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Revelation 11:1-14, speaks of two great prophets emerging on the world scene just prior to Christ’s return. They will wield spiritual powers unprecedented in human history. They will be able to alter the world geopolitically and astound the nations. The Bible calls them the two witnesses, the two olive trees, Joshua and Zerubbabel. The Son of Man will call them...
The Heylik.
==<0>==
Chapter one
Todd Riley glanced at his friend, Obie, who was taking up a good portion of one of the lengthy, chair-lined wooden tables in the reading room of the old Powell library at UCLA.
He sat scanning over the lofty wooden ceilings with its intricate web design, over the lemon colored walls with their arches of brick, glanced down, and let his eyes wander around the room. Students sat at tables hunched over books while others stood leaning against the endless rows of bookcases lining the walls. His eyes dropped in front of him, and he noticed he was reading chapter fourteen of his Developmental Biology text book. He remembered he was desperately trying to internalize the workings of one of the thousands of mammalian complex cascading systems. With determination, he returned to his textbook, but the written words seem to evade him. He pulled back, shook his head, and went back to staring at the page. A female voice startled him out of his focus.
“You too?” the voice said.
Todd looked up over his book. A small, heavily freckled girl with pale blue eyes had taken up the seat across from him. She smiled a wide, crooked grin.
Todd’s friend Obie, sitting two seats away, looked up, smiled, and went back to his studies.
“You don’t know me,” she said, swinging a lock of red hair away from her face. “I sit right behind you in Baker’s class. I’m Birdie.”
Todd smiled. “Hi, Birdie. You getting any of this stuff?”
“Yeah—I mean, I think so. How about you?”
“Not really.”
Birdie snorted, laughed, and covered her mouth. She looked around the room and back at her book. Todd glanced at his friend Obie who was hiding behind his textbook, obviously trying to suppress a laugh. Todd smiled back at Obie and returned to his reading.
The hushed sounds of students shuffling about the library returned. He found page eighty-five and resumed trying to make sense of the words. He was reading the beginning of the first sentence for the fifth time when Birdie spoke again.
“I could help you…with the class, I mean. I sort of get it, I guess.”
Todd reached for a pencil, dropped it in at page eighty-five, closed the book, and looked up at her. “Well, you know, it’s all memorization; not a lot you could help me with there. I appreciate it though.”
Birdie shrugged, “Just thought I’d offer.”
Todd smiled and reopened his book. He put the pencil in his mouth and went back to studying.
Birdie sat silent for a time before going about the business of splaying the rest of her homework out over the table. “Not many cowboys at UCLA,” she said.
Todd looked up over his book again. “Huh?”
“Here at UCLA, you’re about the only cowboy I know.”
“Uh, yeah, I’m pre-med. I kinda’ had to come here.”
“Well, you’re very cute,” she said quickly. She blushed and dropped her face back into her book.
Todd grinned. “Thank you, Birdie. You’re cute too.”
She glanced up at him and pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Oh—you’re just saying that because I said it to you. It’s okay though, I know I’m not cute.”
“Don’t say that, Birdie,” Todd said frowning. “I think you’re cute.”
She smiled and went back to her studies.
Todd shuffled in his chair, lifted his book and returned to chapter fourteen.
“Where are you from?” Birdie asked.
Todd looked up. “Oklahoma.”
“What part of Oklahoma?”
“Muskogee— uh, listen, Birdie, I really need to learn this, and I can’t seem to remember what the words mean so... do you mind if we just sort of sit here and study for a while?”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Birdie said, blushing again. “You’re right. I should leave you alone. I was about to leave anyway.” She stood and gathered her things from the table.
“Well,” Todd said, “It’s nice meeting you. Hopefully we’ll see each other in class.”
Birdie pushed her hand towards him allowing a book to tumble out of her arms and crash to the table top. All eyes in the library turned and leveled on her.
“Damn,” she groaned, pulling her eyebrows together. She whirled and left the area leaving Todd holding out his unshaken hand.
He laughed and looked at Obie. “Have you ever seen her before?”
“Never,” Obie said.
“I thought she was kinda’ cute.”
“I’m just not into redheads.”
“Shh!” someone sitting nearby hissed.
Todd took in a deep breath and returned to his book. He had all but deciphered the first word for the tenth time when Obie noisily pushed out from the table and moved away.
Todd looked up. Damn it, I should’ve come here alone. I’m never gonna’ get this.
He was nearing the end of his first sentence when he heard someone take up the chair across from him again. Determined not to be distracted, he kept his eyes focused on his book.
After a long silent spell, the voice spoke. “I bet I can tell where you’re from in…four words.”
Todd sat staring into his book. “No need to guess. Like I said before, I’m from Oklahoma.”
The voice giggled. “You have a cute accent.”
“Look, Birdie,” Todd said, looking up from his book. “I don’t mean to be ru—”
Smoldering emerald green eyes looked back at him. His words choked off in his throat. He sat staring at the resplendent goddess sitting across the table from him.
She took his gaze for a moment and laughed. “I’m Maria Rose,” she said, holding out her hand.
“I—uh—I know,” Todd said stammering. He reached and gingerly shook her small hand.
“And you’re Todd Riley,” she continued.
“I know—I mean—you’re Maria Rose.”
Maria giggled again.
Todd glanced up to see Obie standing thirty feet away in the lobby near one of the book shelves. His arms were full of books. He was staring at Maria.
“I absolutely love that accent,” Maria said. “Why haven’t you ever talked to me?”
“Uh….”
“You look at me, but you never talk to me—why?”
“How do you know I look—how do you know my name?”
She stood and lifted her bag to the table. “Maybe I was looking too. I know you’re studying. I won’t bother you anymore. Here’s my phone number. Call me soon. We’ll go out.”
Todd watched her move away, turn left through the crowd of turning heads, and disappear through the arched entrance leading out of the reading room. He sat for a moment, his heart pounding in his chest.
Without warning, Obie was on him. “Dude! That was Maria Rose! What was Maria Rose doing here?”
Todd dropped his eyes back into his studies. “I don’t know. I think she wants to go out or something—I wasn’t really paying attention.”
“Shut up!” Obie wheezed, spitting on himself.
“She left a paper,” Todd said, looking up. “I think it’s her phone number.” He lifted the paper towards Obie.
Obie pulled it out of his hand, stared at it, and looked back at Todd. “You suck!”
Todd raised his eyebrows. “Somebody’s jealous.”
“You suck, Todd.”
“Yeah yeah, leave me alone so I can study.”
“Todd!”
"Go away," Todd said as loud as he dared. “I’m trying to get some studying done here!”
“Todd!”
Todd’s eyes flew open.
“You were dreaming about your wife again.”
“What?” Todd said turning to look at the woman lying beside him.
“You were dreaming about that…woman again,” Julie Bowen said, throwing her covers off.
She sat up, rotated her legs off the bed, and wandered into the adjoining bathroom. The intrusive light made Todd wince and look away. Moments later Julie returned and sat on the bed.
“Why?” Todd said, his voice still heavy with sleep. “What did I say?”
“You didn’t say anything.”
“Then, how do you know I was dreaming about Mar…about my ex?”
Julie pulled the blankets away and returned to the bed. “She’s all you ever dream about.”
Todd sat up, tousled his pillow and lay back down. “Can’t help what I dream…what time is it?”
“It’s about 4:30.”
“Ah, I should get up anyway. Only one flight to D.C. and I gotta’ be on it.”
They lay together in silence for a time.
“Seriously,” Todd said finally. “How do you know I’m dreaming about her?”
Julie sat up, turned in Todd’s direction and scowled. “Your breathing.”
“What?”
“It’s your breathing. I can tell, because your breathing changes.”
“What do you mean changes?”
“It’s deeper. It’s like you’ve seen heaven or something.” She kicked off the bed and flipped the light switch.
Todd shielded his eyes with his elbow. “What’s gotten into you?”
Julie wrapped her bra around her waist, snapped it, and pulled it into place. She turned and shrugged back at Todd. “I can’t compete with the Ricky Girl, Todd. The only way I can be here is if she is gone.”
“She is gone, Julie. She’s as gone as she can be.”
Julie lifted a finger and tapped it against the side of her head. “No Todd. She has to be gone.”
Todd rolled out of bed and sat with his back towards her. He could feel her looking at him. Finally he turned to face her. “I can’t help it, Julie. I never pulled no bones about how I felt about her, but… I’m getting over her. Just need a little time.”
“It’s been nearly three years, Todd… and every time you….” Her voice faltered. “Every time you dream about her, you wake up in love with her again, and you—”
She stopped talking and returned to dressing herself.
“I do what?” Todd said.
Julie pulled her skirt into place and looked back at Todd. “You don’t touch me,” she said, her voice strained with pain. “For weeks, you don’t touch me, don’t even look at me.”
Todd turned back to face the wall. “I don’t know what to say.”
Julie finished dressing and moved to the door. Just before reaching the handle, she turned back and pointed a finger at herself. “You have a good woman here. One who loves you, but you’re going to throw it all away because of that…bitch.”
Todd stood and spoke evenly. “Do not call her that.”
Julie’s face morphed into a pained artificial smile. “Do you see?” she said, flipping her hand. “After all she’s done to you—”
“She’s my son’s mother!”
“She took your son away from you! She never cared how you felt! She never cared how Lylya felt. She never cared about anything but herself!”
Todd sighed and went looking for his pants.
Julie stood silently watching him dress. “I…think it’s over,” she said. “I think I’ve finally had it with the Ricky Girl; with these motel rooms…like we’re cheating or something. You’re never gonna’ get over your ex, and your daughter treats me like I’m a whore.”
Todd stopped buttoning his shirt and glanced up. “You don’t know anything about Lylya; what she’s been through. She’s deeply religious. She comes from a culture where unmarried men and women rarely look at each other much less sleep together. It doesn’t just bug her, Julie. It horrifies her.”
“Like you care so much,” Julie said through her teeth. “She spends more time with the neighbors than she ever does with you. She doesn’t even know you!”
Todd turned away and looked at himself in the mirror. “You’re upset. You’re taking it out on me, and now, Lylya. I’m not going to discuss this with you ‘til you settle down.”
Julie pulled the door open. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you? I said it was over!”
Todd reached for his tie on the table in front of the mirror. “I heard you.”
Julie slammed the door closed behind her. “I’m serious. I’m ready to walk out that door and never—”
“Then go!” Todd yelled, turning around to face her.
Her face knotted in pain. She looked away, pulled the door back open, and left the motel room behind her.
Todd turned back towards the mirror and sighed. Every nuance of the dream still lingered in the room. He could still see Maria, smell her, and feel her. Julie was right. He would never stop dreaming of Maria.
As he gazed into his own reflection, he could see her as if it were yesterday. The first time he laid eyes on her, she was standing at the door with her stunning emerald green eyes leisurely scanning the pre-class clamor of the classroom. He could see her loose, shoulder-length ebony hair accenting her perfect face like a priceless baroque frame. The empty pain of his life rose into his throat, threatening to close it off. Even after all this time he missed her completely. His attention returned to the sad, tear-glazed eyes looking back at him. “Damn,” he groaned.
From somewhere in the room his cell phone sounded. He snatched his watch off the cabinet top in front of him. Hmm five AM. Where did the time go? It took him a moment to locate the ringing phone and hit the talk button. “Doctor Riley.”
“Good morning, Doctor,” Maycee Kilgrow’s fresh voice sounded on the other end. “Doctor Fasbender sent me to pick you up.”
Todd moved to the window and looked out into the dark parking lot. “You’re here at the motel?”
“Uh, huh,” she said, her tiny voice perfectly mimicking a twelve year old. “I’m waving at you…see?”
Todd smiled and dutifully waved back. “I’ll be a moment. Can you wait?”
“Yes sir, and I have coffee for you. Two sugars, one cream.”
Todd knew very little about Maycee, only that she was a pre-med student serving a junior internship at one of his clinics, was barely old enough to be driving, had insurmountable ambition, and harbored a poorly disguised crush on him.
He located his things and opened the door to find her waiting on the walkway. She flashed a broad smile at him before snatching several bags from under his arms and ushered him to the waiting car. “Are you excited?” she said as they walked the short distance.
Todd shook his head. “I’m not a flyer.” She was being entirely too cheerful for his liking.
She helped him stow his gear before sliding into the driver’s seat. “I’d love to see Washington D.C.”
“I won’t be seeing much of it.” Todd said, “It’s strictly business.”
They pulled out of the motel parking lot and pointed the car towards Salt Lake City International Airport.
It was six in the morning and the I-80 freeway was all but deserted as they made their way through the city. In the nearly four years since the day of the asteroid, normalcy had been slowly reasserting itself, but even in the peak hours of the day, the shortage of fuel had rendered the pre-day swarm of bustling commuters a distant memory.
The state of Marshal Law had been lifted. Police officers replaced the uniformed Mums and were patrolling the city streets. Civil judges had been appointed and were replacing the military tribunal. School districts were coming back online providing much needed planning, organization, and security for the children. As promised, Heber Taft Hatfield, President of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, had been busy returning command and control over to the constraints of the United States Constitution.
The state of contention between the European Union and the renegade remnant of the United States government had begun to dissipate and, for the time being, even normalize. Lines had been drawn, territories claimed, and boundaries set.
They took the exit ramp to the airport, and they were soon cruising one of the empty lanes within the wide, circular roadway leading into the airport parking area. They stopped at the entrance of one of the two tunnels leading into the south terminal.
Maycee hopped out and retrieved Todd’s bags from the trunk of the car. Todd had to physically pull the largest bag away from her as they stepped through the open door and proceeded down a long corridor bridge overlooking the once bustling ground floor terminal entrance.
Doctor Gladys Fasbender was waiting in the terminal, sitting on a bench surrounded by a half dozen students.
“I wish you were going,” Todd said as he approached her. “They wanted both of us there.”
The students rose as one and retrieved what few bags Todd was carrying.
“I’m too old to fly off to Washington D.C.,” Gladys said as she painfully stood to greet him. “Besides, they didn’t ask for me. They asked for you.”
“They asked for both of us.”
“Well they can’t have both of us. Someone has to mind the store here.”
“Why didn’t they just ask for you and leave me here to mind the store?”
“They specifically asked for you by name. They only wanted me when they learned you weren’t a licensed physician. You’ll be fine. You know as much about creutzjake as anyone.”
She handed over a tightly bound folder. “Here are your tickets and all the paperwork we have. Where’s Lylya?”
“She’s with Stacey Wheeler,” Todd said. “She spent the night.”
“Well I know, but I would have liked to have seen her. I thought she would have at least come by to see you off.”
“There was, just so little time,” Todd said. “The flight was so early and—”
Todd’s words were cut off by Gladys’s all too familiar bad report card look. “Anyway,” he continued after shaking it off, “she’s not here. How’s Louis?”
“Oh,” Gladys said, “he’s doing a little better. I think he recognized me yesterday. That’s something.”
Todd reached and gently squeezed her shoulder. She glanced around the terminal and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Making certain the students were out of earshot she continued, “He has this yellow pad he carries with him all the time. He scribbles away on that pad night and day and if anyone tries to get it away from him he throws a tantrum.” She shrugged. It’s almost always twaddle, but you know…once in a while an equation appears on that pad so far beyond anyone available it only makes you wonder if he’s behind or ahead of us. It’s not just me either. They come in with cameras snapping pictures of that pad ‘til Louis throws a fit. People are saying they’ll be studying those pictures for years.”
She sniffed, smiled, and patted Todd on the hand. “Probably all just a joke,” she said crinkling her nose. “You know Louis.”
Maycee Kilgrow approached. “We’re ready to go, Doctor Riley,” she said wearing her best grownup business face. “I’ve got the boarding pass and the bags are checked in. The plane leaves in twenty minutes.”
Todd looked up. “I’ll be along directly.”
Maycee moved back into the group of students as Todd turned to face Gladys. “I’ll look in on Louis soon as I get back.”
Gladys softly smiled. “I think he would like that, and bring Lylya. He loves that child. If he recognizes anyone, it’ll be her.”
~~~
Todd left his Dodge truck at the curb and began traveling across a wide expanse of impeccably maintained grass making his way toward student housing. He turned up a tree-lined driveway and spotted Maria Rose leaning against a yellow Volkswagen Bug parked on the curb. Two men were standing near her.
“Todd Riley,” Maria said as he approached. “I love the cowboy hat—and those Wranglers. Mmm….”
“You making sport of me, girl?” Todd said.
Maria laughed. “You’re the cutest thing.”
Todd strolled towards her and stopped, pulled his hat off, shifted his weight to one leg, and grinned.
“Here’s my number,” one of the men standing nearby said, pushing a business card towards Maria. “Call me. I’ll take you up. You should see L.A. from the cockpit of a Cessna.”
Maria ignored him and smiled at Todd. The man pulled his business card back, motioned toward his friend, and the two of them walked away.
“So, cowboy,” Maria said. “Where are you taking me on our first date?”
“I thought we’d start at Dubs, unless you want to—”
“Sounds fun. Okay if we take my car?”
“Would you care for a drink, Doctor Riley?”
Todd awoke with a start. He stared up at the flight attendant. “What?”
“Sorry I startled you,” the attendant said smiling. “You said you wanted me to wake you when we were about an hour out. Would you like anything? Some coffee maybe?”
“Um, yeah.”
He sat up in the first class seat and glanced around the empty compartment. “Coffee sounds good.”
The attendant hustled away leaving Todd staring at the seat in front of him. His eyes moved to the small window, and he looked out at the thick layer of clouds slowly moving away beneath him. It’s only getting worse, he thought. I should look into some sort of counseling.
The attendant returned with the coffee and placed it on the pull-down in front of him. He glanced up at her. “So, we’re about an hour out of D.C.?”
“Another 45 minutes or so,” she said cheerfully.
She moved away. He pulled out the files Gladys had turned over to him at the airport, splayed the paperwork over the chair next to him, opened Vickie Tanner’s folder and began flipping through the pages. Her picture came to the surface and he held it up for examination.
The photograph was not an easy sight to endure. Frostbite had left behind gaping holes where her nose and ears had once been. Her hands and left foot had been amputated, the result of a single psychotic episode that had exposed her to freezing temperatures that December evening so long ago. Maria had found her lying on their bed holding little…..
He pulled his eyes away from the photograph and returned them to the window. He hated her….He should hate her. Why didn’t he hate her? Any normal man would hate her for what she had done. But no, after three long years his soul still begged for her touch. Her face lingered in every crowd, her voice in every conversation, her body in every embrace. God, he was a mess.
He’d been doing alright. He had even made an effort at romance. The feeling of being a hollow shell had begun to dissipate, found himself almost enjoying life at times. But then the damned dreams would reappear. Even his subconscious refused to let her go.
The plane began its slow descent into Dulles international airport. The ‘fasten your seatbelt’ signs came on and the attendant made one last check before strapping herself in. Within fifteen minutes they had touched down. An hour later a shuttle was dropping him off at the Washington Dulles Marriott where the friendly desk staff checked him in and sent him off to room 554.
Even though it was only late afternoon, he went directly to his room, showered, and went to bed.
~~~
At two AM the following morning, Todd wandered into the hotel lounge, sat on a stool at the bar and ordered rum and cola. The way he saw it, if he started early he could get shit-faced and sober up just in time for the meeting at nine. He was wrong. Luckily he had managed to sober up enough to at least walk a straight line. He hoped so, anyway.
By eight-thirty, he was walking the maze of halls, looking for conference room two-twenty. By the time he found the correct floor and hall, he was fairly confident he had reduced his condition to a state of semi-intoxication.
A man looking entirely too young for the job stepped forward to meet him as he approached. The kid held his hand out without looking, something Todd found curiously irritating.
“Doctor Riley, my name is Drago DeVito. I'm Doctor Rossi's personal secretary. We have booked one of the small conference rooms. It's all very informal.”
He spun and began moving briskly down the hall. Todd followed.
The secretary stopped at a set of double doors and stepped through into a small conference room. Three men and a woman sat around a circular table in the center of the room. Several other people milled about behind them. The woman stood and pushed her hand out. “Dr. Riley?”
Todd reached and shook her hand. “I'm Todd Riley. I know I'm a little late. I wasn't sure how or…where we were going to meet.”
“Not a problem,” the woman said. “This is all very informal.”
She sat down and waited for the others in the room to shake hands before continuing. “My name is Celia Rossi…Doctor Celia Rossi, and the gentleman sitting to my right is Dr. Costa. He is with the IDHP, The Italian Department of Health Protection. You might want to jot these acronyms down. I'm afraid we'll be throwing them around.
To my left, doctor Abele De Luca. Doctor De Luca is also with the Italian Department of Health Protection, and….” She turned in her chair and motioned behind her. “This is Mr. Keith Gilman. He's with the Washington D.C. HHS: Department of Health and Human Services.”
Gilman stepped forward and shook Todd's hand. “Uh, I'm not a doctor. I'm actually an attorney. I'm just here to represent the American Public Services.”
Dr. Rossi leaned forward. “I think you mean the Euromerican Public Services, don't you, Mr. Gilman?”
Gilman raised his eyebrows at Todd and turned to face Doctor Rossi. “My mistake, Doctor.”
Todd moved to the spot left open for him at the table, sat down and began splaying the paperwork Gladys had given him atop the table.
“We had hoped Dr. Fasbender could be here to elaborate on the more technical questions,” Dr. Rossi said.
Todd spoke without looking up. “She was needed back home. Guess I'll have to do.”
One of the male doctors leaned forward. “But, as I understand it, you are not a physician. We were just wondering why—”
“Doctor Fasbender thinks I am,” Todd said interrupting. “That's all that matters to me and anybody I care about.”
The male doctor smiled and snorted. “Yes, but, this is very important. I'd hate to think we have all wasted our efforts. We have traveled a great distance, and we haven't much time.”
Todd stood, collected the papers from the table and proceeded to put them back in his case. “Yeah, you're probably right,” he said, as he lifted his bag to go.
“Doctor Riley?” Rossi said.
Todd ignored her and began moving towards the door.
“Doctor Riley,” the male doctor said, rising to his feet, “I didn't mean—”
Todd reached the door.
Doctor Rossi jumped to her feet and hurried to catch up to him. “Doctor Riley I assure you, Doctor Costa meant no disrespect.”
The American stepped forward. “Doctor Riley, we could really use your help here. We just don't understand what we're dealing with and we were hoping you could give us some insight into this creutzjake thing.”
Todd slowed and looked back at the attorney before scanning the faces of the people following him out the door. “I'm here for Doctor Fasbender. I don’t care whether I help you or not. Gladys asked me to come so I came.”
“Yes, yes we understand,” Doctor Rossi said. “Please return to your seat and accept our apologies. Dr. Costa can be a little bit of an ass at times.”
Doctor Costa shot her a black look before returning his attention to Todd. “The good doctor is right,” he said. “I can be an ass. I'm simply used to being forthright. I sometimes forget the Ricky temperament—”
“You mean the American temperament?” attorney Gilman said leaning forward.
Todd grinned at Gilman and paused for a moment before returning to his seat. Once they were resettled Todd went back to splaying out his paperwork. “These are our cases,” he said. “We had a total of seven. Most of them recovered with no lasting problems. ‘Course our most celebrated patient still suffers from injuries inflicted as a result of her dementia.”
He opened Vickie Tanner's file and passed her picture around the table. “Just to catch everybody up,” Todd continued. “Mrs. Tanner managed to slip away from her husband and wander out into a freezing December evening. By the time she was located she had succumbed to the frostbite injuries you see here. She lost both her hands and left foot and was badly disfigured, obviously.”
Doctor Rossi frowned and shook her head in response to the photo.
“I should mention,” Todd said. “Doctor Fasbender's diagnosis was tentative at best. She told me more than once she was calling it creutzjake for lack of a better diagnosis. At the time it seemed to be our own private disease restricted to the western states and centered in the mountains of Utah.”
“As I understand it,” Dr. Rossi said, “you haven't had any cases since the original outbreak three years ago?”
“Yup, that’s right,” Todd said.
“Wait a minute,” attorney Gilman said leaning forward. “For the purpose of clarification, what exactly is creutzjake?”
Todd glanced up at Doctor Rossi. She motioned for him to continue.
“Well,” Todd said sitting back in his chair, “Creutzjake is a nickname for Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease or CJD. It belongs to a family of human and animal diseases known as the transmissible spongiform encephalopathies—”
Gilman grinned and raised the palms of his hands. “We'll need to dumb it down a little. I'm just an old country boy lawyer from Tennessee.”
Todd smiled. “It's mad cow.”
Gilman raised his eyebrows and shuffled in his chair. “Oh, and…we don't have it around here anymore, is that right?”
Todd shook his head. “Nope, it left us and took off for Europe, specifically Rome. The only reason we’re of interest to anyone is ‘cause we had a hundred percent recovery rate.”
“I should tell you, Doctor Riley,” Rossi said. “We are moving away from CJD as a diagnosis. We have found no evidence of spongiform encephalopathies.” She glanced up at the attorney. “That's a… the characteristic appearance of infected brains which become filled with holes. They resemble sponges under a microscope.”
She returned her attention to Todd and continued. “We have no myoclonus or blindness. The only observable symptoms relative to CJD have been progressive dementia, problems with muscular coordination and profound personality changes. As a result, we have been moving towards a psychosomatic approach.”
“You think it's a mental illness?” Todd said.
“We think it's something entirely new,” the remaining doctor said breaking his long silence. “We're thinking a rare and previously undiagnosed form of Schizophrenia.”
Doctor Rossi reached and dropped a hand on the doctor's arm. “Doctor De Luca here is our psychotherapist.”
Todd nodded. “I suppose that would make sense except for the part that it’s contagious.”
“This is true,” De Luca said. “We think there probably is a viral or bacterium presence such as a mutated form of Spirochete Treponema pallidum which would trigger the onset of the disorder, but we think it's Schizophrenia just the same.”
Todd frowned. “Spirochete Treponema pallidum…isn’t that Syphilis?”
Doctor Rossi smiled. “Very good, Doctor. Neurosyphilis could easily account for most of the symptoms including the passivity phenomena… and most importantly, Schizophasia which is often characterized by profound reactions to certain trigger words or phrases.”
Attorney Gilman shook his head. “Okay, I think I'm pickin' up most of what you're droppin' but what do you mean by trigger words or phrases?”
“Patients suffering from Schizophasia sometimes react openly to certain words,” Doctor De Luca said. “The words or phrases often have no apparent meaning, but will convey some profound importance to the patient, such as the word ‘God’. The patient, upon hearing the word ‘God,’ will launch into a diatribe of scripture and unrelated gibberish, sometimes called a word salad, and will continue until he or she is exhausted or prevented from continuing.”
“Hmm,” Todd said, nodding. “I'll be honest with you folks, I wasn't really in a position to witness the onset or the outset of our patients’ symptoms. That was pretty much under Doctor Fasbender's watch. I was only there for the psychotic breakdown and that was about it. But I gotta’ tell you, what you're describing as Schizophasia doesn’t sound like what happened in Parktown.”
“No,” Doctor Rossi said, “it would not. What Doctor De Luca is describing is a typical Schizophasia episode. But our disease isn't typical. Our patients often respond in kind to certain words or phrases but not in a typical way. The emphasis here is the trigger. Do you see what I mean?”
Todd glanced at the attorney before returning his attention to Doctor Rocci. “Uh, I think so. Your patients respond to trigger words in a different way.”
“Yes.”
“And uh…how do your patients respond?”
Doctor Rossi frowned and flipped her hands. “Well they uh… some of them, quiet a number actually have… well…the phrases often trigger a sort of realignment, resulting in...cessation of symptoms.”
Todd leaned back in his chair. “Cessation of symptoms? You mean like…cured?”
Doctor Rossi glanced around at the other doctors' faces and back at Todd. “Uh…it seems so, yes.”
“Wow,” Todd said, “just like that? Any identifiable pattern to your words or phrases?”
“Yes, well, it's always the same, basically.”
“What?”
Doctor Rossi paused a moment before continuing. “Doctor Riley, we were sent specifically to you because we have it from the most credible source that you have had firsthand experience in these matters, that you will be...open-minded and helpful.”
Todd raised his eyebrows. “Well, I’ll give it the best I got. Who sent you to me?”
“The prime minster; Prime Minister Adriano Ferrari.”
“He sent you to see me?”
“Yes.”
Todd looked away and studied the wall for a moment. “Must be a mistake,” he said finally, “but you never told me the trigger.”
The Doctors stopped and glanced at one another before Rossi finally continued. “It's uh… It's a…exorcism.”
Todd stared expressionless at Rossi.
“It's all very scientific!” she said incredulously. “It's a form of schizophrenia brought on by a mutant form of Spirochete Treponema pallidum. The phrases used in the exorcism are simply a Schizophasia trigger! No one is saying anything about…possession or…any of that!”
Todd frowned and nodded. “And…who did you say you people represent?”
“We represent the European Scientific Conference on Applied Infectious Disease Epidemiology,” Rossi said quickly.
“You know what else might just work for that creutzjake?” attorney Gilman said, leaning forward. “You take your spoiled dishrags and wipe yourself down every day... keeps warts away too...not to mention company.”
Todd nodded. “Could try that a—what you call it—chamomile tea prepared by a virgin. I heard that’s good for—”
“I appreciate that you two are having fun at our expense,” Doctor Rossi said, “but we have real people dying. It may not be a Ricky concern—”
“American,” Todd and Gilman interrupted on cue.
“Euromerican!” Doctor Rossi yelled.
She sat for a time glaring at Todd. Finally she continued. “Well, we've made a mistake. We were told you could shed some light on this affair, but you obviously have no interest in helping us.”
“Now hold up,” Todd said raising the palms of his hands. “I didn't say I wouldn't help. I just don't know what I can do. Sounds like you folks got it figured out anyway—”
“It doesn't always work,” Rossi said interrupting. “That's why we're here. We were told you were a firsthand witness to the simultaneous Parktown recoveries. We were told you could offer some insight which could point the way to a more reliable cure.”
“Simultaneous Parktown recoveries?” Gilman said. “What does that mean?”
Todd looked at Gilman and shrugged. “Well, it's true, I was there. All of our patients, seven of them, snapped out of it at once. But I didn't witness any exorcism. You're probably talking about Stacey Wheeler and my wife—”
Todd’s voice choked off in his throat. He narrowed his eyes and stared at Doctor Rossi. “Who did you say sent you to me?”
“Prime Minister Adriano Ferrari,” Rossi said.
“And how would Prime Minister Adriano Ferrari know about what I did or didn't witness in Parktown?”
“Actually it was Mrs. Ferrari who originally suggested we locate you.”
Todd pulled in a deep breath and considered what he would say next. He desperately wanted to leave, to run as hard as he could for the door. He didn't want to hear the answer and was shocked when the words spilled out of his mouth of their own accord. “Okay...how would Mrs. Ferrari know about what I did or didn't witness in Parktown?”
“Oh she was, uh. She was a Rick—a Euromerican like you. She said she knew you. I'm sure you knew of her. She was your famous Ricky Girl.”
Todd felt his heart fall from his chest and crash to the floor. From somewhere in the din he could barely make out attorney Gilman's voice. “Hey—okay—Doctor—all—right—hey Doctor Riley, are you alright?”
Todd glanced up at Gilman who had stood up from his chair and was now leaning over him.
“You looked like you were gonna' pass out there for a minute. You okay to go on?”
“I, uh,” Todd said stammering, “I don't know.”
“Maybe we should call this little get together over,” Gilman said looking around at the doctors’ surprised faces.
Todd shook his head. “No, I'm sure I can go on. I just felt a little weird. I'll be okay.”
He stood up from his chair, walked to a small sink and gulped down a glass of water before turning to face the others at the table. “Let me guess, you're using medical personnel to administer your exorcisms and that isn’t working. Am I right?”
“Well, I suppose so,” Doctor Rossi said. “I hadn't really thought about it—”
“Don’t,” Todd said. “Use clergy.”
Rossi glanced around at the other doctors before returning her attention to Todd. “I don't understand. Why would it matter where the trigger came from—?”
“You came to me lookin’ for advice. That's my advice. I'm not asking you to believe anything. I'm just asking you to use clergy to perform your exorcisms, that's all. You can take my advice or leave it. Don’t matter to me.”
He moved to the table and began collecting his things. “I guess I am feelin’ a little puny. I'm gonna’ have to call it a day.”
He lifted his folder, moved to the door and hesitated before turning back. “How is—,” he said haltingly. “How’s the Ricky Girl holding up these days?”
“Oh I'm sorry,” Doctor Rossi said. “I thought you knew. Mrs. Ferrari was one of our first creutzjake casualties. In fact, it’s all but been established that she was the carrier. She died nearly two years ago.”
==<0>==
Chapter Two
Pastor Jesse Deetz had spent a good part of the morning rearranging folding chairs. A lively wedding the night before had seen them strewn throughout the small worship hall. The offending wedding party seemed to have little interest in returning to set things straight.
His church, Calvary Road Chapel, was the only real Christian church for miles around Lehi, Utah. His parishioners traveled from as far as Ogden, nearly sixty miles, to get there every Sunday morning at nine AM sharp for the early sermon. The good Pastor had strongly committed himself, had dedicated his life towards maintaining the path to righteousness, and keeping it properly lit.
This was no easy chore. His ministry was the only ray of hope; the only respite for those unfortunate souls who had inadvertently found themselves living amongst the pagan Mormons with their multiple gods, and archaic temple rituals.
He had prayed often for revival, but these Mormons were a particularly entrenched bunch, especially after the day. There had even been a small movement amongst the Mormons dedicated to running him out of the area in response to his righteous proselytizing, but their Mormon President Hatfield had intervened insisting the chapel be left alone.
Hatfield didn't have Pastor Deetz fooled for one minute. His righteous play was all show; his ascension in the church an obvious grab for power.
A dull rapping on the heavy glass door in the outer lobby pulled the pastor out of his thoughts. He pushed the chairs aside and made his way towards the noise. He stopped short and stood looking through the glass at an obviously homeless man standing just outside.
The pastor moved closer to the door and shouted. “We won't be opening today. Services are tomorrow at nine and eleven. You're welcome to come back then.”
The homeless man shook his head. “I'm supposed to come and help you.”
The pastor noticed he had a deep southern accent. He wore a red flannel shirt partially covered by threadbare denim overalls. The pant legs were tucked haphazardly into oversized rubber boots. He wore a squashed brown ball cap that had probably been orange at one time. A bulging pack was hanging off his back. At first glance, he looked to be around 50 years old, but his scruffy, unkempt beard likely made him look older.
The pastor pulled keys from his pocket, moved to the door, opened it, and leaned partially out. “As I said, we won't be open ‘til—”
“I'm supposed to help you with the chairs,” the man said.
The pastor stared at him for a moment. “I'm sorry, what chairs?”
The homeless man shrugged. “I dunno.”
The pastor began stroking his chin. “You know, we really don't have anything here to eat. If you're hungry, they have a place called Deseret Industries. They sometimes help people who are living on the streets. Just keep going down this street ‘til you come to a—”
“No, I'm supposed to help you.”
“Who says you're supposed to help me?”
“A friend of mine. He said you need help with some chairs.”
The pastor's face brightened. “Did the Shirtleff's send you?”
The homeless man shrugged. “I guess.”
“Well, you should tell them to clean up their own messes. What did they do, hire you?”
“I guess.”
The Pastor opened the door and moved aside allowing the homeless man to enter. He quickly moved back and closed and locked the door behind him. “You should know right off that we have no money here. What little money we have the bank picks up every Monday morning so…and just because this is a church doesn’t mean I won't send you off to jail if you try and steal anything.”
“I won't.”
“Okay, just so we understand each other.”
The two moved into the worship hall. “These are the chairs,” the pastor said pointing. “I'll need help moving these tables out of here, and then we'll move the chairs into place. We have to be ready before the congregation gets here tomorrow morning at nine.”
The pastor stopped talking and considered the homeless man. “You look kind of hungry. I'm sure we have a few things left over from the wedding.”
“I guess I could use something to eat if you have any extra.”
The pastor turned and began moving back towards the lobby. “Follow me. We have a little kitchen back here. We'll find you something to eat and then we'll do our work. Can’t really expect you to work on an empty stomach.”
Within a short time the pastor and the homeless man were sitting, looking across at each other over a small, folding table and eating leftover fast food burritos.
“I guess I should know your name,” the pastor said after a time.
“I'm Orwell Green,” the homeless man said, “but some folks just call me Will.”
“Okay Will. I'm Pastor Jesse Deetz. I'm the senior pastor here at Calvary Road Chapel. Are you a Christian man?”
Will considered his words. “I'm not sure, I guess so.”
“Why do you guess so?”
“I used to go to church now and again when I was a young’un.”
“Well you know, Will. Just because you go to church doesn't mean you are a Christian; especially around here. You have to be saved. Have you been saved?”
Will leaned back in his seat and pondered a moment before answering. “Yup, I been saved.”
The Pastor raised his eyebrows. “I guess we'll have to see about that. Where do you call home?”
“I'm from Allen, Kentucky, Floyd County, population a hundred and fifty.”
The Pastor smiled. “It sounds like you've been asked that a time or two.”
“A time or two,” Will said, smiling back.
“Where are you living now?”
“Oh, here and there.”
“What brought you here?”
“I came here to help you move some chairs.”
“No, I mean from Kentucky.”
Will looked back at the Pastor, confused. “I came to help you move some chairs.”
The pastor smiled and raised the palm of one hand. “Okay, I understand. I'm getting a little too personal.”
Will shrugged. “It's okay.”
“Well, looks like we're finished eating,” the Pastor said. “You ready to move some chairs?”
~~~
Todd's eyes opened to the dull glow of the morning sun shining through the partially closed hotel curtains. He raised his hands to his throbbing face. Damn the dreams. God damn the dreams.
Through tear washed eyes, he glanced at the glowing clock on the nightstand next to the bed. Eight AM. He gently tapped his forehead in a futile attempt to clear his thoughts.
The flight home would depart in just over four hours. How the hell was he going to do this? He couldn't bear the thought of moving, much less catching a flight. His nausea was overwhelming.
What had he expected? Did he really think Maria would someday come back to him? And why in God's name did he still so desperately want her to? No one, hands down, had ever broken him like she had. How much easier for him if he could simply hate her? It didn't matter anyway, Maria was dead.
He sighed deeply and managed to kick his covers off. An hour later he was showered, dressed, sitting on the bed, and still ripped as Cooter Brown.
He thought about the hair of the dog, but couldn't seem to find his tequila, stopped to ponder on where exactly he had managed to procure a bottle of tequila, and finally decided it wasn't important enough to worry about. Coffee, he told himself. Need lots of coffee. Three hours to go before the plane left with or without him. He decided he needed to move around.
He rose to his feet, left the hotel room, wandered off towards the elevator, and punched the ‘L’ button.
The lobby was sparsely dotted with people milling about, some toting luggage, others chatting in small meandering clusters. Several people sat in the spacious lobby reading magazines beneath the shaded twenty foot tall windows. He wandered into the lobby, stopped and did a final systems check making certain he wasn’t drooling, staggering, or leaning on anyone. No one was staring or pushing him away. He took that as a good sign and went in search of wherever that coffee smell was coming from.
He stepped into the breakfast nook and moved towards the coffee pots, poured a cup, and turned back to the nook. A vaguely familiar face caught his attention. Whoever it was waved at Todd from the far side of the nook. It was that lawyer from the meeting…damn…what was his name? Gill…Gilbert… Gilman.
Todd waved back and tried to smile. If only he could have had a few moments alone to try and sober up. Maybe he could just avoid him by going to the other side of the room. He didn't know the guy anyway.
He turned, moved as far away as possible and took a seat, gingerly sipped his hot coffee, and nearly gagged at the intrusion. A wave of nausea overtook him and he slumped and wrapped his arms around his stomach.
“Bad night, huh?”
Todd glanced up to see the lawyer standing over him.
“You mind if I sit down?”
“Uh,” Todd said, “yeah, yeah. Have a seat. I'm not going to be very good company, I'll tell you that.”
The lawyer sat across the booth from him and placed his own cup of coffee on the table. “I'm surprised to see you up and around today. You were in pretty bad shape.”
Todd squinted back at him. “What do you mean?”
“You don't remember?”
“Look, I don't really feel like talking. That's kinda' why I sat on the other side of the room from you. Nothing personal, I just need a little time to myself right now.”
“I understand that,” the lawyer said, “but you gotta’ understand, we were worried about you. You left that meeting in a daze. You didn't say a word. I followed you. I didn't know what you were gonna’ do. You walked straight to the hotel driver, handed him a hundred euro note and told him to get you a bottle a pop-scull, whatever that means. Then you turned and went to your room. You were like a ghost, man.”
Todd cradled his coffee in the palms of his hands. “Hmm, don't remember.”
“You're alright now I guess though, huh?” The lawyer said, his heavy Tennessee accent coming through.
Todd grimaced and lifted his hand to his temple. “Little headache but, yeah, I'm okay. Thanks for askin'.”
The table fell into an uneasy silence. Finally the Lawyer spoke. “The uh… the Ricky Girl, you must have known her, huh?”
Todd flashed him a black look. “Listen, I don't mean to be rude—”
“Tennessee boys don't step over a man when he's hurting. I need to know you're gonna’ be alright before I leave. That’s just the way I roll.”
Todd leaned back in his chair and flipped his hands. “What do you want to know? Look, I'm fine—”
“You're not fine. Those docs mentioned the Ricky Girl and you went zombie.”
Todd sighed. “Look, I just want to sit here and have my cup of coffee—”
“I ain’t going nowhere ‘til I know you’re gonna’ be alright,” the lawyer interrupted, “I already told you that.”
Todd leaned forward in his seat. “Sooners been known to slap the stupid outta' Tennessee boys who don’t know when it’s time to leave a man alone!”
The Lawyer raised his eyebrows and glared back. After a moment he smiled. “Struttin' like a damn peacock and you can barely lift your coffee cup.” He looked around the room and shook his head. “Okies.”
Todd flared and softened. The two men looked at each other and began laughing.
“Oh…” Todd groaned raising his hands to his temples, “can't laugh—don't laugh.”
The table quieted and the Lawyer became serious. “I'm an alcoholic. I think I've been through what you’re going through. There’s a lot of help—”
Todd chuckled and winced. “So that’s what this is about? It’s a damned intervention...except, I’m not an alcoholic. Don’t mean I ain’t workin’ on it though.”
“Okay,” the Lawyer said. “I’ll take your word for it. Here’s my card. If you ever—”
“She's my wife,” Todd said stopping the lawyer mid-sentence.
The lawyer stared at him. “Who, the Ricky Girl? I thought she was married to the prime minister—”
“My ex wife.”
The lawyer frowned and nodded. “I see.”
“You're wondering how I could have wound up with the Ricky Girl, aren’t you?”
“No,” the lawyer said. “But you must have had some pretty good chops.”
Todd smiled. “I was…useful.”
“Hmm,” the lawyer grunted. “But you still love her?”
Todd sent him another black look
“Okay,” the lawyer said. “I’ll drop it.”
Todd looked away and gazed out into the room. “She's dead.”
“Yeah... s’pose so.”
Todd lifted the lawyer’s card from the table. “Nashville Tennessee, huh?”
“Yup.”
“I lived in Nashville for a while. I liked it.”
“What were you doing there?”
“Oh we were, the ex and I, were doing some postgraduate work at Vanderbilt—”
“Vanderbilt? That's my alma matter.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, but I'm guessing I was there a whole lot earlier than you. You must be what, twenty five, thirty?”
“Yeah, ‘bout that.”
The lawyer smiled. “I passed forty a while ago.”
Todd looked up. “Say, you didn't happen to go to school with James Donahue the Nobel Laureate did you?”
“Oh, hell yeah,” the lawyer said brightening, “him and Blaze and ol…Bing the Mayor.”
Todd felt the bile rise in his throat. “You knew Blaze Jenkins?”
“Everybody knew Blaze and Jim. Blaze was one of my best friends, I’m proud to say. We still get in touch now and again.”
Todd sat staring, unable to pull his eyes away. Finally he was able to speak. “Yeah, he and I hit it off pretty good too. Small world. He was a Catholic priest when I knew him.”
The lawyer snorted. “I know. Ain't that a kick in the shins? I swear to God, he wasn't even religious back at school.”
Todd forced a smile. “You don't, uh, you don't know how I could get in touch with him do you? Just to make sure he came through the day alright.”
The lawyer nodded. “Oh he made it through the day. That much I know. He's kind of a mess I guess. I understand he spends most of his time in a bar now. In fact he’s the manager.”
“The Manager? The bar manager...Father Jenkins?”
The lawyer chuckled. “Yeah I know. Bar manager with a PHD under his belt. Go figure. Him and Jim Donahue both.”
“What happened to Donahue?”
“Yeah, he’s a mess too. They took away his Nobel. He’s been completely discredited. I guess it all really hit the fan after the day.”
“Where is Fath...Blaze Jenkins working, did you say?”
“Downtown Nashville. You familiar with the Crazy Horse Saloon?”
Todd smiled. “I know exactly where the Crazy Horse is.”
~~~
Young Maycee Kilgrow was the first person Todd spotted as he exited the jet-way into the Salt Lake City airport terminal. Four other medical students made themselves known, and the group rushed to meet him.
Maycee spoke quickly as if trying to beat the others to the punch. “Doctor Fasbender is waiting for you in the terminal.”
Todd didn’t respond. He held out his bags and they were eagerly pulled from his hands.
“Did you enjoy yourself?” Maycee said as they began making their way through the terminal.
“Not at all. Listen, why don’t you go and tell Gladys...Doctor Fasbender that I’m running late, missed my flight, whatever. I just want to stop at the lounge. I won’t be a minute—”
Maycee lifted her cell phone stopping Todd mid-sentence. “Sorry,” she said grimacing, “I already called. She knows you’re here.”
Todd frowned and quickened his pace. “We should have gotten rid of those damn things after the day when we had the chance.”
They moved through the terminal and were soon at the baggage claim. On the way down the escalator, Todd spotted Gladys. A tall, blond girl was standing on her right. Standing to her left a smaller, obviously younger girl was smiling up at him behind dark sunglasses. Her long, purple hair framed her face and fell over her shoulders, a perfect match for her black, Goth attire. At first glance she reminded Todd of Christina Ricci’s character in the Munsters movie.
“Hello father,” the Goth girl said as he approached. “I’m so glad you’re home. I have been chosen to be president of our school Mastery of Math group, but I might have to change schools because Sadie Wheeler is going to Highland and—”
“How you doin’, Gladys?” Todd said interrupting the Goth girl.
“I’m old,” Gladys said reaching up to kiss Todd on his cheek.
“Hi Kiara,” Todd said glancing at the blond girl. He pulled his eyes away from Kiara and momentarily considered the Goth girl. “Lylya, you don’t always have to wear those sunglasses. In a place like this you only draw attention and I know that isn’t what you intend for yourself.”
Lylya’s smile dropped and her face lowered.
“I know how important these styles are to you kids, but this is just a little much.”
“I think she’s adorable,” Gladys said sending a disapproving look at Todd.
“I wish mom would let me dress like that,” Kiara said. “I love Lylya’s look.”
Todd held his palms up. “Okay, I get it. I’m being repridam...reprimanded.” He backed up slightly and noisily collided with an empty luggage rack someone had left in the middle of the floor.
“Hi Kiara,” Maycee Kilgrow said as she and the other students caught up. They formed a circle around Kiara and began to chatter. Todd noticed Lylya turn inward and separated herself from the older girls.
“You girls take Doctor Riley’s bags to the car,” Gladys said. “We’ll be right there.”
The teenagers turned as one and began moving away.
“Take Lylya with you!” Gladys barked.
The girls slowed to a stop without breaking conversation.
Lylya glanced up at Gladys, moved away, and closed the distance.
“I know she’s younger,” Gladys said, “but I wish they wouldn’t exclude Lylya like that. It obviously hurts her feelings.”
Todd grunted. “Well, in some ways she brings it on herself. She seems bent on being different than all the other kids. I haven’t seen another kid with purple hair since before the day. Besides, she’s what... three years younger than they are. Why doesn’t she find friends her own age?”
“It’s Kiara,” Gladys said. “She can’t bear being away from Kiara.”
Todd sighed. “I could have told you the moment Kiara left middle school and went into high school she would pull away from Lylya. How could she not? Lylya’s still a little girl, Gladys. Kiara goes to a different school. She’ll graduate next year.”
“In many ways Lylya is much older than any of us,” Gladys said, “and you’re drunk.”
Todd stared out in front of him. “Just had a few drinks on the plane. No big deal.”
“You shouldn’t be drunk in front of Lylya. You know how it confuses her.”
“She’s gonna’ have to learn to open up, Gladys. Everybody around her isn’t gonna’ tow the line for her benefit.”
“You’re not everyone, Todd. She adores you and you know it.”
Todd slowed. His eyes filled with tears.
Gladys slowed with him and put her hand on his arm. “Todd, what’s the matter?”
Todd shook his head. It took him a moment before he could speak. “I’ll be fine. Just hate flying. You know that.”
“No,” Gladys said looking up at him. “That isn’t it. How did the meeting go? Did something happen at the meeting?”
“The meeting went fine. I’m not even sure why they wanted me there. You should have gone. Away from Utah, nobody respects my credentials anyway. They come right out and told me they were disappointed you weren’t there. I don’t even talk like a doctor. I sound like a farm boy.”
Gladys reached into her bag, pulled out a foot long cardboard tube and pushed it at Todd. “I’m tired of it too,” she said. “I’ve had hundreds of students, and you’re the best student I’ve ever had. If a sheepskin is what everyone wants to see, you’ve got one!”
Todd opened the tube and pulled out a certificate. “This is a diploma,” he said. “Says here I’m a Doctor of Medicine.”
“You happy now?” Gladys barked.
“But, shouldn’t we...should there be some kinda’—”
“What do you want, a parade? You want to wear a robe and throw a hat? Look!” She pointed at the diploma, “It’s for real. It’s presented and sanctioned by the new BYU Medical School. You’re a bona fide medical doctor!”
“Hmm, don’t know what to say.”
“Well,” Gladys said scowling at him, “whatever you do, try and contain your excitement.”
Todd forced a tired smile. “Sorry Gladys. Thanks for this. Just have to let it sink in a little.”
They returned to leisurely walking down the hall leading to the parking garages. “Any news from Europe?” Gladys asked.
“Nope, they still look down their noses at us... Euromericans. They can’t figure out how to cure their creutzjake. They still talk with that accent. At least one of ‘em needed a shower and...Maria died.”
Gladys jerked to a stop and stood staring up at Todd. “What did you say?”
“There was one Italian fellow who needed a shower. At least I think it was him—”
Gladys yanked on his arm. “You said something about Maria!”
Todd stared down the hall for a time before responding. “Yeah, guess she died. Creutzjake. Not long after she left here.”
Gladys motioned towards a bench. They moved to it and sat down.
“I’m sorry, Todd,” she said the moment they sat. “No wonder you’re such a mess. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“What difference would that have made?” Todd said leaning back in his seat. “Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe I can finally find some kinda’ closure. Maybe these damned dreams will—”
“Bullshit!” Gladys yelled. “This is our Maria we’re talking about! How can you say her death is for the best! How can you be so damned cold?”
Todd turned and stared down at her. “How can I be so cold? Don’t you remember what she did to me? You got any idea how badly I need to hate her?”
“Yeah, well, some of us don’t buy that crap she told you, Todd. I’ll thank you to remember that! You start talking this way to Stacey Wheeler, and you’re likely to get slapped again like the last time!”
“I don’t want to go over this again,” Todd said. “You, Louis, and Stacey never knew Maria Rose like I knew her. She was capable of being whatever was necessary to get her way. She was a pathological liar and you know the stupid thing is? I knew she was all along, and I didn’t give a damn. That’s how sick I am. That’s how deep my obsession lives with her. You can’t expect me not to want to get past her. I have every right to hate Maria Rose! I have every right to be glad she’s dead!”
Todd abruptly stopped his ranting when he noticed Lylya standing nearby staring at him. She had returned her dark sunglasses to her face. Her purple hair shimmered under the fluorescent lighting.
“Oh my God,” Gladys said. “Lylya, how long have you been standing there?” She reached for Lylya’s hand and Lylya pulled it away. “Maria is dead?” Her tiny voice was little more than a gasp.
Todd stood and reached out to her. She stared back at him a moment before moving forward and wrapping her arms around him. He pulled her to the bench and sat her next to him.
“I’m afraid so, sweetheart,” he said, rolling his fingers through her long, hair.
Lylya removed her sunglasses, wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Why did she die?”
“You mean how did she die?”
Lylya nodded.
“She died of the creutzjake just a little while after she left us.”
Lylya pulled away and looked up at him. “She died of creutzjake?”
Todd tried to smile. “That’s what they’re sayin’.”
Lylya’s face turned to puzzlement. “Who told you?”
“The people at the meeting. Everybody knew her; the Ricky Girl.”
She diverted her eyes away and sat gazing across the hall.
Todd gently squeezed her shoulder and she resumed her place under his arm.
“Stacey Wheeler is going to be crushed,” Gladys said after a quiet time. “I think she expected Maria to show up at your door at any moment.” She glanced up and noticed the group of students looking back at her impatiently from the other end of the long hallway. “Oh, we should go. Those kids have things to do today.”
She groaned and stood. Lylya returned the sunglasses to her face, joined Todd, and wrapped her arm around his waist. The trio began moseying down the hall towards the students.
Maycee Kilgrow’s car had been pulled near the curb. Gladys’s official Humvee sat idling behind it, dwarfing the tiny car.
“Lylya, do you mind going with the girls?” Gladys said. “They’ll take you and Kiara straight home. Todd and I have to go over the meeting in D.C.”
Lylya gave Todd a final squeeze, moved to the car and scooted in the center back seat.
Todd helped Gladys into the Humvee and soon they were driving south on Interstate 15.
“That child adores you,” Gladys said, as she drove. “She’ll take any excuse to hug you. You’ve noticed that haven’t you?”
Todd nodded. “She’s been through a lot. She’d bond with anyone right now. Especially since Kiara is starting to pull away from her.”
“You should hug her more. You should hug her every chance you get. She needs you—”
“We gotta’ talk about this right now? I thought we were gonna’ talk about the meeting.”
“First things first,” Gladys said, agitated. “That child needs you! This is the first time I have seen you so much as smile at her for months. Don’t you see how she responds every time you show her the slightest hint of affection?”
“She knows I care about her,” Todd said. “I’m not gonna’ push myself on her. We’ve been down this road before. She had a mother and a father—”
“That was when she was a baby, Todd!” Gladys yelled. “Everyone knows what the problem is, and the problem is you! If you can’t get past it, why don’t you send her back to the orphanage or let the Wheelers adopt her. How many times have they offered?”
“She’s my responsibly,” Todd yelled back. “She’s put down roots. She’s not gonna’ be shuffled around anymore. The president agrees and that’s the end of it!”
“Does the president know you can’t stand to look at her?”
Todd shot Gladys a black look.
Gladys quieted and they rode together in silence.
“She was so excited to tell you,” Gladys said finally. “She’s been elected president of her Mastery of Math group. She couldn’t wait to tell you. Can’t you at least take a moment to consider her accomplishment? Three years ago she could barely speak English much less understand high mathematics. She’s desperately trying to impress you!”
“If she’s trying so hard to impress, how come she insists on being so... odd? Why does she dress like that with her... black cloths, purple hair, and sunglasses? Kids haven’t been dying their hair for years. She’s only eleven. I just don‘t get her! She seems desperate to fit in, but does everything she can to stand out.”
“I can’t believe you don’t get her!” Gladys yelled, her temper flaring. “You’re the only one who doesn’t. To everyone else on the planet she’s as clear as glass.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“I mean it’s obvious! She’s trying to be someone else...to look like someone else. You don’t think she knows what her green eyes and black hair does to you every time you look at her. It’s written all over your face!”
Todd sighed and stared out the passenger side window. An uncomfortable silence fell over the Humvee.
“I’m gettin’ better,” Todd said finally. “I’m gettin’ over Maria. Now that I know she’s gone... I’m gettin’ better.”
Gladys snorted. “That’s your problem, Todd. In your grief you can’t seem to understand that other people are hurting, too. Do you think this limbo can go on forever? Do you think that child can simply wait for you to come around? She needs you now, if you don’t step up, she’ll turn to someone or something else. You know what I’m telling you is true!”
“That‘s enough, Gladys!” Todd said.
They rode for time without speaking.
“Exorcism,” Todd said, finally breaking the silence. “They’re doing exorcisms.”
Gladys pulled her eyes away from her driving and looked at Todd. “What?”
“That’s how they’re treating creutzjake in Europe.”
Gladys returned her attention to the interstate rolling out before them. “This is not the time for humor. I’m very upset with you.”
“I’m serious,” Todd said. “That’s why they asked to have a meeting with me instead of you. Some high ridin’ citizen of Rome told ‘em I could verify the cures were the result of a single exorcism.”
“Who said that?”
“The Italian Prime Minister.”
“What?”
“I guess he’s the one who sent the delegation to speak with me personally. Some lawyer in D.C. told me the Roman locals were so convinced creutzjake was nothing short of demon possession, they were doing exorcisms on their own... and getting results. So much so, it started catching on in a big way. The authorities assumed the exorcisms were preventing patients from getting proper medical attention so the government shut it down. That’s when the Prime Minister’s wife stepped in—”
“But the government was right,” Gladys said. “I hope you told them that. My God, it sounds like they’re so desperate they’re trying anything!”
“I know. It’s freaky. They actually told me the practice of exorcism has become proper medical treatment over there. Medical doctors are performing these exorcisms under the direction of the Roman Catholic Church.”
Gladys stared at Todd wide eyed. “Has the world gone mad?
Who is this Prime Minister? Why did he send the delegation to you? Do you know this man?”
“The Prime Minister sent ‘em to me ‘cause apparently the treatment works sporadically at best. Somebody told him that Todd Riley, a nobody Ricky doctor living in Salt Lake City, could tell ‘em what they’re doing wrong. That’s all I know.”
“Well...,” Gladys said. “What the hell gave them that idea—?”
“Maria,” Todd interrupted. “Maria gave ‘em that idea.”
He turned to look at Gladys who was staring back at him before slowly returning his attention to the interstate. He sighed deeply and continued. “Maria married the Prime Minister within months after leaving here. I s’pose she couldn’t get her new, glamorous life started early enough. She died of creutzjake a little after, but not before telling her new husband her version of what happened on the mountain the day Stacey Wheeler confronted—the day Hanna Parish was brought into the Parktown clinic. Maria told her new husband that I could verify her version of the story, and that I would know why the...treatments weren’t working most of the time. That’s all I know about it.”
“How could you possibly know why their exorcisms don’t work...and for that matter, why in God’s name would they think they would?”
“This is what they told me, Gladys, and I’ll be honest with you, it just might explain a few things. There just may be a scientific explanation.”
Gladys leaned back in her seat. “Really? Well, explain it to me. This I’ve got to hear.”
“I didn’t say I agreed with them. I just said their findings might explain away at least part of the old possession and exorcism myth.”
Gladys flipped a hand. “I’m waiting.”
“They say it’s a form of schizophrenia brought on by a mutant strain of Spirochete Treponema pallidum. The phrases used in the exorcisms are a... Schizophasia trigger.”
“They think it’s Syphilis?”
“Well, a mutant form. But that would explain the epidemic and the connection with schizophrenia.”
Gladys considered his words before responding. “Schizophasia trigger.... Doesn’t that usually send a patient into a psychotic break?”
“They think it’s the trigger. That was their emphasis. They think it triggers some sort of...realignment or something. I don’t know. That’s why I wish you had been there.”
Gladys shook her head and glanced out the driver side window at the city passing by. “They’re pulling at straws. What did you tell them?”
“What?”
“What did you tell them when they asked you why their exorcisms didn’t always work? Did you tell them you didn’t have a clue?”
Todd snorted. “You ain’t gonna’ like it.”
Gladys turned in her seat. “What did you tell them?”
Todd laughed and shook his head. “Well, it seemed like the right thing to say at the time.”
Gladys lowered her voice and spoke in a motherly tone. “What did you tell them, Todd?”
Todd shrugged. “I asked ‘em if they were using medical personnel to do their exorcisms. They said they were, so I.... So I told them not to. I told them to use...clergy.”
“Clergy? Why clergy?”
“Well you know, they...believe in God.”
Gladys’s mouth fell. “No, Todd, you didn’t say that, did you?”
“Well, like I said. It seemed like the right thing to say at the time.”
“Oh...”Gladys moaned. “I feel like everyone is slipping away from me. I feel like I’m the only sane one left. First it was that... Stacey Wheeler, and then, Maria. Louis, the world class scientist becomes a Mormon and now you—”
“Gladys,” Todd said smiling. “It was just something I said. I’m not even sure why I said it.”
The sparsely populated freeway offered little resistance, and they were soon pulling up to the house in White City. Lylya was waiting on the lawn. She stood as they pulled into the driveway and moved to meet Todd.
“Are you okay?” she asked, the sun gleaming off her oversized sunglasses.
Todd stepped out of the passenger side of the Humvee and turned back to retrieve his bags. “Uh...am I okay?”
“Yes. You must be terribly upset.”
Without looking at her, Todd pushed the door closed and moved towards the house. “Why would I be upset?”
Lylya turned to look at Gladys who was still sitting behind the steering wheel of the idling Humvee. Gladys smiled back at Lylya and immediately sent a scalding glare at Todd.
Todd paused and considered them both momentarily. “What?”
Gladys groaned. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow!”
“Lylya?” she continued, returning her attention to the little girl. “We’ll talk about that math club. I’m dying to hear every detail.” She glared at Todd once more before turning in her seat and backing out of the driveway.
Lylya pulled a bag out of Todd’s arms and followed him into the living room. Todd moved to the bedroom, tossed his bags on the bed, and returned. He glanced at Lylya curiously before sitting on the couch. She usually made a trail straight for her bedroom.
“What’s up, Lylya?” he said as he thumbed through the mail spread out over the coffee table.
“I have to talk to you,” she said solemnly.
Todd glanced up and returned his attention to the mail. “Please take the sun glasses off. What is it, the math club?”
He dropped the mail and looked back at her. “They made you president? Sounds great, come over here tell me about it.” He patted the couch next to him.
Lylya gingerly pulled the sunglasses off, kept her eyes lowered, and moved to sit near him on the couch.
He wrapped his arm over her shoulder, put his finger under her chin and lifted her face. “You don’t have to do that, you know. I know why you do that, but you should stop. You’re eyes are green but they aren’t Maria’s eyes. Your hair is black but it isn’t Maria’s hair. You’re growing up as beautiful as Maria, and you should be proud of it, not ashamed...never ashamed.”
Lylya slowly pulled her face away and returned to looking at the floor. “But, father—”She paused a moment before continuing. “My eyes hurt you. I can tell and...they are... unnatural and alluring.”
Todd smiled and patted her on the shoulder. “Your eyes are just as Go—as Allah made them. I bet it’s some kind of sin to hide those beautiful eyes behind sunglasses.”
Lylya smiled softly and looked up at him. Todd tried with every ounce of strength he could conjure not to react to the small, delicate face looking up at him. Despite his resolve, he stiffened, his eyes blatantly disobeyed his command and fell away from her.
Lylya’s face dropped back to the floor and she quickly returned her sunglasses.
Todd sighed. “Sorry, Lylya. You just look so much like her. It always just...kind of shocks me.”
“It’s okay, father,” she said quickly. “I have my glasses.” Her hand found his arm and she gently stroked in.
Todd’s eyes filled with tears. She deserved so much more than this. Why couldn’t he just snap out of this funk? She desperately needed him. It was becoming more and more clear every day.
“Are you certain?” she said without looking up.
“Huh?”
“Are you certain Maria is dead, that she has died?”
“Well, she was pretty famous. She was the Ricky Girl. I’m sure everybody would have known if she died, at least in Europe.”
Lylya’s eyes looked back up at him behind her dark sunglasses. “You are hurting terribly. I know you are. I can feel it. I am hurting too.” she pushed her arm behind him and hugged him.
“We’ll get over it,” Todd said. “We just need a little time, but I need for you to tell me all about your math club—”
“No, I must show you something.”
Todd pulled away slightly. “Show me something?”
Lylya unfolded herself from him, stood and moved to her bedroom. Moments later she returned to him on the couch and pushed a small sealed envelope into his hand. The word ‘Todd’ was scrolled across the front of the letter. Todd instantly recognized it. It was Maria’s handwriting.
~~~
Eleven-year-old Hyrum Smith had been putting up a pretty good fight, especially since there were two of them. His older brother Enoch had intervened and driven them off.
“They said the asteroid was gonna' come back and smash all of the pligs!” Hyrum cried as he told his big brother what had happened, “and they said that God was going to send all the pligs to Hell!”
Enoch wiped away little Hyrum’s tears, picked him up, and threw him on his big shoulders. “Don’t listen to them. They don’t understand. Besides, it doesn’t matter what they think anyway.”
Enoch was Hyrum’s favorite brother. He had thirteen brothers in all, and fourteen sisters. Hyrum’s mother was his father’s youngest wife, and Hyrum was her only child. Their father was a direct descendant of Joseph Smith, the founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, but their father had always said the church had strayed from the true teachings of Joseph Smith when it caved in to political pressures and abandoned the practice of polygamy.
“Why weren’t any of the astronauts pligs?” Hyrum asked, bouncing on his brothers shoulders.
“I don’t know, maybe they never heard of it,” Enoch hollered Loud enough for his little brother to hear, “and we’re not pligs; we’re polygamists.”
“My friend Justin says the astronauts knew everything.”
“How could they have known everything,” Enoch said, “if they weren’t even polygamists?”
“Why is mommy always sad?” Hyrum asked without skipping a beat.
Enoch laughed. “You’re just full of questions aren’t you, kiddo.”
As they rounded the corner, Enoch abruptly stopped. “What’s he doing here?” he said quietly.
“I thought he was away for the whole week,” Hyrum said, staring up the lane.
Enoch pulled his little brother off his shoulders and put him down.
“You go right up to the bedroom, and try to keep quiet. Maybe he’ll only be here a little while.”
“He’s mean,” Hyrum said frowning.
Enoch went down on one knee. “He’s our father. He is the head of our family, and the one true prophet of God. We must always do as he says.”
He took hold of Hyrum’s shoulders and looked intently into his big oval eyes. “When Father talks, it’s just like God Himself is talking. Do you understand?”
“Yeah, I guess,” Hyrum said, “but why does he have to be mean? Does God like mean people?”
Enoch laughed. “You’re too young to understand. Someday you will. Until then, you must listen to our father and always obey him, okay?”
Hyrum nodded, turned and ran off in the direction of the back door. As he ran up the back stairs towards his bedroom, he heard the sound of his mother crying.
He stopped at the sound of his father yelling, crept back down the stairs, and peeked into the family living room. His mother stood in the middle of the room surrounded by his three other moms and four men from the church. Among them were his father and his grandfather.
“You can’t leave your husband,” Grandpa Stuburg said. “We won’t let you. You can’t spend your whole life running away from God, Mary!”
Hyrum’s older brother Enoch stepped into the front door and stood behind the rest.
“I’m leaving,” Hyrum’s mother yelled, “and I’m taking Hyrum with me!” Hyrum jumped at the mention of his name.
“You will not leave and you certainly will not take my son!” Hyrum’s father said.
“This is not the old days. You can’t keep us here!”
She looked so small standing in the middle of all those people Hyrum wanted to help her.
“Take her upstairs and lock her in the bedroom!” his father yelled.
Hyrum’s other moms took hold of his mother’s arms and began pulling her out of the room. She screamed as one of his other moms lifted her feet and they all started up the stairs.
Hyrum wailed, jumped out of his hiding place and ran, wildly flailing his arms at his father.
His father turned to face the little boy just in time to catch a tiny fist in the groin. He groaned and buckled to the floor but only after backhanding little Hyrum across the room.
Enoch moved forwards.
Hyrum’s mother, seeing her little son lying bloodied on the floor, managed to wrestle herself from the other women’s grips, and run to Hyrum, now a small sobbing heap in the middle of the floor. Hyrum’s Grandpa Stuburg and the other two men from the church stood by, visibly shaken by the violent outburst.
“You call yourselves men of God?” Hyrum’s mother screamed as she scooped up her little boy.
Hyrum’s father was down on one knee trying to recover from the blow to his groin. Slowly, he stood. “Get out of my house, whore!” he raged, pointing at Hyrum’s mother.
Hyrum looked up just in time to see his father pointing at him.
“And take that spawn of Satan with you!”
Hyrum’s mother jumped to her feet with little Hyrum in her arms and dashed out the door.
“I’ll drive them to the bus stop,” Enoch yelled.
His father reached and pulled Enoch back into the living room.
As Hyrum and his mother made their way out of the front yard into the street, Byron Smith stepped out of the open door and onto the porch. Little Hyrum could clearly hear his father.
“The devils hand is on you, whore; you and your little demon seed!”
As they ran away from the only home Hyrum had ever known, he began to return to his senses. “Enoch!” he screamed.
Enoch stepped out of the house and stood staring after them.
“Enoch!” Hyrum screamed again as his mother rounded the corner. “Mommy, I don’t want to go!” he cried, trying to wrestle out of her arms. “We have to obey father!”
He frantically arched his back against his mother’s grip. “Enoch!”
~~~
Enoch, standing on the front porch, could barely hear the fading sounds of his little brother screaming. It would be the last time.
~~~
Todd could just make out a fist crashing into a wall, pictures falling, Lylya screaming—collapsing to the floor—kicking the furniture. Someone was at the door, banging. Hands, reaching out, coffee table—smashing against the wall. Holes. Lylya screaming—Eric Wheeler yelling —“Todd!” Stacey yelling. Lylya screaming. Someone—men lifting him, pulling him out the door. Ambulance—siren—Lylya looking down at him—darkness.
~~~
The service had ended and Pastor Jesse Deetz was taking special note of the homeless man who had remained sitting alone in the back of the chapel. The homeless man nodded towards him and the pastor responded with a nod of his own.
The pastor scanned the chapel and spotted Doug Shirtleff talking with a small group in the foyer just outside the chapel. He moseyed towards the group and pushed his hand out.
“Good sermon, Pastor,” Doug Shirtleff said, “as usual.”
Pastor Deetz flashed his best grin at the group. “Thank you, Doug.”
They exchanged handshakes and the pastor politely asked if he may have a word with Doug in private. The group moved on out of the foyer and only Doug and the pastor remained.
“I appreciate you sending someone,” the pastor told Doug the moment the group left, “but I really wish you would have let me know.”
“Send someone?”
“For the tables and chairs. I had no idea who he was. I almost didn’t let him in.”
“Let who in?”
“Will.”
“Who?”
The pastor backed up. “You didn’t send Will?”
“I don’t know who Will is.”
The pastor moved back to the entrance of the chapel and peeked in. The homeless man was still sitting alone on the metal folding chair. The pastor moved back to Doug. He took hold of Doug’s arm, pulled him back to the entrance and gestured. “Will....You didn’t send Will?”
“That old guy out there?”
“Yes...Will.”
“I’ve never seen that old guy in my life.”
The pastor leaned back to take another look. “Hmm.”
“He’s not here for church?”
“No, he came yesterday. Said he was here to help with the chairs. I just assumed—He didn’t have any place to go so I let him stay here in the office.”
“Weren’t you afraid he’d try and steal something?”
“No, he said you sent him.”
“I didn’t send him. Why would I send him?”
The pastor scowled. “To help put the chairs away that your son left out all over the sanctuary. I thought you’d come.”
“Jake was supposed to help you with the chairs.”
“It’s the first day of his honeymoon. Of course he didn’t come.”
“Well, he said he would,” Doug said looking mumpish. He pulled away, glanced once more into the chapel and returned. “Why is he still here?”
The pastor shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’d better go find out.”
“Should I stick around?”
The pastor looked once more into the chapel before looking back. “Yeah, maybe. I’m sure he’s harmless. Stick around just in case.”
The pastor turned, moved into the sanctuary, and motioned with his finger. “Will, would you come here for a moment?”
Will stood and followed the pastor back into the foyer. “Do you know who this is?” the pastor asked motioning towards Doug.
Will looked Doug over, turned to the pastor, and shook his head. “Nope.”
The Pastor snorted and raised his eyebrows. “Will, this is Doug Shirtleff!”
Will pushed his hand out. “Glad to meet ya’.”
The pastor glanced at Doug and back at the homeless man. “Will...this is the man you told me sent you here.” The pastor pulled back, lowered his chin and looked over his glasses.
Will turned to consider Doug before returning his attention to the pastor. “Hmm, nope.”
The pastor pointed an upturned hand at Doug. “Will, are you saying now that Doug here didn’t send you?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re not going to get very far with me by lying, you know that don’t you, Will?”
The homeless man paused as if he were pondering the question. “Yeah,” he said finally.
“I’m not upset with you, Will,” the pastor said. “You worked hard for me, and I appreciate that. I understand that you were hungry and needed a place to stay, but we’re just not set up for that kind of thing here. You’ll have to go to the Deseret Industries.” The pastor gestured. “They’re just right up the street. They’ll set you up, okay?”
Will pursed his lips and nodded.
He moved to the office, returned carrying his backpack, and moved to the door. The pastor stepped forward and stopped him. “You gonna’ be alright, Will?”
Will looked back. “Oh yeah, don’t worry about me.”
The pastor blew out a sigh. “Thanks for your help. I appreciate you working so hard.”
Will smiled a warm, disarming smile that took the Pastor completely by surprise. “No problem. Thanks for the food. See ya’ later.”
The homeless man moved out the door and walked north until he was out of sight.
“He’ll be alright,” the pastor said, “don’t you think?”
Doug snorted. “He’s been alright so far. Shouldn’t you hurry and check the office just to make sure he didn’t pinch anything?”
“No, he’s fine. Besides, that old back pack was so full when he came in he couldn’t possibly stuff anymore into it. If anything comes up missing he’ll be easy enough to find.”
~~~
When the Mormons meet, the heavens weep.
The old saying referred to the fact that it nearly always rained during the time of the Annual General Conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.
Two days each year, the conference was held at the sprawling assembly hall located just north of the historic Temple Square in downtown Salt Lake City, Utah.
The meeting was presided over by President Heber Taft Hatfield whom the Mormons regarded as a living prophet of God.
The meeting had been an inspirational one. Many of the beloved general authorities had spoken to the huge multitude, inspiring the parishioners with optimistic messages of hope, progress, and the never ending pursuit of cherished normalcy.
The time had finally come for the famous prophet to stand and speak. He had just begun speaking when a commotion erupted from the back of the spacious assembly hall.
Three men had pushed their way into the isle and were moving towards the podium.
“I am Byron Smith!” the man in the middle shouted. “I wish to address this assembly!”
Two ushers moved towards them and were intercepted by two unknown men appearing out of nowhere from within the congregation.
As the three men quickly proceeded up the aisle church security officers jumped into action, but they too were intercepted by several strategically seated followers of Byron Smith.
By then, the two undercover police officers within the main hall had called for reinforcements and no less than thirty fully armed, uniformed Mums stationed throughout the building began racing towards the assembly hall.
As the intruders approached the church president, the undercover officers made their move, but were blocked by the two younger men who were flanking Smith. An all out brawl erupted and poured into the seats next to the aisle. Smith managed to break free and moved to storm the podium, but was quickly blocked by parishioners who had leapt from the podium riser and front seats.
Realizing he would not be able to make it to the podium, Smith whirled and began shouting. “Brothers and sisters, hear me! I am the only true prophet of God! I wish to address this assembly!”
Within seconds, Byron Smith was pressed beneath a pile of police, security officers and parishioners.
~~~
“Todd?”
Todd opened his eyes. Gladys was standing over him. He was in a hospital room. He raised his head. Lylya was sitting at the foot of the bed. The Wheelers were standing a long way off. The room seemed to be tapering away from him like a tunnel. He turned to look up at Gladys and pulled back. Her face....out of proportion...big.
“Todd,” Gladys repeated.
Her voice seemed strange like an old tape player playing backwards.
“Todd, you’ve been sedated. You’re going to feel a little strange but everything is fine. Just try and relax.”
Todd licked his lips and glanced at Lylya. He was immediately mystified by the purple hair and shiny black eyes—and then he remembered the letter. The letter Lylya had kept from him. The letter she’d had all along, the letter that could have warned him. The letter that could have saved Maria’s life.
He sat up, swept his eyes over the surreal, transforming room until Lylya’s face came back into view again.
Lylya moved to him, but he recoiled at her touch. His face morphed into seething enmity as he glared at the child behind the oversized sunglasses. “Get her away from me,” he said evenly.
Lylya slowly backed away and sat staring back at Todd.
“Go!” Todd yelled jerking his head towards her.
Lylya squealed and bounded off the bed. She made a move to run out of the room, but Eric and Stacey Wheeler stopped her. She resisted, trying to wrestle her way past them and collapsed. After a moment, she reached out and took hold of Stacey’s leg, pushed her face into Stacey, and sobbed.
Stacey leaned, pulled the glasses from Lylya’s face, and gathered her into a hug. She stood rocking the child before raising her face and glaring back at Todd.
“Todd, you son of a bitch,” Gladys growled.
“Get out of here!” Todd yelled. “Everybody get out!”
Gladys stood over Todd for a time. Finally she shook her head, turned and joined Stacey and Lylya.
“He’s out of it, Lylya,” she said softly. “He’s just not himself. He’s suffered a trauma—”
“GET OUT!” Todd screamed interrupting Gladys mid-sentence.
Gladys took in a long sigh and let it out. “We should go. We’re upsetting him. When he returns to himself, I’ll give him the sound thrashing he deserves.”
She nudged Lylya out of the hospital room door and the Wheelers followed.
Todd sank back into his bed. He lay staring up into the ceiling trying to clear the fog from his head. He had clearly been somewhere else he desperately didn’t want to be. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t want to be there, but he knew if he didn’t cling to this reality he would fall back. He was aware enough to realize that his very sanity was at stake. He needed to focus, to find the strength to hold on, to find a reason to hold on.
A reality began to emerge like a rising, putrid body from the depths of a fetid swamp. He began to realize that sanity was still possible. For the third time in his life he felt himself reach maximum overload and lock in. He had been wrong to blame Lylya. He could see that now. It all seemed so clear now. He knew exactly who was to blame. He had always known. He had a reason to live again, a passionate calling, a personal jihad. He would find the sole author of his torment and snuff it. He would go to Nashville, Tennessee, to the Crazy Horse Saloon and blow a hole between Father Sterling Jenkins’s lying, bastard eyes.
==<0>==
Chapter Three
In the hall outside the hospital room Gladys went to one knee and took hold of Lylya’s convulsing shoulders. Stacey Wheeler stood over her rolling a hand over the sobbing child’s hair
“Sweetheart,” Gladys said, “don’t take his words to heart. He’s not himself right now.”
“He hates me!” Lylya moaned. “He looked at me with so much hate. He keeps looking at me with so much hate because of the letter.”
Gladys sighed and looked up at Stacey. “Where is this letter? Did you bring it with you?”
Stacey reached into her bag and pulled the letter out. “I told him. I told him Maria wouldn’t have left like that. Everyone who was with her on in Parktown knew Maria wouldn’t have left like that. She worshiped Todd.” She handed the letter to Gladys.
Gladys smiled at Lylya, opened the letter and began to read.
My dearest love,
I have spent my last precious day with you rehearsing the poisonous words that will certainly crush your heart. It was a lie. I had to go. Leaving you, and staying away from you, is the only way I can save you, and saving you is the only way I could go.
In truth, my sweetheart, sharing life with you has been a constant source of wonder for me, an answer to my every prayer, a fulfillment of my every need. I find I can’t bring myself to leave you without the hope of you someday knowing that I have deeply loved you. I've never stopped and I never will. It's an irresistible force that I am powerless to stop. My love has never wavered or faltered, never had a moment of regret, never a hint of doubt. It never has and never will wander. It belongs only to you, completely and forever."
Maria.
Gladys looked up at Lylya. “Sweetheart,” she said softly. “Why didn’t you give this letter to Todd the day Maria left?”
“I promised,” Lylya sobbed. “I promised Maria I wouldn’t give the letter to Father unless she died! I promised.”
Gladys took her into a hug and patted her on the back. “There there,” she said, “everything will be fine.” She glanced up at Stacey Wheeler, sighed and shook her head. “So, so sad.”
She pulled away and flagged a passing nurse. “I want you to take Lylya to the lounge and give her 12.5 milligrams of Phenergan to help her calm down.”
The nurse smiled and took Lylya’s hand.
Gladys returned her attention to Lylya. “It’s just a little pill. It’ll make you feel better.”
Gladys shook her head and turned to face Stacey. “We need to talk about Lylya. It’s obvious her living arrangements have to change right here and now. I’m prepared to go to the president, but I need to know that you two feel strongly about adopting her, otherwise she’ll have to go to the orphanage—”
“Absolutely not,” Stacey said. “Lylya will come and live with us. Lord knows she practically does that anyway.”
Gladys smiled and glanced back up the hall. “That little one deserves a little happiness, and by damned she’s gonna’ get it if it kills me.”
“What’s going to happen with Todd?” Eric Wheeler asked. “You think he’ll be alright?”
“That depends on him,” Gladys said. “He needs to find a way to get past all of this. He needs to stop blaming everyone and everything.”
Stacey looked deep into Gladys’s eyes. “It’s time for us to really talk about this.”
Gladys raised her eyebrows. “Do you mean Lylya? Because if you have the slightest doubt—”
“No, no,” Stacey said, “I mean about Todd and Maria. Why did Maria have to go? Why did she think her leaving would save Todd’s life?”
Gladys shrugged. “I’m sorry, I really can’t tell you—”
“We know about the baby,” Eric said. “We know who he is. Todd and Maria told us just before she left.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s the clone.”
Gladys sniffed and backed up slightly. “They told you that?”
“Yes,” Stacey said. “Maria told us. Maria was my best friend. She thought we deserved to know what was going on, and I think we deserve to know what is going on...so...please tell us.”
Gladys glanced around the hall. “I don’t know much, but let’s not talk here. I could use some coffee. Let’s take it to the cafeteria until Lylya is ready to go home.”
~~~
Gladys, Stacey and Eric found a solitary table away from the clatter of the hospital cafeteria.
“I’m not sure how much Todd and Maria told you,” Gladys began, “but we met a good while after this whole business started. Oh, Louis and I knew about the baby. Nearly all of the scientific community knew, but of course no one was talking about it. It was all very inside and hush-hush. Literally hundreds of people were involved, that much we knew. It was only later that we came to know them as the Signo Vinces.”
“Maria called them the Vinces,” Stacey said, “and she was terrified of them. She made that clear. She was convinced they were trying to take Joshua away from them.”
Gladys looked deep into her coffee. “That’s the part that’s so confusing. There’s a lot Maria never told us, never told anyone, not even Todd.”
“What do you mean?” Stacey asked.
“President Hatfield has told me personally that Maria was his greatest disappointment.”
“Disappointment? Maria?”
Gladys shrugged. “It seems the Vinces major contributor was none other than Jeckle and Hydesman.”
“You mean the English company?”
“Yes, the world’s wealthiest company and it all gets very fuzzy because Jeckle and Hydesman is Maria Rose’s family business.”
“What? Jeckle and Hydesman belonged to Maria?”
“Well, her cousin. He’s the CEO. Her own cousin was the big money behind the Vinces and the cloning.”
“Are you talking about Michael?” Stacey said.
Gladys raised her brows. “Yes, Michael. How do you know Michael?”
“Maria told me. She said he was her only living relative other than Lylya.”
“Yes,” Gladys said nodding. “That’s him only he’s sort of an odd one. Goes by ‘Brother Michael’ it seems, kind of a religious fanatic.”
Stacey smiled “Well...anyone religious is a fanatic to you.”
“No,” Gladys said. “This guy is really over the top. He has a bit of a growing following from what I hear. Of course, I don’t pay much attention.”
“One thing I always wondered,” Eric said breaking his silence. “Why didn’t the Mums step in and stop Maria from leaving?”
Gladys shrugged again. “Why would they? She went to the president and told him she wanted to go. She wanted to take her baby to Rome so she could finally enjoy the good life. You can imagine how well that went over with the president. He immediately pulled the Mums off.”
“That makes sense,” Eric said. “So that means she even pulled the wool over the president’s eyes.”
“Apparently so.”
“So...”Stacey said softly, “the million dollar question: why did she leave?”
Gladys leaned back in her chair. “Yes, that’s the question.”
The small group fell into a comfortable silence for a time before Gladys finally spoke. “I can’t help but wonder if the adoption goes through, and Lylya becomes a part of your family, what sort of religious pressure will that bring to bear on her and your family? Do you plan on helping her along with her Islamic studies or do you plan on, do you intend to bring her up—”
“Christian?” Stacey said finishing the sentence.
“Well yes, I mean, Todd was or wasn’t a lot of things to her, but he never pushed her with respect to religion. I was hoping you would—”
“Todd’s Agnostic,” Stacey said. “Eric and I are Christians. We’re taught to do everything we can to expand the Lord’s kingdom. It’s our top priority.”
Gladys leaned away. “Surely you don’t intend to force your religion onto that child?”
“We won’t force anything on her,” Eric said, “but I don’t see anything wrong with at least teaching her our ways. How can she make an educated decision unless she at least has a rudimentary knowledge of Christianity?”
“Oh I see,” Gladys said. “It’s her education you’re concerned with. Well then you wouldn’t mind if I take the time to teach her how science has all but explained away this archaic myth of yours which has plagued mankind for millennia!”
“I don’t appreciate that!” Stacey yelled. “I’m not going to sit here—”
“You don’t appreciate that? Do you think that little girl is going to appreciate you denigrating the only religion she has ever known? Her entire culture torn apart for the sake of this... mysticism of yours! God knows I wish I could take that child. I would take her and hide her from you...you—”
Gladys fell silent. Eric and Stacey shared a long glance before turning their attention back to Gladys.
“Why are you so mad at us?” Eric said finally.
“It’s not you, it’s that religion.”
“Why are you so mad at the religion?”
“You mean aside from its nightmarish past, the very definition of crimes against humanity? Oh I don’t know. Maybe because it goes completely against reason and sanity, and it takes people you care for and turns them into— turns them away from—” Gladys began to softly cry.
Stacey squeezed her shoulder. “Louis becoming a Mormon didn’t mean he turned away from you. It didn’t mean he didn’t love you.”
Gladys sniffed and began shuffling through her bag.
Eric intervened and handed her one of his napkins.
She took it and wiped her nose. “Then...”she said finally, “why does it feel that way? Louis and I didn’t always see eye to eye, but we were scientists. The idea of a man like Louis settling on ... and then...Todd. Now he’s gone off the deep end.”
“What you mean?” Eric said.
“He’s teaching the EU how to do exorcisms!”
“What?”
“Oh let him tell you. I don’t even want to talk about it!”
The table fell into another quiet spell.
Eric finally spoke up. “You have to give us a little credit, Doctor. We don’t intend to strong arm Lylya into our religion. It wouldn’t be genuine even if we wanted to. We simply want to make it available to her, that’s all. When she’s old enough or ready she’ll make her own choices, and yes, I suppose Atheism is a possible choice, God forbid.”
“Lylya’s feeling much better,” the nurse’s voice said, pulling everyone’s attention towards her. She was standing near the table with her arm draped around Lylya. Lylya stood stiff, her dark sunglasses glistening in the overhead lights.
“Okay,” Eric said standing up. “Are you ready to go home, Lylya?”
“Is Kiara at home?” Lylya asked.
“No, I think she went out tonight, but she’ll be home tomorrow. You can catch up on things then.”
“Yes,” lylya said reaching out to take Eric’s hand. “We can catch up on things then. I want to tell her about my math class. They have elected me president of my Mastery of Math group.”
Stacey smiled sweetly and rolled her hand over Lylya’s purple hair. “That’s right. All of us want to know everything about that.”
~~~
One week later
“It’s good to see you,” Todd said. He was sitting in a lounge chair that had been placed by the side of his hospital bed. “I’m feeling a lot better. I think I’m ‘bout ready to go home.”
Gladys moved to the bed and began thumbing through Todd’s hospital chart hanging from a tether at the foot of his bed. “I think I’ll be the judge of that. You’ve suffered a nervous breakdown. It’s not going to just go away.”
“I gotta’ get back to my duties,” Todd said. “The longer I stay here, the longer we’ll be understaffed.”
Gladys peeked over her reading glasses. “We’ll make due. We just need to get you well.”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Gladys. I feel fine now. I’m coping with it.”
Gladys moved to the bed and sat across from Todd. “We need to talk about the letter.”
Todd turned away and stared out the hospital room window. “I should have known,” he said softly. “Can’t believe I let her go like that.”
Gladys sniffed and glanced around the room. “Lylya had the letter all along. She could have given it to you, but she gave Maria her word.”
Todd flipped his hands. “I know why Lylya didn’t tell me. I know when Lylya gives her word, it’s not like the rest of us. It becomes her sacred bond. You gotta’ appreciate someone like that, especially when that someone is only eleven years old. Stop testing me. You’re trying to make me lash out again at Lylya, but it won’t work because I’m not confused anymore.”
“Hmm,” Gladys grunted, “admirable. Maybe now you won’t crush her little heart again next time you see her.”
“Gladys, for hell’s sake, I was having a nervous breakdown! Cut me a break will you? I wasn’t thinking straight! You of all people should know that! I want to talk to her and straighten things out. I’m sure I can make her understand—”
“I don’t think so.”
Todd raised his eyebrows. “Honestly Gladys, I’m fine—”
“I think your days with Lylya are at an end. She has been declared out of bounds to you from here on out.”
“Out of bounds? But she’s my daughter.”
“No, Todd. She is not.”
“But...the president—”
“Agrees,” Gladys interrupted. “You’ve lost custody of her, Todd. She’s with the Wheelers now.”
Todd dropped his eyes to his hands. “I suppose that’s to be expected after the way I acted, but I’m better now, Gladys. Lylya’s my responsibility. I promised Maria—”
“Responsibility is the key word here, Todd. You haven’t performed responsibly for that child since Maria left. She’s a little more important than your word, don’t you think? In fact in my mind, she’s more important than you and Maria and all of us combined. I love that child, and I have learned to like you less and less because of it...there I said it!”
“I know what you’re doing, Gladys,” Todd repeated. “You’re still trying to trigger some sort of reaction. This is a test, and I’m passing.”
Gladys stared at Todd over her reading glasses. “Mm Mm, you don’t understand a damned thing!”
She stood and briskly walked towards the door, slowed and turned back. “Truthfully, as angry as I am at you right now, I have no business even being here. I can’t be your doctor because there is no way I can be objective. I love Lylya too much for that. The bad news is, I’m the only doctor around, and you are a sick man who deserves better than this.”
She returned to the bed, resumed her place across from Todd, reached into her bag, and pulled out a piece of paper. “I’m obviously no psychiatrist. Doctor Escobar will be coming in from D.C. very soon, but it’s agreed that the first order of business is to talk about this letter. The sooner, the better.”
Todd glanced at it and turned away. “Do we have to talk about the letter right now? Already? I’m just now starting to feel a little better.”
“It’s obvious why you reacted the way you did, but it’s imperative that we understand exactly what you were feeling so that we can deal with it, do you understand?”
“What do you think I was feeling, Gladys?”
“Sadness, despair, loss, that would have been normal, but you tore your house to pieces before collapsing into a catatonic state. This is not normal.”
Todd began rubbing his forehead. “What I felt for Maria was never normal. She was my...soul.”
His words trailed off. Finally he looked up at her, his face filled with pain. “It’s such a God damned tragedy, Gladys. It was too much of a tragedy for me to bear. If I’d a known she was being pressured, I would have died to stop her from leaving. She took it all, that’s the deal. She faced them all alone because—”He paused, wiped a tear from his cheek and continued. “She loved me too, Gladys.”
Todd leaned forward and began sobbing.
Within moments he felt Gladys’s arm drape over his shoulder. She sat down next to him on the arm of the chair and gently rocked him like a child. After a time he found the strength to compose himself and Gladys resumed her place on the bed across from him.
“You’re right, Todd,” Gladys said, wiping away a tear of her own. “This is a tragedy. This is a heartbreaking damned tragedy, but there isn’t a thing you can do about it now except to move on with your life. You’re still a young man, and you simply must move on with your life.”
Todd found a napkin on the nightstand next to the chair. “I know. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’ve gone through it, and I’m finally on the other side. I just need to get out of here and go back to work. That’s the best therapy for me now. It’s not like, not like I can hurt Lylya any more than I already have. They’ve taken her away from me. There’s nothing to lose by letting me out of here.”
Gladys handed the letter back to Todd. “This is yours. I’ll see what I can do about having you released, but you’re not in the clear ‘til the psychiatrist checks you out, do you hear me?”
Todd smiled as best he could. “I hear you.”
Gladys reached and gently patted him on the knee. “I wasn’t being truthful with you,” she said softly.
Todd raised his eyebrows. “What?”
“I still like you very much.”
Todd squeezed her hand.
Gladys stood up grimacing at the effort and began moving away towards the door. “I’ll let you know within the hour.”
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