerry turned to see a stunning Polynesian woman. Shiny black hair fell across fabulous breasts. She had the body of a teenager. “I’m Sister Wongie.” She smelled of the honeysuckle that grew on Jerry’s grandfather’s farm. Her skin was the color of light chocolate, unblemished. A Maori, he thought.
“Yes, some food, that would be great,” said Jerry. He gave Sister Wongie a weak smile and couldn’t take his eyes from her breasts.
She returned his smile. “My pleasure, Elder Wonder.”
“Elder Wonder.” It felt weird. The title of elder denoted a much older person. Jerry supposed he would grow into it. That was one of the things a mission did for you. Turned you into a man. That was yet another reason why his mother wanted him to serve the Lord in the mission field. “Would you like a hamburger?” she asked.
“Thank you but I don’t eat meat,” Jerry said.
“A vegetarian?” Tumuaki made a clucking noise.
“Yes,” said Jerry.
“I hope you’ll have enough energy to keep up with your companion. We work hard in the Lord’s vineyard here in New Zealand.”
“That’s why I came here,” Jerry said.
Tumuaki slipped his arm around Jerry’s shoulder. “Why don’t you and I have a little chat in my office while Sister Wongie rustles you up a lettuce or fake meat loaf sandwich or something?”
“Okay, Tumuaki,” Jerry said, although he was exhausted from the two-day airplane trip. They had refueled in San Francisco and Hawaii, then overnighted in Fiji where the airlines assigned Jerry a room with an ancient Chinese man who reeked of garlic and menthol liniment. All in the past now, just an entry in Jerry’s missionary journal along with his first failure, the snuff-snorting Victoria. So many adventures already, so many ahead of him.
Tumuaki’s office was small with stark white walls and a utilitarian desk. A painting of Jesus Christ hung between two ugly sconces and reminded Jerry of his grandparents’ house in California.
Tumuaki sat in a high-backed chair and gestured for Jerry to sit opposite him. Jerry sat, wondering when he would get some sleep. Had to be careful. No sense “upsetting the apple cart,” his mother’s favorite expression.
The mission president saw Jerry peering at the wall sconces and said, “Made of brass–you’ll see a lot of it around here because everything rusts or mildews. It’s the ocean air, takes a bit of getting used to. Like a testimony, you have to keep it polished, you know, keep the rust off.” The mission president, pleased with his metaphor, leaned back in his chair and waited. Near the window was an artist’s easel and oil paints. On the easel was a portrait of an old Maori chief. The wrinkled face was covered with tattoos. He looked as wise as God. “Now tell me, Elder Wonder, how is your testimony?”
“Good.”
“You know that Father in Heaven loves you?”
Jerry nodded.
“And do you know that Jesus Christ is the Son of God?” asked Tumuaki.
Jerry thought about Jesus. He was almost certain sometimes the church was right. He felt he could talk to Jesus, in fact he had been doing it. He had made a deal with Jesus involving masturbation, or what some Mormons referred to as self-pollination. Others called it self-abuse. Self-pollination was a misnomer. Pollination—in human terms—meant impregnation. In self-pollination the sperm didn’t come near the egg (except in the case of extremely acrobatic couples who fell into mutual self-pollination). Jerry used self-pollination to describe masturbation because it made him smile. Later in life he discovered that if he could smile while he was remembering past sexual sins, he slept better.
Back in the States Susan’s father (and all the other church authorities) had repeatedly preached that masturbation was against the laws of God. On many occasions Jerry had self-pollinated, but always afterwards had promised Jesus and/or God that it was the last time. And, to prove his sincerity, Jerry made a unilateral contract with Jesus and God. Jerry vowed that if he ever did it again, they could fail him during his senior year at high school.
The problem was that he continually fell prey to the “sins of the flesh,” as Bishop Cunningham had called it, so Jerry found himself endlessly renegotiating his unilateral deal with invisible beings. The way it had stood—this self-pollination problem—the Godhead could have failed him well into the third millennium. If the Godhead had held him to the deal, Jerry would not have graduated from high school until the year 3006. Still the young Mormon had managed to get his high school diploma so he assumed that Jesus had forgiven him.
“Jerry,” repeated Tumuaki, “you do believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, don’t you?”
“I am almost positive.”
“I’m glad to hear that, Elder. The best way to know is to say you know. Remember, the reason Father in Heaven brought you here is to find souls for His Kingdom.”
“Of course,” said Jerry.
“I have a burning testimony that God lives and Jesus is his son.” A fat tear appeared in the corner of the mission president’s eye and trickled down his cheek. He did not wipe it away. Mormons nearly always wept when they shared their testimonies. Tears of truthfulness, tears of triumph, tears of trials.
“Yes,” said Jerry. He wondered how God, who had created the universe, could possibly require his help.
Here it seemed that Tumuaki could read Jerry’s mind. “Father in Heaven needs converts to His Kingdom. You are his warrior. Never forget that there is a battle between Father in Heaven and Lucifer.”
“You would think that Lucifer would fold.”
That was ignored or not heard. “For awhile you’ll stay here in the mission home. You’ll work with my wife, Sister Smith, your mission mother. You will grow to love her, although you must be gentle with her. She’s going through a difficult time. It’s a problem middle-aged women have. Sister Smith is interested in roses now. They thrill her. Other things don’t. Do you understand?”
“Yes.” (Jerry didn’t have a clue what the mission president was talking about.)
“There’s a general meeting of the elders next month and I’ll assign you a companion and then you can get to work.”
“I’m really glad to be here.”
“Do you have any personal problems we should discuss?”
“I don’t think so.” Oh no, he’s going to ask me about self-pollination.
“It’s essential that our young men are morally clean. On the way over, were you alone with any members of the opposite sex?”
“No,” said Jerry. In Fiji, Jerry had imagined the plane surrounded by crowds of bare-bosomed Fijian girls. The Tahitian natives that Paul Gauguin had painted so vividly. The young elder became so aroused that he ducked into the plane’s washroom and self-pollinated as they were landing. The flight attendant had kept hammering on the door and asking if he was all right. Her urgent sultry voice had only aroused Jerry more.
“And how about your masturbation?” Tumuaki asked.
“Masturbation?”
“Any problems there?”
“I have it in hand,” said Jerry.
“No jokes, elder. It’s one of Lucifer’s choice tricks for creeping into a young man’s soul.”
Jerry wondered if the mission president and Apostle Nimbell had been discussing him. Both seemed to sense that he was what the people in the South Pacific called a wonker. Jerry found himself staring at the portrait of the old Maori. He envisioned the silhouette of a Polynesian teenage girl in the background. She was stacked. Tantalizing tits. She reminded him of Susan. He recalled Apostle Nimbell’s warnings.
“Do you have any questions, anything at all?” asked Tumuaki.
“Yes. May I use your bathroom?”
“Right down the hallway,” said Tumuaki.
And there stood Sister Wongie. “I made a special sandwich for Elder Wonder. Can I fix anything for you?”
“I need an aspirin,” said Tumuaki. “And please show Elder Wonder where the bathroom is.”
Jerry followed the divinely shaped woman down the hallway, his eyes fixed on her hips that swayed like palm trees in a tropical storm. Jerry prayed that there was a lock on the bathroom door.
Darkness.
Jerry’s mind assembled jumbled memories as he woke up. He was in a large low-ceilinged room, with several other sleeping elders. He remembered arriving in New Zealand and the acrid odor of aviation fuel mixed with wild flowers. Customs, immigration and the drive to the mission home. The talk with the mission president. Sister Wongie had fixed him a lovely vegetarian tofu meal, but by four p.m. he was exhausted. This was to be expected, she had explained. After all, he was in a different time zone and had been flying forever.
Jerry, bleary-eyed, had staggered to the men’s quarters, peeled off his clothes, pulled his pajamas over his temple garments and fallen into a narrow bed and a deep sleep. He had started to wear temple garments after he went through the ordinances in the Salt Lake City temple.
Jerry’s garments at first felt foreign, like baggy underwear. Jerry had been wearing his less than a week. Mormons could only wear garments after going through the temple. Their purpose was to remind church members of their covenants with God. No sex before marriage, that kind of thing. Some of the elders in Salt Lake had called the garments “Angel Chaps.” The garments were supposed to protect you from the devil. There were stories about people caught in fires and burned alive, except their skin was unscathed in the areas their garments covered.The sacred garments also served as a gentle reminder of other Christian promises members made in the temple. The promises advocated cutting the throats and disemboweling any member of the LDS church who denied his or her faith.
Moonlight seeped through a window at ceiling level in the communal bedroom. Cool air, tangy with a trace of salt from the Pacific. Jerry made out two other elders sleeping on their cots. One was Elder Mates. Already Jerry didn’t like Mates. Jerry told himself to smarten up. Elder Mates was an elder like him. Both on the same side. God’s side.
Jerry took a deep breath. He felt contented, even though he was halfway around the world. But then why shouldn’t he feel good—even exuberant, he was with those who understood him and he understood them and they were all on a mission together. Together they would make the world a better place for they would bring souls to the LDS church. Finally he was in a position where he might do some good. So far he had not done much of anything in his life. It seemed like all the time he had put in so far was simply preparing for his mission.
Jerry had seldom been so wide-awake and alert. Three a.m. said the stainless steel watch his father had given him for his 18th Birthday. It was a Tudor, made in Switzerland. He had never been to Switzerland—someday he would visit it, with luck when he returned home since he had already traveled half way around the world.
Jerry stood on the cold floor, it felt good, made him realize he was alive. He pulled on his shoes and then slipped on his robe and walked up the stairs to the first landing. The door was closed and he opened it gently. Upstairs his mission father and mission mother were, he assumed, asleep. Tumuaki Smith did not seem like the kind of person you wanted to wake from a deep sleep. As far as Sister Smith, the mission mother, was concerned, Jerry did not have an opinion of her yet. He had met her briefly.
Jerry thought again about his testimony. Even though he was a missionary and in the mission field, Jerry was not absolutely certain that God had restored His church on the earth. Jerry was not even certain that God had created the world and sent his Son into it to be hammered onto a cross and die for everyone’s sins. Jerry had heard the story so often that it had meshed with his life—until now he had accepted the story as true. It made him feel comfortable, as though there was a purpose and direction to life. Mormonism explained so many things.
He let himself quietly out of the house and looked up to the heavens. He felt like an alien in a world he did not understand.
Something was out of whack.
“Confusing, isn’t it?”
Jerry, who thought he was alone, turned and saw Sister Smith standing in the doorway. The moonlight highlighted her soft gray hair that was done up in a beehive. Jerry could not figure out how she had managed to keep her hair so neat, unless of course she had not gone to bed. Nor could he figure out how she had guessed he was confused. Was it that obvious? “Oh, hi, Sister Smith, I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“No, I don’t sleep much, and when I can’t I come here and look up at the sky. That’s the Southern Cross. It’s so beautiful in spring here.”
Jerry looked up at the stars again.
“Is this the first time you’ve seen the stars at night at this end of the world?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“I still remember how strange those constellations looked to me when I came here three years ago. I can’t believe it’s been that long.”
Jerry realized why he might have felt things were so out of whack. His universe was upside down now, at least compared to the one he had left behind in the Northern Hemisphere. At home he had never really questioned his universe. Now here, in a different “universe,” he found himself with questions. Perhaps troubling questions.
“Tell me, Elder Wonder,” said the mission mother, “how was your trip from the States?”
“It was okay, except in Fiji, they took us off the plane and I stayed overnight. There was an old Chinese man there—we shared a hotel room together. Boy, it was humid. Even in the middle of the night, everything was wet.”
“Fiji is certainly different than we are used to,” said Sister Smith. “Did you get the Chinese man’s business card?”
“No.”
“It’s always a good idea to get business cards. People from other countries are often interested in the restored gospel. You just have to know the right questions to ask them.”
“You’re right, Sister Smith,” Jerry said, and felt guilty for missing out on a chance to find a convert. Certainly no point in alluding to Victoria, the snuff snorting almost-convert.
“There isn’t much time left for us.”
“Pardon?” he asked.
“Oh, the Second Coming,” she said. “There’s not much time.”
Jerry wanted to ask her how she knew when Jesus was returning. Jerry thought no one knew. Of course, they had emphasized in the mission home in Salt Lake City that the kingdom of God would be re-established soon on earth. But what was soon? A day, a week, a century? God was eternal, God was forever. A millennium for Him, only the blink of an eye.
“Tumuaki,” said Sister Smith, “told me that you have a strong testimony.”
“I think I do.”
“Tumuaki is a man of great faith and he has helped a lot of young people come to realize and understand that Father in Heaven is real and that he answers prayers, and that Joseph Smith is and was a true prophet. Joseph Smith’s very life proves the truth of the church.”
“Yes.” Jerry agreed, thinking back to his own life, a life that was dull, interspersed with boredom. The small South Dakota farming community where he went to grade school. There had only been two or three Mormons in that area and they clung together and reinforced each other’s beliefs. True believers, that’s what they were.
The Wonders had their initial encounter with the church when they stopped in Salt Lake City during a road trip. While Ann Wonder and son shopped, Dr. Wonder, who had some time to kill, took the free tour of Temple Square. He was charmed by the clean cut LDS but then astonishment when he learned that the Mormons actually believed that Jesus Christ had materialized in New York and talked to Joseph Smith, the founder of the church. He thought it was the most hilarious story he had ever heard. He could hardly wait to share his discovery of a religion “crazier than drunken squirrels” with his wife and young son. He could hardly wait to show them what Mark Twain called Christians who were swimming in laughing gas. They were falling for what Dr. Wonder referred to as “pure applesauce.”
Ann took the tour and was also impressed with the clean cut Mormons but unlike her husband she felt there might be some truth to the story the elders told in Temple Square. A story about angels and magical seagulls and brave pioneers. In addition, Ann had felt for some time their son needed some kind of religion, some kind of moral compass to guide him. Dr. Wonder figured she would get over such nonsense and see things from his point of view as an agnostic and certainly a skeptic. To his horror his wife’s belief pendulum swung the opposite direction from his. Soon Ann Wonder began to think the Mormon Church was divinely inspired and within a year she was a believer. The Mormon Church and the stories surrounding it gave her an anchor, an iron to hang onto and provided her with essential guidelines for Jerry to follow.
At first everything Ann and Jerry learned about the LDS religion from books that Ann Wonder ordered by mail. Then, when they moved to Sioux Falls, they attended a real LDS branch and met a community of strangers who totally accepted her and her son.
As for Jerry, by then he had come to think that everyone who was a Mormon was good because that was what his mother had taught him, and she never lied to him.
Before Jerry could figure out what real Mormons were like he had been called on a mission to spread the gospel, and now here he was at the bottom of the world, looking at the Southern Cross. He was a believer and he was not sure why. Everyone told him that the only way to gain a perfect testimony was just to say you knew. So far it had worked. Jerry wanted to tell Sister Smith that he was confused. The only people he felt he could count on were telling him that the way to know that the church was true was to tell everyone it was true. If you did that God would connect the dots. They weren’t telling him to fib, they were simply telling him, in their own way, how to believe. Dr. Wonder had called this brainwashing. Jerry supposed it would all work out. His testimony would probably become stronger.It had to. It seemed to work for all the others. His mother was living proof.
“You are going to make a special missionary, Elder Wonder,” said Sister Smith. “And I promise you that when you leave New Zealand that you will have a magnificent testimony of the truthfulness of the church.”
“I’m sure I will,” said Jerry. “It’s going to be a pretty exciting two years.”
“It will be over before you know it,” said Sister Smith. “And then you’ll be going home and to college and you’ll meet a worthy sister and raise a family and you will do it with the secure knowledge that the church is true and that you will be with Father in Heaven and your family for all eternity.” Jerry had the thought, but only for a flash, that Sister Smith was trying to convince herself that they shared the inside secret to the truth.
“Do you have a sweetheart waiting for you back home, Elder?”
“Susan. Her father is a bishop. I guess it’s better not to count on her waiting for me, but it’s a nice feeling to have.”
“For someone who looks so young,” said the mission mother, “you seem rather wise. Where did you learn so much about women?”
“I don’t think I know that much about women,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I was always surprised when they went out with me.”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Elder. You’re good looking and charming. Why, if I were twenty five years younger I’d wait for you.”
“Did you wait for Tumuaki when he went on a mission?”
“No,” said Sister Smith, “another girl did, but when he came home from the Swiss Mission she was in South America and I was available and we fell in love, and when the other girl returned Tumuaki and I were married. It happened in less than three months”
“You moved pretty fast, Sister Smith.”
“In matters of the heart, when you know that it’s right, then you must.”
Jerry could not visualize Sister Smith and Tumuaki falling in love. They were ancient, like his grandparents. When his grandparents had kissed on their 40th anniversary their false teeth had made a clicking sound.
“Elder Wonder, there is something I warn all our missionaries about,” said Sister Smith.
“There is?” He hoped she was not going to talk about self-pollination.
“Yes. You know it’s important to remain morally clean. Love and sex have their place at the right time, but the girls that you will meet here are different than the ones back home.”
“How do you mean?” This could be good, very good, he thought.
“The Maori women, they are Polynesian you know.”
“Yes, like sister Wongie,” said Jerry.
“Our Polynesian sisters in the church are the finest people in the world. Potentially good church members. But the Polynesians themselves have a different set of moral codes than we do. Do you understand what that means?”
“What?”
“It means that Lucifer will use the native women to thwart the Lord’s work. You must never be alone with any of the Polynesian women. Ever. They can destroy you.”
“I realize I’m supposed to be with my companion at all times,” he said.
“Even if you are with him, be careful about the Polynesian women.”
“I’m not interested in Polynesian women.” Jerry prayed that Sister Smith would not be able to tell he was becoming aroused.
“Things will be easier for you here than in the Tahitian mission,” she said.
“How do you mean?” he asked, hoping she was going to continue on about the sins of fornication.
“Last month one third of the Tahitian missionaries were sent home,” said Sister Smith.
“Really?” he asked, and he could not help but visualize wild Tahitian girls thrusting their hips in ever wilder rotations. Faster and faster jerked those hot hips.
“Yes, really. Our young men simply could not overcome the temptation. Many of the Tahitian women were bare-breasted.”
“Bare-breasted?” Good heavens, fancy that, he thought.
“Yes, they only wore loin cloths. It’s natural for them, but our young men were not prepared for it. And Lucifer was there.”
“But the Maori girls are not that way, are they?” He hoped that the bare bosom culture had made it to the Maoris. He knew he should not think such thoughts, but his mind was filled with glorious naked natives, shaking hips and breasts. Oh, Father, forgive me for I know not what I do.
“No, here in New Zealand the women wear tops.”
“What would happen if Tahian women came here?” asked Jerry.
“I have no idea,” said the mission mother. “And it’s nothing for you to worry about. Just be aware that Lucifer is watching, waiting for an opportunity to destroy you.”
Jerry hoped he would be a match for Lucifer and a bevy of bare-breasted Tahitians. The drums, the wild dances, the naked breasts, the naked breasts, the naked breasts–
“Elder?” asked the mission mother. “Elder, can you hear me?”
“What?” Jerry was looking at the Southern Cross and it became another vision, a diamond necklace on the bare breast of a naked Tahitian. She had full red lips and her hips pumped seductively in time to slender palm trees that shook in a warm breeze. He could actually see her perky breasts in the blackness of night….they were like Susan’s. She had great breasts. Oh, Susan, I miss you.
“I said be aware that Lucifer is watching, waiting for an opportunity to destroy you,” repeated the mission mother. She slipped a comb from her gray hair and it came down, outlining her face. The moonlight caught her full red lips. She seemed much younger—
“Yes, that’s right,” said Jerry. “I was just thinking about things back in the States.” In the moonlight the mission mother was beautiful. Ample, really ample breasts, breasts that strained at the shiny fabric of her nightgown. Inviting and warm, sensual.
“Well, that is only natural,” said the mission mother. “You will remember what I said about avoiding temptation, won’t you?”
“Yes, sure. My goodness, yes. Thank you.”
“Good, we understand each other, Elder Wonder.” She glanced down, as if for the first time aware of her own breasts, and then fastened the top buttons on her nightgown, hiding their curvature. Far too firm for an older woman. She seemed to take a long time, fiddling with the buttons…. Earth mother. Birth mother. Lover-mother. Few of the girls Jerry had gone out with had such breasts as the mission mother. The girls he had dated were for the most part skinny. Few of them could match the mission mother for sensuality. Well, maybe Susan. She had great breasts, but nothing like the mission mother’s. Oh, he thought, it’s the devil. He is here–tempting me with this woman.
“What’s going on out here?” asked Tumuaki. Apparently the mission father could sense when the devil was afoot.
“Hello, Dear,” said Sister Smith. “Did you forget your sleeping pill?”
“What are you two doing out here?”
“Elder Wonder couldn’t sleep. You know how it is after a trip from the States,” said Sister Smith. “I got up to get a glass of water and saw him out here. Everything is fine.”
“Good, why don’t you go back to bed, dear?”
“Whatever you like,” she said. “Good night, Elder.”
“Good night, Sister Smith,” said Jerry.
After she was gone, Tumuaki took out a handkerchief and blew his nose. “You two talk long, Elder?”
“No.”
“I suppose you discussed the States.”
“A little bit.”
“Did Lucifer and the warnings about Polynesian girls come up?”
“Your wife told me what happened in Tahiti.”
“She did, did she?” Tumuaki blew his nose again. “Elder, I’m going to take you into my confidence. Okay?”
“Sure.”
“That means what I tell you is just between the two of us and Father in Heaven, okay?”
“Yes, Tumuaki.”
“My wife is going through menopause.”
“She is?”
“Yes. Do you know what that is?”
“I’m not absolutely sure,” said Jerry.
“Women become hysterical. That word comes from the Greek, hysterikos. Or womb. It has to do with the change of life. Do you understand?”
“No, I don’t, I guess,” said Jerry.
“Neither do I. But Sister Smith is not the same person I married. Not that there is anything wrong with the person she is now, or has been becoming for the last five years. But we have to cut her a little slack. All right?”
Jerry again was puzzled about what the mission president was talking about.
“What I’m saying,” said Jerry’s spiritual father, “is that if Sister Smith asks for anything, anything at all—no matter how unusual, try and see that she gets it. Okay?”
“Yes,” said the young man. “Could you excuse me, Tumuaki, I have to go to the bathroom.”
“Have you got a weak bladder, boy?”
Jerry hurried to the bathroom, closed the door and locked it. Then he turned out the light and switched on the fan. In the dark he could picture the Southern Cross turning into a diamond necklace…the necklace sparkled on the neck of a Tahitian woman undulating half naked on a sandy beach. The Tahitian woman had gray hair, just like the mission mother. And then she became Susan except with the mission mother’s breasts.
After he washed his hands and turned the light back on, Jerry made a new deal with Father in Heaven. The young man promised that for each time he self-pollinated he would find a soul for Jesus. Jerry had been in the South Pacific less than twelve hours and now he owed the Godhead three converts.
He noticed as he walked down the corridor that Sister Smith was standing in the window across the courtyard. She was naked. He doubted that she realized he could see her. She didn’t seem hysterical.
When missionaries arrived in New Zealand they were immediately paired up. The church authorities insisted that missionaries always traveled, worked and lived two by two. In rare instances three might work together for a short period. No one missionary was seldom left alone for more than a few hours. But in Jerry’s case matching him with a companion was delayed since all of the missionaries had companions and things were going pretty much on keel. In a few weeks several missionaries would be returning home and a variety of companions would be available to assign to Jerry. But most importantly, the mission mother had taken a great liking to Jerry and he seemed to have a calming influence on her. (Tumuaki was much relieved when this happened.)
Jerry also had a gift for writing letters to bureaucrats. Tumuaki Smith and his wife desperately needed someone who could help them deal with their real estate agent in Delta, Utah where they planned to build their retirement dream home. The first presidency had told Tumuaki and his wife that they would be in New Zealand for two years, but that had stretched to four.
Sister Smith, at first delighted and honored with the mission call, found the work more and more demanding and tedious. She missed her children and family. Already one older sister had died. Sister Smith was trunky, mission field lingo signifying burned-out or one who wanted to go home early. Or both.
On the other hand, Tumuaki savored being in charge. He enjoyed the absolute loyalty and respect of over two hundred missionaries and the first presidency often chose new apostles from among mission presidents. What was not common knowledge was that there was a terrible price extracted for being a mission president.
Dozens of mission presidents, financially successful before being chosen, lost most of their estates during their terms in foreign missions. The First Presidency demanded one hundred percent devotion to the mission, there was little time to take care of financial affairs back home.
In the States, Tumuaki had operated a small dairy farm near Delta and he had done well with it. When he was called to New Zealand, he turned the day-to-day management of the farm over to his brother, who turned out to be a dolt, and worse, he was a lazy dolt. Unless someone turned things around, the farm would be bankrupt soon. Tumuaki discussed the impending crisis with Apostle Nimbell who advised him to have faith and let the Lord provide a divine solution. The most important thing Tumuaki could do would be to tend to the spiritual stewardship of his elders.
Tumuaki’s faith in the leadership of the church meant he followed the apostle’s advice. Perhaps blindly. Sister Smith’s circumspect nature made her less optimistic than her husband. She fired off letters and telegrams to her husband’s brother-in-law and orchestrated the purchase of a site for their home in Delta. To take her mind off their possible bankruptcy and her isolation from family, she immersed herself in gardening. Jerry seemed to be the one person in New Zealand who could help her with their problems. His farm understanding and letter writing skill calmed Sister Smith and she thought that there was hope that someday she and her husband would have the dream home they had always wanted in Delta.
Again and again Jerry succeeded in unsnarling bureaucratic red tape that was tying up the land Sister Smith wanted for her home. And when it came to helping with her rose garden, Jerry was a wonder. She found herself becoming more and more protective and appreciative of the young man.
Elder Mates may have been just as good at dealing with bureaucrats, but the second councilor had no time for Sister Smith and her State-side problems. Elder Mates was single-mindedly dedicated to bringing in converts. That mind-set annoyed Sister Smith almost as much as her husband’s, which was never focused on her gardening. Although he was a son of the soil it was always mission, mission, mission.
He didn’t fully understand the mission’s politics, but Jerry did feel Sister Smith’s almost-embarrassing over-protectiveness, which saved him from a tracting mission in some backwater area of New Zealand, a rain forest or the desolate coast of the north.
He thought a lot about Susan and their families. He performed his jobs around the mission home more or less on automatic pilot as he waited for his first assignment in the mission field with another elder.
With so much to do around the mission home, and Sister Smith’s many errands, Jerry was allowed, actually encouraged, to go downtown to the post office and to go shopping by himself.
These frequent, unsupervised trips gave Jerry a chance to visit the Auckland main library where he studied Mormon history, a more objective kind than was available in the mission library. The Auckland library offered him a chance to read his first anti-LDS book, one by Fawn Brodie, called No Man Knows My History, about the life of Joseph Smith. Fawn Brodie was a brilliant, although irreverent, biographer who seemed able to document one damning fact after another about the founder of the LDS church. Jerry would have liked to have borrowed the book, but realized concealing it from the prying eyes of Elder Mates would be like hiding in a house of glass. What made the book such a revelation was that author Brodie was a niece of David O. McKay, the beloved prophet of the church.
At the University of Auckland Jerry discovered several bookshelves devoted to the Mormon Church and what some called a wacky history. Sister Smith had the idea that Jerry would find some information there to help her run the family farm. He did return with several books on developing a cattle farm in the midwest but they were so outdated as to be useless.
Jerry also visited The Church of Christ, a small splinter group of Mormons who documented many of the things that were amiss with the present Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. There he found bushels of anti-Mormon literature, some rather far-fetched.
Among President and Sister Smith’s private papers Jerry also found an interesting document, Joseph Smith’s King Follett Discourse of 1844. This was Smith’s eulogy for a Mormon who was considered one of the church’s most faithful brethren. Shortly after Joseph Smith gave the eulogy, he was killed by an unruly mob who attacked him in the Carthage Jail.
The discourse was another eye-opener setting out concepts about Mormonism that never occurred to Jerry. According to the Prophet, Mormons believed in a group of gods. Prior to this, Jerry’s mother taught him that the faith acknowledged only one God, the same belief Mates offered in bearing his testimony, which he did at the drop of a psalm. Mormons in general, thought Jerry, bore their testimony to prove they were more Christian than any other Christians, especially Catholics who believed in The Trinity - Father, Son and Holy Ghost, the three in one and one in three theory. The Three Musketeers.
Despite the constant mission activity, Jerry’s crippled love life leapt to mind when Susan wrote him. She seemed crazy in love with him and told him that she was going to become a flight attendant so she could visit New Zealand.
One day Elder Mates took Jerry aside for a little heart to heart. “Elder Wonder,” said the second councilor, “a couple of times when you’ve been on some of your long expeditions running errands for our mission mother, a girl has called from back home.”
“Who would that have been?” asked Jerry, his heart pounding. He knew it was Susan.
“She was a member of the church. Don’t you want to know how I know that, Elder?”
“Sure.”
“Because she wouldn’t tell me who she was. So she obviously knows our rules about no phone calls to anyone back in the States without mission office permission. Who do you think it was, Elder?”
“No idea.”
“Yeah? Well, the fastest way for a missionary to be sent home is to date. I got the impression she was going to come over here to see you.”
“Oh,” said Jerry. “Did she say that?”
“I read between the lines. And I told her never to call back again. I did this for your own good. It could have been that Susan who writes to you.”
“No idea,” said Jerry.
“You better drop her a line and tell her to knock it off,” said Elder Mates. “I’ll be watching things.”
“While you’re doing that I’ll be looking for investigators to baptize.”
Jerry really needed some converts. His covenant with Father in Heaven (a promised convert per each self-pollination act) had him in deep debt. Jerry lost count of the number of converts he owed. And now Elder Mates was watching his every move, the officious little prick. As soon as these thoughts went through Jerry’s mind he asked Father in Heaven to forgive him. Elder Mates was fulfilling his calling as second counselor as best he could. But he still was a little prick. Sorry, God.
After Jerry had been in the mission home for a month, his fellow missionaries from all over the North Island converged on Auckland for a general meeting at the stake center a few miles from the mission home. Tumuaki Smith assembled three such conferences each year to keep spirits high among his young charges and to challenge them with baptism quotas. The mission home staff came up with “motivational” ditties for the elders and sisters. Since there were more baptisms in the rural areas than in the cities and towns Elder Mates penned the following: “It isn’t a pity to live in the city because we can baptize as many as any.” Jerry figured this was fairly inane.
Tumuaki always held one of his “pep rallies” near Christmas, because the missionaries needed an extra jolt of spirituality to make it through the holidays away from their homes. This would be the first Christmas Jerry had spent without his family.
Jerry was eager to get into the field and begin his missionary work, his proselytizing. This would give him a chance to meet the Kiwis; after all, he had come to New Zealand partly to learn about a new culture. He had done so poorly in French (perhaps a result of so much SP-ing) that the church had, thank heavens, assigned him to a country that spoke English.
The mission home slept about a dozen people, but usually only four or five missionaries plus the mission father and mission mother lived there. The mission parents had their own quarters, a large bedroom and bathroom with an adjoining sitting room.
There was a communal kitchen and living room on the first floor, Sister Wongie’s domain and she kept it orderly, and spotless. The missionaries who lived in residence were handpicked by Tumuaki. These elders were skilled office workers, and besides mission work assisted with the day to day duties of mission activities.
Each mission throughout the world had a first and second counselor. The first counselor was from the local church and visited the mission home several times a month; the second counselor was chosen from among the missionaries. It was a great honor for an elder to be the second counselor, and there were lots of perks such as living in residence at the mission home.
Outside the mission home there were stringent rules about the elders remaining together in pairs, but in the mission home these rules were more lax. In addition to the core staff in the mission, certain elders (and an occasional sister) were pulled into the mission home in a last ditch effort to straighten them out. If that did not work, they were sent home. A terrible disgrace.
Special guests such as general authorities and other church leaders were always welcome, and the New Zealand mission provided elegant bedrooms and private bathrooms for VIP visitors.
The mission staff took the van to the stake center for the missionary conference. Jerry sat beside Tumuaki. The mission secretary and the second counselor rode in the back.
It was a warm day and everything was as green as a Dakota grain field in June. Multi-colored birds flitted among the royal palms and wind-bent pohutukawa trees. Rain had fallen lightly in the night and the air was crystal clear with a gentle breeze.
“So what do you think of New Zealand now?” Tumuaki asked Jerry.
“It’s great.”
“Yes, Elder,” said the older man, “this will be the milestone of your life. You’ll look back and remember these two years as the turning point in your life.”
“I’m sure I will,” said Jerry. He wondered how many times he would hear the expression “milestone” before he left the South Pacific.
As they headed to the missionary conference, Jerry thought about his first interview to determine his worthiness. That interview was with Bishop Cunningham, the father of Susan Cunningham, that beautiful handmaiden (with the great hands) and would-be seducer of Jerry. That first interview was a slam-dunk, the standard questions—Do you believe the leaders of the church are appointed by Father in Heaven? Do you uphold all the tenets of the church? Do you pay an honest tithe? Do you keep the Word of Wisdom? At the interview’s end Bishop Cunningham asked, almost off-handedly, if Jerry were morally worthy to go on a mission. Jerry replied he certainly was and they shook hands. The bishop seemed relieved because he knew that had Jerry said he was not morally clean, a certain Susan Cunningham might be in the family way.
Jerry approached his second interview with increased apprehension. This one was with the stake president. The stake president was originally from Montana and had been in South Dakota for only a few years.One reason for Susan’s consuming interest in Sex, with a capital S, was her cousin, Beverly Cain, who still lived in Montana. Beverly was a jack Mormon and had been smoking and drinking and “being promiscuous” since she was fifteen. This activity had horrified her parents who could not understand where they had gone wrong. Their other daughters were all seemingly straight arrow Mormons. Poor Beverly was a lost soul. Susan had visited her cousin in Montana many times and they were soul mates. Beverly was a PanAm flight attendant and wrote titillating letters to Susan about her worldly experiences.
The stake president knew all about Beverly Cain and her wild activities in Montana. He also realized the great influence she had exerted on Susan.
Jerry was afraid the stake president would ask some fairly penetrating questions.
Surprise. The stake president was easier to get by than Jerry had feared –it seemed that the man trusted his bishops to screen missionaries before he interviewed them, so Jerry’s interview with the stake president was, mercifully, perfunctory.
As they sped toward the missionary conference in Auckland, Jerry’s mind focused and refocused on Susan. What delightful and perky breasts Father in Heaven had blessed her with. Jerry thought about the hours they had spent watching TV in her parent’s den. On these occasions Susan never wore panties under her skirt. Jerry recalled how often things went from warm to hot in a heartbeat in that cozy TV room, especially when Susan pulled out a bottle of Johnson’s Baby Oil and started rubbing it on Jerry’s tummy. She did everything she could to excite him beyond redemption, for she was a wild filly and refused to accept the idea that her father held any reins. But mostly she was horny. But only for Jerry. She attempted repeatedly to get hold of his winkie but he blocked her, for he feared if he broke the church rules, he might never know if the church itself was true or not.
Jerry had been taught that those in authority in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints were wise men who Father in Heaven communicated with, and Jerry worried that Father in Heaven might reveal (in a dream or vision, or maybe a personal appearance) to Bishop Cunningham what was going on in his very own TV room.
Jerry thought about his final interview that qualified him to go on a mission. That had been with Nimbell, the apostle consumed with the tiniest sexual peccadillo.Just as Jesus Christ’s original church had twelve apostles, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had them. Each was considered a prophet, seer and revelator. Each could speak directly to God. At the head of the church was the president, David O. McKay. He was also a prophet, seer and revelator. He was referred to as “The Prophet.” Not only could he speak to God, but when God spoke to the president of the church it was called a revelation and became church doctrine.
All decent Mormons felt the president was a wise and benevolent man.
President McKay had recently talked with God and God had told him that missionary work was key to the salvation of the world. The end of the world was not too far off either. Athough there was no fixed date, it was absolutely imperative that converts be found. Every member was to be a missionary and harvest souls.
The week before that final interview with the apostle, Jerry was having dinner with his mother and father when his father, who had been drinking slightly, said between bites of steak, “I guess when you get to Utah you’ll be about as close to the Almighty as a fellow can get on earth.”
Jerry said nothing. His father was trying to get a rise out of him and the young man was determined not to fall for the bait.
“A guy like that would be great to have some stock market tips from,” said Dr. Wonder.
“Please,” said Jerry’s mother. “Have a little respect.”
“I have all the respect in the world,” said Dr. Wonder. “It’s just that since your church expects us to foot the bill for our minister here, the least it could do is give me a couple of hot stocks.”
“I have enough to pay for Jerry’s mission out of my inheritance,” said Mrs. Wonder.
“It couldn’t hurt to ask for just one tip on the stock market. I mean, our son will be doing the Almighty’s work.”
Jerry’s mother did not say anything. Lately she had stopped arguing, employing silence with deadly results. When his parents did not talk, there went their humor. Doc Wonder got up and stretched, then went to the golf range.
Jerry could not get the interview with Apostle Nimball out of his mind. It played over and over. He had thought of it a hundred times on the plane trip to Auckland and a thousand times during his stay in the mission home. Now the memories were battering his mind again. The memory of the apostle vanished as the van rolled to a stop and Tumuaki announced: “We’re here.”
Jerry blinked and saw dozens of young men all like himself streaming into the ward house. All dressed in dark suits with crisp white shirts. Their shoes shone like mirrors. He wondered how many of his fellow elders Apostle Nimbell had interviewed. Probably quite a few had met Apostle Nimbell, for he loved New Zealand and was deeply concerned about its spiritual well being. The young elder wondered if the apostle had been as concerned and as specific about the sexual transactions of the other elders as the old goat had been about Jerry’s weaknesses of the flesh.
A nun on a bike peddled by. “I never saw so many wonkers in one place,” she said, her habit billowing in the wind.
The Auckland Stake Center was much like Jerry’s in Sioux City. A painting of Jesus Christ at the end of the A-frame structure gazed lovingly down at oak pews with soft red cushions. Jerry remembered what C.S. Lewis had said about Jesus: "A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic–on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg–or else he would be the Devil of Hell.” Jerry tried not to think such things, but it was like trying not to think about his elephant trunk. Since Susan had planted the image in his mind both elephant and trunk made Jerry think of the same thing: sex.
In front of the pews was an elevated platform, the stand or rostrum. On it were seats for the choir and a dozen more members of the congregation. Usually the bishop and his counselors, and often some of the lay members who would speak that day, sat there. There was no cross or crucifix since Mormons taught the cross was a pagan symbol. Beside the rostrum was a small pipe organ. A rotund Maori brother was playing a favorite Mormon hymn, “We Thank Thee, Oh God, For a Prophet.” Jerry recognized the Maori as Watty Ormbsy, the person who had driven him in from the airport to the mission home.
A few minutes later Tumuaki was on the stand gazing out at over two hundred missionaries. He nodded to this one, smiled at another. The young men basked in his attention. Second Counselor Mates and Jerry were also on the stand. Jerry felt uncomfortable, he had not yet earned the right to be a leader, he was simply among them because he was staying at the mission home.
Among Tumuaki’s charges were half-a-dozen lady missionaries, most of whom were several years older than their male counterparts. The church seldom called dating-aged women to missions. LDS authorities felt it would be better for a young woman to marry and raise a family than go to some distant country on a mission. After all, the ultimate goal was to bring converts into the church and the distaff side was usually not adept at conversion. The authorities in Salt Lake City felt that the sisters’ true calling was reproduction. In the long run this often produced more new members for the church than two years of foreign proselytizing.
Jerry liked the way the Maori played the organ. Even though he was ten or fifteen feet away, Jerry could see that Brother Ormbsy’s nails were chipped and torn, the endings of ham hands and fingers like sausages, but boy, could those thick digits coax delightful music from that organ. It reverberated through the chapel. The organist and Jerry exchanged glances, smiling at each other, and the connection made Jerry feel good. The older man had clean white teeth, except for a missing central incisor. Jerry thought the man had a goatee. But it wasn’t. It was some kind of tattoo. Although Jerry had seen photographs and paintings of Polynesians with ceremonial tattoos on their faces and bodies, he didn’t know yet that there were names for the tattoos, or mokos. Originally, mokos were carved into the skin with chisels (uhi) but in recent years ink was used. Jerry realized that the last time he had seen Brother Ormbsy he had a week-long beard. He must have recently shaved. Probably for church.
The second counselor settled down the elders and one of the zone leaders offered an opening prayer. As everyone sang the first hymn, Jerry realized that Brother Ormbsy had no sheet music. The Polynesian had memorized the arrangement. He played even more beautifully as the congregation sang. Again he smiled at Jerry. It was the kind of smile that made Jerry glad to be in New Zealand.
After, Tumuaki stood at the lectern and challenged each missionary to increase their commitment to Father in Heaven and bring in more souls. Tumuaki said he had been thinking about the kind of reward that was in store for any missionary who caught a soul for the Lord.
“It says here,” he explained, holding up a well worn book, “that one soul means more to the Lord than the earth itself. And what is the value of the world? It is worth trillions of dollars.”
Jerry’s gaze moved across the faces in the congregation. Everyone seemed enraptured by the words that flowed from their mission father’s mouth. A thin sister in the back row. This was Sister Greenvelt, whom he had met at the mission home a few hours earlier. Tomorrow she would return home, her eighteen-month mission finished. The men were expected to stay for two years, the women for a year and a half. Sister Greenvelt had her arms folded against her chest, and Jerry could see a thin trickle of tears on her cheek. Sister Greenvelt was not a pretty woman and had never learned how to dress. She wore no makeup. She had the body of a model but the instincts of a hippopotamus. She swayed when she walked, and her left foot usually hit the floor with far more force than seemed necessary. Apparently an operation to straighten out a clubfoot gone awry. But with the tears slipping down her face and the sunlight slanting in from the narrow window beside her, Sister Greenvelt was beautiful. Like a Madonna. He thought about telling her she looked like a Madonna, but no one in the Mormon church ever used that word. Madonna was a Catholic word, and Mormons believed the Vatican was run by the devil. Or if not the devil himself, certainly his demons.
Sister Greenvelt did not remind Jerry of his Susan, but that didn’t stop him from thinking of the woman he loved. Again his mind replayed their times together in the TV room—it was lucky that Bishop Cunningham or his wife, or one of their many kids, did not catch them. What would have happened in the midst of their wild petting if Susan’s dad had appeared? There would have been a mad scramble to find hers panties, but of course, since she was not wearing them they would not have been located.
The image of Apostle Nimbell filled Jerry’s mind. He could see the older man, a fatherly smile that had turned to what … anticipation, as the man leaned forward, asking, “What about her private dank area, down low. Penetration?”
Jerry realized that the second counselor had just nudged him, and he saw that everyone was staring at him. Over two hundred missionaries. He was in New Zealand. Not in that oppressive paneled office in Salt Lake City. Talking about Susan. Confessnig.
Oh, how he liked the way Susan kissed, liked the way she moved her belly (and more) against the palm of his hand, liked the way her breathing came in quick gasps…it would have meant so much to have made love with her, but then he probably wouldn’t have been here on his mission. Wouldn’t that have been great, ready to get on the bus to Salt Lake City, all his friends waving goodbye, and Susan running toward him. An image of Susan with a big tummy forced its way into his mind. Would that have been so wrong? They would have gotten married and they could have made love every night, maybe twice a day. Maybe three times. On weekends, more. And then Jerry thought about Hollar Nimbell, the apostle of Jesus Christ, whom Jerry had journeyed to Salt Lake City to see.
“Share your testimony with us,” urged Tumuaki Smith, again interrupting Jerry’s thoughts.
Jerry had one of the most ferocious hard-ons of his life. If he stood up, everyone would be shocked. He tried to get Susan out of his mind. He thought of a Madonna. The Madonna had Susan’s face. Susan had no panties. This was not working. She said she was after his elephant trunk.
“Are you all right?” asked Tumuaki.
Jerry nodded.
The second counselor took Jerry’s arm and almost lifted him up, whispering: “You’re supposed to give your testimony now.” (Elder Mates could be a real pain.)
Jerry stood, picked up the second counselor’s clipboard from the cushion beside him and shielded himself with it and walked to the lectern.
Tumuaki shook hands with him and said, “You’ll do fine elder. Just bear your testimony.”
Jerry looked into all the expectant faces.
“Brothers and Sisters,” he said, “I feel humble standing before you. When I left Salt Lake City I made a vow that I would bring many souls to Father in Heaven. Now I am redoubling that commitment.”
He paused here and looked around the chapel; the elders and sisters seemed slightly puzzled. He looked into Sister Greenvelt’s eyes. She had stopped crying, and Jerry could sense that she knew the gospel was true and God lived. She looked so sad, perhaps that sadness was for him.
Jerry glanced back at Tumuaki. There was no question from the man’s expression that he knew the gospel was true and God lived. And there was no question he would be extremely disappointed if Jerry couldn’t have (or surpass) his faith.
At least, thought Jerry, my boner is gone, although he was not quite ready to sit down. There might still be some telltale signs of the old elephant trunk.
Jerry glanced over at Brother Ormbsy. The man gave him a warm smile. The smile seemed to say to Jerry that whatever he said would be okay. Yes, that is what the Maori’s smile was saying.
“I know we have the truth. Please pray for me. I say this in the name of Jesus Christ, amen.”
There was a soft murmur of amens even though Jerry realized that he had not said exactly the right thing. Everyone expected Jerry to proclaim that he knew beyond any shadow of a doubt the LDS religion was true. He was not as certain as the others about the truth of the gospel because he had fudged the truth, well lied, to Apostle Nimbell. He and Susan had done a bit more than he had confessed to the apostle. At that instant Jerry felt he didn’t belong in New Zealand, that he was not worthy. No wonder Father in Heaven did not give him a burning testimony of the divinity of the church and its leaders.
He thought about going home. That would break his mother’s heart. Besides, if he went home now he would never be able to gain the faith and strength that the others had. All his life both his mother and father had complained that he never finished things. They were right.
This was not the time to throw in the towel, to give up. He had just arrived.
As Jerry took his seat, Tumuaki returned to the lectern. The mission father looked into the faces of his missionaries, and Jerry feared that he might be publicly chastised for his weak testimony. Tumuaki took hold of both sides of the lectern, his knuckles whitened. “My dear brothers and sisters,” he said, “I want you to know I have a testimony of the divinity of Jesus Christ. I know He lives. I know He speaks to our prophet, David O. McKay, the ninth president of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. If we pray and listen to the Holy Spirit, we will someday be with Father in Heaven and our Savior—”
It was a long and powerful testimony, and twice Tumuaki Smith paused to wipe tears from his eyes. “I know I ask much of you, but I am doing it because I want you to receive Father in Heaven’s blessings. This life is short, and when we have proven ourselves here we will be with our Father in Heaven for eternity.”
Tumuaki concluded his testimony, and when he did Jerry felt ashamed for being so uncertain; how marvelous it would be to have his mission father’s convictions. What peace he had and what peace he projected.
After Tumuaki finished testifying everyone sang another hymn. And since it was almost lunchtime Jerry assumed they would stop for an hour. But Tumuaki said that he would like an Elder Freight to share his testimony with everyone.
A tall, powerful man rose in the second row, strode onto the stand and positioned himself behind the lectern. He was well over six-four, looked like he could lift a Volkswagen, and reminded Jerry of Superman. Elder Freight spoke in a hushed voice about how fortunate he was to have been born a Mormon, and how his father’s dying words were that the church was true and what comfort that had given him. He told the congregation that his mother and the rest of the family were working fourteen-hour days on their tiny ranch in Idaho so he could continue on a mission. He had converted many people, he said, and was convinced of the truthfulness of the church. He said he would die before he would deny his testimony, and that God had given him a burning knowledge that David O. McKay was a prophet. He started to cry, overcome by the spirit of The Holy Ghost. Many of the elders wept unashamed as he finished testifying.
The chapel was palpably energized, and Jerry found it so electrifying that he sensed the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Elder Freight and his testimony were like a Freight train. On track. Certain. Unstoppable. Jerry had never seen such a large and powerful man speak with such child-like certainty. You would not want to argue with Elder Freight.
A few minutes later, Tumuaki called a half-hour break for lunch which was being prepared in the kitchen on the south end of the building. The elders filed out as the organist played.
Tumuaki looked at Jerry and asked, “What did you think of Elder Freight’s testimony?”
“Very powerful,” replied Jerry.
“You will have a testimony like that soon, Elder.”
“That would be good,” said Jerry, in a weak voice.
“I’ll introduce you to him.”
“I can see him later if you want,” said Jerry. He feared that Elder Freight would not think much of him after he had just given such a weak testimony.
“He’s going to be your companion,” said Tumuaki.
“What?”
“He will teach you how to find converts and he will help you continue to strengthen your testimony,” said the mission father. “Now I bet we can find a cheese sandwich or something for you.”
Jerry sat beside Elder Freight on the bus to Whangarei and watched the countryside slip by, the vegetation increasingly lush with each passing mile as they moved toward one of the more northern cities in New Zealand where Elder Freight had established a reputation for leadership while converting over a dozen locals. His reward was Jerry. Now, if Freight could successfully break in this new missionary he could become a district leader. Then, with luck, zone leader. Zone leaders were given cars instead of bikes. It was from among the half-dozen zone leaders that Tumuaki chose his second counselor, the most highly coveted position that a Mormon elder could obtain in the mission field.
Like all LDS missionaries, Jerry traveled light, all his belongings in a couple of suitcases and a flight bag. The bus rumbled down the coast highway and Jerry watched the dolphins frolicking in the Pacific. They weren’t bothering anyone by trying to convert them to a divine dolphin. Their perpetual grins gave Jerry the feeling that they were happy just playing in the waves and producing more dolphins, and if they were not they were doing a good job of faking it. He figured he was doing a pretty good job of faking it, himself, whatever it was.
A half dozen surfers rode the waves with the dolphins. The surfers were certainly grinning. Jerry realized how lucky he was to be in this part of New Zealand. He figured that the mission mother must have had something to do with his choice posting.
“Tumuaki gave an inspired talk,” said Elder Freight.
“Yes.”
“Do you know what Tumuaki means?” asked the senior elder.
“Maori for president or leader,” said Jerry.
“You can call me Ehoa.”
“Is that another name for an elder?”
“Sort of,” said Elder Freight. “Ehoa is the Maori word for friend.” He grinned at Jerry and slipped his arm around the smaller elder and gave him a friendly hug.
The friendly hug almost collapsed Jerry’s lungs. Elder Freight, oblivious to the pain he had inflicted on his new Ehoa, unzipped a blue Pan Am flight bag and took out bread, two jars and a knife. “I’ll make you a sandwich.”
“Uh, thanks,” said Jerry. A new word to remember. Ehoa rhymed with hey-hoa. Hey-hoa, hi-ho, it’s off to work we go. Great, thought Jerry. Ehoa. Jerry pictured himself as one of Snow White’s dwarfs, heading out for work to gather souls for Christ. Hey-hoa, hi-ho, bring in the souls, high and low. He wouldn’t forget that one. He looked at his new Ehoa. What was the Ehoa up to with his homemade lunch?
Jerry saw that one of his Ehoa’s jars was a plastic bear-shaped container filled with honey. The other full of a dark resin-like substance. Using the flight bag as a table, Elder Freight made two sandwiches. “You like Marmite, Elder Wonder?”
“What’s that?”
“Kiwis love it. Takes a bit getting used to.” Elder Freight smeared some of the dark paste on the bread, then squirted honey on it and passed it to Elder Wonder. They ate in silence. Jerry gagged, the Marmite was horrible, especially mixed with the honey, but he didn’t want to offend his new Ehoa, so he swallowed the concoction. Elder Freight studied the bear jar. “My girl sent me this.”
“Nice gift,” said Jerry, wondering where he could get a drink before he gagged again.
“She calls me her honey bear. Get it?”
Jerry nodded.
“Her name is June. Head cheerleader at Rick’s College. I played ball there.”
Jerry thought about what kind of head good old June might give.
Elder Freight reached into his flight bag and found a couple of bottles of root beer. He pried the cap off with his teeth.
“Good Lord!” Jerry blurted out.
“Elder Wonder, please don’t use Father in Heaven’s name in vain.”
“Sorry,” said Jerry. “It’s just that my father is a dentist, and you could wreck your teeth that way.”
“I’ve been doing it all my life.” The Freight Train turned and looked out the window as the bus passed yet another endless flock of sheep. “Did you know that there over forty million sheep in this country?”
“No, but I can believe it,” said Jerry, thinking about telling the joke about the sheepherder and the ventriloquist and deciding he wouldn’t. Adult humor would earn him another rebuke, so he asked Elder Freight if June was waiting for him.
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