Grandpa Bruce's Gem Mine
of Short Stories
by Bruce T. Forbes, 2010
As with my book of poems and hymns, I refer to this as a gem mine – every gem mine has a lot of rocks and a lot of gems. And some peoples' rocks are other peoples' gems.
Enjoy the many views of life I try to present in this book.
1990 … The Freedom Foundation at Valley Forge used to hold an annual writing contest for military members, awarding the stories by states. My brother and I both won this particular year for our respective states, both of us having written about the need of Family and Home being the place to be taught these important things.
—————
Once there was a union of fifty Separate but United States. The people were vigilant about Freedom; determined to remain free.
But one day, Mother didn't teach Vigilance or Respect for the laws and the Lawmakers. The earth shake and war didn't break out - she shrugged her shoulders and figured the world wouldn't end if she put it off. That same day, Father forgot to fly the Union's flag. He shrugged and thought himself lucky Children didn't notice.
Still, the Union seemed strong…
One day, Teacher didn't feel there was time to sing Freedom's songs - there was just too much to do! The earth didn't shake and war didn't break out - she shrugged and figured the world wouldn't end if she skipped the songs. So Schoolmaster decided it didn't matter that Children didn't sing - they were still learning their lessons!
Still, the Union seemed strong…
Then, Minister forgot to pray for Freedom and for Guidance for the lawmakers. The earth didn't shake and war didn't break out - he shrugged and figured the world wouldn't end if he left it out of his prayers and sermons. He was sure no one would notice. Still, the Union seemed strong…
But Children noticed Mother's eyes no longer teared when she spoke of Freedom and Father no longer cared when the flag passed by. Children noticed harsh words for lawmakers and law enforcers.
Suddenly, the Union didn't seem to be so strong…
Children also noticed Freedom's songs weren't important and forgot the few they knew. Children noticed Minister didn't pray that the Union be preserved, so they stopped praying, too.
Now Children realized Freedom wasn't important after all. They no longer saw reasons to sing and pray; they even refused to be trained in preserving Freedom!
Enemies who once hid in darkened caves at the approach of Freedom's Child now encircled the Union, readying for the kill - for the Once-Strong was Now-Weak and dying from its own lack of care. Freedom's Child no longer dared to venture forth, fearful of what lay beyond. When one did leave, there was none brave enough to defend.
Now it seemed the earth shook and war would break out. Now their world was coming to an end.
Children rallied - they saw the hoards and knew nothing held them back. They taught each other and their own children what they had not been taught: Mothers taught that only though vigilance and obedience to the laws would they be free; Fathers rallied as the flag flew high; Teachers' voices rang out with Freedom's songs. And Ministers pleaded with God to preserve Freedom.
Enemies slowly slunk back into their holes, afraid once more to share the light with Freedom's Child.
Once again, the Union was strong.
But one day, Mother didn't teach …
2004 … dedicated to Lori Hacking and her family, to all Lost Treasures, and to all who have lost such a Treasure
——————
Once there was a great and benevolent Master. He was greatly loved by all His stewards and was known far and wide for his great love for all people and for his infinite patience when dealing with His stewards. The Master was also known for sharing his treasures with all His stewards, whether or not they had proved themselves worthy - because the Master knew they could only prove themselves once His property was shared and they were given stewardship over part of His vast wealth.
One day the Master called upon one of His stewards and his wife at their humble home. They bowed themselves as the Master entered, honored He would come to them instead of calling them to His great home. He opened His arms to the couple, and there, nestled in His arms, was the most beautiful of the Master's treasures the couple had yet seen, and they were humbled yet pleased when the Master announced He was going to leave this treasure in their hands, for them to maintain and increase.
A beautiful chest was made to hold the Master's treasure as it had been entrusted to the steward and his wife. And through the years the humble couple maintained and increased the beauty and value of the stewardship, knowing there would be a day of accounting when they would report to the Master on what they had done to better that which was entrusted to them.
As with all such treasures, the day came that they knelt before their Master and made an accounting. The treasure was even more beautiful and worthy than on the day so many years before, when the Master had first visited the couple and left the treasure with them, and the Master pronounced their efforts as pleasing in His sight. It was with great reluctance, and not a few tears, that the Master then transferred the priceless chest holding the increased treasure from the couple and into the hands of a new steward.
But one man's treasure is not always valued by another. And not all stories have nothing but happy events in them. In fact, it is often the heartbreaking and sorrowful parts that make the reader realize how much more precious the happy parts of the story ought to be. And sometimes the heartbreaking parts are so horrible that the writer cannot write them through his tears, and it is enough for the reader to know that terrible things have happened and that a steward has not prized that which the Master has entrusted to him.
When the younger steward forsook his stewardship, a great search was made for the lost and misused treasure and for the chest that had held it. After months of searching, only the chest was found, now so useless and unable to house the treasure for which it had been created. The searchers knelt and wept for that which was lost and then found in such a condition. The first steward and his wife realized the treasure for which they had worked so hard was no more, and they too wept.
In the midst of their sorrow, the Master came again to the humble home and stood before the steward and his wife. They knelt, thinking He had come to punish them for the misuse of the sacred treasure He had entrusted to their care. Instead, the Master reminded them of His gratefulness and love as it had been expressed on the day they had made their accounting and the treasure had been given to another to tend. And the Master told them that He'd not changed his mind.
Then the Master opened His arms again, and nestled in those arms was the great treasure the couple had tended and increased. The Master smiled, and all His love radiated out to the couple as He explained that, although the chest which had housed the treasure was ruined and no longer able to be used, the treasure they had tended was still as beautiful and valuable - and prized by Him - as the day they had let it go. And He told them that their work for the Master was still as worthy and rewardable as the day they had brought it back to Him.
Then the Master took them by the hand and told them the day would come that they would enter into His house, and there this treasure would be theirs. Forever.
Today the steward and his wife still strive to be worthy of the fulfillment of that promise.
2002 … Once, very long ago, a church teacher had us rewrite a parable to fit modern times and settings. Mine was terrible. But since then I have been laying in wait for the opportunity to try again. Well, the chance came, not with a parable, but with another teaching by the Savior. My children - the ultimate fan club - tell me it is good. Of course I believe them.
—————
Once upon a time in a very great kingdom there was a very great king. He was a very wise and just man, which was why he was a very great king in a very great kingdom. The king had a son, the Crown Prince Eric. Eric was very proud of being the Crown Prince and even more proud of being the future king of a very great kingdom. Eric had a servant named Yuri, who was a very humble young man. He was awed at the responsibility of being a servant to the royal family and of being an example to the rest of the kingdom.
One day the king called Eric to the throne room for an audience. Eric and his servant Yuri made their way through the great palace to the great hall where the great throne stood high on a great dais. After bowing, they were invited by the king to make their way up the many steps to kneel before him.
"I shall crown the next king shortly," said the king. "But not before you have made a tour of my kingdom."
Eric set off immediately, knowing that the sooner he left the sooner he would return and be crowned king. He took his best carriage with the best drivers and the best footmen. The carriage was even pulled by the best horses. He brought with him only the best clothing so as to impress his future subjects, and he supplied himself with only the best foods to sustain himself on the long trip.
The servant Yuri rode behind the prince's carriage. His horse was not so new, its back swayed from many years of service to the royal servants. His clothes were not so new, having been handed down from older brothers. His food was nothing fancy - just loaves of bread and some cheese and jam to flavor the bread.
One day the royal party stopped at a small grove to eat their lunch. The prince, his table spread around him in royal splendor, hardly noticed the hungry family a small distance away. But Yuri did, and he quietly shared his bread, jam, cheese, and his small flask of wine with them, knowing he didn't even have enough for himself to complete the long journey ahead.
Many days and many miles later, the royal party stopped at an inn to stay the night. While the prince stayed in only the best rooms, the drivers, the footmen, and Yuri stayed in only the most humble rooms that were behind the kitchen. That night, a poor young couple came into the courtyard, begging for a place to stay the night.
"I'm sorry," said the innkeeper, "But Prince Eric is staying the night, and has taken up nearly all the rooms." The couple was distraught, for there was nowhere else to go and the weather was very poor. Yuri, hearing of their plight, gave them his room and found for himself a warm place in the stable near his horse.
Many more days later and still more miles into the journey, the royal entourage passed by a poor, humble farm. Although winter was approaching, the man of the farm wore only the barest of clothes. Prince Eric noticed and ordered the driver to hurry past as he didn't like seeing such poverty. But Yuri, feeling of the man's plight, stopped long enough to give the man his coat, knowing that it would be a long, cold road before they once again reached the warmth of the palace.
All through the journey, many subjects of the kingdom approached the prince with petitions of pardon or requests for help for sick friends. But far too often their voices fell upon deaf ears. Yuri, however, filled with compassion, visited the prisons, using what influence a royal servant might have to help those unjustly held there. He visited the sick, doing what he could to lift their spirits and assist in caring for their needs. He even gave his tired old horse to an old woman who could no longer carry her vegetables to market to sell.
Finally they returned to the great palace. Prince Eric, dressed in his most beautiful robes, and his servant Yuri, hungry, horseless, and almost in rags, approached the great throne where the great king sat waiting. As they reached the bottom of the great dais, they knelt and bowed themselves before the great king. The wise and just king stood, and the great audience in the great room fell silent, waiting for his wise and just words.
The king motioned to the servant Yuri. "Come; stand at my right side. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you." A great gasp of surprise sounded from the lips of those surrounding the throne. The servant?! To stand at the king’s right side; the place reserved for the next king?!
Yuri's legs would not move because of the great surprise. Surely the king's eyes had mistaken him for his son. Surely the king meant for his son to approach him! But the wise and just king smiled as he stepped down from the top of the dais and approached Yuri. Many were again surprised, for the king had never favored anyone by approaching them. The king continued: "I was hungered, and ye gave me meat. I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink. I was a stranger, and ye took me in. Naked, and ye clothed me; sick and ye visited me; in prison, and ye came unto me."
"Great Lord," whispered Yuri almost in fear, for he had never been approached by the king before, "When did I do such things? Surely, I have never seen thee in need… "
"Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of my subjects, ye have done it unto me." The king then took Yuri's hand and began to lead him to the throne.
"But Father… !" Prince Eric began to protest, but his father cut him off without even turning around.
"Depart from me! I was hungered, and ye gave me no meat. I was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink. I was a stranger, and ye took me not in. Naked, and ye clothed me not; sick and ye visited me not; in prison, and ye came not unto me."
"But Father, when… "
"Inasmuch as ye did it not it unto one of the least of my subjects," the king replied, "ye did it not unto me."
So Eric took his new place as a servant in the palace, and Yuri took the honored place at the right side of the great king. And when the king stepped down from the throne, Yuri ruled with wisdom, justice, and great compassion throughout the land.
2003 … I have been overwhelmed by the responses to this story. Thank you so much for making my Christmas so wonderful by all your kind letters! By all accounts this story has been read to children around the world; there are even translations being produced. I am nearly left speechless! I am thrilled with the letters of how much better the children sing at church after hearing this story! Perhaps I should write one pointed at the grown-ups… ?
—————
Once long ago there was an angel named David. He wasn't the biggest and strongest angel; nor was he the littlest and weakest - he was just kind of the middlest angel. He wasn't tall and handsome; neither was he short or ugly. His hair wasn't the longest or curliest; neither was it the shortest of the straightest. In every way he was just the middlest angel there ever was in Heaven or on Earth.
But what David never recognized was that his heart was the biggest of any angel. Because of this, He Who Knows All Things assigned David to be the angel who whispered in children's ears to help them do the right thing and to say the right thing. David thought he had been assigned a thankless and very unimportant task as it never involved parting oceans or causing donkeys to speak, but he did it anyway and he learned to love all the mortal children to whom he was sent.
Then one day the greatest of assignments came to all the hosts of angels in Heaven. The greatest choir in the vast eternities was to be assembled to announce the birth of one single babe in a very unimportant village in a very unimportant country. David, knowing his voice to not be anything very special, was horrified to find himself assigned to one of the most important ranks within this heaven-wide choir, and through all the practices he did his best to appear as invisible as possible and to sing as softly as he could so his voice would not ruin the efforts of far more gifted angels. Sopranos voices lifted higher than even angels could fly; bass voices plunged to depths previously unknown, and through it all David and his middlest voice whispered somewhere in the middle, climbing no mountains and carving no valleys.
The night of the child's birth finally came, and all the hosts of Heaven assembled. To David's surprise, the only mortals who were to hear this great choir were a few lowly shepherds! Not even important-looking shepherds at that! But the angels sang and the shepherds heard and knelt in humble worship. And when the shepherds trembled in fear the choirmaster stepped forward, singing the grandest solo ever written for such a voice -
"Fear not: for, behold,
I bring you good tidings of great joy,
Which shall be to all people.
For unto you is born this day
In the city of David
A Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.
And this shall be a sign unto you;
Ye shall find the babe
Wrapped in swaddling clothes,
Lying in a manger."
And the multitude of the heavenly hosts lifted their voice once more -
"Glory to God in the highest,
And on earth peace,
Good will toward men."
One of the shepherds, not the oldest or wisest, but certainly not the youngest or most foolish, turned to the others and exclaimed:
"Let us now go even unto Bethlehem,
and see this thing which is come to pass,
which the Lord hath made known unto us."
The angel choir rushed towards the ground and lined the path these humble shepherds were to take to the humble stable where the baby lay, singing their praises until even the rafters of Heaven seemed to quiver with the spirit of their message. Caught up in the spirit of their mission, even David's voice rang out without restraint to proclaim the holy message.
A great light appeared before the shepherds, although they did not seem to see it - and He Who Is Above All Things was seen by the angels as walking before the shepherds, making His way towards the baby. At this, David's voice caught in his throat and choked. When he continued singing, it wasn't even with his middlest voice, but his little, whispering voice, afraid to be heard and afraid of ruining the song for such an important listener. But that Very Important Listener turned and looked at David, His divine smile turning to a sad frown for just a moment, and then He motioned for David to join Him.
Unseen by the shepherds, David the middlest of all angels followed He Who Sees All Things into the rustic little place where the baby lay sleeping in his tired mother's arms, the protective, watchful father standing guard over his little family in the little cattle stall in the corner of the stable. The shepherds, at the sight of the little family, knelt and chanted their praise, the now-unseen angel hosts taking their cue from the humble prayer and joining in.
He who David had followed into the stable touched the hand of the baby, and the baby gurgled and waved his hands in ways only newborn babies can do. Both faces shined with Heavenly light.
"You stopped singing, David," the Heavenly Ruler whispered to David.
"I was afraid," admitted David. "My voice, and the notes - I never get them right… "
"Which notes?" asked the Shining One - "Faith? Hope? Charity? These notes you've sung with exactness and with such sweetness for an eternity," said the Great One, smiling. "Are there notes more important than these?"
"But the song… "
"The song is what comes from your heart. It is the heart I listen for. And while I was listening, there was an emptiness where your voice should have been."
To this David had nothing to say.
"Now," said the Greatest of All, "Sing for the baby. Sing for My Son."
"Me?! But why me?"
He Who Is Wiser Than All smiled. "Since the beginning you have whispered to all the children, and they've heard and followed your directions back to Me." He turned to the babe in the mother's arms. "Now he too must hear your songs. He must hear them well enough to teach them to others. So, no more whispering, David - sing as if all of Heaven depended on this child to fulfill his purposes."
And David realized that Heaven did in fact depend on this babe born in a manger!
This time it was not a whisper that came from David's lips. Neither was it a middlest message or the commonest of tune. But one of the grand and glorious songs he'd written and hid away in his heart for half of Eternity, hoping some day to have a voice worthy of this grandeur. His voice was no better than before, but his love and faith rang true and lit the heavens and all the hearts around him with his love and faith. The other angels, awed by both the song and its singer, quickly found their harmonic parts and sang with this middlest of all angels, and when all the voices of Heaven joined together there was not to be heard a more perfect and pleasing sound in all of creation.
Today, David the middlest of all angels has a new assignment. He still whispers in the ears of little children to tell them the right things to do and the right things to say, but now he also reminds them that no song is perfect if we only whisper or don't even try to sing. He reminds them that He Who Listens Well is not listening for perfect notes - He is listening for hearts that love the Lord and are not ashamed to have this testimony heard.
And, he still sings in the choir.
1987 … Third-Place winner
—————
Robby and David were proof that opposites attract. When they'd been assigned as roommates during their freshman year, neither had thought the arrangement would turn into the deep friendship that developed. Robby was the happy, outgoing, fun to be with half of the duo. He didn't shy away from hard work, but he also quickly discovered that factory work while carrying a full load of classes wasn't the way to stay awake through a 7:30 class, not to mention homework. At the suggestion of a sorority president that majored in Men, he applied for a position at a local club frequented by far more women than men. 'But hey,' he told himself, 'Male dancers make more than factory workers! And only three nights a week!' The crowds on Friday and Saturday nights assured him he had what it took to keep the women customers coming back.
David, however, was the brains of the two. Translated into less-polite language, this means he was short, fat, and had more pimples than a teenage nightmare. At one time in his life he was almost outgoing, but he'd let a newly-acquired wheelchair smother any desire to make friends or otherwise be sociable.
The first miracle was that these two became friends. The second miracle was a little slower in coming.
"I still don't see why you think no one would like you," Robby concluded at the end of a discussion about life in general.
"Tell me," said David in his usual limp voice, "Would you go out with a fat guy in a wheelchair?"
"I wouldn't go out with a guy, wheelchair or not!"
"You know what I mean… "
"What you mean is that you don't want to and you're using your allegedly bad looks and wheelchair as an excuse."
"Listen, Hunk, someday you'll realize that life belongs to the good-looking and the charmers of the world… "
"Looks are skin-deep; it's what's inside… "
"Now you sound like my therapist."
"It's true!"
"Great! So when do I start work as your dance partner?" Unfortunately, Robby paused too long and David was once more the victor of the debate.
Through the first semester such discussions were common. But as much as Robby tried, he couldn't talk David into going to school activities or other such things designed for the specific purpose of getting students together. He'd just sit in his dorm room playing and singing the music he'd written. Robby realized one day that even he was beginning to stereotype his friend when he caught himself thinking that David was a good singer 'for a cripple'.
"Look," David said one day, "I've listened to enough of this trash for ten years from the doctor, my folks, and now you. Tell you what - there's a talent contest coming up. I'll tape one of my songs for you and you can go on stage and lip-sync to it. Then I'll go on and perform. I'll get a polite little applause that says 'you did good for a cripple', but you'll get a standing ovation." Reluctantly Robby agreed.
The evening of the contest he dressed in his best and sexiest outfits. He groomed himself to his fullest, looking much like a vain peacock readying himself for the hens. David, however, dressed in a plain suit and looked just as dull as ever.
The song David had recorded for Robby had a fast, grinding beat; perfect for the sort of moves he'd been learning and using at the club. It was the story of a guy in love with a woman that didn't know he existed and all the things he'd do if she ever noticed him. In fact he liked it so much he began using it at the club even before the contest at school. The audience reaction was favorable to say the least; especially from the women that knew him from the club… who seemed to think he was a bit overdressed for the performance at school. The student body cheered, screamed, and enthusiastically clapped to the beat of the music.
Father into the night David wheeled himself onto the stage. Even backstage Robby could feel the audience settle down into a coma. How he regretted agreeing to this stupid bet! Onstage, David sighed as his fingers rested on the piano keyboard, ready to begin. He knew he was going to make a fool out himself and couldn't figure out why he'd even thought of doing this.
Robby was surprised to hear David performing the very same song he'd lip-synced; although it hardly sounded the same - David's version was more ballad-like; slow and tender, his voice flowing as if by magic and conveying an entirely different message than the rowdy hip-swinging performance Robby had delivered. It became a song of love; the story of a person praying for the love of a person he treasured above life itself. The song ended, but the applause didn't begin at once. David's heart sunk, knowing he'd made a total fool out of himself, but what he didn't understand was that the audience was afraid to clap - they were scared of destroying the beautiful feeling of the song with something as noisy as clapping. But once the applause did begin, it thundered across the hall with deafening enthusiasm. Dr. Morton, the choir director, was astounded - surely he would had known of such an accomplished student, for he'd have to be one of the scholarship students!
After the judges retired to make their decision, Robby and David Found themselves being ushered in to face the panel. "We couldn't help but notice some similarity in both your songs," said Mrs. Cleaves, head judge. "And in voice as well." She paused, scrutinizing the pair. "You realize, of course, that 'lip-sync', I believe it's called?… " She looked at the other judges, three of which silently nodded. "'Lip-sync' is specifically forbidden in this talent contest and subjects you to disqualification?"
Robby spoke up before David could do something dumb like tell the truth. "Ma'am, of course these were our own performances! It's true we seemed to end up with the same song; we must have gotten hold of copies that were titled differently, as you'll see on the program… "
"Yes, we noticed that… "
"And as far as any similarities," continued Robby, "I just can't see it. I have a much sexier voice than him, whereas he," and he motioned to David, "He has a warmer, much more tender and passionate voice." After looking at the two students and exchanging glances, the judges dismissed the young men.
"Why'd you lie like that?" asked David.
"You think I was gonna let you off that easy?"
As the judges mounted the stage and prepared to announce the winners, a tomblike silence fell over the audience so as to not miss a single word. The third place winner was announced first - a senior that had played a long and boring classical piano solo. Second place went to the lead alto in the school choir for her rendition of some famous Gershwin songs she'd spliced together into a medley. Then came first place - the audience rose to its feet as one, cheering and clapping, and Robby closed his eyes in tears as he wheeled his very astonished friend onto the stage to accept the award.
"I just don't understand it!" complained David sometime later as the pair was on their way back to the dorm, their conversation continually interrupted by other students, mostly women, congratulating David and telling him what a moving song he'd performed. "They were supposed to like your version better! Besides, you're the one everyone likes… "
"Only because you hide yourself away like a monk… "
"David?" The two looked up to see the sorority president that majored in Men, flanked by two of her friends. David could see she'd been crying. "That was the most beautiful song I've ever heard."
"Uh - thanks," said David, unsure of what to think. He knew this woman only talked to the best and handsomest and sexist men. Like Robby.
"We are kinda hoping you can come to our party Saturday." David looked at Robby in surprise. "You can make it, can't you?" He hesitated. "For me?" she finally asked.
David was speechless. "He'll make it," Robby finally said for his friend.
"Now I really don't understand!" David said as the women left. "They didn't even invite you!
"It's kinda like this," Robby began slowly, "I'm … I'm junk food."
"Huh?"
"Yeah - junk food. They can drive through and get my kind anytime and anywhere. When I get done they clap and cheer and then move on. But you'll notice that when you finished they were so moved the couldn't even clap at first. Compared to me you're Grandma's best Christmas dinner."
"We went to Grandma's for Christmas once," said David. "My little brother played with the oven temperature dial and the turkey came out of the oven burnt black as coal. Grandma cried and cried, but when Mom peeled the skin back, there was the juiciest, best-tasting turkey we'd ever eaten."
"There's a lesson in there somewhere," said Robby with a grin.
Neither of them said anything for a while, and then suddenly David laughed.
"Huh?"
"All you guys are still wrong, ya know," David said.
"About what?"
"Beauty still isn't skin-deep… "
"Oh?" asked Robby, not one that liked being wrong.
"The skin's there to HIDE the beauty… "
1987 … This was written in one of those times that I thought my life was useless and life was too hard.
—————
When he was born, Bobby seemed to be a most normal child. At least the doctor, the nurses, and even his parents seemed to think so. But that was before he showed signs of Talent.
His talent began to be manifest at an early age - a condition correctable if detected, but only by rather severe measures. Bobby was discovered one day telling his friends that he was going to fly - "all the way around the world and back again," he was telling them as the Headmaster came up behind them. The Headmaster had never been faced with a student infected with Talent and didn't recognize the early symptoms or he would have known what to do, so this time Bobby was safe.
"Someday I'm going to fly," Bobby boldly announced one day at home.
"A good career," his father told him, proud to have a son who wanted to be a fighter pilot.
"Wonderful!" exclaimed his mother, dreaming of her son as an airline pilot.
But Bobby hadn't even thought of using an airplane.
Bobby's teacher had been upset with him - he just had to do things better than she required or even differently than the other students; something that upset the learning process of her class! She immediately sent him to the school doctor to discover the reason for this malady, and the doctor was horrified at what he discovered and swiftly sent for Bobby's parents.
"Right here," the doctor said, pointing out two round bulges on Bobby's back. "I'm almost afraid to tell you this, but your son has Talent."
"What does this mean?" his tearful mother asked in horror.
"Severe daydreaming," the doctor began, "Coupled with insane notions that the patient can actually accomplish those dreams." He paused. "If we let this condition continue… well, in a few years he may grow wings and soar!"
The surgery to remove all hope of flying was performed immediately, Bobby screaming and kicking all the way. His parent were told the operation was a success, but they were also warned that sometimes the condition returns.
Bobby was blamed by his teachers when almost every other student suddenly began showing signs of Talent. Only after intense and lengthy behavior modification did most of them turn back to normal students. So, the day Bobby felt the bulges returning to his back he made a vow to tell no one - something which involved lying to his friends, teachers, and even family. The desire to let Talent lift him up and allow him to soar was far too strong in him to let him follow any other path.
Bobby?s wings broke out of their protective skin covering quite suddenly one day - he was in school, the teacher lazily instructing the students to be individually creative by all drawing the exact same flower in the exact same color and in the exact same pose, and the sudden appearance of wings and the suddenly-soaring child sent students and teacher screaming from the room. The Headmaster naturally did his best to shoot the soaring child down with his best arrows of negativeness, criticism, and suppression, but Talent was far too strong in Bobby, and the arrows all missed their mark.
The Headmaster, the teachers, and even Bobby's parents all agreed that something had to be done. He was transferred to a special class with a teacher who knew what to do with children so highly-infected with Talent - each morning Bobby was tied to his chair and not allowed to move his wings, which of course meant that on the way home from school he would all the more take to that air, looping, rolling, and soaring in the afternoon breeze until passersby would begin doing their best to shoot him down; only then would he land and walk like a 'normal' person.
Finally, nothing more could be done to control Bobby's Talent, and the Headmaster gave the family a choice - he could continue to attend school, but only if another operation was successful. His parents, clearly on the side of Society and normal behavior, sided with the Headmaster and matched his ultimatum with a choice of flying or family.
"Any man in this family's got to have his feet on the ground," his father lectured.
"No one wants someone around who flies," his mother sobbed through her tears, "It's just not the normal thing."
So, Bobby allowed his wings to be clipped.
But Talent was still far too strong in Bobby. The wings grew back as Bobby regained his confidence, and this time he knew what had to be done - he would have to leave. Bobby flew very far from home, looking for a place where Talent was tolerated and maybe even encouraged. He found such a place and was warmly welcomed. He even fell in love with a young woman who admired his Talent.
But Bobby was the only one in the village who had Talent, and after the newness of his arrival wore off his talent was once again not tolerated. "No one's asked you to think for yourself," his work supervisor would say harshly; "Just do the same dull, boring job as everyone else!"
Soon Bobby and his wife had a child; a boy they named Little Bobby. And, as the child grew his wife began to cry as Bobby would take to the sky. "Don't you love us?" she would plead; "What are the other people in the village going to think of your own son, knowing he has a father with Talent? And what about us? We're stuck down here on the ground whenever you're hit with these bouts of Talent!"
"But you could learn to fly, too!" Bobby would exclaim to no avail. Although it was what first attracted her to Bobby and made her love him, his wife became firm in the belief that no one should be allowed to fly - after all, it made a person less popular and less likely to find a good job to support his family. And, by the time Little Bobby was ten years old, Bobby's wife finally made him choose between her and the open sky. Bobby loved his wife just as much as he did the Talent, and it was a nearly-impossible decision. But, after days of thinking and pondering, he knelt before the villagers as they plucked his feathers and cut away the skin and bones of his wings. Of course it was painful, and to sooth the wounds the villagers pour upon him scorn for being different, and then they bandaged him with self-doubt, accusing him of being selfish with Talent. They tied the bandages with the assurance that they would never allow him to once more achieve such lofty goals.
That day Bobby became just another man with no aspiration to soar.
Years passed. Little Bobby grew nearly as big as his father. His father watched, but no bumps ever grew on his son's back.
One day father and son were sitting on a hill, watching the most beautiful sunset they could ever remember seeing. Bobby closed his eyes and remembered the feeling of catching the thermal currents of the winds and soaring through the evening sky. And Bobby wept. Little Bobby laid a hand on his father's shoulder. "Father, why are you crying?"
It was many minutes before Bobby could answer. "My son," he finally said through his tears, "What is there that you heart yearns for that sometimes you feel as if you might die if you can't do it?"
The two watched silently as an eagle flew overhead, slowly circling the hill where the two men sat - its wingtips caught the setting sun and the whole bird became a silhouette of grace and motion and all things that are beautiful and good.
"That is what I want to do," whispered Little Bobby softly, "I want to fly."
Bobby pulled his son in front of him and looked him clearly in the eyes. "My son: whatever you wish for - whatever you dream for - make it come true!" He paused as the eagle flew closer. "I promise you that if you wish to fly, then you can fly. But you must want to fly more than life itself. You must work harder for it than for anything else in life. You must fight those who will say you can't with a will unmatched by any other will you can muster."
Slowly the father removed his shirt and showed his scars to his son. "Never let yourself be pulled from the sky by those who have never soared. Don't be stopped by those who have never yearned to be free of earthly bonds and make their home among the clouds. You dreams are yours, my child; no once can take them from you unless you let them!"
Little Bobby hesitated, and then slowly removed his shirt to reveal two small bulges forming on his back. Together the father and son cried - the father cried as he remembered the dreams and the pain of unfulfillment; the son for fear of an uncertain future.
Little Bobby's mother could tell something was amiss. She had no proof except for the way her husband and son were acting. Then, one day while her son was cutting wood, his shirt as pulled tight across his back and she saw the growing bulges. Quickly calling the rest of the villagers, they all came with the same knives, bandages, and medications they had so ably used on Bobby and others, ready to once more destroy any hint of Talent in their midst.
But Bobby and his son ran from the village, barely ahead of the mob, making for the hill where the had watched the eagle fly and where they had shared their secrets with each other. As they approached the top of the hill, Little Bobby's shirt tore as his wings broke out and spread in the sunlight.
"Now you must fly!" Bobby said, gasping for air as they ran. "Far away from here to a world where all men are unashamed to fly; where all men live openly and proudly with Talent."
The mob was quickly running up the hill, and arrows flew around the father and the son as the younger one beat his wings and tried to take his father with him into the sky. "No!" his father exclaimed; "I had my chance to soar, but I let them take Talent from me. They killed my soul; they're welcome to the body."
Another arrow almost found it's mark in the son's chest, but the father stepped in front of him in time to stop it - stopping it with his own heart. Little Bobby cried out as he caught his father and slowly lowered him to the ground.
"My son," his father said weakly, "Look to your dreams, child; look to the Talent within you trying to get out. Make it bloom until it envelopes you in its glory. If you don't, you will be just like me - a hollow shell waiting for death."
And with that, the father died.
Little Bobby stripped off the remains of his shirt and, flapping his wings, caught the wind and flew very far away, his tears falling like raindrops on the land below.
The son remembered his father's words and searched for many years for others who flew unashamedly. Eventually, after many heartbreaks, tears, and even numerous wounds, he found a land where many had Talent and were not forced to hide it from the world - each flew in a different way, but they flew openly and with great joy.
And there, Little Bobby built his castle in the sky.
1988 … When the Viet Nam Memorial was dedicated, a nation began to heal from that war. Writing this story was the beginning of my healing, for I found myself explaining to the younger generation what the Wall meant to people like me. I have received letters from others who told me that this story also helped them heal.
—————
"What was some of the lingering effects of the American Civil War?" Thomas asked his students. A dozen eager hands shot into the air. "Jenny?"
"The way it tore families apart," the young girl replied. "There were a lot of families where some supported the North and some the South; brothers were fighting brothers on the battlefield. And even after the war the divisions remained."
Jenny’s words now haunted Thomas as the bus he rode sped south towards Washington. ‘Why am I doing this?’ he asked himself for the millionth time since he’d left Calgary.
Finally the bus was swallowed up by the city of Washington. Thomas waited until the other passengers debarked before hoisting himself up on his crutches and working his way down the aisle and off the bus. The driver already had his luggage out and attached its pull rope to one of Thomas’ crutches for him, and off he went to find a taxi.
The travel agent had advised Thomas he’d be sharing his room as Washington was literally being besieged that week by visitors coming for the dedication of the Wall. But he’d not given any thought to the fact that his roommate might just be a veteran.
"Got any good stories of your own?" the ex-marine who shared Thomas’ room asked after spending an hour recounting his own campaigns.
"Not really," was Thomas’ cool reply.
"Understand." The ex-marine took a bite out of his apple after offering Thomas one. "A lot don’t like to talk yet. Hey, at least tell me where you lost your leg."
"Wheat fields of Alberta. Was stupid enough to fall in front of a harvester."
The ex-marine tensed and his eyes went ice cold. "What the hell you doing here??
"I have two brothers to bury."
Thomas had checked the schedule for the Memorial Service and had planned to arrive at the National Cathedral ahead of time to hear his brothers’ names being read.
"I didn’t serve in ‘Nam," the talkative taxi driver announced as he drove his passenger up to the cathedral, "I was just a teenager."
"Average age in the war zone was only nineteen," replied Thomas; "They were all teenagers."
The Washington Cathedral was full; the reading of the names had been going on for several hours. Near the altar a soft, feminine Air Force sergeant was relieving a burly-looking Army corporal, picking up where he’d left off in the long list of names of those who’d died on foreign soil. Thomas held the hand of an old man next to him as the man broke into tears as he whispered: "My boy; that was my boy." The old man returned the favor as Thomas’ brothers’ names were read.
Thomas watched the young woman who was reading the names. ‘She’s so young!?’ he thought; ‘Just a child when the madness ended. These are just names to her… ? But this thought was interrupted as the young woman’s voice faltered but caught itself and continued. "That was her father’s name," a woman in front of Thomas whispered to her neighbor; "She’d requested to be the one to read his name?"
Thomas didn’t attended the dedication of the Wall; he didn’t feel it was right, considering his past. He’d go later, when the crowds were smaller. Instead, he was across the river, dressed in his new blue suit, laying flowers at the tomb of the Unknown Soldier, where the remains of One who’d gone where Thomas had refused to go lay. "Is that you, Jay?" Thomas asked quietly; his death had been witnessed but the body not retrieved.
Later Thomas stood in the Lincoln Memorial, gazing up at the statue of the man who said that "A nation divided against itself cannot stand". He thought about the families he knew of that were still divided. He thought about his own family.
Finally Thomas went to the Wall, looking down its sleek black surface as it sliced into the serene park grass like an open wound. Its mirror-shiny panels were filled with names…
So many names…
So many boys…
So many lives…
So many left to live without those whose names were now carved in stone…
Thomas paused in his search of names as a young boy finished a tracing of what might have been a father’s or an uncle's name. The boy, a teenager about the age Thomas had been during the war, reached out and touched the name one last time before leaving in the comfort of a trusted friend’s embrace. For the boy this was not just a wall, but the gravestone of someone still very much alive in his heart.
Further on two veterans cried as they found the name of a mutual friend and remembered together.
A mother held up a child to touch a name on another panel as she told the child about ‘Uncle Johnny.’
A middle-aged woman was quietly placing a wedding picture against another panel, her other hand being held by a brave husband who was not the one in the picture.
Tears were dripping down the cheeks of one of the ceremonial guards who stood a proud and erect guard over the names of two uncles he would never meet.
An old man dressed in a very old but very clean uniform leaned heavily on his walker with one hand as he stood straight and saluted a grandson’s name.
Thomas stood at the center of the Wall; its deepest spot - from this junction the panels stretched out in either direction and seemed to taper and disappear somewhere in the distance. And here in the junction Thomas found one of the names he’d come to read.
"I’m sorry, Robby," Thomas whispered, his voice quivering with emotion as he reached out and touched the letters of his brother’s name. He closed his eyes and could still see the day he’d organized a protest rally in front of the bus depot - everything had been peaceful until the group or draftees and their sergeant came out to board their bus; that’s when the egg-throwing began. Thomas hadn’t known Robby was going to be one of them. His last memory of his brother was the look on his face as he was covered with egg. A year later Robby was dead, and Thomas had spent the rest of his life remembering that look.
As his tears slowed, Thomas heard a quiet voice behind him: "Jay’s three panels up." He turned in surprise, and there stood Mark, wearing a gray pinstriped suit and looking very much like a company president.
"Long time," Thomas said, wiping a cheek.
"Knew you’d come. Waited all day."
"Did you?"
Mark nodded. "Nothing would have stopped you form being here. I figured if you were still alive you’d be here." Their eyes locked, and a million things neither were quite ready to say passed between them. Then they blinked the feeling away and Mark continued. "Let’s go see Jay’s name."
They remembered. Cautiously at first they laughed and they cried. And for the first time in many years, two brothers of that family were together as they recalled the past.
The time came that they stood back and made ready to leave. Looking at each other for a very long time, neither wanted to be the first to speak, but Mark finally broke the silence: "Mama would sure like to see you again."
"Wouldn’t think so; not after the way they threw me out."
"Time changes a lot of things; puts them in a new perspective. Pa wants you to come home, too."
"I don’t know… "
"It’s their only wish anymore."
"I don’t think so. Besides, I’ve got to be back to work in four days… "
"My jet can get us home before midnight… "
Thomas’ eyes opened a bit more. "Your jet?"
Mark smiled. "The Air Force’s, actually; they just let me play with it." This was the little brother Thomas had taught to ride a bike.
There was another awkward silence as Thomas pretended to study the ground. "Tommy," Mark whispered. Thomas saw tears in his brother’s eyes. "You’re my brother." Thomas looked down again. "Dammit, I love you!" Thomas felt his brother pull him close and hug him fiercely, like on the day Thomas had pulled him out of the pond when he’d fallen in; a hug as fierce as Pa’s hugs…
"I suppose I could cash in my bus ticket," Thomas finally whispered as he returned his brother’s embrace.
With that, the brother in blue and the brother in gray left arm-in-arm. Well, Mark had an arm around the big brother who’d taught him how to ride a bike and bait a hook… and not to lean too far over the side of a boat or he’d fall in.
They passed the Lincoln Memorial, where the brothers, now united, paused to look at the figure inside. And to the side of that figure the young sergeant who’d read Jay's and Robby’s name stood, reading to herself the words of the man honored by that memorial:
"… with malice towards none; with charity for all;
with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right,
let us strive to finish the work we are in;
to bind up the nation's wounds… "
—————
AUTHOR’S NOTE: The ceremonial guard standing guard over the names of two uncles is factual; he was posted at that spot at his request; one of the many photographers took a picture of him with the name of an uncle on either side on him and with tears in his own eyes. A copy of this picture hangs in his grandparents’ home. In the first version of this story I watered it down to only one uncle's name as I didn't think people would accept two as even realistic in any way, but I have decided I will be accurate whether I am believed or not.
1990 … My goal was to write something about what Scouting should stand for. The results surprised me as much as anyone - I am reminded of what singer/songwriter Billy Joel said - he sits down to write and is so surprised at what he finds on the paper.
—————
The first I ever heard of the old man was Friday at noon when I got a call from the nursing home. The nurse explained that their records showed he was a member of our congregation and would we claim his body? "He has no known relatives," the voice on the other end of the line explained.
I spent the afternoon arranging for the body to be transported to the funeral home and going through what little personal effects the old man had; mostly old scouting momentos. Among the papers I found what could almost be considered to be a will, written by an old, shaky hand. Its only instruction was - "… when you read this it will mean I have died. Please contact Mr. Everett Olsen, New York City.
Telephone information gave me the number for several Everett Olsens in New York, and as luck would have it the one I was looking for was the last one on the list. "Mr. Olsen's secretary," the nasal voice answered.
"Is Mr. Olsen in?" I asked. "It's important."
"I'm sorry, he's in a board meeting and not to be disturbed. Can I take any message?" I briefly explained who I was and about the old man and the hand-written note. There was a pause before the secretary asked me to hold the line and disappeared to wherever secretaries go when the line is an hold.
"Father McKenzie?" It was a man's voice that came on the line, and I could hear others in the background.
"Mr. Olsen?" I asked and heard my voice echo on the other side of the line; he had me on speaker-phone. I explained to him the situation as I had to the secretary a moment earlier.
"Is the old airstrip on Route 10 still there?" Mr. Olsen asked.
"Yes, it is."
"Good enough to land executive jets on?"
"Oh, sure, if you don't mind grass; anymore it's used mainly for gliders by city folks since the mine closed."
"We'll be there by six tomorrow morning." He hung up without saying goodbye. 'We', he had said. I wondered just who he was and who the 'we' was that would be coming with him.
Five minutes before six the next morning I sat on the hood of my little car as I watched three sleek executive jets lightly touch down on the landing field a few miles from town, the morning sun shining off the polished metal as they landed and taxied up to where I and my car sat. I jumped down and approached the first plane as the door on its side opened and several men climbed out, the engines slowly whining to a stop. One man put his hand out towards me - a middle-aged man whose middle had rounded. "Father McKenzie?" I nodded and took the proffered hand. "I'm Everett Olsen. But call me Everett." By now all three planes had emptied and there were a dozen men standing around me.
"I'm sorry, but if I'd known there be so many of you I'd arranged for more then just my car… " I said. I recognized several of these men from pictures in newspapers and magazines - they were all top businessmen, bankers, and brokers from New York. One was even a very well-known actor-director supposedly in the middle of a new film. Everett introduced me to everyone; it seemed the men I didn't recognize worked for the ones I did.
"We're just a few of Uncle Charlie's old scouts," Everett explained as we climbed into my car and headed for the funeral home; the others insisting they could find their way into town and that the walk would do them good. "He was a real big scouter, you know."
"No, I didn't. I've only been here about a year." I smiled. "This is my first parish." Slowly Everett told me the story. The old man had been a widower without any children when still in his thirties. Being a new scoutmaster, he threw all his efforts into his scouts and for the next twenty-five years was been a second father to the boys of the town. "Out of nearly four hundred boys, over three hundred became Eagle Scouts," Everett explained. "We never called him 'Mister' like we did other adults; he was 'Uncle Charlie' to every kid in town."
"I didn't know," I almost whispered. 'Three-hundred Eagle scouts!?' I exclaimed in my thoughts; how could such a man die lonely and unknown in a nursing home?
"In fact," continued Everett, his gaze focusing on the past, "to some of us we was our dad."
"Oh?"
"This was a mining town then… " I nodded, knowing a little history of the town. "… and let's face it - in a mining town there's deaths. I think that's why Uncle Charlie started the troop in the first place - he just couldn't bear to see so many boys growing up without dads. He said once that it tore him up inside to see teenage boys walking the streets at night looking for trouble. 'Boys need someone to channel that energy for them,' he'd say. So with just that incentive he started the troop." Everett looked at me. "Doesn't anyone here know him anymore?"
I shook my head. "Entire population's changed since the mine closed."
Everett nodded. "That usually happens. No one knew him? No one at all?" I felt ashamed. The old man had been one of my flock and yet had died unknown.
The next day Everett and I drove out of town a few miles towards the old mine. We pulled up near a rundown old house.
"This was Uncle Charlie"s house," Everett explained. "After his wife died he turned the ground floor into our scout hut." The porch groaned and creaked as we stepped up, but it held us without breaking. The front door was off its hinges and fell inward at our push. Everett and I coughed as we entered the damp, musty, and cobweb-ridden dump, the dust rising like mosquitoes at dusk. The room was dark as the dirt and grime on the windows allowed little light to penetrate. I looked at Everett and saw his mind's eye looking past the ruin and remembering past years. We shifted through the rubble strewn across the floor, finding momentos of the past.
"Looks like vagrants have use this place," I commented, looking around the filthy room.
Everett didn't hear me; he was pulling something out from under a small pile. It was a picture frame. The glass was now broken and the picture water-stained. Tears formed in the man's eyes as he gently brushed the dust of years off the picture. I never did ask, and Everett didn't say, but what ever it was it was indeed a sacred moment in the life of a young Boy Scout and his Scoutmaster. He took the picture with him when we left.
"Wonder why Uncle Charlie ever quit scouting?" I wondered out loud as we drove away.
"He had arthritis real bad," Everett explained. "He tried as hard as he could to keep the scouting going, but the day came that he required constant nursing. Try as we could we couldn't get him to leave this town. 'It's my home', he'd say, 'My wife's buried here. Besides, there'll be people here… "' Everett stopped mid-sentence. I was ashamed again. For any man to die alone like Uncle Charlie had… "I'm sorry," said Everett, "I didn't mean… "
I shook my head. "I never even knew he was there. Didn't even know… ."
The day of the funeral not a single townsfolk showed up. But car after car came from out of town. Several more private planes joined the sleek jets I'd met several days before at the airstrip. There were grey-haired men that looked close to retirement and slightly balding men barely looking middle aged. There were priests, ministers, and even a rabbi. There were farmers, mechanics, teachers from elementary school to college level, storekeepers, and executives. There were men in military uniforms as well as police uniforms. There were lawyers and even a Congressman. What surprised me most was the appearance of an astronaut that was scheduled to be in space in three days; surely he must have fought the powers that be to get here. I noticed many of the men wore Scoutmasters' uniforms.
Everett had caught my look and followed it to the astronaut, who was now hugging the rabbi in greeting. "He'd have landed the shuttle on your roof if he'd have had to; Uncle Charlie meant a lot to him."
"That," I said, "would have been very interesting. How did everyone find out?" I was astonished as literally hundreds of men filed into the chapel. Many of them had brought their sons and grandsons, most of which wore their own scouting uniforms.
"Well, you did let me make a few calls, and they made a few calls… "
I had gone to my office adjacent to the chapel to don my robes and prepare for the ceremony. At the appointed time I opened the door but stopped as I saw Everett standing next to the casket and facing the men gathered. "Before Father McKenzie starts, I just want to say a few words." I stepped back into a shadow as he glanced towards my door; I didn't want him to rush for my sake. His voice trembled as he continued. "I thank everyone for coming today; I think Uncle Charlie would be thrilled to see so many of his boys here.
"How can we pay tribute to such a man? So many of us knew and loved him as a second father and as a friend. There were those of us who had lost our father to the mine. Uncle Charlie became our father." Everett looked down, his fingers reverently touching the casket. "In this sense, he was my father; the only father I really knew." He didn't say anything more for several minutes, and many in the chapel were also lost in thought.
"I think the fact that so many of us have lived up to the oath we made to the man that lays here is one of the greatest tribute any man can receive. If Uncle Charlie were here with us I think he'd like to hear us say it one more time." Everett raised his right hand to the square as he finished speaking with his fingers forming the scout sign, ready to repeat the Scout Oath. An over-full chapel rose as one as each man and boy also brought their right arms to the square. With memories of my own scouting days, I joined them in repeating an oath made many years before -
"On my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God and my country,
and to obey the Scout Law;
to help other people at all times;
to keep my self physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.''
The chapel shook with the strength of hundreds of male voices as next the Scout Law was recited. With great effort I fought through the emotion as I stepped towards the casket. catching Everett by the arm as he stepped away and invited him to stay.
"They say as a priest I perform the last rites," I said with trembling voice. "But today I feel it impossible. What few ceremonies I could perform would be insignificant compared to how you have just honored this man and his life.
"This man taught you to honor the important things - God and country. He taught you to be of service to others, to keep yourself strong in body and mind, and to keep yourself unspotted from the evils of this world.
"It is beyond what little power God has given Man to do any more to send another on to his reward than what this man has done for himself by the service he has rendered to all of you. The tribute you have rendered him here is all the blessing one could ever ask for." My voice faltered, but I was determined to finish. "I'm sorry, but I have nothing that I can add to what has already been done." The men understood - any last rites I could perform would be trivial compared to the recitation of the Scout Oath and Law these men had recited in memory of the man who had taught it to them and had taught them what it meant. The other priests, ministers, and the rabbi in attendance nodded in agreement as I stepped down and motioned for the pallbearers to come forward.
All six of the men that would bear the casket to its final resting were in one uniform or another. One was in the ministerial robes of his Protestant sect. Two were in Scoutmaster's uniforms; having followed in Uncle Charlie's footsteps. The forth was a police officer, his uniform ironed to perfection and its metal pieces shining like the morning sun. The last two were senior military officers in full dress uniform.
Two young scouts in uniform opened the doors to the chapel as the casket was brought down the aisle and held them open as the congregation followed. Another two ran forward to stop traffic as the procession crossed the street to the town's small cemetery.
———————————————————
I'm writing this poorly inadequate story during my lunch break. For the last few months I've been out at the old house by the mine; the one where Uncle Charlie lived and raised his boys. I've been fixing it back up so it could be used again. Some of the townsfolk think I'm neglecting the flock now. The problem is that I was neglecting the flock, but not any more! The young people in this town are part of the flock.. and I'd hardly given them a thought… but two months ago we started a scout troop and as soon as this place is fixed up enough this town is going to have the best scout hut the world has ever seen! And I know the scoutmaster is going to be top-notch, because I'm the new scoutmaster. Every Tuesday and Saturday the black robes comes off and the Scoutmaster uniform comes on.
The first project the boys and I began was to find all the Uncle Charlies we didn't know about. Because they're part of the Flock, too.
1985 … This is mostly true .. and does explain why English majors should stay away from Algebra.
—————
April 8th - Yesterday I began my first math class in over - well just say in a long time. Being in the Air Force. I am able to take the classes right here on base. My teacher is a General Henderson from Camp Smith up on the hill.
The first thing Gen. Henderson taught us was 'factoring'.
"'Factoring' is a simple process," said the General with a smile on his face. I think the smile was 'cuz he knew what we were getting into and we didn't. "You simply break a number down into all the 'prime factors' that are in it." (A 'prime factor' is a number that can't be broken down any further by division. Like '1' or '3'.) The teacher continued: "'Factoring' is just the opposite of multiplication." I had always thought division was! "For instance," he continued, "The number '108'; what are its prime factors?" Even the smart students had blank faces. "Oh," sighed the teacher, "That's an easy one!" he turned to the chalkboard. "One-hundred and eight equals fifty-four times two, right?" We all nodded in unison. "And that's the same as twenty-seven times two times two. And that's the same as nine times three times two times two." I started looking for the metric conversion chart in my wallet as he went farther. "Which is the same as three times three times three times two times two, right'" Visions of five golden rings and a partridge in a pear tree came to mind.
Last night I slept poorly. At first I thought it was something I ate. I tossed and turned until sleep finally came and for the first time in a long time I dreamed. In the dream I was back in class factoring a six-digit number. The room began whirling and spinning. Suddenly the numbers and mathematical symbols leapt off the page and started a strange war dance around me. It was getting hotter and hotter. I looked down and found myself to be in a huge iron pot of near-boiling water.
There was a commotion behind me, and I turned to look. It was a huge procession of important-looking people. The front ranks of the group had stripes on their arms, signifying some sort of rank structure. As they came into the clearing, they lay themselves prostrate on the ground as even more native chiefs came along, walking over the backs of the first. These then laid themselves down as those with bigger and bigger shoulder decorations walked across the human carpet. Finally a huge chieftain came in, accompanied by his closest advisors.
The chieftain pointed a single finger at me and spoke. Suddenly all the procession scrambled to their feet to drag me from the pot. They carried me to a huge white platform with blue lines across it looking much like a huge piece of notebook paper. As they tied me down, I heard the chieftain give the order:
"FACTOR HIM!"
I awoke and sat up with a start. I was drenched in sweat head to toe. "What's wrong?" asked my wife as she embraced me worriedly.
"Oh, I was just thinking about my homework," I tried to say casually.
April 9th - Tonight we learned how to factor entire equations. What is an equation? It's a whole string of numbers and letters connected by things like addition and multiplication signs. But you have to remember that an 'x' is a letter you have to treat like a number 'cuz it represents a number you gotta find. So you only multiply when there's a dot connecting things. And when you see a multiplication symbol that's really a letter representing a missing number you try to add it or multiply it to something; depending on how it's used, of course. Anyway, the General was busy changing whole strings of numbers and letters into even more strings of numbers and letters, grouping them in parentheses and then taking them out again. Somewhere in the mess, he turned to us with profound words: "Don't forget to change your signs!"
"But I like being a Leo!" exclaimed the girl next to me. I agreed; life as a Taurus is as exciting as I need right now!
April 14th - Last night we were still trying to turn equations into things they just shouldn't normally be. As General Henderson was turning an 8x to the second power into a 15y to the third, he turned to us with one of those 'here it comes' smiles. "Don't be alarmed," he said calmly, "But remember: when solving a trinomial equation there can be at least TWO CORRECT ANSWERS."
I had another dream. I was in the depths of a Nazi police station, my arms and feet chained to posts on either side of me, stretching me as far as I could be stretched. Before me someone held a light. Someone behind me was lashing me with a whip and I was screaming in agony. I heard a voice in front of me, and I lifted my head to meet it.
"Are you ready to confess?" asked a hooded man with a heavy German accent. I nodded and told him everything he wanted to know; a full confession.
The hooded man then nodded to the figure behind me, and the whipping began afresh. "Why?" I screamed out in agony.
"Do not be alarmed," said the hooded figure, "We just need a second correct confession."
April 17th - Was doing my homework at work today. Working in Job Control, there is a nice long console to spread my books out on.
"What's ya doing??" asked Tech Sergeant Riley.
"Algebra; wanna help?" He sat down beside me, quickly scanning the papers before me.
"That's easy!" he exclaimed as he scribbled out some hieroglyphics he must have learned in Ancient History 901.
"That's not how you do it," said Captain Kitayama, who was looking over both our shoulders. She and Master Sergeant Wright pulled chairs up to the console and grabbed some of my notebook paper. My three 'helpers' then proceeded to discuss among themselves the problem in question. They were quickly joined by Chief Adams and Chief Stein. The argument that ensued was horrendous. It seems that all five had learned five different ways to work the problem and all five insisted they were right. I had to leave to go to the men's room, and when I came back Captain Kitayama was having a shouting match with Chief Stein, Chief Adams and Master Sergeant Wright were screaming at each other, and Tech Sergeant Riley was still working on the problem.
Suddenly officer and four senior NCO's were taking blows at each other. The fight between Captain Kitayama and Chief Stein was the one I watched, I enjoy watching women fight. If there'd only been some mud we could have had mud wrestling. Anyway, right about then Colonel March entered the room.
"What's going on here?" he demanded. "It sounds like a war up here!" His office is directly below mine.
"Sir," I spoke up, "I'm afraid it's my fault. I was doing my algebra homework… " He ended up looking the problem over and offering suggestions. The fight between Colonel March and Captain Kitagawa wasn't pretty.
April 19th - Last night General Henderson asked us if we knew what 'algebraic' meant. He says it means there are unknown factors. I say it means it's going to be hard.
April 24th - Last night the teacher was supposed to do something I have been waiting for half my life. He had promised to show us how to use algebra in our everyday lives.
"Everyone open their books to page 321," instructed the General. It was loaded with strange formulas that for all I knew came out of a book of witch's brews. "Problem twenty-four. Can anyone guess what this is a formula for?" He looked around the class, hoping to see some sign of intelligence. I wouldn't have given him the pleasure even if I did know. "This," he announced proudly, "is the formula for computing the surface area of a tin can!"
The emotions that went through me I cannot express. How on earth would I ever use that? I guess when I was ever bored while eating alphabet soup I could sit and figure up the size of the can using the numbers and letters in the soup.
"Sir?" I asked. "Which one of these formulas can an English teacher use?" He never did answer me.
When I got home from class, I sat down to my home computer to do some typing. Suddenly a thought came to me. Acting on an impulse, I loaded in a LOGIC program and asked it a simple question: 'How will a person use algebra in their normal lives?" The screen went blank (which was normal) as the computer thought about it. But even after the normal fraction of a second after which the answer normally flashes on the screen, it was still blank. After a full ten seconds a message came up on the screen: “THIS MAY TAKE A FEW MINUTES.”
I went to get a drink, and when I came back the message had changed: "THIS MAY TAKE A FEW HOURS.” I went to bed.
This morning the computer was still humming along, and a new message was on the screen: “THIS MAY TAKE A FEW YEARS.” I saw some smoke coming out the back of where the logic circuits were. I was merciful to the poor thing and pulled the plug.
April 28th - Tonight the teacher introduced us to word problems. Standing in front of the class, he read the first one: "The Malone family left San Diego at three, heading for Las Vegas at sixty miles an hour. The Smith family left Las Vegas at five, heading for San Diego at eighty miles an hour. Where did they meet?" He looked around for an answer.
Marcia in the back row ventured a guess. "In the Twilight Zone?"
May 3rd - Tonight we were introduced to the number line. What is a number line? It's this imaginary line on which all the numbers ever thought of are located. The center (I guess) is ZERO. The negative numbers are on one side and the positive numbers on the other. According to the teacher the line goes on forever because that?s how many numbers there are.
I had another dream. I was in the desert. The sun beating down on me. The heat was intense. I was dragging myself along a small path, searching for water. There were markers at intervals. On the markers were numbers, and on each succeeding marker the number was getting smaller and smaller until I finally reached zero. My heart leaped as surely now I would reach the end. But at the sight of the next marker all my hopes died. It read "-1"; and in the distance I could see a "-2".
Oh, did I mention that we had our first big test? Well we did. The last time I sweat THAT bad was when the air conditioner broke down while we were driving across Arizona in August of a drought year. Now, I know I can be creative at time, especially when I have no idea what I?m doing, but you know what the teacher wrote across the top of my paper? I'll tell you: "I ENJOYED GRADING YOUR PAPER." How cruel.
May 5th - Was on the bus today. This guy next to me was really enjoying the book he was reading, so I peeked over to see what it was. It was one of those science-fiction stories with lots of spaceships, fighting, and half-naked women.
"You like science-fiction?" he asked me.
I had just been doing my algebra homework. "I'm into fantasy right now," I replied absently.
June 1st - The teacher introduced us to something that the whole class knew about! He started class by drawing a square root sign on the board, filled it in with a number, then asked the class: who knows what a 'radical' is?" Twenty hands shot up. He called on one.
"Them people that are out to 'Save the Whales'; they're radicals," Deborah answered, a smile beaming wide across her face.
"And the Anti-Nukes!" exclaimed George. He works on a nuclear-powered submarine at Pearl Harbor.
"The Sierra Club!" shouted someone from the back of the room.
"The Democrats!" someone else added.
The teacher shook his head as he looked down at the floor.
June 12th - Did I mention that I've been having health problems? Well, I have. My chest has been really congested, my heart has been having problems, I've been having severe headaches, and my nerves have been next to breakdown. The clinic here at Hickam Air Force Base sent me up to Tripler Army Medical Center, the central medical facility for the military in Hawaii. There I have literally been sent to EVERY department except those for exclusively female problems.
Today, a representative from each of the departments met in a huge conference room to once again review my case. I sat at a small desk at one end of the room, and in a huge semi-circle the doctors and nurses sat around me, asking questions of me and each other. At the end of a very long two hours, Dr. Seemes, the head of the group, told me that they were done asking me questions and that I was dismissed.
"Great," I said as I looked at my watch, "I have just enough time to get my homework done before class."
She smiled. "What class are you taking?"
"Algebra."
One doctor threw his pencil in the air. A nurse sighed. Another doctor picked up the files before him and tossed them to the floor. They all looked at each other with one of ?those? looks that they must all learn in medical school.
"Why," asked Dr. Seemes in a strained, tired voice, "Why didn't you just tell us that to begin with?"
1992 … My father and mother taught us that the return of the Jews to their ancient lands was a direct fulfillment of scriptural prophecy. My father and mother followed the establishment of Israel with the zeal of two people watching the words of the prophets being fulfilled before their eyes. And, they taught us to watch through those same eyes. I wrote this as a tribute to all the happy endings - and as a memorial to all the sad endings. My prayer is that the world may, in the future, have far more happy endings.
—————
Saul had been at the kibbutz for a month before he was able to eat breakfast at the regular time. He'd been assigned to the dairy immediately upon arrival and had been in the milking sheds every day during breakfast. Being the shy person he was, he didn't mind, and in fact he also ate lunch and dinner at odd hours because he was afraid of crowds; even the dining hall of only one-hundred kibbutzniks scared him. Very quickly he earned the name 'Shy Saul'.
"Who's that?" Saul asked Ephraim that first breakfast, pointing to a young girl sitting alone. Ephraim was one of his few friends, or shall I say, he was one of the few people who knew him well enough to sit and talk with him. They were also in the same military reserve battalion.
"That," replied Ephraim, waving a forkful of egg towards the girl, "That is the only person in the world more shy than yourself."
"She got a name?"
"Rachel."
"Good name." Saul stabbed at his own eggs. "Our weapons instructor's named Rachel."
Ephraim smiled wickedly. "Two different people. Rachel the instructor is outgoing; too outgoing for her orthodox father, I'm sure. Our Rachel would faint and die if someone even hinted she should attend a party or even dance."
"My kind of girl," said Saul, smiling. "I knew a girl named Rachel when I was little; back in Frankfurt."
"They tell me she's a refugee from the war… "
"Aren't we all?" asked Saul with a touch of bitterness.
"… been here about four years. She's the only one of her family to survive. The Agency says she saw her entire family killed." Ephraim stuffed the last of his eggs in his mouth and continued. "She hasn't talked to anyone since she got here. Any more everyone leaves her alone." Saul watched the girl thoughtfully. "Guess she's lucky, though - there's a lot who lost their minds completely."
A week later on Sabbath, Saul built up all his courage and sat by Rachel at lunch. "Shabbat Shalom. Hi, I'm Saul." It wasn't much, but he'd never been to good at conversation.
Rachel showed no sign of noticing him.
Saul watched the chicken yard whenever he passed it. Rachel had been given a small chicken yard away from the main yard to run alone; feeding the chickens, collecting eggs, and generally puttering around the yard doing anything that needed doing. He never saw her talk to anyone, even when she was spoken to - anyone who needed to communicate had to ask simple 'yes' or 'no' questions to which she would nod or shake her head, never raising it from staring at the ground while being spoken to. She did her best to never make eye contact.
One dinner time Saul braved the crowds and ate with the main group. "See that bandage?" Ephraim said as he pointed his knife at Rachel. "She's had that arm bandaged since she's been here. Doc says there's nothing wrong, but she still insists on it." He chewed for a moment. "It's not hard to guess what's under it." Saul understood; he'd met several people with blue numbers tattooed on their forearm. "I tell you, Saul, she's crazy."
But Saul didn't think so.
Saul and Ephraim left for their active-duty time during the month before Passover. This year they spent most of it in the southern deserts of the Negev. Every night Ephraim was seen flirting with Rachel the weapons instructor, but Saul's thoughts were on the shy Rachel who only talked to the chickens.
Saul and Ephraim returned home one day just before lunch, and Saul, still in uniform, waited at Rachel's table - he'd noticed she always sat at one table and everyone left it for her. He was getting rude stares from everyone who thought he should also be leaving her table alone, but he held his ground with a soldier's courage.
Rachel came near her table but stopped and tried not to notice Saul, but it was painfully noticeable to everyone that she was unsure as to what she should do.
"Shalom," Saul said shyly but with great courage and determination. "I brought you something from the Negev." He set a box on the table and removed the lid - immediately the room was filled with the pleading chirps of a dozen chicks, instantly commanding everyone's attention. Saul shrugged. "A kibbutz down there breeds chickens that survive better in the desert… " Rachel had set her plate on the table and was picking up several of the chicks. "… and they wanted to see how well they would do here in the Galilee… " Rachel tenderly returned the little yellow chirping balls of fur to the box, picked it up, and disappeared towards her chicken yard, still showing no sign of having noticed Saul or her table. But Saul was content; it was a beginning.
Saul sat next to Rachel at Passover, and he knew she heard him as he asked the questions reserved for the youngest male present, but still there was no visible reaction. Later he walked next to her as she walked towards the women's dormitory. "This is my first Passover here," he began. "I came from America. I was born in Germany but my parents sent me and my little sister to Chicago in America to visit an Aunt. When Hitler came to power they wrote and told her to keep us there." Saul paused. "We never saw or heard from them again." He paused. "Our last Sabbath together was my Bar-Mitzvah." He thought he saw a reaction but wasn't sure. "The Agency says Papa died at Treblinka. But they never found anything on Mama."
They reached the women's quarters and Rachel went in with out pausing or showing any notice.
One Sabbath that summer Saul was walking out to a point where he could look down at Knesseret - the Sea of Galilee. It was close to sunset and the sun was shimmering on the calm surface of the lake while settling into the western hills. The evening bugs were flying but Saul ignored them - there were just too many. He didn't even bother to put his shirt back on - the bugs would just find there way through anyway.
In front of him Saul saw a lone figure also taking in the view of the lake - he recognized it as Rachel. "Shalom," he said quietly but boldly as he came hear her. She turned sharply, her hands coming up in a protective stance, shocked at the break in the silence of the hills. But just as quickly she turned back around and dropped her head, embarrassed. Now Saul knew there was cracks in her shell. "The lake's pretty this time of day, isn't it?" She neither answered nor looked up. "When I was little we used to go to a lake; us and Papa's best friend and his family." Saul smiled, his eyes focusing on the past. "They had a rowboat, and we'd go rowing." He closed his eyes as if it would keep the remembered vision from escaping. "My big brother would row us kids all around the lake." He paused, opening his eyes. "But that was a long time ago. We never found my brother, either."
Saul looked at the fragile young woman he was standing beside. "In a way you're lucky, you know." She looked at him with a flash of horror before catching herself and forcing her eyes back to the ground. "At least you know what happened." Saul was looking down now as well. "Mama - we've never found her or had any word of her. And Samuel, my brother - not a trace. Probably was taken to Russia… " Saul had tears in his eyes or the first time in a long time while thinking about his family.
"You know, Rachel, there's no peace in not knowing; life's one long Hell wondering if they're near or far. For all I know they could be in the next kibbutz. Or they could be in Russia or South America or… or even in America. And I left America to look for them! Do you know what happens to Jews in Russia?"
He paused longer this time. "I'd rather they be dead then to not know."
Now it was Rachel's turn to look up and see Saul staring at the ground, not wanting his tears to be seen.
"Worst of all," he continued after a few minutes, and he faced her, a tear brimming in each eye, "I don't even remember what they look like anymore. Time has robbed me of the one, last, thing I had of them."
Saul, his face turned back to the lake, continued with a trembling voice after a few minutes of not wanting to cry in front of such a fragile, beautiful girl. "You know, when we use to go boating - Papa's friend had a girl named Rachel. I really liked her. She was a couple of years younger then me… " He smiled again. "One day we made a promise that we'd get married. But we were just kids then - I was twelve. She had the prettiest eyes; just like yours. She would always give me her cake; she said it made her fat. Can you imagine a ten-year-old worrying about being fat?"
Saul had looked up to see Rachel staring at him, a look of disbelief on her face and her hand covering her mouth in surprise. "What's wrong? Did I say something… ?"
She shook her head as she stared deeper into his eyes - an eerie feeling after having been ignored by her for so long.
"What’s wrong?” But she shook her head again as she moved closer to him as if for protection. Instinctively he put an arm around her, and she laid her head on his bare chest and began to cry. Little sobs were held back until the shell she had protectively built around her heart finally broke and the tears held back so many years finally flooded through. He remembered holding his sister like this when she would cry for Mama but there was only Aunt Esther and Germany was so very far away. He also remembered holding her like this on dark, scary nights and through the nights after the newsreels came to the theaters showing the camps.
A dam broke inside Saul, too, and he cried like he wished he could have cried with his sister on all those dark, scary nights.
Saul thought he heard Rachel try to say something, but if she did it wasn't very loud.
They stood there until the sun went down and it was dark. Knowing they'd be missed and also be causing quite a stir with their absence, they walked back to the compound - shyly holding each other's hand.
"Where've you been?!" one voice called out while another voice was heard: "Been looking for you everywhere!" "We were afraid… " yet another kibbutznik was heard exclaiming.
When they reached the door to the women's quarters, Rachel wouldn't let go of Saul; instead, she pulled on this arm, insisting he follow. Saul as well as others opened their mouths in surprise - Rachel was smiling! They all followed the pair into the dorm and to Rachel's room.
Saul stood next to Rachel's bed as she opened her single drawer and pulled out what looked to Saul to be a very old photograph. It was in bad condition, being torn and folded in places and wearing more than one water spot. Two of its corners were missing and the other two were curled. Saul knew that few had been able to hold on to treasures through the camps, and he felt a revenant awe as Rachel hesitated and then extended the priceless photo towards him. He took it from her with the same reverence the young woman showed for it.
Barely a second passed before Saul recognized what he held, and a sudden gasp escaped his lips. "That's ME!" he exclaimed as his knees suddenly gave out and he sat on the edge of her bed. He knew this old photograph! It was taken on the last trip to the lake before his Bar Mitzvah and before he and Sarah had left for America. This tattered old photo was his family and Papa's friend and his family. Smiling up at him was Papa and Mama and Samuel. His fingers slowly touched each face as if to caress each loved one. His finger came to the center of the photo where his thirteen-year-old self was helping a ten-year-old girl hold up her first caught fish, her smile advertising a lost tooth.
Forgotten faces flooded into Saul's mind with the intensity of a desert canyon flood - Mama's smiling face was remembered; Papa' strong smile and arms; Sam's loud laugh at Saul's first attempts at rowing…
Slowly Saul looked up in disbelief. "Rachel?" his mouth formed, but no sound escaped his trembling chest except an unnoticed sob. She nodded 'yes', her eyes full of both laughter and tears.
She fell into his arms as he still sat on her bed and they cried for a very long time. The other kibbutzniks, who knew something very wonderful was happening, kept a respectful distance. Those few who bore blue tattoos cried. And the tears on the faces of the sabras proved that their hearts were as tender and soft as the hearts of the prickly, thick-skinned cactus for which they were named.
Quietly, Ephraim and the other men rearranged that night's guard duty as they didn't think Saul would really have his mind on it that night anyway.
"Mama," Saul finally whispered slowly, his voice still trembling, "Where's my Mama? Do you know?" Rachel tried to talk, but she was so out of practice that only croaks came out. Saul encouraged her as she tried, but it was just too hard. Finally he asked: "Is Mama dead?" Rachel nodded, fresh tears welling up in her eyes. "And Sam?" She nodded again.
There was a million things Rachel wanted to tell Saul as he took her in his arms again and cried some more. She wanted to tell him what it was like when their fathers were taken away. She wanted to tell him about the long train ride when their mothers tried to move to the south to live with Rachel's grandmother, but as soon as they were there all the Jews were being rounded up to be 'relocated'. She wanted to tell him how their mothers had resisted and then had been brutally shot and killed in front of their children. She wanted to tell him how Samuel had grabbed her and run away with her and how they had hidden in a forest until he found a sympathetic family for her to live with. She wanted to tell him how they had found Samuel in the forest that winter - he'd not wanted to leave the area because of her - and how the farmer had reverently buried him and even recited a prayer from the Torah, although it was recited very badly and with a thick Bavarian accent. She wanted to tell him how the farmer had even carved a Mogen David - the six-pointed star - and placed it on Samuel's chest before burying him. She wanted to tell him about how the farmer and his family were punished when she was discovered. She wanted to tell him about the camps.
She wanted to tell him so much, but she had no voice.
Rachel let go of Saul and stood straight up. Slowly and painfully, she peeled the bandage off her forearm and held it out to Saul's inspection. His finger slowly traced the blue numbers that spoke so loudly. His tears fell where his fingers were tracing the numbers, and he slowly kissed her arm as if to make everything all right. Then she reached out with her other hand, taking Saul's hand from the one with the blue numbers. Still holding on to him, she turned to the others and held up the arm to show the numbers. Many nodded, already having guessed what had been hidden from view for so long. Many of the other women came forward as if on queue and hugged their sister, sharing their tears. Some of the men did the manly thing and laid a hand on Saul's shoulder, but Ephraim surprised everyone by coming forward and fiercely hugged his friend and crying with him.
Rachel and Saul finally faced each other once more. Gone was the scared little girl, having been replaced with a radiant young woman whose eyes danced and laughed for the first time in a very long time - for the first time in a very long time there was a friend, a brother, to share it with. Her heart was alive again, for a ghost from the past had returned - this time not to haunt her night dreams and stalk her in the day, but to love her and care for her like in the days before. Although she couldn't tell him everything she wanted, she knew she could at least hold him as he cried anew for his Mama and for Samuel…
… And even though Saul's mind was also at peace for the first time in a very long time, he cried again. Now he could mourn Mama's death as well as his brother's. Now they could be buried. Now he knew. Now he could be a peace.
Rachel cried too, and they hugged each other again for a very long time; long into the night.
Rachel tried again to speak. It took several tries, and by the time it happened nearly everyone in the kibbutz could hear the bare-whisper:
"Shalom; 'Peace'."
This story simply rained down from above and I wrote it down. It is also in honor of one of the great songs in our Hymnal - the song used at the end of the story. And please, fellow science-fiction fans, don't ask who the main character is based on, because I will tell you something silly like 'he's based on the life and experiences of several persons', and I will confess to nothing more. About the time Carly Simon tells who's so vain that she had to sing about him is when I'll confess to who this was based on.
—————
Marc Cameron held his breath as the countdown went into its final few minutes and his life began to flash before his eyes. For the first time he'd began to wonder if it was really smart of NASA to send a sixty-year-old man into space. 'I'm not even an astronaut!' he exclaimed to himself.
"T-minus three minutes and counting," the computer voice announced.
Marc was to have spoken at a major science-fiction convention the following day, but the usual flight delays familiar to shuttle flights had changed that. NASA had insisted, however, that the speech go on - from space. Once this was announced, convention fever ran rampant as every city with fast promoters quickly scheduled conventions. NASA agreed to open the transmission to all - even to the television and radio stations suddenly insisting on covering the flight; something not done in a good long while.
'Why me?' Marc asked suddenly, last minute jitters hitting for the first time since he'd flown a fighter plane. And that was during World War Two!
He'd always wanted to fly, and the war had been his opportunity. But his flying days ended when a superior read his background and realized the young man's education. He found himself in Research, helping to design and build bigger and better defenses. But as that fateful day dawned that changed Hiroshima and the rest of the world forever, Marc realized what his knowledge was being used for and he fled, preaching against the very tools of destruction he'd helped create.
His country was purging itself of such pacifists in the greatest witch hunt in history, and soon he found that hunt included banning his papers. But he almost didn't care because that's when he found a whole new world.
"T-minus one minute and twenty-five seconds."
"Are you ready for this, Mister Cameron?" Major Chew, a young, feminine Army officer asked as she leaned over from her seat. He took a long, deep breath and nodded; he'd never tell her just how scared he was. But she wasn't fooled. "It's perfectly natural to be scared out of your wits."
"T-minus one minute ten seconds," the computer droned.
Marc's mind returned to thoughts of days gone by. In desperation to have his voice heard, he had disguised his work as fiction. His first book sold well, but the witch hunt was still on and effectively banned it from far too many stores. He used a pen name for the second book and it sold three million copies the first year. His career skyrocketed higher and faster than the space program - the difference in his novels and others of the time was his scientific background - he actually knew what he was talking about when he described the workings of the rocket fighter and weaponry his hero used to rescue his bride-lover from the clutches of that particular novel's evil being. He kept up with science so that as technology advanced so did the knowledge he offered his readers; eventually he even earned more degrees in science than he could remember.
T-minus twenty-one seconds."
He must have done well - no other writer was as widely-read, and by such a varied readership! Fan letters came from housewives and heads-of-state; from students as well as their professors. While visiting former colleagues and other scientists, he saw his novels holding down an honored place on their desks. There were some that even went so far as to call him the Shakespeare of science-fiction.
"T-minus ten … nine … eight… "
'This is it… ' he thought just before his mind went numb.
"… three … two … one… ." More power than he'd ever experienced suddenly burst into life below him and the huge craft was moving towards the stars. Marc was sure he was near death, so powerful and seemingly uncontrollable was the energy propelling them upwards. 'If nothing else,' he thought in eulogy, 'at least I've tried to show mankind a better way.' His had been the first books to show peaceful uses of atomic and nuclear powers. He'd written of a world that used lasers for mining and surgery instead of killing. He'd even made popular the Gaia Hypothesis - that the life of all beings and life forms on earth were interconnected and that which affected one affected the whole.
The force of escaping the jealous clutches of gravity tore at the spacecraft and its occupants; it was a force Marc had written about thousands of times but had never experienced. It was breathtaking! His eyes went fuzzy as he was pushed back in his chair as if a house was being dropped on him. His fingers dug into the armrest, squeezing it tighter than the last time he'd been to the dentist. But the dentist never took him into space, so he would endure.
In Tokyo, Honolulu, Los Angeles, Salt Lake City, St. Louis, Chicago, New York, London, Frankfurt, Rome, Moscow, and dozens of other cities, a combined audience approaching billions cheered as the booster rockets separated and began to fall back to earth. Participants dressed in every conceivable costume and mask of space beings stopped and turned to the giant screens as their godfather and hero made his triumphant entry into space.
Marc wondered how so many of his characters could have possibly held such calm, rational conversations during liftoff. The shuttle continued on what Marc swore was a suicide course, reaching higher and farther into the vast emptiness of space. But to Marc there was no emptiness - it was inhabited by the many future colonies of his dreams - all working to better themselves and mankind, the very latest in technology and thought aiding them. And doing it despite the seemingly infinite number of intelligent alien races other writers used to cure all of Man's ills.
Alien races just didn't cut it with Marc; he knew mankind had to cure his own problems and stop expecting others to do it for him. While other writers were busy glorifying these extraterrestrial busybodies, Marc continued to plead with his fellow beings to discover the answers within themselves. This quest had led him around the world many times. But in the little chapels of New England, the cathedrals of Europe, and the monasteries of Tibet, he'd not found deity among preachers who spent their sermons running for reelection or with monks that knew not their fellow man. He'd turned to the brightest minds of his time - heads-of-state, scientists, and other big thinkers. But despite the technology and know-how at their disposal, there was no desire in any of them to cure the ills that infested their planet. Something was still missing that kept man from being a brother. Something - or Someone - was still missing.
The engines slowed and died out as the shuttle reached orbit. Major Chew unstrapped herself and slowly floated towards her workstation. Captain Wills, sitting on Marc's other side, followed suit. Captain Wills was one of the more popular of the current astronauts. She'd been crippled as a child, losing use of her legs. Only here in zero-gravity could she move as freely as her fellow workers. She was the pioneer for a brave and courageous new bread of space-goers for which Marc - through his writings - had been the first proponent.
Marc finally undid his seatbelts and witnessed what so many characters in his books had been so indifferent about. After decades of writing about it, he found weightlessness far different than anything he'd imagined. He laughed as he slowly floated up and knocked his head against the ceiling. He pushed away, going into an unwanted roll. The crew all smiled and let him go crazy for the first few minutes of ecstasy before tactfully telling him to stop bumping into their equipment and please keep a little more out of the way.
Several hundred miles below, millions cheered as they watched Marc floating free of the invisible chains of gravity.
After a few hours, the crew and passenger settled down for a night's sleep. As with most newcomers to space, Marc spent time making sure his sleeping bag hung at an angle most defiant of gravity, much to the delight of the crew, mission control, and the mass of viewers dotting the tiny green and blue planet.
The following day and right on schedule, the six women helped Marc suit up for his spacewalk. The mission and purpose of his space flight was twofold: First, he was to speak to the masses below about the wonder of space - a pep talk to encourage the young to look to the stars. To do this he would take a walk out into space and speak from there. Second, he was to integrate his new understanding of space into his writing, thus continuing to encourage young people into the space program.
He entered the cargo bay. The bay doors, usually opened, were closed by his request; he wanted the whole dramatic affect of having space open up before him. The doors slowly opened without ceremony. Three cameras began giving earth three different views of the man. Marc gasped as the doors slowly parted, and earth received three close-up views of it from as many angles.
"Are you all right?" Major Chew asked over the radio. The world held its collective breath, waiting for his answer.
"So small," he whispered to himself so softly that Major Chew and ground control had to amplify the signal so it could be heard. Marc had seen the world and knew its size, but now he saw just how tiny and finite his little home was! "So pitifully small. And quiet," he continued. "It's true, you know - one can't see any cities, any buildings … or borders." He paused. "I don't even see anything of the wars going on right this minute." He pushed off from the floor of the bay, a long tethering rope following him and holding him from floating too far away. A camera mounted on the long arm-like crane that usually settled satellites into their orbits followed him as he floated out and the eternity of space slowly enveloped him. Billions watched as a child-like awe came over his face - Christmas had never brought such magic; not even to a child's face!
Marc saw the clouds below layered upon each other in magnificent yet delicate patterns. He recognized one spiral as the typhoon that had threatened Tokyo a few days previous but had turned southeast at the last minute.
From earth, the sky is blue; usually a deep, soul-cleansing blue. But from this height Marc could see there was layer upon layer of blue, each lighter and lighter as they reached towards the heavens. He couldn't imagine the Herculean job of naming each hue and shade, and he realized just how little man knew about his own world.
"Ten minutes 'till speech time," Major Chew advised over the radio.
Marc had spent a lifetime dreaming of space and sharing that dream with the world; he'd spent a lifetime searching for that one missing link that would answer life's problems and would motivate Man to reach out and take his neighbor as a brother and together build a world worthy of each other.
And here, in the immensity of space, he found it. Again.
He turned to face the stars. Millions and millions of stars. Right now, he couldn't remember just how many. The main character in one of his books, an astronomy professor based at an observatory circling Pluto, would laugh at his creator's lapse of memory. But Marc reminded himself that for the professor this was a daily view, and for him this was the first real vision of Infinity.
"You still there, Marc? Please respond." Marc realized someone was talking to him.
"Yes, I'm still here; where would I go?"
"There's always Rjelek," Major Chew pointed out, referring to the fictitious planet where his latest book had taken place. "I've heard it's nice this time of year." They laughed.
"It's really something the first time, isn't it?" whispered Major Chew. The earth held its collective breath again, waiting for his answer.
"You just don't know, Major… " He stopped short, realizing the person he addressed had been in space twelve times now. "Sorry, I guess you do. Tell me - am I allowed to cry?"
"Most of us do the first time." The camera on the long arm tactfully retreated and gave him privacy. But in a few moments he would have to have the words to describe what he was feeling. This was the most impossible task of his career - there were no words to describe the beauty unfolded before him.
"Mr. Marc Cameron," Major Chew said over the radio to the man floating gently outside the shuttle and to all of humanity below, "You are now on the air." A tomb-like silence fell across the face of the planet below as the masses stopped as one to listen. The giant screens at the conventions and the television screens in uncounted homes, bars, gyms, and pubs commanded the world's attention as the camera turned again on the lone figure of Marc Cameron, clad in a suit just like those his heroes had worn for decades and had been used as the model for the suit he now wore. The camera came up behind him as he dangled in space, showing the earth beyond. It slowly circled around, profiling the man's face against the stars. (Posters of this later outsold even his best-selling books.) For the first time in a very long career, Marc was totally lost for words. None would come, despite all efforts. Many on Earth were worried the man could not speak.
Suddenly a voice from the past sounded through the long corridors of time. Was that his mother's voice? 'She was always making me learn such things,' he thought. 'Is it Shakespeare? Keates? Frost?' He whispered the words, thoughtless of those listening below -
"When I consider the heavens,
the works of thy fingers,
The moon and the stars,
Which thou hast ordained;
What is man, that thou art mindful of him?
And the son of man, that thou visitest him?
Thou hast made him a little lower the gods,
And hast crowned him with glory and honor.
Thou madest him to have dominion over the works of thy hand;
Thou hast put all things under his Feet… "
'Now I remember!' It was from a very long time ago; long before he'd broken his mother's heart by letting his education and supposed wisdom turn his back to God. It was before he'd met so many ministers that spent all their time preaching whatever one wanted to hear that they themselves had forgotten who God was.
"Is that what's missing?"
A stunned silence fell across the planet as once again the most prolific writer and speaker on the future of mankind once again fell strangely silent.
And in a small farmhouse in Kansas, an old woman bowed with age watched her son on television and wept tears of joy. A mother’s faith and prayers had finally bore fruit.
"Is that all?" a sarcastic young mission controller asked, not aware that the world and the universe were still listening.
"No, my young brother," replied Marc, "That's not 'all'. 'All' is to remember whose earth this really is and how He has told us to use it. 'All' is to live together on this small piece of dirt, remembering who it is that is truly in control of…” he paused, almost afraid to finish the statement; realizing it was the first time in a very long time he actually believed it… “in control of all things.” Marc paused. "Therein, young man, is 'all'."
Never in the history of mankind had a prophet, king, or president ever spoken to such a large audience and delivered such a short, simple, yet profound message.
As his words echoed across the world below, stunning the masses who had expected something far different, Marc struggled to remember the song his mother had sung at the and of every day, her voice mingling with the sounds of the farm as night brought its blanket of rest and sleep to a tired world. Finally he could hear her voice again, and the words came freely. Out of the darkness of space, his deep, rich voice sang out to a listening world -
"O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder
Consider all the works thy hands have made,
I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder,
Thy power throughout the universe displaced
Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to thee,
How great thou art, how great thou art.
Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to thee,
How great thou art, how great thou art."
NASA had no comment when Marc Cameron’s next book was a doctrinal comparison of the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount and how they both applied to how we should treat all fellow beings. And it was a very long time before they took a writer up on the Shuttle again.
2007 … This was just for the fun of it and for no other reason.
——————
“Well, Peggy,” the American co-anchor for the Olympic skating began, “another skating competition is over, and all that’s left is tonight’s Exhibition Skating.”
“That’s right, Dick, and what an event this year’s skating has been. Who would've thought a fifty-year-old man could be the highlight of the skating venue?”
Dick smiled. “If we'd have thought it could be done, I doubt either one of us would have hung up our skates.”
“Well, I would have,” replied Peggy. “I was ready. I don’t mind skating for pleasure, but there’s a time to bow out of competition and get on with life.”
“But this man, at the age of forty-five and with two broken legs from a tractor accident, returned to skating after twenty-five years away from competition, and here he is. No medal around his neck but still one of the best of the best.”
“Yes - his story is incredible. His doctor told him to find a sport that would rehabilitate his legs, and he just didn’t know when to stop.”
“Can you imagine if he’d have taken a medal?”
“Fourth place against boys thirty years his junior is not a small accomplishment!”
“That’s the truth! What a testament to keeping fit for life.”
The Exhibition show finally began, and Dick and Peggy were kept busy commentating the show for the television audience. Although all the skating was top notch, Dick and Peggy could tell the audience was waiting for the man who’d become this year’s Olympic favorite, and in a bout of showmanship the skating committee had held him to skate third to last; right before the gold medalist man and woman, who by tradition were always the grand finale of the show.
“Well,” Peggy finally announced, “We’re up to the true star of tonight's show. And he’s kept his routine for tonight a complete secret – even from his coach.”
“Even his coach?”
“Yes. The only thing we know is that he’s skating for a Lady, and he’s confirmed with the Olympic Committee that she’ll be here and where she’ll be sitting.”
“Do we know who?”
“Dick, you’ve never met a tighter-lipped group than the very few who actually know. But considering that this man’s an old-fashioned romantic at heart, I’m willing to bet we’ll find out before he skates.”
Peggy was right - John Littleton took to the ice amidst a standing ovation. One thing the Olympics has always been good for is embracing those who have overcome incredible odds, and John was the 'incredible odds' story of this year’s Olympics. Dressed in an ankle-length black robe, he skated easily to the middle of the ice and bowed and waved to the audience. Scanning the stadium, he found who he was looking for and skated in that direction, coming to one knee as he slowed down and stopped where the Lady was waiting.
“Peggy,” Dick whispered loud enough for the microphone to pick up, “Do you see…?”
“I do, and so does the audience!”
Indeed the audience did recognize the Lady, and they gave another ovation as the Lady stepped forward, allowed her hand to be kissed by John, and tied a scarf around the man’s wrist.
“It seems the good Knight has found his fair Lady,” remarked Peggy. “Told you he’s a romantic.”
“It appears she is, too.”
John skated back to the middle of the ice, and as the music began he dropped his robe to reveal…
“That is not the body of a fifty-year-old,” said Peggy authoritively.
“It certainly isn’t what I looked like at fifty,” affirmed Dick. “What does that physique say about the American Farmer?”
… he dropped his robe to reveal a skater clad only in his Lady’s pale blue scarf, broad shoulders topping a well defined chest full of hair, a six-pack of stomach muscles, and a dark blue breechcloth – two triangular patches of cloth, the points of which ended near his knees.
“All that, and he’s skating to a Josh Groban love song!” exclaimed Dick.
“Oh my goodness,” replied Peggy, who was busy taking in the sight. “Can you imagine any of the younger competitors attempting this?”
“I don’t think the boys are man enough to try,” Dick said with a grin. “I think we’re seeing proof that for some life does begin at fifty.” Dick and Peggy both just smiled.
John skated his heart out. He was as aware as anyone of the odds he’d beat to be on the ice tonight and that there would never again be another chance like this for him. His program was flawless. Every jump, every twist was performed textbook perfect and with a grace and style only a mature person could add.
“How long is this song?” Dick asked.
“Four minutes, fifty-three seconds,” Peggy murmured as she watched the powerful man skate.
“Someone knows their Josh Groban music.”
Peggy just smiled.
“Don’t - you - dare - try - it,” John’s coach began whispering from the sidelines as Josh Groban’s voice was reaching the finale of the song. She knew he’d been practicing a move no man his age should try, and with the hormones she saw spilling out all over the ice ever since he kissed that woman’s hand she was sure he’d be foolish enough to try it…
… and she was right. No man in his right mind and at his age in life should try a back flip, but right in the climax of the song John was inspired and, feeling as invincible as he had as a twenty-year-old, he tried it…
… and landed flat on his back, sliding down the ice and leaving bits and pieces of his loincloth behind. He had presence of mind enough to hold on to the front of his costume, so when he came to a stop his front was still covered… but the trail of torn cloth and scattered sequins sticking to the ice the entire length of his slide testified to the fact that his buttocks had to be very, very cold.
After gasping as one, the stadium began to buzz with worried voices as John continued to lay quietly on the cold ice.
When she could find her own voice, Peggy whispered: “How bad do you think he’s hurt?”
“We’ll find out; the medics are just taking to the ice,” Dick replied. “And look who else is taking to the ice!”
John’s fair Lady, clad in an ankle-length fur coat, pushed her way past security and was stepping on to the ice.
“Those heels were not made for ice,” Peggy commented.
“Peggy, that’s Sophia Loren – if anyone can take to the ice in those heels it would be her.”
“She’s just a woman, Dick; not a goddess.”
“So the women tell me,” Dick replied with a smile.
Sophia Loren strode across the ice as if it was a clean, dry sidewalk and came to a stop in front of John, who, despite the fall, had prefect clarity of sight and thought as the Italian goddess stood at his feet. Having just got his breath back from the fall, he lost it again over the view of the woman smiling down at him.
“If all you wanted to do was impress me, Mister Littleton, the loincloth was sufficient,” Miss Sophia said with a matter of fact voice backed up with a smile that could stop traffic in any country, culture, or climate. “But next time wear brown and no sequins; sequins are for those who need help getting people to look at them.” She paused. “You don't have that need.”
John’s reply showed no slur or mumble; his mind was working perfectly as long as she smiled. “I was afraid brown would have blended in with my body hair and make it look like I was…”
“And that’s why you should have worn brown.” And the woman smiled.
In the control room there was pandemonium. “A thousand dollars to the first mic that picks up their conversation!” the director was shouting, and a dozen directional mics swung in the direction of the man and the woman on the ice just as the medics knelt beside John, who was still holding on to what was left of his loincloth.
“His breathing’s shallow,” a young female medic whispered to her companion; “his pulse is racing.”
“He’s naked, flat on his back, and has Sophia Loren eyeing him,” her partner Brian replied. “What don't you understand?”
“Check his eyes.”
“His eyes are fine,” Miss Sophia said as she smiled at John.
“How can you tell?”
“By the way he holds his loincloth every time I smile.”
Men watching the televised program on six different continents, at various Antarctic scientific stations, and aboard the International Space Station all rose to their feet and cheered as one.
“Mister Littleton,” the female medic began, “Can you raise your knees?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“He can, but he's not going to,” confirmed Miss Sophia. “He knows that if he raises one of his legs, every camera in this stadium will be looking right up his…”
Now it was the turn of the women in the international television audience to better focus their attention on the program.
“We need to stabilize his back,” Christie, the female medic, told her partner.
“No you don’t,” Miss Sophia replied. “What you need is to motivate him to stand up.”
“We have no idea what condition his back is in.”
“What’s your name?” Miss Sophia asked Brian.
Brian stood, forgetting he had a name. His family, watching on their own televisions, laughed… except for his wife.
“His name is Brian,” Christie finally said, disgusted.
“Tell me, Brian: would you be looking at me like Mister Littleton is right now even if your back was hurt?”
Brian could only nod 'yes!' – along with most all the men who were still watching on television. Most of them couldn't find any situation in which they wouldn't look at Sophia Loren with the same look John had on his face. After all, it is a known fact that Sophia Loren is one of the few women on earth who could take the collective male mind off of even football. Those with wives watching the exhibition with them just thought this to themselves, however, and wisely refrained from nodding with the rest of their gender. But it would be discussed at work the next day.
Miss Sophia smiled as she patted Brian’s cheek. “You’re cute,” she whispered, and Brian blushed deeply. Very deeply. After all, she'd actually touched him…
“She’s old enough to be your grandmother!” Christie whispered as Brian knelt back down.
Miss Sophia smiled as she patted the still-kneeling Christie on the head like a child. “I have spent a lifetime ensuring that no man thinks of their grandmother when they think of me.”
“Miss Loren,” Christie began, “We really do need to immobilize our patient and get him off the ice.”
“Young lady,” Miss Loren said as she smiled, “After a certain age no one, however healthy, jumps up from a fall. No one. We lay there and watch the world go by until we’re sure it won’t hurt to stand up. I assure you, he’s fine.”
“I’m sorry, but you aren’t a trained medical…”
“No, but I’m a woman. While your kind were busy studying your textbooks I was busy studying men.” She paused. “Let me show you.” She looked again at Brian. “Young man, can you help a woman with her coat?”
Brian eagerly proved himself capable of the requested task, ready to take the coat from her shoulders as soon as she finished loosening each button – a task she preformed ever so slowly, raising television ratings on several continents and commanding the attention of every man in the arena. “Now, be a darling and stand behind Mister Littleton.” Brain took the coat and followed her instructions like an eager puppy – short of wetting himself. “I will help Mister Littleton stand, and as he raises himself up you drape the coat around him so that none of the cameras catch anything.” She put on a pouty face that could launch a thousand ships. “I would be so disappointed if a single picture made the newspapers.”
If he’d have had one, Brian’s tail would have been wagging, eager to complete the task and get his ears scratched as a reward for doing good.
With that, Miss Sophia knelt, put a hand behind John’s neck, and smiled. And then she kissed him. This was not a chaste little ‘peck and part’ first-date kiss, but a long, lingering kiss that filled John with the sudden desire to keep his lips firmly where they were no matter the cost.
“Look at those stomach muscles,” Peggy mumbled into her microphone. Indeed the muscles gave ample proof that Miss Sophia was not raising the man but he was raising himself. And the kiss continued until John was standing upright on his skates, Brian the medic puppy having obediently wrapping him in the coat as he rose - so efficiently was this done that not a single cameraman or photographer, however skillful, caught a glimpse of anything the networks would have to filter or the gossip sheets could publish.
In a large farmhouse in Virginia, John’s four sons and three daughters cheered their father on – three of them hugging each other for their father being unhurt and four of them jumping and shouting and giving each other high-fives because their father was being kissed by Sophia Loren.
“You see,” Miss Sophia finally said to Christie, smiling, while John caught his breath and tried to remember his name and nationality, “A woman’s touch.”
“We’ve fought to become equal for thirty years…”
“And all you’ve gotten out of it is that men treat you like an equal,” retorted Miss Sophia as she buttoned her coat on its new wearer. “Do you know what the rest of us call a ‘liberated woman’?”
“What?”
“'Lonely'. I personally prefer reigning over men instead of being their equal. It’s a little more effort but worth every minute.”
The voices of men cheering around the globe was nearly heard at the space station without the aide of electronic communications – the vacuum of space being the only thing preventing it.
“Well, do you have anything to say to that, Dick?” Peggy asked up in the control booth, hoping to get their commentating going again.
“He’s wearing her coat,” Dick mumbled; “Her coat is touching him all over…” And 'all over' was right, because as John stood and the coat was on him he totally forgot about the remaining scrap of his costume, which had dropped out from under the coat and was laying forlorn on the ice.
Miss Sophia picked the front piece of the ruined costume up. “This will very shortly be an historical item,” she explained as she laid it over one shoulder; “Somewhere a museum is already figuring out what they’ll bid for it. And if I caress it like this," and she did, "the price will double.”
Miss Sophia took John’s still-wobbly hand in her arm and slowly began to walk the ice, he suddenly realizing he needed to keep up with his fair Lady. As he pushed off with his skates, the stadium erupted with cheering and applause.
“You are a very brave man, Mister Littleton,” Miss Sophia whispered through the smile she was turning on the admiring, cheering thousands.
“Right now I feel like very foolish man.”
“The two often go hand-in-hand. Tell me, how would you like to come back to my hotel with me?”
“You’re married!” John managed to remember.
“You might not have been watching the news that week,” Miss Sophia said with a slightly pained smile, “but you and I were widowed within a day of each other.” She paused. “You should also know that I never kiss on the first date.” And the look she gave the man was the look that men will ever wonder if it’s an invitation or a challenge.
John looked back at the trail of his ruined costume and remembered very well her method of persuasion in convincing him to stand up. “Well, I'm certainly glad this wasn't a date, then.”
Miss Sophia smiled. “That was medicinal. What I have in mind, Mister Littleton, is that my hotel has a marvelous chiropractor and masseuse. They are very thorough.”
John smiled. “That sounds mighty fine right now.”
“And, by the time they're done there will be a tuxedo and a limousine waiting for you to take me to dinner.”
"You know my size?"
Her first answer was a look John knew he'd never forget. Her second answer was - "You were skating nearly naked in front of an international audience; any woman with eyes and a television has your size memorized. In metric or inches."
It was now the turn of the women in the international audience to stand and cheer. Foolish husbands challenged their wives to tell them the man’s clothing sizes, and foolish wives did in fact blurt out the man’s clothing sizes.
John realized he’d better check with the hotel florist as well. But for now he asked: "How are you walking on the ice with those shoes?"
"Spikes, Mister Littleton; tiny little spikes on the bottom of the shoes - so small no one can see them," Miss Sophia replied with a smile. "When a fifty-year-old man is willing to take to the ice for the simple pleasure of kissing a woman's hand, she needs to make sure she can step up to claim his body after his foolishness has killed him."
She let John think about that as they continued around the ice, waving at the crowd.
"I told myself I wouldn't date after my husband died. But I have to admit, Mister Littleton: you fascinate me."
The collective cheer of male human life on the small green and blue planet reached a crescendo that until then had never been known. Those aboard the space station even claimed to have heard it.
And so, with a final wave to the ecstatic crowd, Miss Sophia and Mister Littleton left the ice arm-in-arm for their first date.
1986 … First-Place winner
—————
MARCH 25th - Today the ship finally began heading for port. Those past two weeks at sea I've been sick. Every morning I've rolled out of my bunk and thrown up. Then my shipmates have to almost carry me to the sick bay, where Doc makes me lay still till about ten o'clock, when I'd start feeling better. Every morning Doc has tried to find the problem without success. About the fifth day of this, the guys were ready with a plastic bag as I woke up. I used it and thanked them.
This morning Doc shook his head. "Johnson," he said, "If you were a woman I'd say you're going through morning sickness."
I smiled. "Well, we both know I don't have that problem."
"I've run every test possible aboard the ship," Doc continued, "and found nothing. When we make port at Pearl Harbor I'll send you up to Tripler for more extensive tests."
APRIL 1st - We pulled into Pearl Harbor and Doc sent me up to Tripler Army Medical Center yesterday morning for further tests. I was sent to see a Major Seemes, who very carefully read my records, and then made a phone call to Doc, asking several questions. She hung up, shaking her head in much the same way that Doc does; must be something they learn in medical school.
Dr. Seemes decided she might as well start with a physical. Never having been to a woman doctor before, I was embarrassed when she told me to strip to my briefs. My head checked out alright, as did my heart and lungs. But when she began checking me for hernias, a worried look clouded her face. "That feel's just like a… " she began but stopped.
"What's wrong?" I asked quickly.
"There's a lump that shouldn't be there," she replied as she reached for her phone, dialing a number. "Dr. Lund? This is Diana. I have someone I need your expertise on; could you come right away?" She then called the lab, requesting a technician. She told me to put my pants on for the technician, who arrived just as I finished zipping. She took several vials of blood, then handed me a bottle and mumbled something about the small toilet room adjacent to the exam room we were in.
There was another, knock at the door. Dr. Seemes answered and when she saw who it was she stepped out into the hall. I figured that they would be checking for the lump, so I stripped off my pants as they talked in the hallway.
"Chris," said Dr. Seemes as she and another woman entered, "This is Dr. Lund, and I've called her in on this one." They had me lay down and then proceeded to poke and prod the hernia area, talking doctor language and exchanging glances.
As soon as they were done, they announced they thought an ultrasound was needed. They both accompanied me to the X-RAY department after phoning ahead and requesting the proper equipment to be set up. The two of them literally oohed and awed their way through a sonar-view of my insides, taking several pictures of what was on the screen. Once done, Dr. Seemes instructed me to be back at her office in three hours.
My shipmate and best friend Bert Shelley was waiting for me, having brought me up to the hospital, and we drove down the hill looking for a fast food joint. Bert ate heartily, but I had no appetite, sure that I had cancer or worse. At two o'clock I presented myself at Dr. Seemes office and insisted that Bert be allowed in with me. Dr. Seemes agreed as she picked up the phone and advised Dr. Lund that I had arrived. Presently Dr. Lund walked in followed by two more doctors who introduced themselves as Dr. Whitman, head of Mental Health, and Dr. Lara, head of the lab.
"I think," began Dr. Seemes, "that straightforwardness will be the best way to discuss this."
"How long?" I asked bluntly.
"About nine months," answered Dr. Seemes in a matter-of-fact tone, "But you're not going to die." At this, she nodded to Dr. Whitman.
"Son," he said, leaning towards me, "Have you ever heard the term 'hermaphrodite'?" I shook my head as I looked at Bert; he was usually good with strange words. Bert's face was blank for a minute but then a silly grin slowly spread across his face.
"I ain't sure of the medical term," said Bert, "but in Greek literature it was the son of Hermes and was … how should I say? Both male and female; at least inside."
"Right," congratulated Dr. Whitman. "That is also more-or-less the medical definition."
"But I don't have a… " I began but Dr. Lund broke in.
"On the outside, you look normal; but internally it appears you have, how shall I say… "
"Both sets of plumbing," broke in Bert.
"Very well put." Dr. Lund smiled and blushed as she held up some large pictures. "Here are the pictures taken during the ultrasound." There was most definitely organs for both genders in the pictures. Dr. Lund held up the last picture, pausing as if not wanting to talk about it.
"We have also run several tests on your hormone level, and have gotten some interesting results. As you have probably read, most large dairies in the U.S. inject their cows with huge amounts of female hormones in an effort to yield more milk." I nodded, having read about that very thing in one of the magazines in the waiting room. "What is not common knowledge is the effect this is having. The injected hormones are passed on to the drinker, which is wreaking havoc on the American male. You would be shocked at the number of mastectomies being performed each year on men in the military alone! I'm afraid, however, that your case has gone beyond all others… "
I interrupted. "Are you trying to tell me I'm having a period or something?" I asked.
The doctors looked at each other, suppressing smiles. "You've past that stage," Dr. Lund finally said in a gentle voice.
"What do you mean?"
"As far as we can tell," said Dr. Seemes, holding up the final ultrasound picture, "Your male plumbing is interconnected with your female plumbing… " Dr. Seemes voice faltered and she looked at Dr. Lund for support.
"And because of this," said Dr. Lund, "you were able to… " her voice trailed off as she lost her nerve to finish.
"Are you trying to tell me … that… I got myself… " There was a profound silence as I left the sentence unfinished.
Finally Dr. Whitman spoke. "Congratulations: You're going to be a father."
I had never been one to faint, but the next thing I remember is laying on the exam table, feet slightly raised, and Bert leaning over me while he ordered the doctors after a glass of water, a blanket, and generally cussing them out. They kept me in the hospital last night for observation and Bart stayed with me. Dr. Seemes called the ship and gave Doc the results of the tests. This morning at eight o'clock, Doc appeared in the doorway of my room, grinning from ear to ear.
"It's not funny," I said coldly.
"Sorry." He tried to wipe the smile from his face. "How are you this morning?"
"If you mean did I throw up; no. They gave me," and I looked away, "some morning-sickness pills. I even ate my breakfast, lousy as it was." I looked back at Doc. "I didn't sleep at all last night."
"I don't imagine so."
"I guess I can't go through the denial stage you doctors love talking about; I saw all the proof. But … I just want to know one thing: why me?" I asked angrily.
Just then Dr. Seemes walked in. "Morning, gentlemen." Bert offered her the chair he'd been sitting in, settling himself on the foot of the bed where I was also sitting, dressed to leave. "As I said yesterday, straightforwardness is going to be the best in this situation." I nodded agreement. She opened my file which she had brought with her. "There is no delicate way to say this, so I'm just going to say it: You're in the first trimester of this pregnancy. If you wish, it can be terminated today."
"Abortion?" asked Bert, a father of three children.
"Yes; and removal of the female organs to ensure this situation doesn't arise again." I didn't answer for a long time; everyone in the room watching me as I thought.
"Why?" I finally asked.
"Seaman Johnson," said Dr. Seemes in a professional voice, "Do you realize the change this is going to make in your life? In your career?"
"I was awake all last night thinking about it," I replied rudely, letting much of my frustration show.
"A pregnancy is no trivial matter; especially for a man," she added. At least I was still considered a man. "Are you also aware that a child with closely-related parents stands a very high risk of birth defects, including retardation?" I nodded, aware of that fact. "Then imagine the risk when the parents are the same person!" she said, triumph in her voice. "It doesn’t make for a very large gene pool!" Again I was silent for a long time.
"How long until this trimester is over?" I asked.
"You have one month. Then you're stuck. At least, by law." I looked down. "Doc'll have my decision before then." Dr. Seemes stood to leave. Turning to Doc, she whispered - "Talk some sense into him." Then she left. We three man stared at each other for awhile, not knowing what to say. I finally decided to have Doc help me call my parents, knowing I couldn't do it alone. He talked to them first, explaining the situation as delicately yet professionally as possible. When he was done I talked to them for a few minutes, then hung up.
"They say that my brother and his wife are expecting, too," I said absently.
"Yeah, but which one's pregnant?" asked Bart, laughing as he put an arm around me. "Hey," Bart said when he saw my wilting face, "I'm sorry."
"Why me?" I cried angrily.
"That's what my wife asks." muttered Bart.
After that I called Deborah, my fiancé. I talked to her first, then had Doc explain the technical part. She did not take it gracefully, thinking it a very crude April Fools joke, which didn’t help my frazzled nerves.
APRIL 12th - After five days in port we're sailing for our home port of San Diego. It only took a few days for rumor with its thousand tongues to run rampant. The most embarrassing moment of my life was when the captain and Doc made a formal announcement over the ship's intercom concerning my condition in an effort to stop all the rumors. It had been done with my permission of course, but that didn't make it any easier. As the two men spoke, looks of disbelief showed on the faces around me. Even after the announcement was over, everyone just stared. Then the laughter started. A few hours later I saw the cook, helped by several others, dumping our milk supply overboard.
It was several days before anyone could talk to me and give me a decent answer; I was too mad and frustrated. It seemed no one could look me in the eye without blushing, laughing, or consoling me. The women on-board took special delight in holding doors for me, embarrassing me and angering me all the more. But one thing I did not expect was that many of these same people who kidded and embarrassed me publicly came to me privately, telling me that they would help and support me in whatever way they could. And that was the hard part: I didn't know what I was going to do! And I had little time to decide. I thought a lot about five years ago when a girl named Jenny had to make this same decision.
APRIL 14th - This morning we pulled into port. Naturally, the dock was loaded with reporters and cameras. So much for the Federal Privacy Act. About thirty of my shipmates stood on the dock end of the gangplank and surrounded me as I came down, keeping the press away so I could be loaded into a car and taken away.
Bart took me to his place before going back to my barracks room, figuring there would just be more reporters at my room. I watched as Bart saw his new little son for the first time, having been born while we were out to sea. I don't think I have ever seen a more tender father. I found myself absently putting myself in his place when suddenly Bert handed the child to me. Believe it or not, this was the first baby I had ever held. Little hands, little feet, little shiny eyes; it was just like a real person, just miniaturized! I think it was while holding this little bundle that I made the decision that would change my future. But the spell was quickly broken as little Bart Jr. threw up all over me.
Later at the barracks, I tried calling Deborah. The first time she hung up as soon as she heard my voice. When I called her again, she really blew up.
"Why didn't you tell me?" she hissed. "I really don't like having to hear these things on the news."
"I tried to tell you," I replied softly. "You wouldn't believe me."
"So what are you going to do?" she snapped.
"What do you mean'?"
"Are you going to have the baby?"
I paused, then I spoke slowly. "I'm not going to have an abortion."
"You can't expect me to walk down the aisle with someone pregnant, can you?"
"Deb," I said quietly, "I love you."
"Then get rid of it." With that she hung up. As I sat there silently in my room, I thought back to when I had said those same words to Jenny…
APRIL 20th - Today I convinced Doc that since I've only got three months left in the Navy with no plans of re-enlistment, I should get an early discharge (for medical reasons, of course.) "It's that or they'll turn me into a guinea pig," I told him. I've got two weeks to pack up and clear out.
MAY lst - The guys from the ship insisted on packing up the trailer I rented, so all I had to do was supervise the packing of boxes in my barracks room. When I came out to the car they were all grinning as they stood around my car. They had painted a new CB name across the car's bumper - "LIL' DADDY". A news photographer was on hand to get a shot of me and the new title.
I stayed the first night in Los Angeles where I appeared on a news talk show. That night I was publicly dubbed "LIL' DADDY', after the name on the car. I left L.A. the next morning, staying overnight in Las Vegas, Salt Lake, then arrived home in Garden City yesterday in time for lunch. Mom had readied the downstairs bedroom instead of my old room, saying that in a few months I'd thank her that I didn't have to climb the stairs.
This morning my brother Phillip and I opened the trailer to unpack it and found a trailer full of surprises. A crib, stroller, bassinet, car seat, and piles of baby clothes had been added to my belongings. Most of it was used, but was all in good condition. There was even several boxes of paper diapers! What a great bunch of guys!
MAY 6th - The mail has really been coming in. A lot of companies want me to endorse their baby products or at least use my name for a line of merchandise. The only thing I've agreed to is a line of 'masculine' diaper bags for the father to carry. One even looks like a briefcase. I've also been receiving money from people who think I must need it. How grateful I am for a family who will help me - since I don't need so much of what is coming in, I've been turning it over to agencies that assist unwed mothers.
Oh, there is one other product I've endorsed; they even came to Garden City to film the commercial so I could appear in it. Picture this: me sitting at a conference table dressed in suit and tie. In walks a tall, thin, sexy woman. She slithers her way to me and leans over as if to kiss me. Just as she’s ready to kiss me, she pulls out a bottle of my favorite cologne, setting it on the table. Looking at the camera, she says:
"I like a man who knows how a woman feels."
JUNE 8th - Pam, my brother Phillip's wife, and I have been driving in together for our appointments at the hospital in Logan. The looks I’ve been getting from women in for their own pregnancies! The doctors convinced me that an external opening was necessary in case my body suddenly needed to discharge anything. This was done under local medication so as to not harm the baby. So yeah; I got a vaginal opening now.
Today I felt the baby move for the first time. I was laying on my bed during the afternoon naptime that Mom has been imposing on Pam and me. I was laying there in just my pants, feeling low on my belly, when I felt movement. How can one describe the feeling one has when they realize there is life within them? I’ve been searching for the words all day but can't find them. I was so thrilled that I was almost in tears. Pam, who was passing by, opened the door to see what was wrong. I told her and begged her to come in. We ended up with her sitting next to me on the bed, both of us giggling and trying to feel each others' baby. She’s two months ahead of me, so I could feel hers, but she told me it would be a while before anyone but myself could feel mine.
"Nothing like a pair of giggly mothers." We both looked up to see Phillip standing in the doorway, laughing at the two of us. Suddenly Pam and I realized the impropriety of the situation and blushed. Phillip laughed as he walked away, realizing it to be a perfectly innocent situation.
JUNE 25th - Went to the swimming hole up the canyon with the rest of the family today, but was too embarrassed to wear my swimming suit. My strong, flat stomach is now beginning to bulge. I've never had a fat stomach before, and I'm not looking forward to it.
The baby is more and more active everyday. It is thrilling to know there is life inside of me. I have realized one thing - that little life is its own person. Not me, but a separate little person slowly growing inside me. I may have supplied the cells and nourishment that are getting that person started, but that’s all. Such thoughts make me take good care of myself so that the little person can have a good start.
SEPTEMBER 7th - My bellybutton has now turned inside out. How embarrassing. This was the hardest summer of my life, not being able to really do anything I thought fun. They wouldn't even let me drive the tractor or help with the garden. But the canning was a different matter - that I could do sitting down. I never realized what women go through canning all the fruit and vegetables. Now I know, and next summer I'll make sure I'm fit to be out in the fields.
SEPTEMBER 21st - Went to the youth activity at church today. I sat there watching the volleyball game (my favorite sport!) and feeling miserable at being so fat and ugly. I sat there, arms crossed over my stomach, hoping to hold the baby down from mangling my tired, sore ribs. My karate classes had been easier on my ribs than a baby in the womb! Anyway, I noticed a couple of boys watching me intently. I smiled and made a comment about bruised ribs.
"Really'?" they both asked, astonished. I asked them if they had ever felt a baby before. They shook their heads. I motioned them over, and they got the thrill of their life as the baby kicked away at their hands. Without my noticing it, the game slowly came to a stop as one by one the kids gathered around to get their chance. It was then that I realized that young people, especially the boys, never experience this until they're married. What a shame!
Ted, a tall, macho football player and one of the wilder of the boys, smiled as he voiced a challenge. "How come you went through with this? Why didn't you get rid of the kid?" I could see by the looks on several of the kids' faces that my answer had better be good; not kidding, but serious. I thought hard before answering because I had never really laid down any one reason. Finally I smiled.
"You'd better believe I thought about it; I thought real hard. But Ted, do I have the right to decide if you have the right to live or not'?" Ted laughed at the remark. "Well, what makes this child any different? This is not me; it's a totally separate person! It's not mine to say who will live or die, but mine to nurture whoever comes my way."
SEPTEMBER 30th - The comments I made to those young kids really stuck with them. I guess it was because it was coming from a guy; I don't know. But because of the affect it had on them, and because of the guilt I've been feeling over what I had done to Jenny, I finally agreed to do a commercial for one of the big non-profit organizations that had been bugging me to do an advertisement. They'd been saying that the fact that I was a man would help the ad get through to more men. They came this morning and filmed it right here at the farm. Despite feeling like a fat cow, having swollen legs, and being generally tired of the whole pregnancy routine, I tried to look as if I was glad they came.
"Five and a half years ago," I said to the camera, "I gave the girl I thought I loved a choice: Me or our unborn child. She chose life for the child instead of life with me. Then I ran away, scared of the shame and embarrassment of having to face the community, the change it would make to my life, and the responsibility of being a parent." The camera pulled back, showing me in all my pregnant glory, something I didn't try to hide - at least for the commercial. "The past few months," and I quickly glanced at my stomach, "I've thought hard about what I did to her. I've had to face the same decisions. I have been very grateful for an understanding and supportive family.
"Men, we may think we have the right to choose life or death simply for convenience sake. But all we do is prove we can't handle the situation, and we leave the person we think we love to face a situation and a responsibility we ourselves aren't man enough to face.
"Even if a man runs out, he is still going to be a father.
"Parents, do your children know you would support them through such situations? Or would you? At such times a family's true colors are shown.
"Girls, always remember that there are people and agencies that will take you in and help you when the father and your parents fall in their support and responsibility. They will even help in finding another home for your child if you wish. But always remember, there's help.
"'I've been on both sides of the decision now. And I'm grateful that a girl named Jenny chose right." I laid my hand gently across the baby within me. "I now know why she did what she did, and I'm proud of her example." I looked down and paused.
"I guess the bottom line is taking responsibility for your actions."
Thus ended my speech. I've been told that after my speech a list of phone numbers flashes on the screen.
OCTOBER 13th - I drove to church early today so I could sit and think alone. I was seated next to the aisle deep in thought when I heard quiet footsteps enter the chapel and make their way to me. I looked up.
It was Jenny.
"Hi Chris."
"Hi." She hadn't change too much, I thought, but there was something different about her; a light in her eyes that I'd not seen before. I slid over so she could sit next to me. I couldn't look up at her; I was too ashamed.
"Jenny," I began, I'm sorry… "
She turned to face me as I stopped. "I saw your commercial. That's the reason I came home this weekend."
"To see me?" I asked as I looked up.
She nodded. "You've changed a lot."
I looked down at my swollen belly. "That's for sure."
She laughed. "Not just that. You've grown up a lot."
"And out." We both laughed quietly. I looked down again, not really ready to face her. After a few minutes of awkward silence, I got my courage up again. "Jenny, I'm sorry … really sorry… " I choked up, unable to finish. She held my hand till I had finished and had wiped my face. I looked at her; she smiled. I got up my courage and asked the question that was foremost in my mind. "What did you do with the baby?"
"I kept him."
"Him?"
She nodded and put an arm around me. "He's got your eyes. I named him Jonathan, after his grandfather."
"My dad?"
"Your parents were my biggest support after you left."
"They were?" I asked, surprised.
"Didn't you know?" I shook my head and she continued. "After my folks kicked me out, your folks took me in and helped me through the whole ordeal. Even after Jonathan was born and I moved to Salt Lake, it was your folks that helped me. It was a quite a while before my folks would even acknowledge they were grandparents." She looked at me questioningly. "Your folks didn't tell you?"
I sat in stunned silence; my folks hadn't said a thing. I buried my head in my hands, trying not to cry. Gently, Jenny pulled me to her, resting my head on her soft shoulder. For the first time in a long time, I felt very secure. As the congregation filed in some thirty minutes later, there we sat, Jenny still holding me. My brother tells me that everyone just smiled, thinking - or hoping - they knew what must have gone on.
After the meeting, Jenny asked me if I'd like to meet Jonathan. I wanted to say yes, but I told her we ought to wait till after the baby was born. "And then maybe we can become a real family?" I asked questioningly. She smiled and kissed me. But she didn't say yes.
OCTOBER 20th - I have my bag packed and waiting by the front door. The doctors at the hospital in Logan will, of course, be doing a cesarean section as my male hips just won't allow a normal delivery (I've insisted on a bikini-cut.) But the bag is packed just in case the big day arrives before the doctors think it will. Pam, who is now breast-feeding a healthy little girl, is storing enough milk for me in bottles for use at the hospital, and has insisted that she'll feed my baby naturally.
OCTOBER 27th - Last night the whole family went to the church Halloween party, leaving me at home. Mom had wanted someone to stay with me, but I insisted I'd be all right. She was worried because I'd been having stomach cramps all day, but I had insisted it was indigestion, not knowing any better.
I had laid down to rest, but even in my dreams the cramps got worse and worse. I woke up realizing that I had to be in labor. My water had broken, making a mess all over the bed. I managed to get my robe around me and got to the door of my room before a contraction brought me down. I crawled to the phone and dialed the church. A recording told me the line was out of service, but I knew better. I lay on the floor, screaming as another contraction seared through me. As soon as it subsided, I dialed the only other number in the community I knew. Jenny's parents. Jenny answered the phone (I didn't know she was in town!) just as another contraction hit and I cried out in agony then began the breathing exercises Pam and Phillip had taught me 'just in case'. Jenny hung up the phone before I could talk. I assumed she thought it was an obscene phone call, but as I reached the front door and had it opened, I saw her little blue Volkswagon pull in the driveway. I collapsed in relief, just to have another contraction rip through me.
"Hey, big fella," Jenny said as she reached me, "Need a lift?"
"Let's take my car," I said. "It's faster and all the cops know it." She helped me to the car after she gathered my bag, the milk, and the car keys. She was thoughtful enough to recline the passenger seat, making the ride that much more comfortable for me.
"Attention anyone listening," Jenny said cooly into the CB radio, "This is Big Mama coming at you, driving an '81 Mustang convertible known as 'LIL' DADDY'. LIL' DADDY himself is in labor and we need police escort. We're on Highway 89 in Garden City and heading for Logan."
"LIL' DADDY, this is Baker 14 out of Logan," came a woman's voice over the radio, "I'm about a quarter of a mile behind you and coming fast. The road is clear of ice and snow, so move as fast as you need… And yes - we all know how fast that car can move. I'll be there as fast as I can to provide escort." Before she finished transmitting I could hear the siren behind us. She passed, taking the lead. "How's LIL' DADDY holding up?"
"Pretty brave for a man." Jenny grinned at me as she replied.
"Hey Chris, this is Sue," continued the state trooper, my debate partner from high school. "Hang in there. I've done it three times. Nothing to it." At least a dozen comebacks went through my head, but I was to busy trying not to hurt to say anything.
"I think right now he'd disagree," Jenny said into the radio.
By the time we had covered the thirty-nine miles to Logan, Sue had radioed ahead for additional escort, so we slid through town to the hospital without stopping for any traffic lights. The dispatcher had notified the hospital, so they were ready and waiting as we came to a halt in front of the emergency room doors. By the time we were in sight of the hospital, the pain was so bad I wanted nothing but to die.
As they wheeled me into the operating room for the cesarean section, I cried as I begged them to let Jenny stay with me. She'd become my help; my strength; my anchor. There was no problem, they said; Jenny could sit by my side.
Twenty minutes later the doctor made his announcement: "It's a boy." After a moment the nurse stepped around the curtain that was draped across me and set the eight-pound miracle in my arms. Jenny handed me a freshly-warmed bottle of Pam's milk, and I gave little Stephen Christopher Johnson his first nourishment.
After they had taken me to recovery and Stephen to the nursery, Jenny called my folks. They had just arrived home, finding Jenny's car on the lawn with the engine still running and lights still on, me missing, and a horrible mess in my room. Then she and Sue (the state trooper) and the hospital spokesman met with the news media, who had been waiting like sharks for the story. One newsman asked who had driven me in. The spokesman motioned to Jenny and a dozen cameras went off and the television cameras zoomed in for a closer look, recording the lucky driver.
"Ya got a name'?" the reporter asked. Jenny was well aware that the media had been searching for the mysterious Jenny of my past and just how drastically her life would change if she told the truth. But she held her head proud as she answered.
"My name is Jenny."
This morning my folks arrived an hour before they press was being allowed in to get their first pictures of the papa and son. It's funny, but the press was as interested in Jenny as they were in me. 'Shunned Girl and Repentant Father Together Again", the radio announced about a half-hour later.
Later, alone with Stephan, I held him close to my chest. He gurgled and wrinkled his nose, my chest hair tickling him. Reaching for a bottle, I secretly wished I could breast-feed him like a mother. But no; having him is enough. I/m still a man, so I'm just as glad breasts didn't grow. And there'll be no more store-bought milk for me, you'd better believe!
One reporter asked: "Was it worth it?" Yes, it was.
DECEMBER 25th; CHRISTMAS DAY - I woke early as usual since Stephan was born. Pam and I have a system worked out for the night feeding - she feeds the babies and I change the diapers. Lucky Phillip; he sleeps through it all.
This morning my presents just didn't interest me. Jenny was to have arrived last night from Salt Lake, but had to stay the night in Logan because of the storm. She has been driving up just about every weekend since the baby was born. We had decided we needed to get to know each other again before we made any more decisions. And today she was bringing Jonathan. Our son.
I had been sitting nervously by the large picture window watching for Jenny's car for over three hours when her little blue car finally pulled into the driveway, having been the lead car behind the snowplow from Logan. I was up and through the door as it came to a halt.
A blue-eyed tow-headed six-year-old boy climbed out of the passenger side and trudged up the walk towards the porch. I met him at the bottom of the steps.
"I'm Jonathan," he announced boldly.
"I'm Chris," I said as I put out my hand.
"Momma says you’re my dad." I nodded. "But dads are supposed to be living with mamas."
"Sometimes they run away," I said as I knelt, looking him in the eye. "And sometimes they realize they made a big mistake, and then they come back."
We looked into each other's eyes.
"I've come back," I said. "And I brought you a little brother."
He smiled and threw his arms around me.
"You gonna marry Momma'?" he whispered as Jenny climbed out of the car and heading towards us.
"Only if she wants me to."
"Ohhh," said Jonathan, "She does. She does."
1995 … Yes; I know the world does not need another Cinderella story, but give mine a chance; it's really a different angle.
—————
Once there were two boys who were best friends and companions. Their fathers had been best friends and companions, and as the boys grew they carried on their fathers? friendship without urging or suggestion. One of these boys was the prince of the kingdom, and the other was the son of the wealthiest Lord of the kingdom.
But it wasn?t just the future lord who became the future king?s friend. The future lord had a sister who was their constant companion in everything, and the three grew up in each others? company and were so close that passersby's might have thought them brothers and sister. But what the future king didn?t think the future lord knew was that even as a child the prince was secretly in love with the lord?s daughter, and before he could even lift the sword his tutor was trying to teach him to use, he?d determined she would be the only woman he would ever marry.
While they were still very young, the mother of the lord?s children died, leaving her husband a sorrowing widower. While still in this sorrow his best friend the king thought to comfort him by introducing him to a minor princess of another kingdom; she a widow with a son and two daughters in need of a father. Her first marriage had been a treaty marriage to a very small, unimportant, and very poor kingdom - when her husband and his father both died under mysterious circumstances, that kingdom had simply been absorbed into her father?s kingdom, so there was no hope for her children to inherit the pitiful throne of their father. And, being from a large family with many sons, she had no hope of inheriting her father?s kingdom, so she was content to be married to a powerful lord.
As sometimes sadly happens, the lord soon followed his first wife through the gates of Heaven - under the same mysterious circumstances that surrounded the step-mother?s first husband?s death - leaving his two beloved children in the earthly care of this step-mother. He died believing they were both in good hands, but even before his body was cold the woman determined that her own son would inherit something in this life and that her daughters would have everything they wished for, so she determined her husband?s estate would go to her own children while the lord?s children would never know the greatness for which they were destined. While only ten years old, the son was driven from the house to become the stable boy, and the beautiful daughter was removed from her rooms and forced to sleep in the attic by night while being forced to act as a servant girl during the day. In an effort to cover up her wicked intentions, the step-mother dismissed all the other servants so they?d never be able to tell others of the servitude to which the young lord and his sister were subjected. She informed the king, her dead husband?s best friend, that the boy had begged to go to a military school in her own father?s kingdom and the girl, heartbroken with having to live in the house where her father and mother had died, had been granted her desire of becoming a resident at an abbey school for girls in a far-off land in hopes of becoming a Holy Sister.
But while the king believed such sad news, quite the opposite was true: the ten-year-old boy was on his way to becoming stable boy, gardener, huntsman, and valet to his lazy step-brother; the nine-year-old girl found herself housekeeper, cook, cleaning lady, and chamber maid. And all this in the home that was rightfully theirs! But, being so young, they didn?t understand who the real lord and lady of the estate was now that their parents were gone!
The young prince was heartbroken and inconsolable at the loss of his two closest friends. Standing on a balcony high up on one of the castle-palace?s towers - where he could see the estate and manor of his best friend and intended bride - he vowed one day to find them both.
A decade passed. The young lord-turned-servant had nearly forgotten his real name and was simply ?Stable Boy?. His sister, who slept in the attic fireplace for warmth, was now so covered with soot and dust that she almost looked like a child of the cinders and embers; she was called ?Cinder-ella? by her cruel step-brother and step-sisters.
Stable Boy had grown strong from all the hard work. His shoulders, wide and muscled, were well accustomed to the loads required to keep an estate running. His arms and torso were very capable of chopping the firewood needed to keep his stepfamily warm and fed. And his legs were well-formed for carrying such heavy loads. But the spirit within the strong, firm body was weak and broken from the constant degradation of the forced servitude and the words and actions of his step-family.
Stable Boy simply couldn?t run such a huge estate alone, and the house and grounds were in a sad condition; it was almost as if the plants and very ground knew the shame he was living under and refused their pleasantness in protest. Most of his time was occupied in keeping the garden and orchards in order, for the step-family had to eat! And eat they did; that was about all they did, except of course for finding new ways to torment Stable Boy and Cinderella. They dirtied their clothing and ?accidentally? dropped their dishes in order to make Cinderella work harder. They tracked dirt and mud over her newly-cleaned floors, knowing she?d have to work all the harder to please the stepmother. They would ride the horses to exhaustion, leaving it to Stable Boy to find a way for them to recover. They would break branches off the fruit trees and trample the parts of the garden that grew the vegetables only Stable Boy and his sister enjoyed. Other than all this, they were very lazy and did nothing to prove their worth as future lords and ladies.
At the end of this cruel and harsh time for the brother and sister, the now-grown prince had returned from his own schooling and announced that he was going to set out on a journey to find his long-lost companion and future bride. He journeyed to every boarding school and barracks in his father?s? kingdom, the stepmother?s father?s kingdom, and every other kingdom that would allow him entrance; but all was in vain. He stopped at every abbey and convent along the way, but he never found the girl who?d been his friend in the first years of his life.
Sadly, and with a heavy heart, the prince returned home. But when he was just within view of the great castle-palace that would someday be his, the prince and his party stopped at a near-ruined wall and called over it to the servant he saw working within: "You there; may we eat of your apples?"
Stable Boy looked up from the load of apples he?d just picked. He didn?t recognize the face of his former friend, but he knew it was the prince from his manner of dress and from the company of guards riding with him. Hoping not to be recognized, Stable Boy allowed his dirty, ratty hair to cover his face while he chose the best of the apples for his once-friend and silently approached the wall, presenting enough apples for the prince and his guards to eat.
"Come here; through the wall."
"I… I?m not allowed beyond the wall." So, the prince and his chief guard stepped their horses over the ruined spot in the wall and accepted the apples.
"What is your name?" the chief guard asked, peering closely.
"I?m called Stable Boy," the servant answered. Stable Boy knew the man; he?d been the prince?s chief guard since they were boys; he?d had to put up with all their childish pranks and boyish discoveries.
"You appear to be alone in your labor."
"All other servants were released when my… " and he almost said 'my Father', but caught himself in time. "When my Lord died," Stable Boy answered. "I alone tend the estate while my sister serves in the house."
"You?ve tended this estate alone all these years?" the prince asked, and Stable Boy nodded. "You?re no older than myself; you had to have been but a child then!"
"Aye, Your Highness; my sister a year younger." Stable Boy wondered if the prince would catch the single clue.
The prince turned to his chief guard. "Now we know why this once great estate is in such ruin!" He sighed. "My friend, wherever he may be, would have handled his estate as his father did." He paused, a great look of sadness coming over his face. "But wherever they were sent, they are no longer there."
Stable Boy?s heart leapt, knowing the prince could only be referring to him. It took all the courage he still had in his discouraged and beaten spirit to whisper: "Pray, Your Highness, where were they sent?" After all, he?d not heard any stories of he and his sister being sent anywhere. The chief guard answered for the prince, all the time watching Stable Boy closely for any reaction. But the years of humiliating servitude had taught Stable Boy well how to hide the thoughts most people allow to show on their face.
"I?ve searched not only this kingdom but many others," the prince added when the old chief guard was done, "and they are not to be found. It?s as if they?ve be taken from the earth."
With more courage than he?d displayed in years, Stable Boy replied: "Perhaps Your Highness has not looked close enough to your own palace; they may even now be closer than any may think."
"What meanest thou?" the prince asked, surprised at such a remark, but before Stable Boy could answer there was a crash in the trees and his step-brother appeared, having just been thrown from a horse that hated him almost more than Stable Boy. And with his appearance, all courage left Stable Boy and he couldn?t give the only true answer.
"I pray Your Highness? indulgence; that you not repeat my words to my lord," Stable Boy suddenly begged as he fell to his knees before the prince while the chubby, too-well fed step-brother approached.
The prince could see obvious fear; the first emotion that had shown on the servant?s face. "Granted," he replied, knowing well what that kind of fear meant. Then, turning to the young lord, who had bowed when coming near enough to the prince?s presence, he continued: "You have a good and generous servant; we will repay you well for his kindness." He paused, wondering if it were his place to say more. He decided it was, and added: "He is the sort of servant that should be treated well." But within the hour Stable Boy was beaten by his step-brother for giving away his favorite apples.
That night, long after the king and queen had greeted their returning son and most of the people in the royal residence were nearly asleep, the old chief guard appeared in the king?s bedchamber unannounced - quite a feat, seeing as how the king?s chamber was locked and guarded at night. And whenever he did such a thing, the king knew he should listen well.
The next evening there as a royal ball. All the marriageable maidens from their own kingdom were invited as well as any from any other kingdom who could manage to attend. And at this ball the prince would be forced to make his choice for a bride - before he?d left on his quest he’d been forced to agree to this ball and to a match if he returned without her - after all, it was well past the time that royal grandchildren were to have been produced to insure the royal line! Invitations had been produced and were only waiting for the prince?s return, and as soon as he was within the palace walls royal couriers were riding out with the invitations, commanding the receiver?s attendance the following night.
Of course the two step-sisters received their invitations, and it was quickly determined that their brother and mother would act as their escorts. Cinderella was kept busy ironing, washing hair, and in every other way beautifying the stepfamily for that night?s grand event. Stable Boy was forced to act as valet the entire day as his stepbrother went through great pains to find the perfect suit and wig and face powder to wear that night for the royal audience. What few minutes he stole from that chore he was in the stable, preparing the horses and the carriage. The step-family finally left with the setting of the sun, and Stable Boy and his sister found quiet refuge in the stable.
"What?s so wonderful about a royal ball, anyway?" asked Cinderella, trying hard to hide her heart?s pain.
"Just a lot of silly-dressed people," added Stable Boy, giving one of the horses a final combing.
"Men in silly wigs," laughed Cinderella, putting away the brush she?d been using on the other horse.
"Women in silly wigs," countered Stable Boy as he took his sister by the hand, and in the middle of the stable they pretended to make a grand entrance to a ballroom and then began to dance the dances they remembered from happier times. Through it all they mocked the silly high-brow customs that no doubt were being employed that very evening in the palace. But after only a few dances neither had the heart to continue. Cinderella was heartbroken over the idea of the secret love of her childhood marrying anybody but herself - you see, the vision of him coming through the door and taking her away from the wretched life she?d lived since her father?s death - along with the love of her brother - were the only things that had kept her hopes and heart alive. She was sure her brother didn?t know about her secret love for the prince, and even now she didn?t want him to know, so of course she couldn?t tell him why she was so sad. But being the kind brother he was, he held her without question and let her cry.
Suddenly a man stepped through the stable door - it was the old chief guard who?d been with the prince the day before. "My Lord; my Lady," he said as he bowed deeply.
"I am only Stable Boy; this my sister," protested Stable Boy.
"Young Man, thou wast no more born a stable boy than your sister was born a maid." The old man?s eyes twinkled almost as much as his smile. "And, if you are to keep your appointment with your dreams, we must hurry!" With no more explanation he took the two of them by the arm and hurried them out of the stable. The two horses they?d been brushing before their makeshift dance, ever devoted to Stable Boy, followed them to the courtyard.
"A carriage," mumbled the old man; "You must have an extra carriage here?"
"No; Step-Mother sold it to… "
"Never mind, then." And the old man pointed at an old pumpkin sitting near the pig?s pen where it had tried in vain to grow to some decent size. "You there, I need your help."
The old pumpkin came to life, growing and expanding and turning gold. It?s withered leaves and runty vines began to grow, winding and twisting until they?d turned into shiny golden wheels and running boards and a seat for a driver in front and a perch for the doorman in the rear. "And you," the old man commanded, pointing the same strong finger at a small family of mice that had just been thinking seriously of making the old pumpkin their new home. But suddenly they?d have never fit because all six of them had turned into strong, well-muscled horses, their golden hair shining in the night. The golden vines of the pumpkin again moved swiftly, growing into golden reins and harnesses that enveloped the waiting mice-turned-palominos.
The old man then turned to the bewildered horses watching from behind the brother and sister and pointed a finger. Suddenly a driver and doorman, dressed in the colors of their former manes and coats, were standing in their place.
"Now, true Lord and Lady of this house, be swift and make for the ball."
"But… " began Cinderella.
"No buts; you must hurry… "
"But our clothes," insisted Cinderella in a delicately feminine manner. "We have no clothes, and would never dare enter the palace dressed like… "
"No! I should say not!" The old man peered at both of them for just a moment before smiling again. "All right, now - both of you close your eyes." Instantly Stable Boy could feel a swirl of power around him lifting him from the ground, his arms floating as the power seemed to surge all about him. And just as it ended, the old guard continued: "Now you may open them." And standing there beside Stable Boy was the most beautiful young woman he?d ever seen. She was as clean and healthy-looking as Cinderella had been dirty. Her hair shined in the lantern light like a stream of jewels; her eyes were the blue of deep water in the summer; not the tired dullness of an overworked maid. And her dress was beyond anything the richest woman could have ever dreamed. And on her face was a look of wonder and astonishment as she looked at her brother, for he was no longer a tired, overworked gardener, stable boy, huntsman, and valet, but a handsome lord.
"… only until midnight," the old man was saying as they both regained their composure, "That is when dreaming stops and everything must be as it is."
"Yes; midnight," replied both brother and sister as the driver and doorman ushered them into the carriage and they sped away.
It had been many years since Stable Boy and his sister had been to the palace, but the memory of its glory hadn?t faded - the palace was just as beautiful as in the days when they and the prince used to present mud pies to his mother the queen. But as the brother and sister descended the wide steps to the royal ballroom, it was not the architectural beauty of the palace that held the rest of the guests in awe - it was in fact the brother and sister whose newly-arrived presence brought a growing silence to the assembled guests and continued to hold their silent attention as they began their decent to the grand ballroom floor.
Many swore later that there was not to be found a more handsome man or more beautiful woman. The young man, more muscled than any lord needed to be and with dark flowing curls of hair and penetrating blue eyes, walked straight and regally as he held the young woman?s arm - the arm of a goddess. Looking like a young god himself, he was dressed in a blue coat and pants which were tied at the knee with gold silk ribbons; the same color of ribbons that held his dark curly hair in a single ponytail. The goddess on his arm was in a gold silk dress that flowed like a divine cloud protecting her from all things mortal. She wore a blue ribbon around her neck that matched the blue trimmings on the dress, and her dark tresses flowed unrestrained - in opposition to the ornate and gaudy arrangements scattered throughout the rest of the room. And her eyes matched her brother?s in color and potency.
The beauty of their movement as they came down the stairs was talked about for many years, so perfectly did they carry themselves. But it was not just the beauty of their movement - they were also so pure of heart that their devotion to all things righteous showed in their face and in their manner. And this was and still is a beauty no makeup or hair arrangement could or can or will ever be able to duplicate.
All the young women who had come in hopes of the prince choosing them slowly forgot their prey as they watched the young god come nearer and nearer the vast ballroom floor on which they breathlessly awaited his arrival. The young men who had accompanied their sisters were likewise effected as they watched enraptured as the young goddess finally noticed their stares and blushed modestly over the attention.
By the time Stable Boy and Cinderella quit the grand staircase for the ballroom floor, the prince was waiting to take the hand of the young woman, his entire being transfixed on the glory and beauty before him. And, as a distraction to the newly-arrived maiden?s companion, he had pulled in tow his more-than-willing sister to meet and possibly occupy the young man?s time.
Not one to waste time, the king ordered the music to begin as he watched the young woman rise from a curtsy just as his son took her hand to kiss it. They began to dance just as the mysterious young man and the princess finished the same ritual and they too began to dance. The king looked over at the queen, who wore the same smile over the scene as her husband. They both agreed there just might be two royal weddings to plan instead of one.
The rest of the evening was a swirl of emotion for Stable Boy and his sister - and for the prince and princess. They danced and talked and danced and talked. But mostly they just stared into each others? eyes. And they never let go. And, they fell hopelessly in love - all four of them. The prince was horribly torn between the new-found love for this mysterious woman whose name he hadn?t even thought to ask and the love he still carried for the girl of his childhood, but there was something about this young woman… Sometime during the night the prince even abandoned his silly white wig and had washed the power form his face, having seen in this woman that sometimes the true beauty of a person can be too well hid by such trappings.
Meanwhile, Stable Boy was busy being amazed and delighted at what ten years did for a princess he?d remembered as having fuzzy pigtails and freckles. That, of course, had been the girl - she with whom he was dancing was the woman she?d become!
But, at the first stroke of midnight and in the middle of a dance, the prince and princess suddenly found themselves abandoned without so much as a goodbye as their partners for the nearly the entire evening suddenly and without explanation ran for the staircase and out the door. For some reason the old chief guard held back his men from chasing after the pair even though the prince had commanded them to give chase. The prince took to the chase himself, assuring himself the old man could be dealt with later.
The prince reached the entrance tower and its drawbridge only after the last bell of the hour had sounded, and to his horror the drawbridge was up and the strangers had made their escape. He quickly discovered that they?d had an accomplice, however, for the gate guards were being held off from opening the gate for the chase by an assailant.
"You!" the prince exclaimed, "I know you; a servant… "
"I?m sorry, Sire," one of the gate guards began, "He held us off so that the scullery maid could make her escape… "
"SILENCE!" the prince shouted as he stared at the man who had effected the mysterious couple?s escape. "Don?t you know the difference between a scullery maid and the future queen?!" The guards trembled in fear as a humble and contrite Stable Boy knelt before his prince and remained silent. Stable Boy, dirty and smelly from years of living in the stable and sleeping among the horses for warmth and dressed only in rags, was thrown into the lowest, dirtiest dungeon to await the king?s judgment.
While walking back to the palace door, the prince saw something shining on the walk. Kneeling down, he found one of the crystal slippers the mysterious woman had been wearing. He picked it up, slowly caressing its etchings with his fingers, listening to its tinkling sound as he tapped it with a fingernail. He stood and marched to the palace, determined to take it to his father - with it they?d find her again.
Before long the prince appeared in the dungeon, being towed along by the old chief guard, who approached Stable Boy?s cell with his finger raised, pointing it at the dirty, ragged figure chained to the wall. As the finger extended, the chains fell off Stable Boy?s arms and an invisible power forced him to his feet and lifted him slightly off the ground. As his arms were raised, the rags he wore were torn from his body and within seconds he was scrubbed clean of a decade of dirt and filth and the clothes he?d been wearing in the grand ballroom reformed around him. As the prince stared in wide-eyed amazement, Stable Boy knelt before the prince from behind his bars and bowed his head.
"I don?t understand," the prince said slowly and in amazement.
"I do ever so hate that horrible midnight restriction," the old chief guard said to no one in particular.
"Explain," said the prince in a slightly less than commanding voice, then added: "Please."
"Dreams can only last the night; with the coming of a new day reality must return."
"But reality is that this… servant… is but a stable boy."
"Reality is that he allowed himself to become a stable boy," countered the old chief guard. "But, for at least one night he was allowed to be the lord he was born to be."
"What are you saying?"
"I recognized him almost immediately when he offered us apples yesterday. And, as he himself said, ?perhaps Your Highness has not looked close enough to your own palace… ?"
The stranger in the cell continued the quote in a quiet voice and without raising his head, new-found courage strengthening him: "?… They may even now be closer than any may think.?"
The prince whirled to face the kneeling figure, sudden realization dawning on his face. "Rise!" he commanded the young lord, and Stable Boy rose. "If you are… ." He paused, almost unable to breath; almost afraid to challenge. "Show me a scar… "
"The one made by a nail on my chest?" Stable Boy slowly, shyly opened his coat and shirt. "The nail you pushed me onto?" The prince waved and the dungeon guard raced to unlock the cell and swing the door open. The prince stepped forward and reached through the chest hair the prisoner had exposed for his inspection and found the jagged inch-long scar. His eyes opened wide, realizing his friend stood before him; the friend he?d searched the world to find.
"What did you tell me when this happened?" the prince whispered with a trembling voice, afraid to realize his friend had been forced into such servitude for so many years.
Stable Boy spoke slowly and quietly. "That I hoped I would grow a chest of hair like my father?s to cover the scar."
"Phillipe," the prince whispered slowly. "You are Phillipe."
"Lord Phillipe, Your Highness," the old chief guard added.
The reunited friends stared into each others eyes for barely a moment before they slowly fell upon each others shoulders and wept.
"Your sister," the prince finally whispered as he stepped back, taking his friend?s face in his hands, "Was that your sister I danced with and fell in love with - again - last night?"
"And she with you," Lord Phillipe whispered back. "Again."
The next morning the kingdom was woken up - barely after getting to sleep after the great ball - by the king?s messengers as they rode from house to house and from inn to inn with the king?s newest command: every young woman who?d attended the ball and their escorts were to be dressed and ready as the prince and his attendants drove by. Many of the young women, having heard the story of the crystal slipper, assumed he was searching for the mysterious stranger and the slipper was the only link? they wasted no time getting dressed and ready to try on the slipper!
The prince, his chief guard, and Lord Phillipe led the procession of soldiers and servants as they worked their way through the maiden-lined streets and on to the estate where Lord Phillipe?s stepfamily was scrambling to ready themselves for their arrival, passing by all the hopeful maidens and their escorts, who were then commanded by the old chief guard to wait for the prince?s return. Ever hopeful, not a maiden moved from their position.
"Your Highness," began the stepmother as she tried to curtsy and swing the door open at the same time. She raised herself just in time to come face to face with the incredibly handsome young man with penetrating blue eyes who had captivated every female pair of eyes at the ball the night before, and only the experience that comes with age kept her from gasping with her two daughters as he came through their door.
The first daughter was immediately sat without ceremony and fitted to the slipper. But her foot was far to wide and no matter how hard she tried it would not fit. The second daughter, clumsy from sleep, nearly missed the chair as she could not take her eyes off the prince's mysterious companion. Her foot, several sizes too long, wouldn?t have fit in the crystal slipper even if she?d had the entire day to try. She stood, disappointed, and joined her sister across the room. "Would that I could have the silent one," she whispered to her sister, her sister nodding in agreement.
"You have, in fact, had him for many years," the prince snapped none too friendly, embarrassing the two girls. "And all that time you?ve not appreciated him or his potential." He turned to his friend and continued: "Any more than he did himself."
And while the family pondered that strange and cryptic remark - for the sisters and their mother were sure they?d remember such a man - the old chief guard asked: "Are there any other maidens in the house?"
"No," replied the step-brother, "Only my sisters."
The prince?s eyes went from person to person in the room, and each member of the family nodded a silent agreement with the step-brother?s claim.
"I wish to hear it from each of you," the prince demanded. And, each of the sisters and their mother complied.
"They are lairs; there is another," the silent young lord at the prince?s side whispered loudly.
"How dare you… " began the step-mother, for in those days a gentleman never contradicted a woman no matter what she was saying and doing, which is one reason there are so many stories filled with evil step-mothers.
"Hold your tongue, woman!" the prince commanded - one of the advantages of being a prince was that he didn?t have to act like a gentleman when he knew he was dealing with liars and evil step-mothers. The woman bowed her head in silence.
"There?s a young maiden forced to sleep in the attic," Phillipe announced.
The prince snapped his fingers and the soldiers waiting for just that signal rushed through the door and followed directions previously given them by Lord Phillipe. In a moment they returned, respectfully guiding Cinderella into the room. The step-family bowed their heads, knowing the prince had caught them in their lie.
"What are these bruises?" the silent young lord asked slowly through tightly-held teeth as he saw shinny red bruises on his sister?s cheeks.
Cinderella had of course recognized her brother immediately, and at his smile she spoke. "My brother disappeared last night, my Lord. My step-mother would not believe I didn?t know where he?d gone."
"Who did this?" Lord Phillipe asked as turned towards the step-mother, his fists clenching as his courage and his love for his sister gave him strength to face his step-family.
The step-brother stood straight as if to protect his mother. "I did, your lordship. As the lord of this house it was my duty… "
"You are neither a lord or the head of this house," retorted the prince as Phillipe grabbed the front of the step-brother?s shirt and lifted him into the air, his powerful arm shaking but controlled. The prince motioned at the young lord who now held the step-brother up with one arm while holding Cinderella protectively with the other. "Tell me, do you not even recognize your own step-brother, the Lord Phillipe?" The entire family stared, mouths open, not willing to believe that the clean, shaved, ever so handsome lord in front of them could even be related to their stable boy. Then to Phillipe, the prince cautioned: "Return the beating and you become like him." At that the real lord of the house threw his step-brother onto a couch like a sack of potatoes and turned to tenderly sit his sister before the prince. The prince, seeing the love of his childhood in the eyes of the scullery maid before him - for sudden hope had replaced years of despair in her eyes - knelt and fitted the slipper on the foot for which the old chief guard?s magic had created it. The old chief guard lifted a finger, and suddenly Cinderella was as clean and dressed as she had been for the ball, the mysterious force having provided a shimmering light during the process to protect her modesty. Phillipe held her hand to raise her up, but the prince remained on his knee as he took her hand from her brother.
"Wilt thou marry me?" he asked through trembling voice.
"I will," she replied, and the prince stood and took her in his arms.
The old chief guard had stepped outside ahead of the reunited trio, and as they joined him they discovered a golden carriage waiting for them, it’s top down so the maids who still lined the streets in hope could see the prince and the woman he?d lost but found as they made their way back to the palace. But before they rode away, the prince turned to Phillipe and, nodding towards the step-family, who all stood at the great front door of the mansion, looks of fear and anguish on their faces, said simply: "Do with them as you see fit."
"But… " Lord Phillipe began…
… and the old chief guard interrupted: "May I advise him, Your Highness?"
The prince smiled. "We have lived by your advice for many years."
The king, queen, and eldest princess waited at the top of the palace steps as the golden carriage pulled up to the foot of the stairs and came to a stop. The prince stood taller and prouder than ever as he stepped from the carriage and held the hand of the Lady Anna Maria (she who was formerly known as 'Cinder-ella') to help her to the ground. Together they climbed the steps and knelt before the king. The king reached down and took Anna Maria?s hand to lift her, their eyes meeting. "You have your mother?s eyes, child." And the old king smiled a youthful, remembering smile as he kissed the young woman?s hand. In such moments, even the oldest man feels young again.
The queen and princess, however, were consumed with the sight of the powerful young figure steps behind the newly-engaged couple. As Lord Phillipe knelt before the king and queen and then shyly raised his eyes to meet those of the princess he?d fallen in love with the night before, the queen added dreamily for the benefit of the suddenly breathless and weak-kneed princess: "And he has his father?s? eyes."
Lord Phillipe and the princess stood as Best Man and Maid of Honor for the marriage of the prince to the Lady Anna Maria. And, at their return from their own honeymoon, the prince and Anna Maria stood as Best Man and Matron of Honor at the marriage of the princess to the very dashing but nervous Lord Phillipe.
The land seemed to know the true lord of the manor had taken his rightful place, for suddenly the fields and orchards begin to produce as in the days of his father. In a short time the house returned to it?s former greatness. And through those first few years, the prince sought to bestow titles and honors on Lord Phillipe, but besides retaining lordship over his father?s lands, Lord Phillipe did not seek or desire any knighthood or barony. "I seek something greater, Your Highness," he explained to the prince one hot, summer afternoon when they?d both snuck away from official duties and from the schooling the prince was personally conducting for his friend who?d been robbed of his chance for an education while young - they?d decided to go swimming in the slow, lazy river that flowed through Lord Phillipe?s lands.
"And what is this ?something greater? you seek?!" exclaimed the prince as they climbed out of the cold water to lay on wide, flat boulder, the sun and heat from the stone drying their bare skin and warming their bodies.
"Your friendship."
"That you have always had and ever will."
—————————
Oops; I forgot to tell you about the step-family! The old chief guard convinced Lord Phillipe that in one respect he should be thankful to the step-family, because through their cruelty he?d learned to work long and hard and no matter what ever happened he knew he could fend for himself in the world, and because of that he?d be able to lead his new servants in restoring the house and renewing the land. Lord Phillipe agreed that his step-family should learn the same lesson. "Then just leave them to me," the old chief guard said with a twinkle in his eye. Several weeks later, while Lord Phillipe and a host of newly-hired servants were readying the manor house for his marriage to the princess, the old chief guard returned almost unobserved and left four asses - a mother and her three offspring - to be used for whatever heavy, menial work required such beasts.
Well, at least they were well cared for - Lord Phillipe had developed such a love for the stable animals that he personally saw to the care of all the horses… and the four asses. And if he ever realized he was kindly, gently brushing down his former step-family night after night, he never told a soul.
2009 … When you visit Salt Lake City's historic Temple Square at Christmas time and see all those lights in the tress and bushes - well, are they really lights? Or are they - Fairies?
—————
Ian McDougall thought of himself as just a normal Utah boy; nothing special at all. Tall, somewhat lanky, and with plain brown hair, he worked the orchards alongside his father and brothers day in and out, pausing only for the Lord's Day. He attended all his church meetings and sang a strong baritone in the church choir. He read his scriptures and prayed and had a firm testimony in everything contained in those sacred books and in what his parents had taught him. He even had his family tree memorized back as far as his parents had it recorded. Oh, and he was also the town's champion brawler – with a Scot-Irish heritage you'd have thought any intelligent boy wouldn't have challenged him, but such is the foolishness of Youth.
Although he'd never have told his father, his secret passion was the few afternoons he worked with his mother in her flower garden – yes, his mother kept a well-tended vegetable garden in order to feed her family, but she also kept a flower garden with which she adorned every room of her house while flowers were blooming. She even knew how to dry them to make arrangements that lasted through the winter, adding a splash of color to an otherwise colorless winter world. By the time he was twelve he knew every sort of flower that would grow in Northern Utah and when they would bloom and how they'd smell. His mother said he had a special touch; as if flowers knew him and loved him and would do anything for him. He'd blush when she'd say such silliness and just keep working.
“You've such a touch with flowers!” his mother said one day when he was about ten years old; “If I didn't know better I'd think you were a faerie child.”
“A what?”
“In the old world it's said that if you turn your back on a babe's cradle the faeries might snatch away your babe and replace it with one of their own.” She smiled. “Silly legends from the old world.”
At the tender age of eighteen Ian received a call from the prophet to serve a proselyting mission in Scotland, where his paternal grandparents were from. He served the Lord to his best abilities and even met extended family and taught them the Gospel and collected more names to add to his family tree. He learned how to properly wear a kilt and even brought one home. He did everything right a missionary ought to do… except that he left both his window and his luggage open the night before he left to return home. Another of those silly stories from the old world specifically warns handsome young men about such foolishness, but Ian hadn't been raised with many of said silly stories.
Like all missionaries of his day, he reported on his mission to the Brethren in Salt Lake City before returning home. Impressed with the beauty of all the flowers on Temple Square, he applied to be a gardener there and was accepted. He traveled north a day's train ride to see his family and friends, and in a week he was back to assume his duties as a gardener's apprentice. Meanwhile, Brother Angus McKay, the gardener with whom he was to apprentice, invited him to rent a room in the home he shared with his widowed sister, he widowed himself – Ian was to have an upstairs room and his own bathroom. And, all his meals cooked. What single young gentleman could turn down such an offer?
Ian started the new job as early Spring approached – all the flowers that were to be in bloom for April's General Conference were just being planted, and his first job was to help plant them. It bothered him that he thought he could hear some of the plants giggle as he held them too tightly and was even sure he could hear a distinct “Thank you” every once in a while when he patted the soil around a newly-planted plant – he was sure it was stress from finishing his mission and starting his life as a working man. Every once in a while he noticed that Brother McKay heard it too, but the older man denied it when asked, the most innocent of looks on his face.
It also didn't help that once Ian had finally opened and unpacked the carpet bag he'd carried on his mission he began hearing giggling in his room on the top floor of Brother McKay's house. That is, until he left the window open one Saturday afternoon to air the room briefly – then most of the giggling was mysteriously gone.
Ian took out a membership at the Deseret Gymnasium, at that time located right across the street from the great temple itself, right next to the LDS Business College. Exercising two mornings a week and joining a basketball team that played on Friday nights, he soon had a large circle of friends – including Evan Christenson, a young man as tall as he but much more filled out in the shoulders and chest and a head full of black curly hair. Ian decided Evan had to be related because he looked more like Ian's brothers than Ian did, and he made a mental note to compare genealogies some day.
Monday morning was swimming laps in the gym pool; Wednesday morning was an exercise class, and Friday nights the most aggressive basketball known in northern Utah, and that's saying something! Ian and Evan captained rival teams, and neither of them intended to lose the championship! They did, however, insist on fair play and Sportsmanship, but even within those standards it was a friendly rivalry that filled the bleachers with screaming, cheering fans.
Did I mention that Ian and Evan were also the champion towel snappers in the shower room? One never turned one's back on them a second time.
Did I also mention that even when Ian slipped into a tub of hot water topped with a thick layer of bubbles, there was still one or two giggling voices for which Ian couldn't find the source? Yes, it drove him crazy! He may have been energetic and outgoing and quite able to charm the young ladies at the dances, but he was also a properly-modest young man, and girlish giggles in the bathroom was not the preferred soundtrack for his evening bath.
Ian confessed this strange giggling to Brother McKay one day as they were trimming some hedges around the temple, Ian distinctly hearing an “ouch!” and an “Ooo!”as they did so, not able to locate the person who was obviously being hurt.
Brother McKay, unphased, suggested: “Never heard such noises a'fore. Maybe y' brought some faeries home from Scotland?”
Ian decided to change the subject, not being a person who thought someone his age should be concerned with childish stories.
Late Spring came, and it was time to finally sleep with open windows. The giggle in the bathing room was joined by softer, more subtle giggles in the bedroom as Ian would drop off each night, and his dreams were filled with visions of shining women dancing in the moonlight in beautiful forests …
… And he woke up in the middle of one such dream, only to see a dozen tiny little lights all streaking away from where they were hovering over him.
Time came to pull up the flowers planted in early Spring and replace them with summer-blooming plants. It drove Ian crazy that he heard so many of the plants protest in high, squeaking voices as he pulled them up one by one.
“Y' have t' be hearin' this!” Ian exclaimed as Brother McKay came by with a wheelbarrow, having picked up some of the older man's old-world expressions and the Scottish brogue he'd learned on his mission and still spoken by old Brother McKay.
“D' I look like a faerie prince t' y'?” Brother McKay retorted as he continued by with no other comment. But what Ian didn't see was that Brother McKay was smiling broadly.
“I'm not going crazy!” Ian whispered to himself, leaning back to take in the whole flowerbed he was clearing.
“No, you are not,” a soft feminine voice whispered in his ear.
Try as he might, Ian couldn't locate whoever had spoken.
That night was too warm for blankets. Ian pushed them all down to his waist and unbuttoned his underclothes to let the fresh air in on his chest … and then he dreamed of tiny little women stabbing at his chest with the tiniest of spears … only to awake to a dozen or so tiny little lights dancing about his chest hair, pulling on it and giggling. He was fast enough to catch one of the tiny little lights, all the others soaring off to the corners of the room, squealing in panic.
Sitting up, Ian opened his fist just enough to see what he'd caught. A Faerie. Glowing green and trembling in his hand. He opened his hand wider and it knelt and bowed to him. It made a whole bunch of high-pitched sounds he assumed were words, but he understood none of it.
“Come back, all of you,” he finally said to the others, and they must have understood human talk because they did so, a rainbow of colors and all of them lighting on his hands and arms and all squeaking and chirping what to them was probably a wonderful conversation.
The next day, as Ian was helping to plant the summer flowers, he knew why some of the plants were thanking him and others were giggling – it was because faeries were real, and now he knew it and they knew he knew it.
“I'm not going crazy,” he mumbled several times that day.
That night there was about twenty little lights lining the edge of the bathtub as Ian took his evening bath, flying around and playing with the bubbles he'd lift up and blow around the tub for them to chase – yes, I said about twenty of them as some new ones followed him home, sitting on his shoulder as he rode the street car and flying alongside him as he waked the several blocks to Brother McKay's house, flitting from plant to plant as if they were on a grand adventure. Fortunately, no one else seemed to notice them. Although this troop of tiny little beings rightfully bothered his manly modesty, he also realized it was much the same as being embarrassed in front of the family dog or cat, so he got over it – until they all followed him to the gym that Wednesday and hovered as he swam his laps with all the other young men who exercised that morning. But no one else seemed to see them, so he tried to get over it again, which he thought would be a lot easier to do if they'd just stop giggling! He drew a line, however, when during the next basketball game the faeries started helping with the ball – two dozen little lights all trailing along behind it, putting their magic to work in making the ball fly farther and farther until no matter where he stood he'd make a basket. That night he had a talk with them and ordered them to leave the ball alone. Their now-familiar chirp turned sad, but they obeyed.
It was early June when Evan Christensen didn't show up for a basketball game, word being sent that his parents had been killed in an automobile accident. Both teams agreed to cancel the game and, changing back into their street clothes, they all jumped on a street car and headed to the address the gym office had listed for him.
Ian noticed that the door to Evan's home had a mezuzah on the door post – a small, decorative metal container holding the Old Testament prayer called 'Shema' -
“Give heed, O Israel!
Jehovah is our god –
Jehovah first and foremost.”
A devout Jew touched the mezuzah as they passed through the doorway and then kissed their fingers, showing their devotion – it also announced to the world that this was a household that followed The Law.
Ian and all the guys knocked, and in a moment the door was opened, Evan standing there with eyes red from emotion. He smiled and invited them in.
“Evan,” Ian whispered when there was a private moment, “The mezuzah – I've seen you in the pool; the shower. I've seen all of you. You aren't Jewish.”
Evan grinned. “Papa Meyerson was my father's business partner; they took me in when my parents died from influenza - I was sixteen. Paid for my missionary service and everything; said it was their duty to my parents to ensure I lived my religion. So no, I'm not Jewish - but don't talk bad about Jews or the Law around me.”
“No intention,” Ian replied.
“So, now I'm twice orphaned. Maybe three.”
“Huh?”
“My first parents literally found me on their doorstep with a note. Adopted me. Then the Meyersons took me in when they died.”
“Well, if you need a brother,” and he motioned around the room at two teams worth of basketball players, “there's a few of us here willing.”
Although Evan inherited everything as the Meyersons had no other children, he sold the house and most of the furniture and took up Ian's and Brother McKay's offer of renting the second bedroom next to the one Ian rented. So now there were three gentlemen at the table for supper, and Sister Young, Brother McKay's widowed sister and reigning matron of the house, was that much happier.
Evan, by the way, was able to bathe and sleep without visits from the tiny little lights. And, he heard no giggling. Anywhere. And this drove Ian crazy!
Late Spring and early Summer came, and with it the grass faeries rose up by the thousands. It was Ian's duty to cut the grass once a week, and he heard each exclamation from each grass faerie! He felt such compassion that he came back to Temple Square the evening after the first cutting to see how the faeries were doing – they were actually doing quite well as they were used to such treatment – but he did notice their hair was much shorter than before he'd mowed the grass. If they blamed him for the rough treatment they certainly didn't show it as they all bowed or courtesied to him and then mobbed him with their continuous chatter and giggling… more of them following him home and then back in the morning. In the days and evenings to come they even hovered as he went to dances and out on dates. Try pretending they're aren't two dozen tiny little faeries hovering as you try to kiss a girl in a movie house! Try to hold a strait face when a girl you particularly like tells you that you seem to have a glow around you and you know that it's just the faeries that won't leave you alone and not specifically the Holy Spirit.
Yeah – by this time Ian's friends were starting to notice there was a glow about him, and each explained it according to their own view. One young woman (whom Ian did not like) thought it was his love for her shining through - while another friend, a member of the Goshite Tribe, attributed it to something called an 'animal guide'.
Sometime in mid-August Evan came into Ian's bedroom unannounced as about thirty little lights danced and hovered about his face and chest as he lay on his bed. Evan couldn't see the faeries, but he could see a soft glow.
“Ian, you're the only one who hasn't a thought as to this… this… ” He didn't have a word for it.
“Faeries,” Ian mumbled.
“Excuse me?”
“Faeries. They followed me home from Scotland, okay? They will not leave me alone; I can't make them go away.” He did, however, choose not to tell him about being mobbed by faeries everyday at work.
Evan looked at Ian for several minutes. “If that's what you want to believe.” He paused. “Makes me glad I went to Hawaii for my mission.” He paused again. “Do they follow you… ”
“To work. To the gym. To the bath. Everywhere.”
“The gym?'
Ian grinned as he nodded, watching Evan blush. “They only have eyes for me. Unfortunately. Your modesty is safe.”
Evan watched the glow around his friend's face and chest and tried to decide just how crazy he was. Then he tried to decide how crazy he was himself for seeing the glow. Then he decided to go to bed as tomorrow morning he had finals up at the university.
“I'm not crazy!” Ian shouted as Evan closed the door behind him.
Fall came and with it the pulling up of the summer flowers and the planting of fall flowers for October's General Conference. This time around he not only heard the protestations of the faeries whose plants were being pulled, he could see them one by one dissipate from view as their plant was uprooted, making room for the new season's plants.
“Each in their season,” a soft, feminine voice whispered, and turn about as he could, he could not find the speaker.
Ian was reasonably sure he was the only person attending General Conference who was actually seeing the autumn faeries; no one else seemed to be noticing them. And unfortunately, they were noticing him!
“I'm starting to believe you about the faeries,” Evan whispered when the Tabernacle doors finally opened and they found a balcony seat for a session of Conference.
“Oh?”
“Yeah. All your little 'glows' have just left you and settled along the railing,” and he pointed to where the usual troop of two dozen lights had settled and were still as the Tabernacle Choir practiced a few of the numbers they'd be singing during the session. They were equally reverent as the prophet and other General Authorities spoke, but once the session was done and they were outside again they became their usual chatty selves, diving off to the nearest plants to discuss whatever faeries discuss.
Winter came, and with it the passing of the Autumn faeries and the coming of the Winter troops. Long before Temple Square began stringing electric Christmas lights, Ian and whichever young woman was with him that evening walked those ten acres with their way lighted by giggling little lights darting and flying about – which only Ian could see. But to him at least it was a wonderland of lights sparkling on the snow.
By this time Ian had been to the library several times to read more about his companions. Faeries, or 'nymphs' as they were called in Latin, were the spirits of plants and geographic features of the land (rivers; mountains, rock piles… ). This amused him as he had been taught from the Pearl of Great Price and from other modern revelation that all things were created spiritually before being created physically. Was it that he was seeing the 'spirits' of the plants? After reading this he watched more closely and discovered that all the little creatures seemed to have a 'home base' from which they'd travel but always return. He began to note who belonged to what plant, and in a a few weeks discovered that the great oak tree seemed to not have a spirit. Walking by it one day, he reached out and touched that old tree, and as he did he felt a shock of power and energy surge through him, nearly knocking him over. It was so powerful that he couldn't pull his arm away – it took Brother McKay coming over and pulling his arm by the sweater's sleeve before Ian could disconnect from the old oak tree.
“I saw its life,” Ian whispered; “I saw it being planted and growing.” He looked at Brother McKay. “Saw if from the view of the tree!”
“Let's just sit down,” Brother McKay said as he guided the boy to a bench. “Let's sit for a few minutes.”
“It's lonely; I felt it!”
“Quiet, now.”
“It's not got a faerie… ”
“Oh, it's got a faerie,” Brother McKay assured Ian; “Just been laywayed; hasn't found its way home.”
“So you do know… ”
“Aye, Laddie. But it wouldn't be too good to go and spread it around, now would it?”
“So the oak tree… ?”
“The Faerie Prince himself. Was whisked off when just a babe by the Queen herself. But he's still alive – the tree's alive, isn't it? Just a-waiting for him to realize who he is and then come home.”
“Why are there just girl faeries?”
“You mean why do you only see girl faeries?” Brother McKay grinned. “Y' don't expect the boy faeries t' be trilled about their women giving you all the attention, now d' y'?”
You can be reasonably sure that Ian did not share any of this with anyone.
At least once a week Ian snuck a moment to touch the great oak tree, and every time he did he saw more. He felt its loneliness with the absence of its faerie – its 'spirit'. The more he did this the more he felt the tree pulling him towards it, beckoning him.
Spring came with its change of flowering plants and then came Summer. Seasonal faeries rotated through, all as giggly as fairies can be and all hovering around Ian and giving him no rest.
Autumn came, and one Sunday afternoon Ian and Evan were walking Temple Square, enjoying the quiet of the afternoon – one of the last before the cold weather would be settling in for the season. Ian took his friend over to the great oak tree and, removing his glove, touched it.
“What?!” Evan gasped.
“What?”
“You glowed when you put your hand on the tree. Like the glows that follow you everywhere.”
“Can't… ”
“I'm not joshing, Ian; you're glowing!”
“No way… ”
“You are glowing, Child,” the invisible voice Ian had heard twice before spoke; this time not a whisper. Ian and Evan both heard it and turned, and there was a woman, majestically tall and and carrying herself with a calm dignity. She was dressed in green that all appeared to be leaves and vines and she had huge rainbow-colored butterfly-like wings on her back that were moving gently. Both men turned to look at her as she continued. “It is time you knew. You,” she continued, looking at Ian; “Take your companion with you,” and she nodded at Evan. “It is time to go home, where I will be waiting to explain all.”
“All what?”
“All,” and with a nod she faded from their view, turning into one of the many tiny little lights and flying away.
When Ian could find his voice he turned to Evan. “Doing anything this Thursday? Thanksgiving?”
“I think I am now.” He turned to face his friend. “So – those glows – are they really faeries?”
“A whole lot smaller that she,” and he motioned to where the woman had been standing; “But yeah. Faeries.”
Thanksgiving at the McDougall home was both ceremony and celebration. Tables were brought in so the dining room and the living room were both full for the feast of Thankfulness that the day truly was. The piano ran almost nonstop as all Ian's brothers and sisters could play – the house was full of singing and laughter and love.
“Sounds like a battle!” Evan exclaimed as he and Ian mounted the steps to the front porch – he'd been raised as an only child by both sets of parents; this was to be his first large family gathering.
The two of them entered the house to shouts of greetings and hugs and kisses and handshakes and back slaps. But all went silent as Ian's four brothers all stood in front of him and he introduced Evan – they staring at Evan and he staring at them. Ian looked at his brothers and then at Evan and back again.
Without looking away, Evan took Ian's arm. “We have to check our genealogy,” he whispered. And Ian could see he was right! His initial thought when he'd first met Evan was confirmed – Evan looked more like a McDougall than Ian did! He looked like the piece that was missing from a matched set.
Ian's father finally pushed through the family to hug Ian and look over the invited friend, his eyes gazing deep into Evan's eyes, and there was a spark both felt but neither understood.
“Welcome home, Boy,” Brother McDougall finally said, but those watching weren't sure which one he'd said it to.
Evan had never experienced a feast like the one Sister McDougall, her daughters, and her daughter-in-law's put before the family that day. He and Ian ate until there was no more room, and then they made some room for pie and cake. And then the men cleared up the tables and washed the dishes while the woman gathered around the piano and played and sang.
As the sun was dipping low, readying itself to rest for the night, the entire family was gathered in the living room, singing a final song before those who were married left for their own homes, their voices as strong and spirited as they'd been even that morning -
We gather together to ask the Lord's blessing;
He chastens, and hastens his will to make known;
The wicked oppressing now cease from distressing.
Sing praises to his name; He forgets not his own.
Beside us to guide us, our God with us joining,
Ordaining, maintaining his kingdom divine;
So from the beginning the fight we were winning;
Thou, Lord, wast at our side; All glory be thine!
We all do extol thee, thou leader triumphant,
And pray that thou still our defender wilt be.
Let thy congregation escape tribulation;
Thy name be ever praised! O Lord, make us free!
Everyone in the great big group all found someplace to kneel as Brother McDougall prepared himself to pronounce a prayer to conclude the day. But before he could begin a light shimmered in the middle of the room - shining brighter and brighter, it took the shape of a women who was thin and covered with various plants as if a dress.
“It has been a long time,” the shimmering woman said softly, smiling at Sister McDougall.
Sister McDougall was speechless; she had no clue …
“Although I do not think you ever really saw me.”
“I … I don't remember… Surely… ”
“I have a gift for you on this day of thanksgiving.”
“A gift?”
“A son.”
Sister McDougall stood from where she was kneeling for prayer. “I have five sons … ”
“And one of your sons is mine.”
There was a long quite.
“No,” Sister McDougall said quietly but with the power of a Mother behind it. “These sons are mine. I gave birth to each and … ”
“There is one in this room to whom you did not give birth.” All eyes went to Evan. “No, he is your son; the one I traded for my son.”
“Traded?” Brother McDougall stood.
“It is an old thing among the Fair Folk to trade our children for a mortal's child when the mother turns her back. It allows them to learn of your world to better protect our world when they are returned to it.”
Ian and Evan looked at each other – shock, surprise, and wonder on their faces all at once.
“You're my brother?” Ian whispered.
“I have a… ” Evan began but no more words would come out as the two of them put an arm over each other's shoulder.
Ian's parents were to Ian and Evan in a moment, a look of wonderment on their faces. Brother McDougall and Evan looked deep into each other's eyes as they had when Evan had first arrived and felt that same stirring – but this time they understood why and they embraced.
“If he's my brother,” Ian began, “That means I was the one… ”
“You are the child I put in his place,” the Faerie Queen whispered.
“He is still my son,” Sister McDougall said, letting go of Evan and taking hold of Ian. “He is still my son.”
“And mine,” Brother McDougall added.
“As long as he remains in his mortal form he is yours and you have a claim upon him all the faerie magic cannot destroy.” She paused. “But it is time he learned of his true heritage. I ask your permission to take him away only for a few hours. You may become acquainted with your son while I become acquainted with mine.”
There was a long pause in which no one spoke but everyone looked at each other. Ian broke the spell my squeezing his mother's arm. “I think it will be alright, Ma,” he said slowly and then looked at the Faerie Queen. “Only a few hours?”
“The magic that will let you come with me ends at Midnight.”
“Okay, then.” He turned to Evan. “You gonna be okay if I leave for a little bit?”
“Of course he will,” both his parents responded.
“Okay, then.” He turned back to the faerie who claimed to be his mother. “What to I have to do?”
“You must allow me to kiss you.” Seeing no resistance, she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.
Lights shimmered and the Faerie Queen and Ian had become two tiny little lights hovering about head-high in the room, all of Ian's clothing having dropped to the floor. The bright, rainbow-colored fairy took hold of the shimmering green one and together they flew towards and through the large front-facing window and was gone.
In Ian's absence, Evan told the family – his family! - about the glowing light that followed Ian everywhere and how Ian claimed to have accidentally brought faeries home from Scotland and how it must really be true because look at what just happened!
There wasn't a single family member missing from the living room as the old clock began to ring in the new day. And on the sixth chime two tiny lights came back though the window and one of them began to grow in size. Sister McDougall, always one with an eye for detail, had a large robe ready, which she put over Ian as he grew in size and needed covering. The other light, the Queen, chirped and disappeared.
“Son?” Brother McDougall asked as he let go of Evan and put an arm around Ian - the Faerie Prince.
“Wow!” Ian whispered as he put an arm around his father.
“You are still my son, boy,” his father said earnestly.
“'Course I am,” Ian grinned. “Neither faeries or demons could ever change that.”
Needless to say the rest of the holiday weekend was an interesting one as family got to know Evan and as Ian told his story – adding in the parts Evan had left out or didn't know. Saturday morning Ian woke up early to find his mother out in her flower garden. “Okay - I'm checking for faeries,” she admitted.
Monday morning on the train back to Salt Lake City, Evan suddenly burst out laughing.
“What?” Ian asked, still somewhat in a daze.
“Three sets of parents. Christenson, Meyerson, and now… !”
“They say the third times a charm,” Ian commented as he grinned.
“Tell me everyone's names again,” Evan almost pleaded. “In order.”
The two arrived at the McKay's home in time for supper, which was on the table and waiting for them. Brother McKay (and all the faeries Ian had ordered to 'stay!') met them at the door, and with one look at Ian the older man smiled. He took Evan by the hand and welcomed him into the house, but he was watching Ian's face.
“Told you, has she?”
Ian smiled broadly as he put out a hand for his miniature troops to come to rest on his sleeve.
By the time the two boys returned home for Christmas, Ian was able to change between Human and Faerie pretty much at will. He discovered that spending all night as a faerie left him as rested and invigorated as if he'd slept all night, which meant by the time Easter came he'd pretty much developed a whole second, nocturnal life of flying through the neighborhood and meeting all the faeries local to the neighborhood.
Also at Easter time something happened which was never welcome. Influenza (“the flu”) came to Salt Lake City. This was in the years before medicines had been developed to ease the patient through this unfortunate illness, and influenza often left too many dead in its wake. Businesses and schools would shut down; often church services were even canceled. Even the gymnasium where Ian and Evan enjoyed so much time closed its doors until the Health Department was ready to notify them that the community was through the worst of it.
Ian came home from work one evening to find Evan sick with influenza. The McKays, being as old as they were, would certainly be at risk trying to care for him, so the doctor banned them from the upstairs rooms and Ian did his best to care for his friend and brother, meeting the older two at the foot of the stairs and carrying chicken broths and other foods and drinks upstairs himself and feeding and otherwise caring for Evan. He would change into faerie form to sit up with the patient through the night, and, appearing as yet another tiny little light among his band of faithful followers, he was able to keep Evan company through his long vigils. Evan could only see the one tiny figure of his friend and brother; all the others were still indistinct “glows” which he knew meant Ian had company.
Despite the excellent care he received, to include several priesthood blessings, Evan's condition deteriorated. One night Ian crept downstairs in human form, knocking at Brother McKay's door and asking him to come upstairs, afraid Evan was seeing his last night on earth. But as the two of them entered Evan's room, there was a rainbow glow and in that glow was the Faerie Queen – Ian's true mother – standing at the end of Evan's bed in full human size and form except for the rainbow wings on her back. Brother McKay went down on one knee, addressing the woman as “Your Majesty” - it was obvious he knew who she was, which meant Ian was forming questions to ask later.
“Your friend is gravely ill,” the Queen announced.
“Can you help him?” Ian asked reverently. “Please, if you… ”
“I can,” the woman replied, “But it is not my place to do so.”
“Then who? How?”
“He already has a companion faerie. It is your place, my son.”
“How? We've given him a priesthood blessing… ”
“Sometimes said blessings are fulfilled in ways we don't understand. Sometimes we need to use resources we don't realize we have.”
Ian stared at the Queen as if he'd not understood a thing she'd said.
“I think, Laddie, she's saying you need to do something as a Faerie,” Brother McKay whispered as he stood back up.
“I don't know… Haven't learned any… ”
“I will guide you,” the Queen replied. regally. “But to learn this – to take this step… it is the beginning of leaving your human life behind and embracing your true nature.”
“My true nature is that I am a Son of God; a human being with… ”
“And your true Faerie form is no less a Child of God, but it embraces a power and control over nature of which you as of yet have no understanding.”
Ian thought about this until he looked down at his friend – who was in fact dying.
“Teach me then. If it can save Evan, I'll do it.”
“There will be no turning back from the path you choose tonight.”
“He won't live if I don't,” Ian said quietly.
The Faerie Queen approached Ian and put a soft hand to the side of his head, and his mind began filling with Faerie Knowledge. After a moment she stepped away, smiling.
“But Majesty,” Ian whispered; “This thing, I can't… I'm, well, I'm a man; I can't… ”
“As a Faerie the division of Man and Woman is not as set as in the Human world. Do not plants whose spirits faeries are both give and conceive life? As a Faerie, then, you have the power to do the same.”
“But… even in faerie form I've never had the body to nurture… ”
“As a Faerie you nurture by giving Energy and Love. What glands do ye need for that? Stop thinking of Human ways – you are learning something new tonight.”
Ian nodded, and the Queen stepped away. Closing his eyes, he concentrated as he did when he turned into a faerie…
“Your shirt, Child,” the Queen warned.
Ian nodded and removed his pajama shirt and unbuttoned his underclothes to the waist and pulled them down over his pajama bottoms. Then he returned to concentrating and soon there was a bright glow and Ian was then a faerie in human size, his skin a dark bark-brown with green foliage as hair and dark green wings shaped and colored as if mimicking oak leaves. Around him the two dozen or so tiny little faeries who were always with him glowed brightly and then grew into human size and shape, filling the room more than adequately with their increased light… and giggling.
“Very well done, Child,” the Faerie Queen exclaimed as she waved a hand to stop the giggling.
Ian approached the bed where Evan lay pale and touched his brow, feeling the fever. “Is this going to change him?”
“It will leave him with a choice only he can make,” Brother McKay replied, surprising Ian. “Once a human's been nurtured by Faerie kind, they can make a choice.” The Queen nodded her confirmation, and Ian made a note to find out just how Brother McKay knew all this.
“What do I need to do, then?”
“Lay beside him - it's easier than trying to lift him.” Ian sat on the bed and then laid himself on top of the blankets, under which Evan did not even stir. “Mind your wings!” Ian tried to turn his head to see what was happening with his wings, but Brother McKay came around the bed and put his hands on Ian's shoulders to turn him properly so as to not do any damage to the fragile things. Then he went back around the bed and pulled Evan down just far enough that he was in the right position.
“Now, Child,” the Queen continued, “By human understanding, from what organ does Love and Charity and Gentleness emanate?”
And so, as the Faerie Prince he was, Ian held Evan's head to his heart and nurtured him, feeling energy and strength and health drain from him and into his friend, the Queen watching and monitoring and telling him when he had done enough. Then he closed his eyes and fell asleep himself, drained of the power to stay awake a minute longer.
In the morning, when Evan woke with his fever broken and on his way back to health, he woke to the sight of a Faerie Prince laying on his stomach beside him on top of his blankets and very, very asleep, one of his huge green wings resting over Evan's chest. And surrounding the bed were two dozen or so Faeries – all human-sized and very giggly. He was sure he was still very ill and hallucinating, so he closed his eyes and went back to sleep. And when he woke later that morning all the giggly girls with wings were gone, but the Faerie Prince still lay asleep next to him. And, he could see the two dozen or so tiny little lights Ian had claimed all this time were faeries.
“Oh, good,” Evan whispered sarcastically; “Now I can see them.” He paused, looking at Brother McKay, who'd stood and come to the bed as Evan had woke. “What he do to me that I can see them?”
Ian turned his head in his sleep, and as Evan slowly recognized that the Faerie Prince was in fact Ian, Brother McKay quietly explained to him what had happened and the choice Ian had made and the road he had started down to save his friend's life.
When Ian woke later that day, it was to find that Evan had put an arm around him and had pulled him close. The blankets were still between them, but appreciation and love knows no such boundaries.
The next day the doctor came and pronounced Evan as healthy as if he'd never been ill. But he told Ian (who was back to looking like a 'normal Utah boy') that he looked like he needed a few day's rest. “You've been draining yourself dry taking care of you friend (“If he only knew!” Ian and Brother McKay thought at the same time.) – now you get some rest!”
Evan was back to school the next day, but Brother McKay stayed home from work to sit with Ian, who was still very weak.
“Seems to me you know an awful lot about Faeries,” Ian commented as Sister Young, Brother McKay's widowed sister and reigning matron of the house, left the men alone once she was assured Ian would eat everything on the tray she'd brought up.
“Aye, Laddie.” Ian waited, but the older man offered nothing more.
Ian sipped at the steaming chicken broth. “Also seems to me that my father – the Queen's husband or (and he blushed at the word) her 'lover' - must have been human. Otherwise I'd not be human.”
“Aye, Laddie.”
Ian waited again, but the man was keeping his own council.
“You're not going to say more, are you?”
“Nay, Laddie.”
“I wonder what sort of man he was.”
“A lonely one,” Brother McKay suggested in a voice meant to sound casual.
“How lonely?”
“Perhaps his wife, the only bright and beautiful thing in his life, had just passed away.” Ian's ears were perked up and listening. “Perhaps he was also ill; thinking he was going to die and join his Beloved.” The look in the older man's eyes was very, very far away as he handed Ian a framed picture – a wedding picture, and in it he recognized Brother McKay as a much younger man; younger by a good thirty or forty years – and he saw himself looking back at him, just as Evan had seen himself looking back at him when he met the McDougalls on Thanksgiving! “Perhaps the Faerie Queen healed him and in his weakness and loneliness he consented to something he should never have consented to as she promised him he'd finally have a son. Perhaps he spent the rest of his life repenting of that one moment of weakness, his heart heavy, knowing he'd never know the child… ”
Brother McKay was normally a jovial man, but today he was all-man with manly feelings and manly demeanor and a manly attempt to not show the powerful emotions welled up in him. Ian respected it all as he plainly read between the lines. Of course the man would be ashamed of such a moment's weakness and would barely be able to talk about it, for this was in a day and age when our senses hadn't been worn down by smutty movies and television and songs on the radio that would never, ever be playing in a civilized home. Ian understood Brother McKay's shame – as well as his courage to say as much as he had.
“Aye – the worst part would be never knowin'. Ever. Spending a lifetime praying that the boy was taken care of and put in a good situation.”
“He was,” Ian whispered.
“Was what?”
“Was put in a very good home. Raised exactly as you'd prayed for.”
Ian went back to sleep with the two men's hands locked in an iron grip, neither willing to let go of the other.
The planting of the summer flower beds began, and now that Ian had faced his true nature the plants responded to his every touch (even through the thick leather gardening gloves he wore!) so much so that he was drained at the end of each day; nearly as drained as when he'd healed Evan. Finally one afternoon he talked Brother McKay into letting him hide as Temple Square was locked up for the night and the lights turned off. Then, as an inch-high green light of a Faerie Prince, he flew here and there about Temple Square, managing to touch and empower nearly every new plant and its accompanying faerie. When Brother McKay greeted him the next morning it was a refreshed and happy Ian he greeted, the boy still glowing from a night in his true nature. And Temple Square had never looked more beautiful! Never had the seasonal flowers been so bright and full! Never had the bushes and trees been so pleasant!
“I've realized something,” Ian told the older man that day.
“And that would be?”
“I am a child of God. But I'm not human. I'm not a human in Faerie form – I'm a Faerie in human form. And I'm not fulfilling my purpose in life staying in this disguise.” He paused and looked at Brother McKay. “It's coming time for me to choose. And I know the choice now. I've been afraid of it as it would take me away from all I know.” He paused again. “But when I'm in my right form, I feel as if I've – well, as if I've come home.”
Brother McKay paused a long time before answering.
“I shall miss you, Laddie.”
“And I you.”
Ian and Brother McKay took the train north for a weekend at the McDougall's home, Evan of course taking the chance to go along and visit his new-discovered family. As they mounted the porch steps, Ian sent Evan ahead to ask his parents to come out to the porch, which of course they did.
Brother and Sister McDougall were never known to be slow-minded, and their eyes were as fast as always in seeing the resemblance between their Ian and the older man standing beside him.
“Mom; Dad,” Ian began. “This is… Is… Well… ”
“Welcome to the family,” Brother McDougall finally said as he extended a hand to Brother McKay.
Siblings who lived close were called and came to meet Brother McKay. After initial greetings, however, the senior McDougalls and Brother McKay went for a walk around the yard and the orchard so they could talk without being overheard, and when he could stand it no longer Ian changed into a faerie and flew off to eavesdrop, which he never go the chance to do because as soon as he landed on his mother's shoulder he heard Brother McKay say: “Excuse me, please,” and then his hand flew faster than lightening and swept Ian up and stuffed him in his suit coat pocket. “An eavesdropper on your shoulder,” Brother McKay explained.
“We raised him better,” the McDougalls promised.
“Boy will be boys. Faerie or otherwise.”
Once Ian returned to human shape and size and received a sound lecture about eavesdropping, the rest of the trip was spent with the McDougalls sharing Ian's life with Brother McKay – boxes of school report cards and projects, childhood artwork, and all the photos they could find. Letters from his missionfield were brought out, and even talks he'd given in church and collected were laid before him so he could learn as much as possible about the boy. Brothers and sisters told stories – yes, some of them embarrassing. By the end of the weekend there wasn't much the older man didn't know.
Ian's siblings, by the way, weren't any slower than their parents, and they very quickly caught on to exactly who Brother McKay was in Ian's life, and from that moment Brother McKay became known as Uncle Angus and was an accepted member of the family.
Early Summer came again and with it the pulling up of Spring plants, replacing them with Summer flowers. Brother McKay came upon Ian one noon, the younger one shaking uncontrollably. “Boy?” he asked.
Ian slowly pulled a work glove off and the elder man saw the boy's hand was as brown as bark – the color he was when in faerie form.
“I'm feeling every one,” Ian explained. “Every plant pulled up means another faerie moved on. Their energy; their power.” He paused. “In through my hands and filling me. I can't remain human. I can't hurt them.” He looked up at the man, a haunted look on his face. “If I were faerie I could save more of their energy; more of their essence to pass on to other faeries.” He paused again. “I think I've come to the fork in the road I've been dreading.”
Angus McKay put an arm on the boy's shoulder. “I'll miss y', Laddie.”
“They're my people. But so are you and… ”
“But this is what you were born for,” Angus said quietly. “Now go. And don't be saying we'll never see each other again – I know for a fact that right now you're they only green-brown faerie on this property – I'll see y' coming. And you best be watching for me! Now come with me.” And Angus led the boy to the big lonely oak tree. “Surely y' know why this grand tree feels lonely to y'?”
“Aye, I do,” Ian replied.
“It's time its faerie came home.”
Ian pulled Angus' head to his shoulder, and there were tears. “I'm almost scared.”
“But a good scared,” Angus McKay suggested; “Like the scare a groom feels on his wedding day.”
“Aye.”
Ian nodded and turned, putting his hand against the tree.
“Hello, tree.”
Ian's body collapsed and was dead before it hit the ground. But Ian the Faerie Prince had returned to the tree for which he was faerie – nymph; silvan; spirit - whichever word y' might wish t' use.
As soon as other gardeners saw the old man under the tree cradling the body of his young apprentice, they came running.
“He's gone,” he told them simply.
—————
Many of those who attended the funeral were surprised at the calmness of the McDougall family and how tenderly they attended the old gardener who their son had worked for and who had brought his body home – and, everyone also commented on how they hovered around the friend who came from Salt Lake and how much that friend looked like a McDougall himself!
Many years past before Evan Christenson returned to Temple Square – upon graduation from school he moved to Logan and there he married and raised a family and made a living through which he retired with a bank account enough to keep him very comfortable throughout his retirement.
Upon the death of his Beloved, Evan quietly settled his affairs and took the train to Salt Lake City, where he spent a day worshiping in the temple and the next day strolling the walks of the Temple Square, watching for someone and waiting to be recognized. He didn't have long to wait, for after only an hour of sitting on the bench nearest the big oak tree a green-brown light hovered near him.
“It's me,” he said as he held a gnarled old hand out to the light. “Evan Christiansen Meyerson McDougall.” Yes, he'd changed his name to honor his foster parents as well as the birth parents he'd finally found.
The greenish-brown light in his hand buzzed and chirped, none of which was understandable to the old man, but the old man felt love emanate from the tiny little light.
Evan managed to get himself locked in as the gates were closed for the night, returning to the bench by the oak as lights went out – and waiting for him there was a very young man who was all brown as the bark of an oak tree with green oak leaves where Ian had had hair. And, he had huge wings shaped like oak leaves. And that young man stood and took the old man in his arms and they embraced as very old friends.
“It's been a long time?” the Faerie Prince asked.
“A very long time. Sixty-five years!”
“You must be a grandfather… ”
“Great-grandfather! Another 'great' to be added on in a few weeks.”
“It's good to see you again.”
There was silence as hands met and held as they sat comfortably beside each other.
“I'm an old man,” Evan began, “And we old folks don't have time to mince words.”
“No, you don't!”
“I've missed you, Ian. You were my best friend ever. Besides my Beloved. But now she's gone on, and I want to take you up on a choice I've been given.”
“What?”
“When you nursed me back to health, I was told that some day I could make a choice.”
“Aye.”
“Well, I've made the choice. I want to try a few years of your world before I return home to where my Beloved is waiting for me. I want to end Mortality with a few years of a strong, young body instead of this fragile old carcass I've become.”
“It's not an easy life,” Ian began.
“Neither was fifty years of running a business. Neither was fifteen years as a bishop up at the university.”
“Thousands of plants to nurture. Every one of them with a temperamental spirit. And the giggling! Bugs – we have to organize whole armies of to fight off aphids and crickets and… ”
“I've survived fighting the Huns in two world wars and raising five daughters! What could be rougher?”
“Did the Huns had six legs each and pincers to hold you down as they eat you alive?”
“Five daughters felt like that sometimes.”
Just then a rainbow light gathered itself in front of the two on the bench, and in that light appeared a tall, lanky young man every bit as young as Ian but with rainbow-colored wings - other than coloring and shape of wings this arriving faerie could have been Ian's twin brother.
“Who's your friend, Son?”
“Father,” Ian said as he slid from the bench and to his knees. “You remember Evan?”
The Faerie King once known as Angus McKay lifted his eyes to the old man. “Evan? I do! The friend you nursed that winter… ”
“Aye; that's him.”
“And he's come to tell us he's made a choice, has he?”
“Aye,” spoke up Evan as he slowly lifted himself up, leaning so very heavily on an old wooden cane.
“And my son's been telling you what a hard life it is nurturing and defending?”
“Aye – for what little he knows about a hard mortal life.”
King Angus laughed a hearty laugh. “Not the easiest life being a faerie. But there's no taxes and no time clock with an angry boss attached; that's the truth!” King Angus walked around the old man as he continued. “Well, I do need a new general. Have y' experience fighting crickets?”
“Fought the Huns in two wars – as a Colonel the second time.”
“Nearly as bad!” exclaimed the Faerie King. “Y' need to know y'll be badly outnumbered. As a man faerie, that is. Hundreds, thousands of girl faeries to every one of us. And the giggling! Each and every one of them wants personal attention, which is why we men faeries were given such stamina! Thank heaven for winter - you'll find you'll need the rest!”
“Sounds awful!” the aged Evan commented dryly.
“We're not talking about… well, we're not talking about what's taken care of by the birds and the bees – the birds and bees are still very proficient in what they do. We're talking about nourishing their spirits. Aye; lots of holding them to your heart and giving them love and compassion and energy.” King Angus paused. “If ye think y're up to such a difficult life between all the wars against insects – well, then… ”
“Aye, Your Majesty; I think I can manage.”
“Well then, Laddie.” King Angus motioned at his son the Prince. “He's your friend; you nurtured him and gave him this chance.”
Prince Ian nodded and turned to the old man, slowly taking him in a tender embrace and putting the white-haired head against his own chest …
… and soon the old man was as young as the Faerie King and his Son. Lifting his head from his old friend's chest, he discovered he was no longer bent over but was standing taller than Ian again and with the broad shoulders he'd had when he and Ian captained rival basketball teams. And, he discovered he had rainbow colored wings and thick wavy grasses where only a moment before he'd had hair.
Another light appeared and the Faerie Queen herself appeared beside her husband, holding out a hand for Evan to kiss. And as he did so they all changed from the mortal size to faerie size, which means Temple Square had another tiny little light zooming here and there, aided at first by the brown-green light that was the Faerie Prince.
Temple Square Security found a fragile old body on the wooden bench by the great oak tree the next morning and immediately called an ambulance. But it was too late to do anything for the body as its owner was now an officer of the Faerie battalions charged with staving off the hordes of aphids that were even then bearing down on Temple Square. He'd just been given a tour of the Ladybug stables by Prince Ian and had chosen his personal steed, and Ian was telling him how much more interesting basketball can be when played with wings.
There are two types of horror stories. Today's horror centers on the killing and the blood and the carnage. Yesterday's horror – 'Gothic' horror - centered on the human experience – on how it “messed with your mind”, one might say. Yesterday's horror was good, old-fashioned Good vs. Evil; Light vs. the Darkness – Innocence vs. Carnality. As you have guessed, I have chosen the old-fashioned horror.
The final story in this section has never been published before – you get to be the first to read it. Please read my introduction to it when you get there.
There is one story missing. I was dared to write something “modern” once, and just to prove I could do it, I wrote a highly-graphic, bloody, full-of carnage story about a vampire who preached free love to high school and college students while also running a late-term abortion clinic. The three “modern” people who dared me to write it read it and vomited in parts of the story and begged me to not show it to anyone – I had already determined they would be the only three who'd ever read it, so that was no problem.
Enjoy.
1992 … I have leaned on the medieval myth of the golem - a sub-human molded out of clay and brought to life by certain prayers. The legend grew from the European ghettos - they were supposedly the protectors of the ghettos; created from clay and prayers so that non-Jews could not accuse the Jews of any acts of violence. Do not mistake my use of this legend to be anything anti-Jewish; it is just a legend which makes a good vehicle for this story.
—————
Giuseppe had not always been a cripple. At eighteen years old he'd been the most sought-after young man in the village of Carrara. He had also had a very promising career in the marble quarries from which the village got its name. That is, until his best friend put an end to that!
He had been engaged to the prettiest and most sought-after girl in town; the girl his best friend also wanted to marry. The entire village believed that the premature explosion in the quarry that morning was in fact an accident, but Giuseppe knew better - he'd seen the look of satisfaction on his friend's face and knew he was the one who had set the explosives off. Giuseppe's legs were crushed into useless strands of meat, and his lower back had been severed. No doctor in Italy could have saved his legs, and Giuseppe became a cripple with no hope of bearing children. His girl found comfort in the arms of his friend, and soon they were married.
After many months of living on charity, Giuseppe drug what was left of his body to the chapel and convinced the construction foremen that he could still work, having with him small samples of stone carvings he'd done with small, discarded scraps of marble. He was given a job, and a sling to pull himself up and around a piece of stone was devised so he could work without someone to tote and carry him.
But now, fifty years old and dying from dust particles in his lungs and ulcers brought on by decades of stored-up hate, Giuseppe worked hard at what would be his final and greatest achievement, slowly carving on the old, discarded stone.
Hatred had seethed through Giuseppe's body - hatred for the priest who would not allow the marriage to be performed, explaining that since there could be no children the union would be a mockery before God. His bride had fled the room, never to face him again. He had wept as the bells announced her wedding to another and turned from the village each Sunday one of their children were baptized.
Over the years, Giuseppe slowly became a curiosity and a joke among the villagers. Children who had not known him as a whole person hid their faces from him and even ran as he came down the street, pushing himself along on a wheeled board. Mothers would turn their heads, angry with the freak who scared their children. Eventually those mothers even shouted at him and cursed him for his evil appearance, and would even hold their tongue and do nothing as older children chased after him, taunting and teasing him. The men of the village as well eventually turned their faces whenever Giuseppe came around, seeing the absence of his legs as a constant reminder of what could happen to them at any moment as they worked the quarries.
Because of this forced aloneness, no one noticed it was Giuseppe who had offered housing to an old rabbi who was passing through the village. No one noticed the rabbi spent more time in Carrara than expected; that he and Giuseppe seemed to be almost hold up in the little cottage as they poured over ancient texts written out by the old rabbi's shaky hand as Giuseppe slowly learned the ancient language and recited the incantations over and over until the rabbi pronounced his recitation as satisfactory.
Now, months later, having finished carving out a hollow in the bottom stone, Giuseppe lit candles and incense and began chanting the incantation the rabbi had taught him. Finishing that, he pulled himself into the hollow and knocked the brace away that held up the other stone. He was sealed into the stone as sure as in a tomb, awaiting the stone's transformation.
Giuseppe would not be satisfied with just creating a golem; he wanted to be part of it. He would be one with the stone beast.
Sometime during the night a stirring in the stones caused them to fuse together. Then, slowly, pieces fell from the large chunk. A shape slowly began to emerge as more chunks fell away, as if some unseen master sculptor was chiseling away the unwanted pieces as he strove to carve the perfect statue.
No one noticed Giuseppe when didn’t show up for work the next day - at least no one said anything. Nor was there a reaction the next day. But on the third day a worker was sent to Giuseppe's cottage to check on him. All that was found was marble scraps laying in a circle in the middle of the floor.
Giuseppe was never to be seen again.
—————
The golem watched from the top of the hill as the worker came to check the cottage and left within a few minutes. The cold wind would have bitten through human flesh, but its new body didn’t feel heat or cold. Nevertheless, it would still have to find clothes to cover itself so no one would suspect it of being anything but a pale human.
The golem smiled as it touched its new body, feeling the bulky muscles that covered the stone heart and mind. Strong and muscular, this body was every inch the most powerful-looking body it had ever seen, and the human within it had seen many powerful bodies in the stone from Carrara that adorned the great estates, chapels, and museums of the world. These new muscles and flesh were firm but supple as was human flesh, but underneath was a body as strong - and cold - as stone.
That evening what had once been Giuseppe made its way to the village, thirty years of hatred welling up for its first sweet taste of revenge. And with the hatred it grew stronger, for golems fed on hate and revenge - revenge on those who had harmed their creator… and this one was its own creator! As evil as they were, golems rarely fed on as much hatred and revenge as this one felt, for within this golem was an inner being who had been shunned and hated by an entire village for half a century!
A smile crept across the marble-while lips of the creature - its first visit would be upon the man who had crippled its creator. Oh, how he would pay for what he'd done! And then his wife - now she would feel the passion its creator had stored up these many, long years! Tinges of its creator's love were slowly drowned by the hatred it felt for being deserted by her when it had needed her most. Before she died she would feel the cold, hard marble and know it was still a being with passions! It would show her just exactly what she'd turned her back on!
The faces of other villagers appeared in the golem's twisted, perverted brain: the priest who wouldn’t allow a cripple to marry, mothers who cursed him, children who tormented him… And the men - all one-time friends and admirers - who had shunned him as the awful reflection of their worst fears and nightmares.
The golem smiled as he thought of the nightmares he would show those men… Yes, it thought with depraved pleasure, it had a whole village to feast upon!
1993 … written when much of the news about the medical “advances” being made by Communist-block Olympic medical facilities was hitting the news.
—————
As Vic slowly regained his senses, the smell of fresh blood and torn flesh assaulted his nostrils. The sight of the warm, sticky fluid mixed with the dirt and needles of the forest floor on his hands and mixed into his chest hair filled him with revulsion. He looked up to see her standing in front of him, surrounded by two burly guards, smiling evilly as he tried to raise himself to a sitting position, not yet aware of all that had happened.
Then, as he tried to cover his nakedness from the woman, he saw the one thing the woman had promised - he saw his leg was no longer missing; the leg lost twelve years ago.
——
Vic had lost his right leg in an auto accident when he was thirteen years old. His parents, barely able to afford the hospital bills, had no money left for an artificial leg, so he had been confined to crutches. A promising career of school sports had been left behind in the operating room.
After accepting a scholarship to medical school, Vic had swallowed all his pride and became a guinea pig in the school's therapy section in order to receive a new leg free of charge. Vic tried hard - harder than he'd tried for anything in his life - but somehow the leg never fit or worked right. After six months, one of the doctors was rude enough to suggest he wasn't working hard enough, and that was when Vic's temper exploded and he left the department, vowing never to return.
"Vic," cooed Tasha, the young technician who had worked with him, running after him as he left the building in a hurry. "Vic, please slow down!" For her he would slow down.
"Really!" she exclaimed in her softly European accent, "I never thought anyone could move on crutches so fast… "
"What's the matter?" Vic hissed, "Aren't cripples supposed to… "
Tasha slapped him, shocking him silent. "I never called you crippled!" Tasha shouted, standing in front of him, hands on hips and her face madder than he'd ever seen. "And I've never treated you like it either, so just… how do you say?… 'cool down'!" Then, with a much softer voice, "I know you've been working as hard as you could! I know what you've put yourself through!" She smiled wickedly as she fingered the buttons on this shirt. "You certainly weren't crippled on New Year's Eve… " Vic blushed at the reference. "So," she said as she put a finger into a now-familiar belt loop and allowed him to walk her towards the dorms, "Will the gentleman walk me home? I have something to show you."
A few minutes later he sat on her bed as she pulled out a large envelope from her desk. "I just received this from my father. He says he'd like to meet you."
"I didn't think we were that serious."
She smiled - and he loved her smiles. "No; he says his work with limb regeneration has progressed to the point of success."
"Yeah; right."
Tasha pouted. "You Americans; you think you know everything. It so happens that while your people were holding - how do you say - 'garage sales'? - to finance your Olympic team, ours was receiving much better financing."
"I've heard rumors of your genetics program… "
"My father's work was begun to help restore athlete's torn muscles and ligaments… "
"And now he can restore whole limbs?" Vic asked with a grin. "Girl, I've heard every story ever made up."
Tasha smiled. "Did any other stories have pictures?" she asked as she pushed the photos at him again.
Vic looked. "So? Before and after pictures of amputations."
"You misunderstand. They are before and after pictures of amputees having limbs restored."
——
They flew to Dresden on the first day of Easter vacation, a nondescript black car meeting them at the airport and driving them some three hours through farmland and into forest land to what she'd told him was her father's top-secret laboratory. That evening she showed him even more evidence of her father's work and promised him that her father could do the same for him. But she insisted that it had to be done tonight or they would have to wait for at least another month!
That night Vic couldn't sleep. He got out of bed, and without the crutches, hopped to the window where the brightness of a full moon bathed the compound with its soft glow. 'Why am I doing this?' he asked himself for the millionth time. 'Sanity? Desperation? To please Tasha?'
'No way,' he finally decided, 'I'm doing this for me! I'm tired of being a cripple; for once in my life I want to be just as good as any other man.' He opened the curtains fully, the lunar light bathing his body as he looked defiantly to Heaven. "And if it took selling my soul I would do it!" he said aloud.
As if in response to Vic's declaration, there was a low growl. Vic turned to see a large shadow across the room. The shadow growled a little louder as it readied to leap.
Three days later Vic regained consciousness, his chest, neck, and arms all wrapped in bandages. He tired to lift his head, but it hurt too bad to do so.
"My poor Vic!" exclaimed Tasha compassionately as she took his hand in hers.
"What… what happened?" Vic asked weakly.
"A wolf! One of the other doctors was careless in locking up one of his animals. But he has been dealt with, I promise you." She paused, a look of concern coming over her. "How do you feel?"
"Like I've been chewed up and spit out."
"Tasha almost smiled. "You have been."
Being a healthy young man, Vic recovered quickly, and within a month all that was left were a few scars and an intense fear of dogs. Again he stood watching the full moon, but this time it was from the forest and with a young worker from the laboratory acting not only as a guide but also as a guard against all the imaginary dogs in the night forest - and in Vic's mind. It was a warm night and, being strangely restless, Vic had decided to go for a walk, the guard being instructed to keep him safe from anything in the woods.
The restlessness grew until Vic realized he was shaking. Not too long after that he realized he was itching, and itching bad. But when he scratched… "Ouch!" he exclaimed, surprised turning into shock as he saw how badly he was bleeding, and that turning into greater shock when he saw his hands. "WHAT?!" he was finally able to whispered when he saw that his normally-manicured nails had twisted into… into… "Claws?"
He then realized his hands were growing hair. His chest itched and he rubbed it, discovering there was far more hair than normal - it was… furry. "What the -" he began as an instinct he did not yet recognized compelled him to rip at the confining shirt. "Mother of God; what's happening?!?" he heard his voice finally able to scream. And that was the last human words he uttered as his throat suddenly tightened and he growled as he tried to scream for help. He turned to the guide for help, but the guide was already running away; running for his life… and for his soul.
A few minutes later a huge wolf - nearly man-size - came out of the dark and took the guide down as he screamed his last breath. The wolf, having never tasted fresh blood, savagely ripped and tore at its prey's veins and then began feeding hungrily on the man's organs even before he was dead.
——
"When changing from one form to another," Tasha was explaining in a cold, clinical voice as Vic was still trying to sit up and focus from the faint he'd been in - and while he still tried to cover himself while figuring out where a new leg had come from - "the body is returned to its perfect form. Digits and limbs are replaced. Eyesight and hearing are restored." She smiled, but suddenly Vic realized it was no longer the sweet, soft smile he thought he'd fallen in love with; it was a hateful, fiendish smile. "Everything that is in your DNA appears in its proper place. In short, it is a perfect genetic resurrection."
"What," asked Vic weakly, "What have you done to me?"
"Exactly what you asked." Her smile grew even more evil as she motioned to the two burly guards on either side of her. "But, there is a price to pay." The guards leaped and pinned him down, Vic screaming as his arm was twisted and Tasha shoved a needle into his arm. He lost consciousness nearly before she'd finished the injection…
… Only to wake with a start and pull away as he felt hands gently touching him. "He's awake," he heard a young man's voice with an old man's inflection say to others within his hearing.
"Don't touch me!" Vic exclaimed as he tried to pull away. He grabbed at a sapling and tried to pull away from the five naked men surrounding him.
"It's all right, boy," the man with the old spirit in his young voice said with a faintly British accent. "We're all friends here. As much as we can be, anyway."
"Back off!"
The man motioned for the others to leave and they slowly did so, going back to their daily tasks - gardening, repairing a roof, and the like. Each of the men were as lean and muscular from work as they were tanned from the sun.
"Tell me, Boy, what did she promise you?" Vic just stared, too scared of waking suddenly in a seemingly-different world. "Our guess is a new leg; this one," and the man almost touched Vic's new ankle, "This one looks rather new."
"Yeah; a leg," Vic said, his voice still shaking.
"Same with me," the man said, nodding his head. "Was wounded in the Great War." Vic knew that meant World War I, yet this man appeared to be in his twenties! "She was a nurse then … Antonio - the one fixing the roof… " The man pointed at a big, Italian-looking man swinging a hammer on the roof. "He lost both arms in a speedboat accident. And Steven - he's an American like you - now that's a sad one. Something called a 'bodybuilder'; all he wanted was a foreskin?"
"What are you talking about?!" demanded Vic as he quickly glanced and saw that he had more than just a new leg below his waist.
"Don't quite understand yet? Well, Tasha loves to find men who, except for some minor flaw like a missing limb, seem to be near-perfect specimens of the male breed. Then she promises them a perfect body - whatever they've lost is promised back. And, one way or another we all ended up in a room all alone - except for a wolf, of course."
"Wolf?" whispered Vic, more memory coming back.
"Werewolf, actually." The Brit paused. "There's no delicate way to put it and you'd might as well face it."
"That night … The dog attack… "
"That was no dog, it was a werewolf. One of us in this nicely disguised cage." Vic looked around - was it the Italian the one on the roof with black, curly hair down his back? Or maybe the French-looking man with the hairy, almost furry chest with a bucket in either hand, hauling water between a small pond and a garden, his long, black hair pulled back in a ponytail. In the back of his mind he tried to remember what little he could of the color of the wolf… "No; it wasn't Jon," the man said as he followed Vic's gaze. "He's far too uncontrollable. She has to lock him up two or three days in advance. And don't expect anyone to confess, either. I doubt you will when it's your turn."
The man paused, then continued his explanation. "Anyway, once you've been attacked and the werewolf's saliva mixes with your bloodstream, you are, as you cowboys would put it, 'done for.' On the next full moon your newly-acquired genes transform you… controlled by something she calls 'DNA' - whatever that is. When you revert to human form, you are put back together by however your human 'DNA' is programmed. So, if you're supposed to have a leg, and it's gone missing… " and the man tapped Vic's ankle, "then it's most definitely restored."
"No; this isn't real. This is a bad dream… "
"A nightmare maybe, but not a dream," the man replied softly as he peeled a piece of dried blood off of Vic's chest and held it up to Vic's face. "Is this a dream?"
There was a long silence before Vic spoke again. "Where am I?"
"You're in a zoo, my boy. One of many cages… "
"Zoo?"
"Actually more of a collection. Tasha's wolf collection."
This was how I worked out a lot of feelings I had about the people who made my public school years so miserable. This is also a case where the writer had no clue how the story was going to end until it did; I taught myself quite a lesson with this one! I had set out to take revenge on my High School class – like Steven King did with "Carrie" (I cheered for her through both movie versions) - and I ended up going the opposite way! I guess when you have good parents as I had, you realize how good you actually had it back then, and then there is some contentment.
—————
Spencer High School always made a fuss over their high school reunions, but this year was special: it was the twentieth-year reunion of the class that had taken the state championship not only in football, but basketball and baseball as well. Oh, and by the way, one particular student had even done well in some academic contest - but who remembered those things?
Daniel Phillips remembered those things because he was that student. And at the twentieth reunion he would get his revenge. The reunion was to be a week-long affair, and nearly every member of the two-hundred member class had responded that they would attend. And, if Daniel had his way, this would be a reunion the town would never forget!
Twenty years can be a long time. And it showed on all six of the 'superstar' jocks during the opening reception held on Monday evening. Sure, standing in the school gym that night they laughed and talked like school boys, but the balding heads and spreads around the guts were stark reminders that the years had past. Occasionally a couple of them acted as if they were making for the basket and others pretended to block the effort. And a few minutes later one of them would make as if to pass a football. But to all watching it was obvious that it was just a bunch of forty-year-olds reliving past glory.
At eight o'clock someone first mistaken as a stranger entered the gym and approached the reception desk. This man didn't look as if he belonged at a twenty-year reunion - his build and carriage was that of a much younger man; one who was lean and muscular with no hint of fat anywhere on his body. That and his hair, coal black, thick, and wavy, betrayed him as a man who knew nothing of age. The woman at the desk, whom the stranger remembered as the school librarian, smiled at him and asked his name.
"Daniel Phillips," he said neither rudely or politely.
"I'm sorry," said the librarian, now retired, "I don't see that name on my list… "
"Only because my picture wasn't in the yearbook. If the committee had used the school records instead of the yearbook you would see my name."
"Young man, all our students appear in the yearbook… "
"Unless they are in Washington at the time, having dinner with the President."
The woman peered a little closer at the man. "Is that you? It is; it's little Daniel Phillips!" She hastily wrote out a name tag and patted it onto his lapel. He smiled at the woman and began to mingle. Within minutes he'd located the six men he'd come to see …
… And seeing them that night brought back all the pain, misery, and nightmare of the twelve years of schooling he'd endured in this small farming town. His whole life since graduation had been centered around this night and the revenge he'd exact. He had remembered these six men as great sources of youth and vitality …
… Except they weren't at all what he'd remembered. Four of them were bald and all six of them wore glasses. All but Jean Harris wore fat around their belt like … like their fathers had!
'Where did he go?' thought Daniel, realizing that Jean Harris was no longer anywhere in sight.
"Daniel Phillips?" A voice said behind him; the voice of a forty-year-old. "Is that you Daniel?" Daniel turned to face Jean Harris, the oldest of his six enemies. "Heaven's sake; it is you! You don't look a day over twenty-five!"
"And you don't look a day under forty," Daniel replied coolly, intending for the man to feel the sting of the remark.
Instead, Jean laughed a hearty laugh. "I guess so!" He rubbed his head, mussing up his red hair. "At least I've got my hair, although it's thinner than it's ever been."
"They tell me that happens."
"Say, we're really glad you came. Believe it or not, some of us lost track of just where you've been in the last few years."
"I'm almost surprised anyone cared." 'What is he up to?' wondered Daniel.
"You'd be surprised," Jean replied. "But I can understand - looking back, I'll bet you grew up hating most of the people in this room."
"'Hate' is such an over-used word."
"Yeah, well, I'd still bet you did." He took a sip of the punch he was holding. "I don't know if you realize it, but we pretty well raked you over the coals in school. You know; being the butt of our jokes and such."
"A few memories remain."
"Look, me and a couple others would like to meet you a little later if we could. We feel pretty bad and, well, even if it is twenty years late we want to apologize."
"I'm staying in the house I grew up in," Daniel advised him.
"No kidding? That place has been abandoned for ten years; no one even goes out that road anymore."
"Then we will have complete privacy."
Of course, Daniel already knew the old house was so abandoned it would the perfect place for a visiting vampire.
—————
Daniel paced the kitchen floor of the old house an hour after the reception had let out, waiting for his guests to arrive. 'What are they up to?' he wondered. 'Even after twenty years do they still have some new way thought up to torment me?' He smiled a fiendish, hateful smile; a smile so twisted that only a fellow demon would think it a smile. 'If it's torment they want, I'm very well prepared.' He reached for a bottle and dumped a tablet into his hand. Swallowing it, he smiled at the thought of how easy it was in this modern world to hide the white, pale skin he'd been plagued with since … since he had found the way to exact his revenge. Simply by taking a daily dosage of tanning pills no one would be the wiser. He was sure he looked healthier than any of those tired forty-year olds who had spent a lifetime in the town's offices and the factories that had moved in when the farms began to be sold off.
He heard a noise and looked out the window to see two pairs of headlights coming down the dirt road. He quit the kitchen for the bedroom and slipped a black silk robe over his bare torso and jeans. 'What a waste to not show off my new body,' he thought, laughing at the thought of these once-jocks seeing just what this once-skinny little kid had done with his body while they were busy letting their muscle turn to fat.
Thomas and George Smithton, Jean and Todd Harris, and Paul and Nathan Rigdon piled out of the two cars and started for the porch, one of them wondering aloud if Daniel could even be there yet; he could see no other car. Just then Daniel lit a gas lamp in the living room, the light shining through the window and illuminating the front walk. He opened the door just as Jean lifted his hand to knock.
"Come in," Daniel said evenly, not letting his lust for their blood show in his voice, "Enter of your own free will."
They entered. "I'm afraid there is no furniture," said Daniel as he ushered them into a small parlor, "We'll have to sit on the floor." They sat near the fireplace, a fire having been started. Thomas and Jean had to help Nathan to the floor, an injury to the back some years back making it difficult for him to do it alone.
"You going to be stay here all week?" Jean asked Daniel as he joined his guests on the floor.
Daniel leaned back on his hands, allowing his robe to fall open, the firelight dancing against his bronzed muscles. "It's not much now," he answered slowly, "But there are many, many ghosts to keep me company."
Thomas Smithton looked at his brother George. "At least they're good ghosts."
"What do you mean?" asked Daniel.
Thomas was taken back. "You never heard?" Daniel shook his head. "Two years after we graduated Mother finally went to the law and had Dad arrested."
"Oh?"
The two brothers looked at each other. "You might as well tell him," said George, "Everyone else within a hundred miles knows."
"Abuse. He abused her and our sisters and… us." Thomas paused as he looked at Daniel. "There are no good ghosts in our old home. In fact, we burned it down the day he was found guilty and sent to jail."
"So that explains the day I saw… " began Daniel, but was cut off.
"And also explains why we beat the tar out of you for seeing it," spoke up George. "And for beating you up, the old man did us again."
There was a profound silence until George looked at Paul and Nathan Rigdon. "As far as I'm concerned, you're lucky not to have had a Father."
"A Father like ours, anyway," retorted Paul. Paul smiled and explained to their host. "You see, George and Tom were our idol - we didn't have a dad and they did; we figured if they did something it was right 'cause their dad would have taught it to them. But as we grew older, we were the ones trying to teach them that he was wrong; tried for years to get them to tell someone about him."
"So the four of us basically grew up without a father," said Nathan, "Which I think accounts for half of the hell we put you through."
"What do you mean?" asked Daniel, a little confused.
"Don't you understand?" asked Thomas. "You had the one thing we could never have and we hated you for it! You had a father who loved you; of course we made life hell for you!" A tear trickled down the man's cheek. "It didn't matter that you couldn't throw a ball or make a basket; your Father loved you for who you were."
"And I wasn't much," Daniel mumbled.
"Wasn't much?!" Paul exclaimed, "Daniel Phillips, you were the one person in town that never tried to be anything you weren't; the one person who knew what you wanted from life and went out and got it"
"The only thing I wanted in life was to get revenge on you six for everything you put me through," Daniel retorted. "Everything I've become was so I could come back here someday and kill every one of you. From kindergarten to our senior year you made my life hell. Do you know what it's like to be made the class jerk? To always be the last one chosen for a team? To see the looks of disappointment when one teams has to take you? The looks of victory in the other team?" Daniel rose to his feet, turning from the other men. "Do you know what it's like to win a national contest and have dinner in the White House, only to return to your hometown and not be noticed because your lifetime tormentors are receiving their third victory parade?" Daniel was shaking, proud that he'd had the courage to say it.
"Do you know what it's like to not be able to go home, afraid of being raped?" asked Thomas.
There was a silence until Todd Harris spoke softly. "Do you know what it's like to have won three state championships and your dad not even notice?"
"Your Dad?" asked Daniel, "The man who loved everyone in town?"
Todd shook his head. "Except his family. Town Council was his life - Home was just a place to get fed and change clothes."
"But you always appeared with him… "
"Whenever it was politically the right thing to do."
There was another long silence.
"I'm afraid I'm confused, now," said Daniel, slowly sitting back down in the fire's light. "For years you were the ones everyone looked at as being everything a boy could be. If we weren't like you we were nothing. You had everything… "
"It was you who had everything," whispered George. "And we hated you for it. It didn't matter how many games we won; how many trophies we brought home. There was only one thing our father wanted us for."
"And our dad didn't even tell us he was proud of us," confessed Jean. "He didn't even listen to the games on the radio like everyone else in the state."
"My dad wasn't so great," whispered Daniel.
"Wasn’t so great?!" shouted Todd, who jumped to his feet. "Boy, you don't know what you're saying! Sure he wasn't rich; you were poorer than anyone in town. But he was there for you!
"Remember the school play in second grade; when you played a wise man? You tripped and fell on top of the baby Jesus."
"I remember," growled Daniel, "You six reminded me of it for ten years after it happened."
"While the audience laughed and you ran from the stage in tears, your father ran after you. He even hugged you! He made you go back on stage and finish what you had started."
"He embarrassed me!"
"He loved you enough to make you face a mistake head on!"
"He loved you enough to care," added Nathan.
"For that you hated me?"
"We were as jealous as any child who was starved for love could be."
"When you went to Washington for your contest, your father went with you."
"Yeah; so?"
"Not one of us had a father that even came with us to the train station; didn't even come to the parades."
There was yet another silence.
"And you rewarded your father by killing him," Jean said slowly and deliberately.
"I was cleared in the hearing."
"Some of us weren't satisfied with the hearing's results." Jean and Daniel locked eyes, neither looking away. "Some of us had access to remarkable sources of information that shed more light on your parents' death than the judge would ever hear."
"Speak plainly or you are breathing your last breath," hissed Daniel.
"There’s the matter of your sneaking into Romania one night seventeen years ago when you were supposed to be in Turkey working on a grant to study… "
"How do you know of that?"
"Because I'm not really a sales representative for the cement plant."
"Intelligence, no doubt."
"No doubt. I know, for instance, that while illegally in Romania you met with a … a very old gentleman named Vlad… "
"I learned a lot from him."
"And the Romanians went through hell killing him off. Again."
"What does that have to do with your accusing me of killing my parents?"
"Because wherever you've gone in the world there have been killings that could only be explained by one who believes vampires exist."
"And you do?"
"Investigating you made a convert out of me. When you came home that Christmas, your parents either witnessed you killing your prey or at least saw you feeding… "
"The second, actually."
"… And you killed them to protect your secret."
Daniel smiled. "And what, if anything, are you going to do about it?"
All six of them pulled water pistols out of their suit coats. Daniel threw back his head and laughed, his fangs gleaming like ivory in the firelight.
"Children's toys against the devil?"
Jean pulled his plastic trigger and shot a spray of holy water at the demon, who screamed an unholy shriek as the consecrated water hit his skin. "The others are armed with either holy water or garlic oil in their child's toys," Jean said matter-of-fact.
Daniel sprang for the door, but Jean jumped as fast and cut him off with another spray from his gun. By that time the others were on their feet - and had helped Nathan to his feet - and had the beast surrounded, slowly herding him back to the fireplace.
"Go get the stuff," Jean ordered, sounding very much like the agent he claimed to be. Todd obediently ran for the door and was back in a moment, handing a big sports bag to Jean.
"Despite having nothing you had," Jean said to Daniel as he and the others backed him towards the fireplace, "And as big a jerks as we were as kids, we turned out pretty good. We allowed the past to be buried and became men in spite of our youth. But you never did that; you who had everything we could never have - you never allowed the past to die and never allowed yourself to grow up. Sure, we were hell on you. But did it ever occur to you that we had problems, too?"
Daniel was up against the wall, against one of the thick wood posts that held up the second floor of the old house. While he stood there, not daring to move in fear of the water pistols turned on him, Jean pulled out a crossbow and fired an oak stake at the vampire, pinning him to the wall.
"You had the greatest possession in the world - parents who loved you. And you killed them because of some childhood hatred you held for idiots like us who weren't worth your time or thought. You don't deserve to live!"
The second stake he shot pierced Daniel's heart. The body drooped, dying, and within minutes had decomposed to the point it should have had it been allowed to die seventeen years previous when Daniel had died and become a vampire, dead but Undead.
The next morning Daniel didn't show for the reunion activities. And he wasn't seen the rest of the week. But no one really seemed to notice except the Smithton, Harris, and Rigdon brothers. But then, they knew where he was because they had watched his body burn with the rest of the old abandoned house. And as soon as they could they would go back and mix that ashes with cement, hoping the beast would never be able to put itself back together again.
or, 'A Vampire among the Mormons'
written 2009
Dear Grandchildren:
I've set out to chronicle some of the most important events in my life. You older children will think the story quaint and silly; some of you will think it's just another of Grandpa's silly stories meant to amuse you. That's fine, because the day will come that you'll appreciate it. Let me just tell you that this story is true; every word. And let me also remind you that there are more strange things in the world than any of us will ever know.
Great-Uncle Morey will be adding his comments as there are parts of the story he knows better.
With Love,
Grandpa Jacob
___________
Grandpa Jacob's narration:
When my grandparents left Italy for America they were determined not to stay in some ethnic enclave in any city – instead, they set out for farm country. With a son who was six years old (my father), a four-year-old daughter, and a year-old son, they carried what little they brought with them and walked out of New York in search of their dream. They spoke no English, and America outside of New York did not seem to speak Italian. But Grandfather was good at pantomime and somehow made himself understood. No one wanted to hire the determined young Italian, but they'd offer shelter and food for the night with food to carry away with them in the morning, and, often they found rides for their western exodus.
In Ohio they buried their youngest child; a kind farmer offering a place in his own family plot on his farm, his whole family reverently standing with my Grandparents as the burial was performed. Two days later, heartbroken over their loss, they sat down in a grove of trees on the side of the road, ready to give up on their dream. They prayed to Jesus, the Blessed Virgin, and Saint Christopher, the protector of travelers, for a sign as to what they should do, and as they crossed themselves following the prayer a young farmer the same age as Grandfather stopped to ask them if they needed help. One spoke no Italian and the other spoke no English, but the farmer offered them the old one-room cabin behind his own house for the night, and his wife brought them dinner and bedding and other things she thought they might need.
My grandparents took the kindness of the farmer's wife to be a sign from Jesus and the Virgin and Saint Christopher that they were finally home. So, the next morning Grandfather was standing on the porch of the main house, ready to begin working for the farmer. Fortunately the farm was an apple orchard, because Grandfather knew apple trees. The farmer, knowing he couldn't tell the man he didn't need help, simply nodded for him to come with him, and by the end of the day the farmer had concluded that he wouldn't let this strange foreigner who knew apple trees like a mother knows her children ever leave his farm. A year later my grandparents moved into their own newly-built home a short distance from the main house, and five years later the sign over the farm entrance was changed from “Larrabee Apples” to “Larrabee & Caporalli Apples”. Grandfather, who did not yet have a good understanding of English, didn't understand all the talk behind the new sign and the papers my father, now a bold eleven-year-old who'd become very fluent in English, patiently explained he needed to sign – papers called 'deed' and 'title'. What my Grandfather did understand was that he was now officially part of something in this, the Promised Land. Something had his name on it and it was his, for Mister Larrabee had made my grandparents full partners and owners of the farm.
Like many new emigrants of the time, my grandparents taught little of their old-world heritage to their children – after all, they were now Americans! My father and aunt and the children born after settling on the farm learned English from the farmers' children and at school, and the farmers' children learned Italian, and the two families slowly became one family in spirit if not in fact.
One part of Italy that remained and was taught was their religion. Once the Larrabees understood their new tenants were Catholic, they wrote to the Bishop of Columbus, who added them to the list of families visited by priests who rode circuit to say Mass, perform ordinances, and hear confessions. Even though they were as Protestant as could be, the Larrabees were perfect hosts for each and every visiting priest, even attending each mass conducted on the farm – Missus Larrabee even wore a shawl over her head for Mass like good Catholic women used to do so Grandmother would have a friend on the women's side of the service. After all, according to the American Dream we shared in each others individualities as well as in our commonalities. In that spirit of sharing, my grandparents attended church every Sunday with the Larrabees (except when a circuit priest was in town), learning English by singing the grand protestant hymns of the day. In fact, it was out of the Methodist hymnal that my good Catholic Grandmother learned to read English, Missus Larrabee patiently teaching her word by word.
My father went to college in Saint Louis where he met the woman he would eventually marry. She was also a child of Italian emigrants - so yes, I'm full-blooded Italian who knows absolutely no Italian, and has black, curly hair and a natural Mediterranean tan that betrays my heritage. And, I also have the attitude when needed.
The Great Depression wasn't even a year old when I graduated from High School and moved to New York to follow my dream of being an actor, writer, and playwright – which turned out to be like trying to be a baker without owning any wheat or even an oven – the hope, the dream, and the drive was there, but there was no market in which to nurture the dream and bring it to fruition. For every theater there were two-dozen aspiring writers and several-hundred actors, and most of those theaters were closed until the economy improved.
That's where Jonathon Littleton, attorney for my late uncle on my mother's side, caught up with me.
I was lucky enough to be holding down a job at a third-rate hotel in a Jewish neighborhood as a night-time bellboy when a man in a very expensive suit walked in with a briefcase and no luggage.
“May I help you, Sir?” I asked, standing right up.
“I'm looking for a Mister Jacobo Caporalli,” the man said, pronouncing the first name with a silent-'J' and looking down his nose at me as if I were sidewalk scum.
“Call me 'Jacob', please,” I replied with all the desperate courtesy of someone who hasn't received a tip in several weeks and rent is coming due.
“Mister Caporalli,” the man continued. “My name is Jonathon Littleton, attorney for your Uncle Lorenz. Is there a place where we can talk?”
“Yes, Sir.”
We found a quiet corner in the cramped little lobby and sat. “You are aware of the demise of you uncle Lorenz?”
“Yes, Sir; died two years ago.”
“Are you aware of just how wealthy he was?”
I shrugged. “I know he invested well. Railroads, steel, oil.” I paused. “All the good stuff.”
“Are you also aware of the difficulty in settling his estate?”
I shrugged again. “He's got one kid; my cousin Vinny. What's here to settle?”
Mister Littleton took two big breaths before answering. “Mister Vincent the Junior did not pass the single qualification test to inherent his father's estate. He's going to have to make it through life on the stipend his father left for him.”
“Which is probably more than I'll make in a lifetime.”
“That would depend on you.”
There was a pregnant pause.
“So, what's this got to do with me?” I finally asked.
“Your uncle's will listed only two other candidates for his estate; you and your father. If one of the two of you do not qualify then it all goes to previously-assigned charities.”
“That's a lot of charity.”
“Your father has declined, and he refused to disclose your location; I had to literally hunt you down.”
“So what's the hitch?”
“Very simple, really. The estate includes a small but comfortable mansion in northern Utah. To inherent the estate one must spend one year there; sleeping every night in the house for one full year. One year to the day.”
“Utah? Where the Mormons live?”
“Yes.”
“So, what's it worth to live with the Mormons for one year?” Mister Littleton showed me a paper that had the total of the estate's worth, and I choked. “Mormons don't seem to be such bad people all of a sudden,” I whispered.
“Your cousin actually enjoyed their association,” Mister Littleton replied, scowling. “He said there were 'other things' that drove him back to civilization.”
“What? Is the house haunted? This isn't one of those classic… ”
“He broke down when I asked him for details. Has been recovering in a sanatorium in Denver since his time among the Mormons.”
Vinny always was a wimp. Always a nose in a book; probably never even been skinny-dipping. If Mormons broke him down, then I knew I'd like them.
“So,” I replied, looking around the small lobby and seeing for the first time just how shabby my life really was, “Which way to the train station?”
Getting to the train station, however, didn't happen for several weeks. As a prospective millionaire, Mister Littleton saw the need to take charge of my life in order to orient me into this new phase of life, and I didn't argue. After a good haircut and shave, he sent me to Macy's with a blank check and a letter addressed to the supervisor of Men's Clothing and Supplies, describing down to a sock and a shaving bowl exactly how they were to clothe and outfit me and then deliver it all to his house, where he was putting me up until I left for my year among the Mormons. I was given lectures at Macy's about not mixing stripes with dots and not to wear brown shoes with black slacks. I was given etiquette lessons and then taken to the finest restaurants, where Mister Littleton left tips larger than what my salary had been at the hotel. I was shown all the sights – driven everywhere by limousine.
I could really get used to this life!
I left New York City in early March in my own private railroad car (with an attendant!) that had three bedrooms and a bath and a sitting room. Switched to another train in Chicago, I was met at the station in Columbus by old Grandpa Larrabee, who drove me back to the farm he and Grandpa Caporalli, both now widowers, still shared.
I have many happy childhood memories of that farm. Grandpa Caporalli and I spent several days just walking the farm and sharing many of those memories as I walked slow enough that he and his cane could hobble along with me. We rode his carriage down the road to see the grove of trees where he'd built a small shrine to Jesus, the Virgin, and Saint Christopher for sending Grandpa Larrabee to find them, and then we went further down the road to the farm where Grandpa had buried his child, and he cried as he told me about my little uncle. Those were the only tears I'd ever seen that man shed.
Later that day we visited Grandma's grave back on the Larrabee-Caporalli farm, where we both laid a small bunch of flowers next to her simple headstone.
“Come; I have something for you,” Grandpa Caporalli said as we turned back to the house. The main house was now occupied by one of Grandpa Larrabee's grandsons who worked the orchard, so the two old men shared the Caporalli house. He led me to the clean, plain bedroom on the main floor that he and Grandma had shared for so many years and, opening up a jewelry case, pulled up a small but elegant silver chain holding both an equally elegant crucifix and a Saint Christopher medal. “I wear this when we come to America,” he explained. “It was my grandfather's. I offer it to your papa when he continue west to Saint Louis, but he say it too much a treasure.” Grandpa smiled an old man's smile as he pulled my hand to him and put the treasure in my open hand. “It your's now. Protect you in the Wild West.”
I could have told him the West wasn't wild anymore, but my only reply was a hug between grandfather and grandson as something very sacred was passed on to the next generation.
“Always pray for help, no matter what,” Grandpa told me as I put the chain over my head and tucked the crucifix into my shirt, and I remembered his words as I was back on the train and headed for Saint Louis. “He not too busy for anyone, even for a newly-rich boy like you. Pray to Jesus and the Holy Mother. If you are traveling, pray to Saint Christopher.” Grandpa paused. “They brought us here, to a new home. Let them bring you to your new home. Let Him tell you how to use all that money.”
I would only see Grandpa Caporalli in mortality one more time – on my honeymoon - but this was the last time we were able to share words and an embrace, and I cherish the memory of the man who set out to walk America to find his dream, leading his wife and carrying his children into the Promised Land.
Saint Louis was not so pleasant. My three days there were spent with book after book containing first-hand accounts of life among the Mormons being forced in front of me. And they were not good accounts! Mama wept in fear that I was going to my doom. Papa tried to make me swear by everything he held sacred - which wasn't too much as he believed his success was due to his own power and he gave God far less credit than he ought to have – to swear by everything he held sacred to not fall prey to the Mormon Lie, whatever that was.
It was a joy to finally be on a train for Salt Lake City! Mama came to the station and wept as if I were going off to war against Mongol hordes. Papa, angry that I was accepting money I hadn't earned, left for work before any of us were out of bed that morning, so there was no goodbye from him.
It was a long train ride to Salt Lake City, and it was during this part of my journey that I discovered I was allowed out of my private car to mingle with the rest of the passengers, which I promptly did, thus passing the time in a far more pleasurable way than confined to my gilded cage. I did, however, enjoy the fact that I had a private bedroom to retreat to at night!
Mister Littleton had arranged for a local Ford dealer to meet me at Union Station in Salt Lake City with a shiny new automobile, bought for my use and large enough to carry all the luggage holding the 'minimum goods' Mister Littleton believed I'd need to survive 'out west' – which meant it was one of those new, sensible 'station wagons' and not the roadster I'd have preferred. It was one of those cars that the passenger compartment and storage area was all made of wood – hence the classic nickname 'Woody'.
A room was waiting for me in the Hotel Utah, and I spent two days walking the streets of this new town, hoping to get my first glimpse of Mormons. None were forthcoming; everyone just looked and acted like normal folk. Very friendly; far more friendly than New York! But otherwise normal. I'd have to wait for my first view of a Mormon.
I was having my rail car hitched to the back of a freight train that visits Logan once or twice a week, but I didn't want to wait, so I struck out on my own, the rail car to follow. It was a full day's drive north through Ogden, Brigham City, and then because Strawberry Canyon was still closed due to snow, I had to go further north to Tremonton and then over the hills to Cache Valley.
Everywhere I stopped to eat or ask directions, perfectly-normal people were polite and helpful. No one had horns sprouting out of their foreheads or appeared to have a tail tucked skillfully down a pantleg as even the latest edition of Encyclopedia Britannia clearly stated Mormons were so burdened. I saw no men with more than one woman of comparable age holding on to him. Oh, and all the women wore shoes and dressed in regular styles I'd have recognized anywhere.
Where were the Mormons?
Logan, civilization's only real outpost in Cache Valley, was a sleepy-looking town compared to anywhere I'd ever lived. One long main street, but with plenty of residential streets on either side of it, this town had more churches than I'd ever seen in one small town, and up on the eastern bench stood a cathedral-like fortress of a building that seemed to be the focus of the valley's attention. I even saw a small Catholic church and made a mental note to go Sunday and thank God for this change in my life.
“Yo!” I shouted at a young man walking down the sidewalk as I came to a stop beside him. “Yeah, you!” I continued as the boy turned and pointed at himself as if asking 'me?' “I'm looking for an address.”
The kid came off the curb and around to the driver's window as I pushed the instruction paper out towards him.
“That's about a mile from my house,” the kid whom I figured was about eighteen exclaimed as he pointed south of where we were. “I could take you right there.”
“Get in, then.”
“You must be Jacobo Caporalli,” the kid began, pronouncing my name with that silent-”J”, as he slid in the passenger side and closed the door.
“'Jacob' if you like your teeth,” I suggested.
“At least your name isn't Moriancumer,” the kid countered with a stiff whiff of gloom.
“Ouch!” I exclaimed. “But folks with teeth left in their head call you Morey, right?”
The kid grinned an innocent grin as if I'd given him an idea.
“Okay, then, Morey: where to?”
While we headed south Morey explained that Mister Littleton had written and hired his Ma to clean the house up before I arrived (which is why he rightly guessed who I was) and to act as a housekeeper for three to four hours a day. “Mom 'n Dad are glad for the extra money,” Morey explained. “It's tight up here right now.” Come to find out, his whole family had pitched in and cleaned the house – scrubbed walls and windows; the works. They'd even brought furniture up from the basement that had been stored their since my grandfather on my mother's side had abandoned the house. His Ma had dutifully listed all their individual hours and sent the bill accordingly - to include the huge pile of firewood the kid and his father had split and stacked.
Oh, and I was right – Morey was a kid – he was barely eighteen. I was a mature twenty-one.
Morey chose to take me home with him instead of to my new home, explaining that the sun was down and no one entered the property in the dark. Once I smelled his mother's dinner, he had no arguments from me - it was worth sleeping on a lumpy old couch to eat that woman's cooking. And, the fact that he was the only boy in a family of seven children made me think they'd be right good neighbors, as I fell right in the middle of his sister's ages. They were such normal folk that I was immediately glad they weren't Mormon – yeah, you could tell they weren't Catholic in the way they prayed, but they were good folk.
Morey and his Ma, Missus Harris, rode with me to the house the following morning.
“Your grandfather built this house,” Missus Harris explained. “He'd made money in railroad and other things, and he visited here when Union Pacific built the spur between Tremonton and Logan. Bought fifty of the prettiest acres in the valley and built this house for his bride.”
“I know this story,” I cut in. “She died here; childbirth… ?”
“Not from childbirth, she didn't! At least according to local story. She survived childbirth fine. But afterwards she took to roaming the foothills. She went missing one night, and her body was found up Night Bird Canyon; it's on one end of the property. That's when your grandfather moved back to Saint Louis.”
“What she die of?”
“No one really knows. No wounds; no cuts. Only thing showing was a pin prick on her neck; probably from a dress fitting.”
There was a pause as we pulled up to the front of the house and got out, all three of us staring up at the house. It wasn't exactly a mansion, but it was the biggest house I'd ever seen in a farming town. Eight bedrooms upstairs, Missus Harris told me, and downstairs there was two parlors, a formal dining room, and a private study. There was a porch all the way around the main floor and a balcony-porch that circled the front and two sides of the second floor but not the back. The kitchen was built as an addition in the back on the first floor. She'd never been in the basement and couldn't tell me much about it.
“Probably where the ghosts live,” I mumbled.
The property had a spacious lawn on the side facing the mountains to the west (and Night Bird Canyon), and beyond that a large pond which Morey said was good for swimming; I didn't ask how he knew.
“Only two others have tried to live here since your grandfather left.”
“Vinny… ” I noted.
“A nice boy,” Missus Harris remarked, but Morey's face held another opinion. Missus Harris handed me the keys to the house. “Also his father, who spent a year here when I was a young woman.” She smiled that really pretty smile women get when they remember something nice. “He was a marvelous dancer.” She paused and the smile moved on. “Now, come choose your bedroom before Morey brings your things in.” Despite her protestations, I helped Morey bring my things in after choosing a north-side bedroom that had a remarkable view of the cathedral, some eight or nine miles away and perched solemnly on its bench.
In the main parlor of the house there was a package from Mister Littleton waiting for me. It was the old family Bible that had been my uncle's, and it contained a note written in his hand:
“Read this book and believe. Let it guide and comfort. In this is the greatest wealth.
“Do not go out at night for any reason until the Evil has passed. Stay out of Night Bird Canyon.”
I remembered that before we'd left the Harris house that morning, and before Mister Harris headed off to work, he was absolute in one single instruction: “Don't go out at night. Things have a way of dying on that property at night. That's when… when your grandmother had been out.”
And not going out at night was going to be difficult, because there was no indoor plumbing – only an outhouse. Yeah, and no electricity, either.
“How did Vinny handle the nights?” I asked Missus Harris. She nodded towards an elegant chamber pot now being used to hold a floral arrangement. “You didn't… ?”
“Oh, he handled it himself, believe me!”
The Harris' car was parked until they could afford luxuries such as gasoline, so the next day, a Sunday, I packed as many of them as I could into my station wagon and drove them to their church – horror or horrors! It was a Mormon chapel!
“You folks are Mormons?” I asked, and I'm afraid they saw my surprise.
Missus Harris just smiled. “Don't believe everything you read in encyclopedias, young man.”
I'm afraid I didn't hear a thing the priest said that Sunday as I sat through Mass. I did manage to thank Jesus, the Virgin, and Saint Christopher for a safe journey and for the change in life, but the rest of the time was spend trying to figure out how the Harris family could be good people and be Mormons.
After church and their family dinner, Morey brought a couple horses to my house and took me for a ride around my property, where, on the far west end of it, we looked up a canyon.
“Night Bird Canyon,” Morey announced.
“It is nice?”
“Don't know. No one goes there.” And before I could ask further, he was riding away, so I followed.
It took about a week to unpack all the trunks Mister Littleton sent with me and then to rearrange the house the way I wanted it. Missus Harris went with me into town to buy a few extra chest of drawers, and I quickly discovered she had an eye that balanced good taste with smart pricing. Of course, in rearranging the house I didn't touch the kitchen – that was Missus Harris' domain. She supplied a cupboard near the kitchen door with things for me to snack on and that would be a simple fix, but the rest of the room was hers.
Even before the unpacking and rearranging was done, Missus Harris rode into town with me again to introduce me to plumbers and electricians and carpenters – if I was going to be there a year then I had work for them! Missus Harris knew the right men, and they came out to the house to make estimates, which I reported to Mister Littleton, who then drew checks above my monthly allowance and mailed them directly to the contractors. By the end of April I had an electrical light and at least one additional plug in every room. You've seen the old pictures with wires running on the outside of the wall and up the ceiling to the ceiling light? Yes, that's what it looked like, and it was very modern way back then.
And, above the kitchen that stuck out the back of the house there was a new bathing and toilet room serving the needs of the second-floor bedrooms. A second toilet room and a mud room were added to the first floor next to the kitchen, which now had it's own piped-in water and one of those new electrical refrigerators.
I had brought with me all the discarded scripts and stories I had written in hopes of becoming a writer and a playwright, and now, in the office on the main floor, I certainly had room to spread them all out, and I had time to pick and choose what to work on. Yeah; I had a whole year! And, I had a new typewriter – no more longhand!
____________
Uncle Morey here, adding a few words to this well-winded narration:
What Grandpa Jacobo hasn't brought out yet is that he loved my mother almost from the start. His own mother was one of those women who was into Society, so he was raised mostly by maids as she was always busy. A mother whose life centered on her family was a new and intriguing concept for him. Mother discovered just as quickly that Jacob was a boy in need of a mother figure, and she chose to fulfill her role as housekeeper accordingly. And he wasn't complaining. Whenever she needed to go shopping, he drove her and helped with the shopping. Not like he had to be holding down a job like the rest of us, right, Jacobo? He even learned how to hang up the laundry and wash dishes correctly.
Anyway, he and I became friends in short order. I had Sunday and Monday off from work, so I usually went with for the Monday shopping so I could tote and carry our goods into our house while Jacob toted and carried the goods bought for his house.
It only took a few Sundays for Jacob to realize that Mother was serious about a standing invitation to Sunday dinner. Once he started coming he never missed a week. After my sisters got done entertaining him (he loved Maria's chocolate-colored eyes almost as much as he loved Mom's chocolate cake), he and I would walk to his house, but I'd have to leave before sundown for obvious reasons (which weren't so obvious back then except that facing my Mother's wrath was not a pleasant thing.) Jacob finally invited me to stay the night as he had eight furnished bedrooms and was only using one.
So Sunday nights became our 'talk night.' One of the first things that happened was clearing up the fact that Logan did not have a cathedral. Jacob swore there were two, but I explained that the one on Main Street was actually a Tabernacle – a large assembly hall used for most any large gatherings – concerts, church conferences, town meetings; that sort of thing.
“The big one up on the bench, though,” I explained, “That's the temple.”
“Temple; cathedral; what's the difference?” Jacob asked me.
“A temple is where our highest, most sacred ordinances and covenants are performed.”
“Like what?”
So, I explained to him about temple stuff and he seemed mostly satisfied with the simple answers I gave him.
____________
Back to Grandpa Jacob:
Okay, Uncle Moriancumer; you still think I was satisfied with those dumb, disjointed answers you gave me about the temple? I pretended to be satisfied only because I knew I could have your Ma clear up the confusion when she came to work. When your Ma came I asked her to do exactly that. And her answers sounded like someone who's actually been inside a Mormon temple. She even knew where that scripture in First Corinthians was that shows proxy baptism for those who died without it was part of early Christianity. I'm glad you studied the scriptures a lot more before you left on a mission!
The idea that a marriage could last the Eternities was really strange to me. But then, I hadn't seen many marriages worth lasting that long until I met Mister and Missus Harris. And even though I didn't believe Mormon teachings, I was impressed with the determination Mormons had in building a marriage that could last past the birth of their last child.
As stated before, I was free to leave the property and roam the countryside all day, but the legal qualification was that I had to sleep in the house every night for a year. And, as the Harris' so firmly insisted, I had to be indoors before sundown.
Missus Harris insisted they were not superstitious, but she was equally insistent that there were more things in existence than we knew. She said this was the reason I had to be in by nightfall – because there was something out there but they just didn't know what it was. And, it only affected my property and they didn't know why.
“My property and Night Bird Canyon?” I asked, pretending to do so casually.
“Who've you been talking to?”she asked, not at all fooled.
“Morey pointed it out when I arrived but didn't answer any questions.”
“Some things and some places just don't feel right, and we avoid them. Night Bird Canyon is one of them.” And she would say no more.
I wondered how much more Mister Littleton really knew. I wrote him but he insisted he learned very little from my cousin Vinny Junior, who was still in the sanatorium in Denver.
I grilled Morey about ghost stories in the Mormon world, and he told me that there were a few but rarely repeated and probably never even written down. He knew that their founder Joseph Smith had recorded that he'd seen Satan once. Morey also said he had a cousin from north of Preston who'd told him a story about a demon in some place called Mink Creek and said that when pressed those who'd witnessed the event would only tell you how true or false the version you heard was but would never actually tell you what they'd seen or heard.
“We believe in angels,” Morey said, “and if there's angels there has to be demons. Don't now much about demons, thought. What we do is try to live lives that would exclude them from being here.”
“What if they're really determined demons?” I pressed.
“Trust in God to fight our battles, I guess.”
“Yeah, well, from my reading in the Bible that means He expects us to join His army and fight with Him leading us,” I retorted.
She gave me one of those 'mother' smiles that meant I'd said something correct.
Morey and I were both from brotherless families, and we found a brother of sorts in each other – it was a friendship waiting to happen. I kidded him at first about being a farmboy-turned librarian, but he just smiled and didn't take the bait – something those of us with nothing but sisters get good at as sisters know how to bait a brother. He said he was lucky the library position opened when it did because at least he had a job. He even claimed that working with books was practically a sacred thing. Remind me not to return a book late to his library!
Like Morey wrote, I had a standing invitation to Sunday Dinner at the Harris house, and once I took them up on it, Morey seemed to always find a reason to walk me home – I think he was making sure I was getting home before dark. I'd have rather been walked home by his twenty-year-old sister Maria, whose looks took my breath away, but, hey, can't have everything in his life! She was a Mormon, I was a Catholic – just wouldn't have worked.
So not only was Morey a friend, but he was an assistant mother hen to his Ma. What his Ma doesn't know is that once he started staying the night I was teaching him to play poker (Did he really write that it was our 'talk night'?) while he was answering my questions about Mormons… only to find out that they considered card playing a forbidden evil, which was good for me, because Morey had a brain for numbers and knew how to use it with cards in his hands! Lucky for me he refused to play for money – he said that was the real sin.
In exchange for the poker lessons, we spent several hours every Monday, after shopping, with Morey teaching me how to ride a horse bareback. He even loaned me a pair of Levi's until I could get to the store for my own pair.
Once the noise and confusion of adding plumbing and electricity to the house was done, life got a little too dull. Yes, Missus Harris was a great person, but that was only four hours in a day, and the nights were long. Morey spent most of Sunday and Monday at my house, and even started sleeping over Monday night and leaving from there to work Tuesday morning, but that left a lot of long hours alone in a big house. I found myself going to the library for reference books for my writing, and the human interaction was looked forward to. Morey actually did know his stuff in running a library – no matter what kind of book I was after, he knew right where it was, and it wasn't a small library like I thought it would be in a little town like this! These Mormons were actually literate and enjoyed all kinds of reading. All the latest authors who were worth reading were found there along with all the classics. Allan Quatermain and Tarzan were there, along with Melville and Natti Bumpo. And Bram Stoker and Mary Shelley. Yeah, Shakespeare was there, too, but why torture yourself?
Logan wasn't the dreary outpost I was afraid it was going to be. They had two movie houses and several theaters – all open at night, thank you very much. Dances and parties at every church in town … all at night. I can assure you, girls aren't interested in a guy that can't stay out past sundown! Except the Harris girls; they understood. But they only wanted to be friends… after all, they were intent on marrying within their faith (a good thing!) and in their temple, and I didn't qualify for either. But I have to admit, they were good friends. And Maria's eyes made the man in me feel – well, like a man. They arranged parties at my house on Saturday afternoons, and a lot of people came … only to leave before sundown to head off to the real parties.
But after the first of these parties Missus Harris suggested I write Mister Littleton and get funding over my monthly allowance for a piano, which I did. The one Missus Harris picked out from the Steinway catalog Mister Littleton sent back was a baby grand. Was I ever impressed with the musical talent of the kids my age once that thing arrived! And the girls were so appreciative of the piano - hey, anything to make girls appreciate you!
But I also found out Missus Harris played the piano, and really good, too. When she'd finished her work every afternoon she'd play a few pieces, her eyes closed and really feeling the music. Gershwin and Noel Coward and all the other greats. And I could sing anything she could play. It was magic.
But I'm getting ahead of myself.
One morning two weeks after the remodeling was over, I found two dead rabbits on the kitchen doorstep. They didn't die there; they were set there and laid out very much on purpose. I looked around and saw no one. I shrugged and took them inside, laying them on the counter next to the sink to examine them – they both had a single bite out of their neck, which is probably how they'd been drained as there wasn't any blood in them when Missus Harris arrived and started carving them up for a stew. She saved the skins, saying I could find something to do with the furs.
I haven't mentioned that this little estate I was living on had a stable (where I parked the car at night) and several out-buildings like a chicken coop. Missus Harris and Morey both insisted I not try to stock them as “things die there at night”. Well, the day the two rabbits showed up dead on the doorstep, begging to be turned into a stew, I went out and bought a dozen hens and a rooster for the chicken coop and yard. Three mornings later two of the chickens were carefully laid out on the same kitchen doorstep, as bloodless as the rabbits and just as dead. Not a feather out of place, but their throats were opened and the carcasses empty of blood. I walked to the chicken coop in my underwear (a sleeveless, mid-thigh 'union suit' that everyone wore back then) and couldn't find any holes in the fence. There wasn't any hole that a dog could have dug to get at them. The gate was still locked, and the only key had been in the kitchen, hanging on a peg next to the refrigerator.
Two days later the rooster and another of the hens were on the doorstep dead, and that afternoon Missus Harris took the rest of them home with her to add to their chicken coop. I had assured her I hadn't heard anything, and I'm a very light sleeper.
That Sunday afternoon Morey and I had gone swimming in the pond past the big, formal lawn. It sits, as you all know, over a small rise, and what's done there can't be seen from the house – or from the Harris house, the closest neighbors, so we enjoyed ourselves as two young men were bound to do in those days by skinny-dipping. The water was cold but the air was warm and a good swim was had by both of us except for the fact that we lost track of time, and when Morey realized the sun was nearly down he grabbed his clothes and ran for the house, me following and somewhat exasperated with this fixation with the sun going down on my property. If the Harris' had been watching with Morey's binoculars they would have had a sight to remember, I'm sure, watching their tall, blond son, buck naked, and me wearing only my black-haired chest, Mediterranean tan, and my grandfather's crucifix that hung to the bottom of my breastbone – two well-formed young men turning their dash to 'safety' from the evils of the night into a race to see who could reach the house first.
Let me say something about friendship. You boys today do not know what friendship is like we did. Most of you are grossed out that Morey and I went skinny-dipping. But there was something called 'Trust” back then. Being unclothed around a brother or a father or a friend didn't mean you were immoral – it meant you trusted who you were with. The world is a worse place that this trust among men is gone. Morey and I would never have thought anything that you boys today would think – we were just two friends having a good swim and trusting each other. There, I said it, and that's all on that subject.
Anyway, when we got back to the house and then into our underwear (Morey's had sleeves), for that's all either of us slept in, we decided one of us would stay up to watch the kitchen door from one of the upstairs bedrooms – it had been two days since the last batch of dead offerings and we figured tonight whomever was doing it might come again. Morey offered to take the first watch – till Two A.M., so he pulled the bedroom's wingback chair up to the window that looked down at the target door and began his vigil. I went to bed early, figuring I'd need the sleep.
My alarm went off at Two and I found Morey asleep in the chair – but the doorstep was also empty, so he hadn't missed anything. Embarrassed, he went off to bed while I took over the chair. Nothing happened until about Four A.M.
There was a bright moon that night, and in the moonlight I could see a figure approach the door. An Indian! Barefoot and dressed only in a leather loincloth, long black hair that shined in the moonlight, and a fair set of muscles, he walked right up to the doorstep and laid something, I couldn't tell what, on the doorstep. Then he turned and looked square at me – and I was in the shadows; he couldn't have seen me! - and smiled before turning to leave. I remember his eyes – they were red and almost glowing.
I flew from the chair and raced down the stairs as fast as I could, waking Morey in the process, and flung the kitchen door open, but the Indian was gone like a mist dissipates and is gone. And to add to my solitude, it was a skunk carcass that had been left at the kitchen door and that I stepped on, forcing a lot of the wrong fluids out. Morey moved back home and his Ma didn't come for two weeks after that – she'd cook at her house and send someone to leave it at my front door.
“Indians around here don't dress in loincloths,” Missus Harris was explaining on the Wednesday that she'd finally come back to work; “They dress white-fashioned.” She dished the usual helping of potatoes on to my lunch plate – lunch was the main meal as she was only here four hours of the day. “And they certainly don't go sneaking around at night leaving dead animals on peoples' doorsteps.” She poured me some milk. “I think you were dreaming. Sleepwalking.”
“He doesn't sneak!” I exclaimed. “He walks right up like he owns the place. Then he waves at me like he knows I'm there and watching.”
“You've seen this thing more than once?”
“Three times now.” I paused but she said nothing. “Think he could be the ghost or whatever of Night Bird Canyon?”
“If he is, then leave him be.”
“But it's my property he's on; how can I?”
But the subject was closed, and one wilting look told me so.
Skinny-dipping up at the pond became a regular part of Sunday afternoon, and, after confessing something to me, I began to teach Morey the basics of wrestling during our swimming time. Seems the annual county fair includes a carny who brings in a big, burley wrestler that challenges anyone, and a few years previous Morey had tried wrestling him because the prize is a horse, and he wants a horse of his own. Morey lost pitifully and had to go to the doctor to get a shoulder put back in place, and the carny has humiliated him at the fair ever since. So I started him easy with the greco-roman style – no holding your opponent below the waist, no tripping, and no using the legs to pin your opponent. I knew this wasn't the sort of wrestling Morey was after – fairs sponsored catch-wrestling, which is a much rougher sport with the single rule of 'Win!'– but he needed to learn the basics of what he could do with his arms before we started rolling around in the dirt, wrestling with legs as well as arms. I'd wrestled in that snobby-high-brow school my father had sent me to, but Morey was new to the sport and needed to work up to that much body contact, especially since we were wrestling in about as much clothing as the Greeks and Romans had wrestled.
After a few Sundays of wrestling practices we both agreed this wasn't really a Sunday sport, so swimming at the pond and a wrestling session became a Monday sport, fitted in between shopping with Missus Harris and bareback riding lessons.
As June turned into July, Morey was learning the moves I was teaching him and was executing them very well for such a beginner. But there was something that wasn't coming through – that final push and drive he'd need to win. His attitude was one of such that he was thinking of wrestling as more of a sportsmanship thing than the semi-brawl so many fair carnies turn it into. No matter what I did, that final push just wasn't in him.
Finally an evil thought occurred to me. “Stand straight up a minute,” I told Morey.
“Huh?” he asked as he did so.
I grinned one of those macho-insult sneers as I lowered my eyes from Morey's face to his nether regions. “Three inches; that's it?”
Morey looked down and blushed. “Not even!”
“Yeah, you're right,” I replied rudely; “not even three inches.”
Anger blossomed all over Morey's face – and all over his chest and stomach and probably his nether regions as well but I wouldn't know because I was looking at his face again. Mission accomplished!
“Take me down, Three-Inch!” I said, wiggling the fingers of my upraised hands to challenge him to come close as I went into a wrestling pose.
Needless to say, Morey found the motivation I was looking for and proceeded to pin me rather forcefully in five out of five quick matches.
I had found the secret weapon for Morey to win his horse!
Also as June turned into July, I gave up on trying to talk to the mystery Indian as he was gone as soon as he laid down whatever dead animal he brought. I even stood at the kitchen window one whole night, only to find two dead partridges at the main doors on the opposite side of the house the next day.
I didn't tell the Harris'; not even Morey, but I started to go out at night – just for a few minutes at a time and just on the porch. I mean, the house had really become a prison! When nothing happened, I began to venture out further. I kept telling Missus Harris' I was staying in the house, nice and safe, but about nine or ten at night I'd venture out. I don't think it was rebellion – I just did it. Heard no voices in my head making suggestions like in the horror novels; I just had to find out for myself how safe it was.
One night I went all the way to the pond and went swimming. When I got back to the house, there was two dead, bloodless raccoons at the kitchen door. He'd come and gone and I hadn't heard a thing. I stayed inside at night for about a week after that.
Finally one night, a Thursday, the Indian came earlier than usual. I had just got out of the bath and had toweled myself off and pulled my union suit up but hadn't replaced my grandfather's crucifix – I hated wearing an heirloom in the bath as I didn't think it did anything good for the antique workmanship. He had something bulky over his shoulders, and when he turned and dropped it at the door I saw it was a deer – a buck with about seven points on each antler. He turned and smiled up at me and then waved for me to come with him. I didn't know what made me do it but I stood up and followed. It was as if he was in control. But he wasn't in complete control – I wanted to go; to find out who he was and why he was bringing me food like this.
I used the outside door to the office room to step into the area where he was waiting for me. “Who are you?” I asked; “You got a name? Do you speak English?”
He motioned for me to follow him, and I felt as if my feet were being moved for me – but, I have to admit my curiosity was moving me as much as whatever else was moving me.
He never once turned to see if I was following, so I got more than a good look at his back. Muscular, well-browned, with deep black hair that shined and glimmered all the way to his waist. His shoulders moved little as his arms barely swung at his side – arms as muscular as his back and hands that were strong and fingers that were longer than any I'd seen – and even they looked powerful, as I would soon find out.
We reached the pond without him answering any of my questions. There he turned to face me and I saw that his front was as muscular and powerful as his backside. He had a strong but narrow face that looked like it had seen many, many years although the body barely looked my age. He had the high cheekbones of the Great Plains race and not the local Shoshone. About as tall as me, his eyes bored into mine as if collecting every thought I had.
He stepped up to me, smiling as he took my face in one of his hands and in those long, powerful fingers – I pulled back, but he grabbed again and pulled me towards him. I could see him make a pulling motion with his other hand, and I heard his loincloth fall and hit the ground, covering both our feet. I really tried to get away now, but he held on to me all the harder as he said something in an almost whisper. I couldn't understand him, but it was soothing; almost mesmerizing. He continued the soft speech and against my will my body relaxed. He continued whispering as with his free hand he pushed the top of my union suit off my shoulders and then pulled on the front of it to pop the buttons down the front of the undergarment, which fell to the ground as had his loincloth. He leaned forward and I could smell his breath – if was as if a century of rotten meat was breathing on me, and I gagged. He whispered into my ear – I still didn't understand but it was relaxing my body almost against my will; taking away my will to fight.
I wanted to fight! God in Heaven knows I wanted to fight, but his words and his eyes, which had begun to glow with a red hue, sapped it out of me as he slowly and with a powerful gentleness led me down into the water until we were both knee-deep and still on the loose, sandy gravel that lined the edge of the pond.
The Indian let go of me as he could feel I'd lost the will to flee. Scooping up a handful of the tiny, clean gravel, he began to scrub my body; an old way Indians used to scrub loose skin and cleanse the skin. I stood, frozen in fear, but as he reached one part of me I managed to pull back some - but was pulled back towards him so he could even scrub there.
When he was done, this thing of the night pulled me down to my knees as he too knelt. My last memory of that incident is of that putrid, stinking breath coming closer and closer as his fingers traveled up my arms and took hold of my shoulders, his breath becoming a ragged, animalistic pant …
___________
Uncle Morey here, jumping into the story again:
I had walked as far as Jacob's house with my mother the following morning, pushing the bicycle I used to get to work so we could talk.
My mother was a woman who was very sensitive to the whisperings of the Spirit. Christians who don't think the Holy Spirit still whispers to willing listeners never knew my mother. Anyway, she kissed me at the gate to Jacob's house and I climbed on my bicycle, but as she stepped through the gate she gasped.
“Something's wrong!”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, Something's wrong. I felt it last night but didn't think… ” She looked at me and all I could see was a Mother's concern rising up and taking over her face. “Come with me.” And she literally ran for the house.
I was to the house and through the door before her. Not finding Jacob in the downstairs I sprinted up the stairs, checking his room and the bathroom and then all the others. Then we were out the kitchen door, Mom tripping on the prone buck.
“Go check the pond,” she ordered as I tried to help her up; “If that fool boy went out… ”
But I was already sprinting across the lawn.
Jacob looked dead, laying prone on his stomach at the edge of water, his face half-submerged. I turned and screamed “GET HELP!” at the house and then rolled Jacob over.
“Don't be dead! Jacob; don't be dead! Heavenly Father; Please… !”
Much of the next few minutes was a blur, but I know that my mother arrived and screamed and then knelt, feeling the forehead and putting her ear to his chest.
“He's breathing,” she said, “You stay with him; I'm getting someone!” And she was gone like lightening.
I remember I prayed, and I prayed the most sincere prayer I could ever remember praying up to that time. I remember wishing I'd been ordained an Elder already so I could give him a blessing… The only thing I'll record from that prayer is that I remember telling the Lord I would give my life for my brother. And I realized that he was my brother; we'd been brothers since about the first month he'd been here in Logan.
I had a brother!
I remember two men arrived – Bishop Conner, who lived just past our house, and my father – Mom had caught them as they were riding past on their bicycles – even the bishop couldn't afford gasoline in those years, and he ran a store. I remember they gave him a blessing right there and then we carried him to the house; my mother gathering up his underclothes and the buttons she could find.
I also remember that for the first time ever I wasn't shoo'ed away from a room when a doctor arrived and grown-ups were doing their best to doctor the person who needed it. I remember my mother having the presence of mind to make me call the library and tell them I wouldn't be in because Jacob had been in an accident.
Mom kept me busy by bringing me things to wash Jacob's body while the she and the doctor and the other men fretted about his pale color, the moaning he was starting to do and the lethargy he was in, and the pricks on his neck. The doctor said he needed blood, and my father sat right down, rolling up a sleeve, and the transfusion was done right there in the bedroom.
I remember Jacob screaming when he regained consciousness. Not just a scream like a girl, but a scream that carried all the anguish of Hell.
__________
Grandpa Jacob continues …
I remember a woman jumping from the bed as I screamed and tried to sit up and then thrashed about as I didn't have the energy to do more. I remember that woman started calling my my name and telling me I was safe – over and over but I didn't believe her and I continued thrashing. I remember someone else in the room lunging from the foot of the bed, calling my name, but he came too near my face and throat and I knew 'It' was attacking me again and I screamed again, and the thing lunging at me screamed back and was pulled away by someone else in the room, who held him at the end of the bed and didn't let him go.
I remember the woman knelt by the side of the bed where I couldn't hit her and thrust a hand out and placed it where my chest and stomach meet as she called my name out over and over again. I recognized the voice and turned to see who it was - I couldn't see who it was, but a little boy inside of me said “Mama!”, and I think it came out my mouth too because then she started to edge her way up the bed until her hand, now being held in both my hands, was on my shoulder and her cheek was against mine, still telling me I was safe.
That other voice I was remembering didn't say anything about being safe …
And then I remember that I cried like a little boy and that the woman cried with me.
Sometime later I recognized that it was Missus Harris who was on the bed with me and that I had rolled over to lean against her as she cradled my head in a way that was both comforting and sacred and that my arms were around her middle and holding her close to me. When I finally turned my head I could see it was Morey at the end of the bed, his father holding him in a strong, manly hold. Missus Harris motioned, and Morey nearly crawled up the bed to get to me when his father let go of him, and his father tactfully pulled a sheet back over me that I had kicked off in all my thrashing.
Mister Harris left the room silently, returning a moment later and approaching the head of the bed. Sitting down on the opposite side from his wife, he gently put the antique silver chain over my head so that the crucified Jesus and Saint Christopher fell onto my chest and buried themselves in the dark, curly hair.
“Promise me you will never, never take it off again,” Mister Harris whispered, alligator tears streaming down his face – a face that was doing it's best to not betray the tempestuous emotions raging inside a man raised in a generation when men didn't cry.
I managed to nod, my head still firmly against the mother's bosom, where it had found a comfort it had never known.
Mister Harris nodded at each of us and left the room again. We heard a downstairs door open and close and then a deep-throated scream. Missus Harris grabbed Morey to keep him from the window as the scream turned into sobs and then got softer and softer as Mister Harris went to find a place to let his emotions have their way.
A week later, when Missus Harris finally allowed me to be up and about, I met Mister Harris out on the road where I thought I could talk to him privately. I tried to apologize for how I'd touched his wife; for where I'd put my head and all, but the man smiled and put a huge arm around my shoulder.
“My boy, a woman who doesn't hold a hurting man to her bosom – well, that's just what a woman does.” He smiled. “That was an act of love and compassion and mercy.” He smiled even bigger. “When Heavenly Father wants a hurting man to feel Heaven's love, he sends a woman who will pull him close and just hold him to her.”
I smiled back, understanding the spoken and unspoken reply. The man gave me a fierce, protective bear hug of the sort he gave Morey and continued on his way down the road towards home.
But let's backup a little bit. Once the tears were done over my having survived the incident at the pond, and by that time I was sure all the Indian stuff was just a dream from something bad I had eaten, do not think in any way that life was a bed of roses! Oh, no! I had to account to Morey, his father, and to Missus Harris as to why I had been out at the pond at night. In my weakened state, a very weakened state as I had lost a lot of blood according to the doctor, I confessed everything in a way I wouldn't have if I'd have had my senses. Missus Harris pretty much turned from being the Loving Earth Mother and into one of Hades' own Furies as she explained me to the consequences of not only lying to her but in putting myself in so much danger. Tears of joy pretty well sizzled away in the heat of her anger, and I'll leave it at that.
When I was able to tell them what had happened, I was already convinced that everything that had happened had been a dream, and so I told them I had probably been sleepwalking (which they didn't believe) and had cut myself on a rock slipping in the water, and blood had to have dissipated in the pond.
Some time during my convalescence from what I was convinced was a sleepwalking incident, I wandered down to my study to sit and stare at some of my notes. I hadn't worked much on all my writing dreams as I'd been busy – once I'd become an accepted member of the community I found myself busy helping others; a common feature in Mormon communities I've been told. Morey had introduced me to passages in the Book of Mormon – like King Benjamin's teachings of how Service to others is how we prove ourselves worthy of God's grace. (Oh, and I'd discovered Morey's real name in that book. Who would be so cruel… ?) And this Service stuff I was reading must have made sense to me because that's what I'd started doing with my time and money – helping other people. Since I was one of the few who could afford gasoline, I found myself more than willing to drive widows and other older women on their weekly shopping trips. I'd learned to split wood and was helping to keep more than one household's wood bin from emptying. Missus Harris also had me taking her here and there on acts of mercy. That woman was amazing; there wasn't a home she wouldn't enter to help someone in need, and it was a privilege to tag along and assist. And Primary children! I was picking up most of the kids in the neighborhood and driving them to Primary on Wednesday afternoons when the weather was bad. Do you know how many times you can sing "Give, Said the Little Stream" in one drive to the chapel?!
Anyway, this one night I sat down at my desk and found a book I'd not brought home from the library - 'The Land Beyond the Forest: Facts, Figures, and Fancies from Transylvania', by Emily Gerard - seems the woman compiled it from the time she spent there as a military officer's wife. But what was more interesting was the handwritten notes laying on top of the open book, all in Missus Harris' handwriting:
- GOOD offers its blood willingly to give life to others, giving his own life to save others; EVIL takes blood & lives to give itself life
- GOOD conquered the tomb to rescue us from death and leads us into eternal life; EVIL drags us into its tomb, where it also remains trapped
- GOOD is gentle and humble; EVIL forces itself by any means
- GOOD bows to a greater Will; EVIL thinks only of its own lusts
- GOOD purifies (see 'garlic'); EVIL only corrupts
- GOOD is unchangable; it has no reason to masquerade, while EVIL takes whatever form it can to lure us in
- GOOD leads; EVIL lures
- NEITHER can enter a home uninvited, but one will trick its way in
Good – god … evil – devil … friend – fiend one letter difference
Isn't English is an amazing language?
I was still a good Catholic kid; even here among Mormons I still attended Mass and even sang in the choir. But there was something I'd never done before that I did after reading Missus Harris' notes – I lifted that antique figure of Jesus giving himself for me that was around my neck up to my lips and kissed it. It was in that moment that I understood why we wore it – it was to show we'd chosen good over evil.
That day I wrote my parents one of those letters all parents pray to receive some day – the 'thank you for the good upbringing' letter.
Two weeks before the start of the County Fair I received a letter from my parents, announcing when their train would arrive in Ogden as they were coming to visit. A week later Morey and his sister Maria with the beautiful eyes and smile greeted them as they stepped off the train, kept them overnight in the nicest hotel in town, and then made the long drive home the next day.
“We haven't seen a single Mormon,” my mother commented about the time they'd reached Brigham City. “When are we going to see Mormons?”
“Jacob said we're not to point them out,” Maria explained, her smile as feminine as she could make it. “It spoils it when you finally do see them.”
Because they were only coming from Ogden, they made it to the house well before dark, my parents still on the lookout for demons in sheep's clothing. Missus Harris had rooms ready and a cold dinner waiting for them, which I served and cleaned up. My mother was impressed that I could tend the table and clean the kitchen afterwards. But then, she was so busy with society she probably thought anyone who could do so was remarkable.
Missus Harris arrived early the next morning to prepare a welcoming breakfast for my parents. She was as charming as she normally was and within an hour had my parents as impressed as I've ever seen them with a stranger.
The next day there was a piano recital at the Tabernacle, and my parents were impressed with the level or artistry from the young musicians. “That girl could play on any stage in Saint Louis!” Missus Harris reported my mother as having exclaimed over one child's interpretation of Chopin. Missus Harris checked the program – she was a fifteen-year-old farmgirl who rode her bicycle twelve miles to Preston to go to school and still found time to practice her piano.
It was a week of driving about town and seeing the sights and witnessing even more culture (a matinee at the theatre, where MacBeth was being performed) before my parents found out that ninety-five percent of the folks they were seeing were Mormons. Missus Harris performed the most incredible apology I've ever witnessed, letting them know that if they'd have asked she would of course told them she was one and was perfectly willing to answer any questions they might have. But it was too late – they'd been impressed. But it wasn't too late for me to have to explain why I'd planned such a deception.
Before the Great Discovery, however, my mother had been on a drive about town with Missus Harris to show her the university up on the east bench of town, and she had commented that the Mormons don't even have crosses on their churches – further proof they weren't Christians.
“Mormons think that using that as a single symbol of their faith leaves out the final great act of Jesus' mission,” was her tactful reply.
“Final act?” my mother questioned; “What could have possibly happened after His death?”
“His resurrection. He rose from the tomb on the third day, breaking the bands of Death and opening the way for us to follow Him out from the grave and into Eternal Life.”
Missus Harris told me that my mother thought for quite a long time. “I have never been taught this quite as you've presented it,” my mother finally said slowly. “I will think about it.” And then she asked: “Does my son wear a cross?”
“Yes,” my mother answered very honestly; “Mister Harris made him promise to always wear it.”
My parents didn't even ask about my still slightly pale condition, and I didn't offer anything. After all, it was a dream; nothing more. But meat kept being left, and one of those nights I caught a glimpse of the Indian staring up at the windows of the room where my parents were sleeping.
The county fair happened while my parents were in town. What can I say? It was a county fair. My parents didn't care to partake of too much of the fun, but they did take in the handicrafts and cooking contests, of which Missus Harris took a blue ribbon for a chocolate cake that any man would sell his soul for.
Maria – black-haired and the prettiest brown eyes God ever made for a woman – won the women's archery (five bull's eyes out of five shots) and took second place in women's barrel racing.
The real attraction for us that year was the carny booth with the big burly wrestler. When he saw Morey he smiled and began to taunt him – the man had an awfully good memory.
I'd let go of my parents long enough to go behind the wrestling booth and whisper to the wrestler, who looked more like a gorilla in tights than a human: “Call him 'Three Inches' and the match is yours.” And the man believed me.
Purely out of courtesy my parents joined the Harris family and I while Morey waited for his courage to build up enough to take to the ring and challenge the gorilla. He stripped his shirt off and threw it at me while the carny gave all the instructions he was going to give: “Best two out of three rounds and no choke holds.” Other than that, it was to be a free-for-all.
It was then that I could see the gorilla's mouth move, forming the magic words I'd taught him.
I had taught Morey to fight – I mean 'wrestle' – like a snake: strike fast and don't let the other guy lay a finger on you. And that's pretty much what he did. The gorilla didn't know what hit him, and Morey took two rounds out of two. While the carny was trying to hold Morey's arm up as the winner, however, Morey was scanning the crowd for me, and when he found me he launched himself from the stage like a cat and took me down; right off my mother's arm.
“Don't – ever – call – me – that – again,” he shouted as he pretty well wrapped me up like a pretzel. And then he rode his new horse all the way home without looking back. He probably even slept in the barn with it that night. Oh, and he named the horse 'Trinity' – it had to do with the number 'three' and not with his religious beliefs.
Morey and Maria drove my parents back to Ogden on the first day of September, and they were sure I was in good hands with the Harris family – 'even though they're Mormons,' as my mother whispered to my father. But it didn't carry the sting her remarks a few weeks earlier had – her view had been softened by meeting and associating with them and she was honest enough to know she'd met good people.
We had even managed to have them home every evening before dark with the excuse that I had to be in before dark as part of the stipulation of inheriting Uncle Vinny Senior's fortune - we never once had to break down and admit we were a bunch of superstitious peasants. And they didn't once see the Indian! By this time I'd quit watching for him as well, convinced it was a dream. I'd even stopped noticing if there was offerings left at the kitchen door, and if there was then Missus Harris was dealing with them without comment. I don't know why I stopped; it was like the thought to watch had left my head. As I was to find out, someone or some thing had helped that thought along.
Logan city's fiscal year ran from September to September. And within a month of the county fair the new budget didn't have money to pay for a librarian assistant. Morey could stay on as a volunteer, but there was no money in the new budget to pay him. So, I hired him as a handy-man and he moved into his 'guest room' as a permanent resident. Missus Harris saw through this and delivered a forceful parental lecture on how he would earn his pay or face her anger.
Morey kept the woodpile stacked high. He mended the outbuildings that were in very poor repair. He shoveled snow when it fell two weeks later, and then he and I went from house to house within the ward (a Mormon congregation) shoveling snow and filling wood bins wherever our help was needed. In the evenings after his mother was gone we read from the Bible and the Book of Mormon, both of us learning from both books.
I wrote my parents and told them that all you had to do was read the Book of Mormon to see how Mormons revered Jesus. I even sent them a Book of Mormon. Their reply was short and to the point: "Remember who you are and what your traditions are."
Traditions? Was that what religion was to them – a tradition? 'Tradition' isn't what saves a soul or effects one's salvation! It doesn't warm a widow's house or nurse a new mother or feed little children in a barren kitchen! Bishop Conner had trusted me to help the deacons collect Fast Offerings for a couple months by this time (still the only car with gasoline), and I saw religion in action when someone poor gave to help someone poorer. And my parents called it 'tradition'?
I learned Morey was preparing to become an Elder in his church. It seems that all qualified men are ordained to the priesthood in their church - that way they preside over their homes even in a religious sense and conduct blessings and ordinances for their own family – under the direction of their local bishop. Right now Morey belonged to what they called the 'lesser priesthood', but as he turned nineteen he'd be prepared for the 'higher priesthood'; a very, very serious step in a Mormon boy's life. So, I stashed the poker cards away so the kid could concentrate on important things. Besides, I never won anymore, anyway.
Memory of the Indian and the dream at the pond were pretty well faded by the time October came around. Six months I'd been here! The Harris' came for a party to mark my half-way point, for which Missus Harris made that chocolate cake of hers. Maria sat across from me and smiled most of the time, and when she smiled the big old house didn't feel near as empty and lonely. But I knew she would only marry in her temple, so I kept my feelings at bay.
After the family had left Morey and I went upstairs, where we were using one of the rooms as our reading room. We changed into our winter pajamas before finding our places at the reading table.
Out of the blue, Morey asks: “Seen the Indian recently?”
“Gave up on that,” I replied as I was trying to find where I was reading.
“Why?”
“That was just a dream… ”
“Dream? You forget – I saw him too.”
I smiled. “Haven't been finding any more meat, have you?”
“Yeah – I've been getting to the kitchen door before you and throwing it in the burn barrel.”
“Huh?”
“He's still leaving animals. But I'm throwing them away.”
I got upset. “There's folks here who could use the meat… ”
“Not from him.” And Morey refused to discuss it further.
I spent our reading time that night trying to remember if the Indian was for real or not. My memory was too vague and I couldn't even remember a face.
I sat up that night in the bedroom were we'd watched for the Indian before, and I saw him that night. Memories flooded back of other nights I'd seen him; memories that had somehow been blocked. But the night I hurt myself slipping on the rocks at the pond continued to be an unreal blur.
The Indian dropped something on the doorstep and looked up at me and smiled as he motioned for me to come to him. But as I was standing up to do so, the bedroom door opened.
“Don't,” Morey whispered. “Sit back down. Don't - let - him - get - control - again.”
I sat back down and the Indian disappeared. Literally disappeared. He turned into a mist and was gone.
I stood back up, dumbfounded, as Morey joined me at the window. Not knowing what else to say or do, I put a playful choke hold around his neck and kissed his forehead.
“What's that for?” with a pretended disgust.
“Italians kiss their brothers.”
But I didn't sleep at all that night.
December came and Morey caught a cold which turned into pneumonia because he was doing the manly thing and trying to get his outside work done when he was already sick. I played nursemaid under the strict supervision of his Ma, which meant there was a period of several weeks that I'd sit up at night in a rocker in his bedroom, making sure he was sleeping and drinking fluids and breathing through the night. Missus Harris was thankful for a strong arm to get him to the toilet and back, and I even learned how to wash him while he lay in his bed. And did she ever add the garlic to the broth I fed the kid! The doctor had brought medicines, but I think the garlic is what did the trick. God knew what he was doing when He made garlic!
“He considers you a brother, you know,” Missus Harris told me one day after she checked on her son before leaving for her own house.
That made me feel good. Real good. “So Missus Harris,” I asked as I walked her down the stairs and to the door, “how does a blond kid like Morey fit in with a family of nothing but raven-haired beauties?”
She smiled. “Do you have a particular raven-haired beauty in mind?”
"You, of course." She gave me that 'thank you for flattery I can see right through' look and smiled. “He's the only one without black hair in your family," I continued. "Even Mister Harris… ”
“It's because he's adopted.”
That stunned me. “Adopted?”
“His folks both died when he was six. Influenza. Here in Utah we don't build orphanages – we open our homes and take them in.”
“Take him in like in having him… what's the word? 'Sealed' to you in your temple?”
“No; his parents were married in the temple and he's their's for the eternities. But we opened our home to him and as far as mortality is concerned, he's our boy. Legally adopted for this lifetime.”
Wow! A far different story than all those orphanages where I'm from.
“He needs a brother, you know.”
“He's got one,” I replied, smiling.
“Does he know that?”
I gave her that masculine 'of course' look. “I kissed his forehead and everything.”
Missus Harris smiled as she stood on her tiptoes and kissed my forehead. “Good night, Son.”
“Good night, Ma,” I whispered as I closed the door behind her.
January came and went and in early February - a week before Morey's nineteenth birthday - he was officially, according to his Ma, well. But not completely recovered. He was still weak and dizzy if he got up too fast. They brought his horse Trinity up to the house to see him and let him come out on the porch to talk to the horse – naturally, it didn't stay the night. But I couldn't remember why – things were being blocked from my memory again.
And she was still stuffing that garlic down him just to make sure he stayed well.
That night I was sitting in bed reading alone as Morey was still going to bed earlier than normal when I heard a horse whinny. It sounded like …
“Trinity?” I whispered. The horse whinnied again – it was Trinity! Had he got loose and come after Morey?
“No, no, no… ” I said as I got out of bed and pulled pants, boots, and a heavy winter jacket on over my pajamas, buttoning the coat tight around my neck as I rushed to the kitchen and, grabbing one of the rifles we kept there, stepped out.
I saw a dark figure stalking towards the stable, where another whinny sounded.
“No; no; no!” I raised the rifle to my shoulder and shot but missed, the dark figure I could now tell was a wolf leaping through the open stable door.
“Get outta there!” I shouted as I ran for the stable door. Something was nagging at me that I shouldn't go, but nothing was going to kill my brother's horse - nothing!
I reached the stable and turned in the door – Empty! No horse; no wolf …
A powerful arm reached out from the side where I'd have never seen it and grabbed me, throwing me to the straw floor of the stable and dragging me further into the darkness. And that's when memories of the accident at the pond rushed back to me with hellish, horrifying clarity.
The thing that was dragging me let go and let my face hit the straw and then kicked me over on to my back and then laid itself on top of me, its putrid, rotting breath gagging me. The gun had been dropped when I was grabbed and it pinned my arms so quickly and thoroughly that I couldn't reach inside my clothes for my crucifix as the monster dropped his mouth to my neck and, pushing my coat collar aside with its chin, bit savagely at my artery. No trance this time, I screamed, the beast gurgling a laugh as it continued to rhythmically work its jaws to increase the flow of my life into its mouth.
When it was done feeding, it raised itself on one arm high enough to drag one of its fingernails across its chest, opening the skin deep enough to bleed. Then it reached one of those awful hands behind my head and forced my face into the open wound that even took in one of its nipples, the blood from the wound seeping blood through it like some nightmarish nourishment. It forced my face harder and harder against the unholy filth until I had to gasp for breath, and in doing so took in the deathly liquids. If Satan himself nursed demons, this was how it was done. Then it sat up straighter so it could use both hands to push my head against the wound, leaving me freedom to use both my arms to resist – but it had a devil's strength, and although my struggle was in vain I seriously hoped I was doing damage in the attempt! No matter my struggle, it continued to force my face harder and harder against its breast until I was forced to suck at the bloody wound; the bloody nipple.
Don't tell me prayers must be spoken for God to hear them! Although my mouth was filled with corruption and desecration, my prayers were heard as a rifle fired six times from the stable door, knocking the Filth of Night Bird Canyon off me. But it stood, all six bullet wounds visible on its neck and the chest that my head had not been pressed against, and it laughed as it dropped me and lunged at Morey, standing in the doorway and still posed to shoot. Three more bullets hit the beast before it swung a hand and knocked the rifle from Morey's hand and grabbed him. Unbelievably, Morey laughed almost hysterically as he reached up and pulled the Thing towards himself, actually pulling its face to his own neck!
The beast roared as it pushed away from the kid and dissipated into a mist that reformed as a bat and flew into the rafters. Another hellish screech and it flew out the door and disappeared into the night.
"You're a helluva good shot," I said shakily as Morey helped me to my feet.
"Yeah, I am."
"You do know that was me you were gettin' awful close to?"
"I hit what I was aimin' for."
"And what's with this pulling that 'thing' to yourself… ?"
“Garlic. Mom's broths have filled me with so much garlic that I'm sweating the stuff. There ain't a vampire willing to take the risk.”
“Vampire?!”
“Yeah. There ain't no other word for it.”
We got each other back to the house and Morey telephoned his parents, telling them to come and to bring Bishop Conner. They arrived in minutes, knowing that if their son asked them to come even though it was dark out, it must be serious. Bishop Conner and the Harris' priesthood quorum leader following a few minutes later. Morey stood between me and his mother while he finished cleaning me up and briefly explained what had happened. After a pause in the story, Missus Harris came across the room and took both her boys in her arms. I've called her Ma ever since.
“Do you realize what you're expecting us to believe?” Bishop Conner asked quietly.
“Yes, Sir, I do,” I whispered.
“This is insane!” Brother Taylor, the High Priest group leader said, shaking his head. “This isn't Medieval Europe; this is America; nineteen-thirties last time I checked!” He shook his head again. “This is … insane!” And he stood up as it to leave.
I pulled the collar of my pajamas down and pulled off the bandage. “Is this insane?”
“A dog; a large cat – there's mountain lions… ”
“Mountain lions don't turn into bats and fly away,” I retorted.
“A full-sized Indian did this,” Morey said as he turned to Brother Taylor. “I saw him. A Sioux or Cheyenne by the face structure.”
“No… ”
“Brother Taylor,” I began, standing – I'd never called a Mormon 'Brother' or 'Sister' until now. I went slightly dizzy and Ma pulled me back down to sit. “We're telling you the truth. This is the second time I've been fed off of; I was memorized by him the first time… ”
“No!” Brother Taylor shouted. “Bishop, you got me out of bed for this… this nonsense?”
“Brother Taylor!” I nearly shouted as I stood, and I soon had everyone's attention. “Do you belong to a church that believes in revelation?”
“What's that got to do with … ”
“If the Holy Spirit told you we ain't lying would you believe us?”
Brother Taylor came to a full stop and stared deep into my eyes. “Yes,” he said quietly; “If I felt the Holy Spirit I'd believe you. I would hope without reservation.”
I turned to face Ma and she nodded. I faced Bishop Conner and Brother Taylor and took a deep breath. “You both know I'm Catholic. I pray differently than you, but I pray just as sincerely. Will you pray a sincere prayer with me?” I waited for them to nod. “Then we'll tell you our story and see if this Holy Spirit whispers.”
“Catholics don't believe in this sort of revelation,” Bishop Conner said softly.
“If God makes you two believe us by the time we're done telling our story, then yeah, this is one Catholic who will.”
We knelt, Ma and Morey on either side of me. I reached up and took a handful of pajama in my hand where my crucifix was, but Ma whispered: “Pull it out; nothing to be ashamed of for a good Catholic to hold on to them when they pray.” So I pulled the crucifix and Saint Christopher out and kissed the the crucifix before I started to pray. When I was done I kissed it again and crossed myself and started to stand, but Ma stopped me.
“Sometimes it's a good thing to go around the circle and give each person the chance to be the mouthpiece for the group,” she whispered. We did so, and each prayer was more fervent and tender than the one before.
I think God planned for Brother Taylor's prayer to be the last one. His heart had been touched and he was open to listen. His words to his 'Father in Heaven', as Mormons call God, weren't a bunch of phrases learned as a child but a son talking carefully and reverently to a Father, honestly seeking help.
As we seated ourselves I got dizzy again and Ma made me lay down, and protesting didn't help. Morey and I told the story about the mysterious Indian from the first time he'd been seen by either one of us. Ma and Brother Harris and the bishop added comments from when I was carried back from the pond, Brother Harris' hand coming to his mouth in horror as he realized what had truly happened that night.
When we finished no one spoke for what seemed like hours. I felt a power in the room I'd never felt before – halfway through the story I'd felt this power build and give me strength to finish - bringing details to my mind I wouldn't have thought of otherwise. I didn't understand it until I remembered reading in the scriptures when the Spirit came upon Peter at Pentecost or upon Nephi to stand against his brothers. And I remembered the Bible said He would give you the words to speak when they were needed, not knowing beforehand what you were going to say.
Could this be the Holy Spirit?
“I believe you,” Brother Taylor finally whispered. And we all turned to look at the man as he lifted his head to look at Morey and me. “I know when the Spirit is speaking; I've had too many experiences. I don't want to believe either of you; I don't want to believe any of this! But the Spirit says… ”
“Oh, Brother Taylor… ” Ma began.
“When I get home,” the bishop whispered, “I'm throwing all my Bram Stoker novels away.”
“Jacob,” Ma said, “When a… a… well a vampire,” and we all winced at the word, “forces someone to… to do what you did tonight … ”
“To nurse off him?”
Ma visibly shivered. “According to the legends I've been reading… ”
“You have?” Brother Harris asked.
“The legends say taking in its blood creates a mental connection.”
“Oh yeah; it has!” And so I told the true story of Night Bird Canyon as I saw it in the mind of the Night Bird:
A white missionary, probably one of the earliest to come to Canada and then into Sioux territory, was a vampire that took a boy to be his servant. When it was found out he was a demon he was forced from the camp and given many gifts as an enticement to not come back, including a small herd of horses. The boy was forced to go with the demon as it was believed he was already tainted. His ma and pa openly wept but could do nothing.
But the boy wasn't tainted and had no idea of the white man's real nature until he woke one night and saw him feeing off one of the horse's throats.
They traveled far and were driven from many villages until they settled in a cave in a narrow, dark canyon. The boy, now a warrior of twenty summers, was overpowered by the white vampire and became another of his victims. But, as he rose into un-life and un-death, hungry for his first feeding, he turned and slew the white man by forcing him out of the cave in broad daylight; the creature who had created him falling to earth as dust when the sunlight touched him.
“And that cave is up Night Bird Canyon?” Brother Taylor asked and I nodded. “Why hasn't he touched any of the rest of us? Why only this property?” Brother Taylor's eyes suddenly opened wide. “Good Heavens! Do you realize every one of us entered this property in the middle of the night?”
“Believe me, he's fed for now,” I said with a shred of sarcasm. “I think, though, that it's left all the others properties alone because… well, in his mind I see the other properties around this one glow – like, filled with a light that it's afraid of.”
“Dedicated properties?” Ma asked quietly.
“Something else for me to learn about?”
“We dedicate – consecrate - our properties for God's use… ”
“So how do we go after it?" asked Brother Harris; "When… ?”
“Not till after Morey's birthday,” I replied.
“Why wait?”
“Because he's got to have this higher priesthood of yours and have been initiated or whatever you call it in the temple.”
“What are you talking about?” Morey asked, confusion on his face.
“None of you are going to go up a dark canyon chasing a demon from Hell unless you've been initiated… ”
“'Endowed',” Ma corrected.
“… and are wearing that temple garment thing that reminds you Who is protecting you.”
“How do you know about that?” Morey asked.
“I spent the summer helping Ma hang laundry up to dry; we talked about the laundry.” I chuckled. “Even doing laundry there's things to learn about you people. Anyway, you believe that wearing this garment gives you protection, right? Spiritual protection? Like the 'whole armor of God' talked about in the Bible.” I paused, knowing Ma would correct any mistaken views I had later, when she and I had some quiet time together. “None of you are going to be vampire hunters on my account unless you've got everything your God offers you.”
“What about you?!” Morey asked.
“I'll stand in the middle of the rest of you. Let you be my shield.”
“Can you read his mind enough to tell us where in the canyon this cave is at?” Ma asked.
I closed my eyes and could faintly read the other mind. “About halfway up the canyon; hundred or so feet up … Ahhh!”
A blinding pain seared through my mind – 'it' wasn't happy I could read its thoughts!
“Stop! Stop trying!” Ma shouted as he held me down to the couch. “We'll find another way!”
That morning the doctor came and insisted on another blood transfusion. Morey sat right down on the side of the bed, pulling his shirt off, before anyone could even ask.
“Lay down, Morey,” Ma insisted, but Morey shook his head as he closed his eyes tightly.
“What's the matter?” I teased weakly; “Little Morey afraid of needles?” Of course, the needle coming at my arm was the last thing I remember before passing out myself. I woke some time later, the doctor gone and Morey asleep on top of the blankets next to me on the bed. He'd earned another kiss on the forehead, and he got it.
So, I guess I'm not full-blooded Italian any more; got some Swede in me now. Hope it doesn't make the chest hair fall out.
Ma told me that after the two of us had passed out and the doctor had seen to the punctures on my neck, he made a joke about vampires. Her face told me she hadn't found it funny.
Ma Harris began feeding me the same garlic-laced broths she was feeding Morey as she figured I was more prone to sickness with the loss of blood and having taken in that thing's blood. I didn't tell her I was throwing the broths up when she left the room – my body was rejecting the garlic, and I was scared.
Morey turned nineteen a week later and relatives came from everywhere. Blond relatives of his natural family and brown and black-haired relatives of his adopted family. It seems that there'd been enough natural family to have raised him when his parents died, but his parents had specifically asked the Harris' to take him so they could have a son to raise – but made them promise the boy would know his natural family.
I don't think my house had ever had so many people in it! Before the ordination was performed on Sunday I was beginning to suspect that half the valley had shown up just because there was a party.
The ordination was a sacred thing and even I shed a few tears, and I was waiting outside the temple the next day so I could be there when he came out, a fully-initiated – excuse me; 'endowed' - Son of God according to the teachings of his faith.
The kid glowed; just like I heard Mormons say about someone coming out of the temple. I know today that it was the Holy Spirit, but back then all I knew was that he glowed.
Morey came over and smiled at me when he saw me waiting.
“Your armor's really, really bright, kid.”
“Armor?”
“Yeah. That 'whole armor' thing. Your armor's really bright.”
“We have to go after him soon,” I found myself telling Ma later that afternoon, as the Harris family had come back to my house for an early supper. “He can hear my mind better than I can hear his. And he's calling me; trying to make me come. He wants a companion in his work.” I paused. “He's wants me to join him and it's getting harder and harder to resist.”
“That's not friendship,” Brother Harris murmured behind us; I didn't even know he was there.
“Yeah, but it's all he's known.” I looked over at Morey, who was sharing a quiet joke with Maria. “We got to go after him soon.”
__________
Uncle Morey jumping in again:
The next morning Ma arrived at the house early to finish cleaning up from all the visiting relatives – she had eight bedrooms of sheets to wash. She woke me up, but Jacob's bedroom door was open and his bed was empty. He was nowhere to be found.
“He's been talking in his sleep,” I told her; “repeating 'no; no' over and over. But he's been doing that since the attack in the stable.”
“He told us last night that it was becoming a siren's call; that he couldn't resist much longer,” my mother said almost to herself. She then turned to me. “Get your father; I'll call the bishop. We have to go now.”
Before Seven O'clock chimed on the Grandfather clock in the downstairs entry the bishop and Brother Taylor and my father had gathered. And, so had my sister Maria, wearing a pair of her father's work jeans and looking almost bloated in the extra bulk. This was my sister with all the archery trophies, and she arrived with bow in one hand and a full quiver of arrows in the other.
“What are you doing, young lady?” my father challenged her.
“I've spent the winter hand-making arrows from ash and oak. Did you think it was for the fun of it?”
“How do you know these things?” Mother demanded.
“You're not the only one who reads library books, Mother!”
“How did you know about any of this?”
“Your bedroom walls are paper thin! I've heard every conversation you've have about Jacob and had this figured out months ago.”
“Do you really realize what we're going up against?” Father bellowed – he always bellowed when he wasn't being obeyed by a defiant daughter, and he had six of them.
“Enough to have prepared the right kind of weapons!” He didn't have anything to say to that. “Where is everyone's oak stakes? Hammer to drive it home? Garlic paste to stuff in the mouth? You weren't all going to depend on dragging him out of his lair and laying him out in the sunshine, are you? I doubt he'll be very cooperative, and 'They' have the strength of ten men.” She looked around a the rest of us. “When we call on Heavenly Father to fight our battles, what He's expecting us to do is join His army; not sit at home and do nothing. Prayer time is over.”
Maria paused and her face went soft for a moment.
“It may have escaped everyone's notice, but Jacob and I have done a lot of staring at each other across crowded rooms and supper tables since he arrived. I love him - I love him as much as any of you. But the rest of you can show your love. Good Mormon girls and good Catholic boys just don't show even the love Morey and Jacob are allowed to show every Sunday when he comes for dinner.” Her jaw went tight. “Silence is a terrible prison.”
She paused while we all took it in.
“But this I can do.” She said with calm, quiet determination in her voice. “And I'm going to.”
Pulling two winter coats and a knit cap back on, she opened the door. “Coming?” We men scrambled to follow while Mother mumbled to Father: “I had no clue!”
We didn't catch up with her until we reached the pond, currently frozen over, where Father took her by the arm and made her kneel. “I'm not going back!” she hissed, jerking her arm out of his grasp.
“We didn't have prayer before you so rudely stomped off, young lady,” Father retorted. “And I for one have no intention of hunting vampires without a prayer first.”
We knelt in the snow as Father offered a prayer each one of us felt in our very being, a fierce father's arm wrapped around his now-willing daughter and holding her close to him. He even called upon the priesthood power to be with us as went to rescue a lamb loved by God and by every one of us.
Then we entered the canyon; the first to voluntarily do so since Jacob's grandmother had been carried out of it and to her grave.
___________
The Journey in the Canyon - gathered from the accounts of all involved:
But first, understand this, Grandchildren: the use of the holy priesthood in what the world calls 'miracles' is a very sacred thing to us Latter-day Saints. We're very strict in following the scriptural teaching of sharing such experiences within the community of believers but not with the world, as the world would look past the sacred and only see the sensational. Many men who hold the priesthood will deny the experience before allowing it to become a sensationalized event - hence the participants in the rest of this story have requested that their parts in the unfolding drama be told as vaguely as possible as they have no desire for the world to come knocking at their doors, demanding details or offering book and movie deals.
Jacob woke in the middle of the night, the siren song so deep and strong that he could no longer ignore it – as when he'd been lured to the pond, the voice mesmerized him, dulling his thought process and leaving him helpless to the enticer's call. He rose from bed as if in a trance and, not even pausing to step into his slippers, walked down the stairs and out into the frozen February night with nothing but his grey flannel pajamas.
There was no one waiting outside for him, but the voice called him through the winter storm and he walked on without misstep, heading for the canyon.
As soon as the men and Maria left for Night Bird Canyon, Rachel Harris stood by the telephone, torn between the men asking her to not tell their wives what they were doing and telling the wives what their men were doing. She reached for the phone but pulled back six times before the phone finally rang – it was Lorna Conner, telling her that she and Ruth Taylor were on their way over.
Rachel had hot cocoa waiting as the two other women joined her at the kitchen work table and waited to be told whatever Rachel was going to tell them – even if they had to pry it out of her.
“My husband hasn't kept a secret from me in thirty-five years of marriage, Ruth Taylor began.
“He had good reason to,” Rachel began. “Until an hour ago it was a confidentiality issue with a member of the flock."
“What changed it?” Lorna Conner asked.
“The fact they they're risking their lives and some of them may not even come back. You have a right to know.” It was time for Rachel Harris to cry, and she did.
The two women's reactions the word 'vampire' were as unbelieving as their husbands' reactions. But the more Rachel talked, outlining all that had happened with Night Bird Canyon, racing to Jacob's office and retrieving the book of Eastern European legends to read passages to them, the more things fit into place. The women accepted the story more readily than the men, but it still took the same amount of faith.
There was no doubt Maria had prepared the best of any of the rescue party. She had pulled on her warmest winter clothing and had even worn several extra layers – the reason for which the others would later learn.
The men, armed with what we had come to realize were pretty useless rifles, formed a circle around her as men were prone to do back in the days when women at least appreciated the gesture – what we didn't realize was that this gave her, the sharpest eyes in the group, the ability to concentrate more on the path than on what might been coming down the canyon at us.
The trail Jacob had broken through the fresh, wet snow hours earlier was easy to follow across the lawn, past the pond, and on across his fifty acres to the mouth of the canyon, where Maria notched an arrow into place, ready to shoot as they continued on, the men pulling their rifles from their back and holding the weapons comfortably in hands that had hunted since they were old enough to hold and use this basic tool of Western farm life.
Trudging uphill in the wet, messy white wasn't easy, and they moved slowly up the sloped canyon floor. They had all experienced wet snow before, but this snow seemed as if designed to slow them and hinder them as it clung to them and weighed them down with icy-cold fingers that chilled their feet while soaking though even their most waterproof boots.
About Noon the wind picked up and brought fresh snow, slowly erasing Jacob's footsteps, and no matter how hard they tried to speed their climb, it was unknown and dangerous territory even without the wet near-mushy snow. The tops of the lofty ridges on either side of them looked ripe for avalanche, so they were forced to not even talk as did their best to follow the remains of the solitary set of tracks before them.
None of the Harris girls were silly, giggly socialites – they all knew how to hunt and fish as well as their brother. But even Maria was panting hard as the grade became steeper and steeper and the snow wetter and deeper.
Brother Harris had assigned Bishop Cooper and Morey to watch the southern wall of the canyon for any sign of a cave, while he and Brother Taylor watched the northern wall and Maria concentrated on following the diminishing tracks.
“I don't want to say it,” Brother Harris began slowly as they made a short halt to catch their breath, “but last night's storm is returning. We're going to be trapped… ”
“He playing with us,” Maria announced.
“How so?”
“When Morey and the bishop concentrate real hard on the canyon side you've assigned them, the clouds darken and thicken. When they look away they lighten.”
“You're imagining… ” Brother Taylor began, but every one of them had turned to search the southern wall as she spoke and the clouds visibly darkened as they did so.
“This can't be,” Brother Taylor said, shaking his head.
“And yet it is,” Morey said, shaking his head.
“What do those library books you and your mother read say about this?”
“Evil has the ability to control weather to stop Good from getting to it,” Maria replied. “At least that's what the legends say.”
“But it's daytime; the vamp… ” None of the men liked using the word; “'It' should be asleep, shouldn't it?” Bishop Conner asked.
“A vampire as old as this one can have the ability to be awake indefinite. Some even develop the ability to withstand minor sunlight.”
“Any good news for us, daughter?” her father asked.
Having been raised and taught by one of the wisest women in Cache Valley, Maria knew that force and reason and logic was not the way to spur a man on in his spiritual duties – as the Lord had instructed Joseph's wife Emma in the Mormon scriptures, a gentle voice and hand were a woman's most powerful tools. Maria looked at her father and smiled an amazingly gentle smile as she rested a hand on his shoulder; much the same as her mother would have done had she been on this particular hunt. “Yes. All four of you hold the priesthood of God. You've been endowed with power from on High to be His servants. You've prayed and called on that power to guide you.” She paused as she took her father's brawn hand in hers. “You've taught me all my life that God created the earth and everything upon it. That means His control of the weather trumps Evil's control of it.” She paused. “Does Evil really have a chance against you?”
“But this climb!” the bishop pointed ahead of us; “The weather! Unknown territory! A vampire… !”
“'I will go and do the things which the Lord hath commanded',” Maria quoted the prophet Nephi to the men, “'for I know that the Lord giveth no commandments unto the children of men, save he shall prepare a way for them that they may accomplish the thing which he commandeth them.'”
“Did the Lord command this?” Morey asked with a fearful voice, but Maria knew it was only a question as Morey had stood from where he'd sat down to rest and was starting up the canyon floor.
“If this was a rescue party of Sisters, we'd have sung a hymn.”
“I can't imagine a hymn that would help… ”
“'And when they had sung an hymn, they went out,'” Maria quoted from the Bible; from the account of Jesus facing the Agony of the Garden. “Even Jesus found strength with a hymn.”
Maria lifted her face towards the southern wall of the canyon and sang with an Ethel Merman-like volume and heedless of the snow drifts building above them into an ideal avalanche condition -
Fear not, I am with thee,
O be not dismayed,
For I am thy God
and will still give thee aid…
The men joined in -
I’ll strengthen and help thee,
and cause thee to stand
Upheld by My righteous,
omnipotent hand.
The echo carried on and on, reverberating long after the hymn had ended. No avalanche came, and most of them felt as if the clouds had lightened. At least, their mood lightened.
“Wish we sang it like that at church,” Morey said, squeezing his sister's arm.
“If we saw Satan and his minions on a daily basis we probably would,” Bishop Conner remarked dryly.
Maria was right – a hymn gave them more courage and power to continue.
Unknown to the men, their voices echoed far. No one knew Night Bird Canyon was a natural echo chamber as no one had ever traversed it and returned, able to tell anyone about it. Standing at the frozen pond, however, coat and scarf and kitted cap keeping her warm, Rachel Harris recognized her daughter's voice and the voices of the men and smiled. God was with them. She turned back to the house, thinking that if she made one of her chocolate cakes Jacob loved so much it just might not go wasted. And she prayed hard through mother's tears that she would be proved right. She tried to smile – at least making it would keep her busy; keep her sane.
The storm returned as the group trudged on, the storm picking up in furiousness as they continued to scan the southern slopes exclusively, realizing that there lie what they were after. And as the storm grew darker and swirled around them, whipping at their clothes and driving them back to where they'd come, Maria took her father's hand again.
“The weather's His to command; not that creature's.” She paused. “Faith, Dad. Faith.”
Every man in the group gathered around Jared Harris, laying an arm on one of his shoulders in support and fellowship as the man nodded at his girl and then looked up.
“Father,” He spoke upward, his heart beating wildly as he asked Father for something he'd never imagined himself asking, “As thy sons and in the name of Thy Son Jesus,” and he paused. “And by the power of Thy priesthood, let us pass through this storm. Not for ourselves. For Jacob. We love him. Like a Son.”
The storm continued to rage, but four men and a young woman walked in an envelope of calm through the storm which intensified its anger at being thwarted. Stray hairs that had been blown loose from Maria's knit cap fell limp as the storm ceased around them. No one spoke; no one analyzed the miracle; no one had the need to explore their feelings with the person next to them – they were busy silently thanking their Father for His aide.
Bishop Conner, leading the rest of the group, help up an arm suddenly as a terrifying howl and then a scream sounded above them, freezing each one of them in their tracks. As soon as he could process what he'd heard, Morey slung his rifle onto his back and began to climb the canyon wall, using the strong trunks of bushes and small trees growing out from the rock as footholds and praying the snow wouldn't stop him. Maria was beside him in a second, using the same footholds as her brother.
“Children!” Jared Harris began, the only reply being a wilting stare from his son and daughter as the two of them looked for more footholds to gain the cave they could not yet see somewhere above them in the storm.
“No children here, Jared,” Brother Taylor whispered while slinging his own rifle on to his back. “The boy's an Elder. The girl - well, she's everything good in her mother.”
The howl and the scream sounded again above them.
“Da-ad!” Maria shouted, looking down.
He nodded and grabbed at the base of a bush to start his climb.
“'They that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength,'” Bishop Conner quoted Isaiah.
“Yeah,” Jared nodded; “But right now I'm thinking about how he also wrote about being borne up on eagle's wings.”
Thirty feet into the climb Brother Taylor lost his grip on a small pine tree and slid, unable to stop himself until he came to a very sudden stop as he hit ground, letting out a yelp of pain.
“Ankle!” he shouted up in answer to everyone else's shouts. “Twisted it pretty bad.”
“Prayer,” Bishop Conner shouted down; “Come as soon as you can.”
Brother Taylor nodded, praying already in his heart. And he knew the power of prayer. “Help them, Father; please help them. Jared's scared of heights. Give him strength to save his boy… ”
Jared felt a calm come over his shattered nerves. He'd also been praying to overcome his fear of heights; his love for Jacob overriding most of it. He knew where the calm came from and closed his eyes as he literally felt unseen hands steady him, and he thanked his Father for climbing the wall with him. And then, to show his thanks and faith, he continued on.
Morey was the first to reach over the nearly-nonexistent ledge and peer through the narrow cave opening they'd have never seen from the canyon floor, and what he saw made him gag.
“Don't look,” he whispered as Maria's arms came over the ledge. She pushed his hand away as she peered in and stifled a gasp.
The chamber went back only about thirty feet and narrowed down into nothing. There were several pillars that might once have been stalagmites, and against one of them Jacob was being held, despite what little struggle he was still trying to make. The Indian - no; the beast – was sitting on Jacob's legs and straddling him in an unholy embrace, pinning him to the floor and against the pillar of the cave. Holding one of his victim's arms against the stone pillar in a viselike grip, the beast's head was buried against Jacob's neck while its other arm held Jacob's face against its body as before, having slit its own skin again to force the human to feed off him. Both heads were slowly moving; both feeding – one willingly and one being forced into the unspeakable horror. One was whimpering; sobbing – the sound escaping as a gurgle through the blood … while the other was making a low, satisfied growl-like purr as it fed, its whole torso writhing with the sucking motion of the mouth.
Scattered around them lay several animal carcasses as if they'd been fed on first so this second feeding could occur.
With catlike silence brother and sister crawled over the lip of the ledge and stepped as lightly as they could into the mouth of Hell itself, arrow being drawn and rifle aimed. The beast was so occupied that it didn't hear them, and Jacob was in such horror he was probably out of his mind.
The first arrow pierced the beast below the armpit of the arm pinning Jacob's arm, pointed toward the heart but missing it mark. It threw its head back and howled an inhuman howl as it leapt to its feet and faced the archer. The second arrow entered its chest but also missed its mark. Howling again, it ripped the arrows from its body and stepped towards the brother and sister.
Morey fired, knowing all he could do was slow it down.
“Do you hear that?!” Jared Harris shouted at Bishop Conner, both still clinging to he cliff. “Maria! Morey!”
The third arrow grazed the beast's heart and made it stop twenty feet from the pair that had come for their friend.
“Talk to it,” Jacob murmured as he let blood not his own dribble down his front, still leaning against the stone and not moving. “It'll understand through me.”
In a second Morey realized what he had to do. He had no power of his own to stop this thing; such was out of his hands. Just as quickly he prayed as he stepped between this abomination and his sister and his friend, and he felt the answer come in the form of power – an energy he'd never felt before, filling his whole being – his body, his mind, his very soul, with untold power waiting to be channeled.
Morey raised a quivering arm as he dropped his rifle and held his other hand in front of him, palm towards the beast, and spoke boldly but softly: “In the name of Jesus Messiah and through His priesthood… ”
The abomination roared as if to stop the boy…
“… I command you in the name of God to STOP!”
It roared again and fell to its knees.
“You will leave Jacob alone. Release him.”
Jacob gasped as he fell forward, released from the stone behind him. Maria was kneeling by him in a second, pulling his shaking body to her.
The beast looked up at Morey, its eyes no longer red but dark as its roar died into a whine; an animalistic plea.
“Release - the - weather,” Morey continued quietly, and Maria watched through the cave mouth as the storm began to die. “Whatever thing holds this body captive,” Morey continued, the words being whispered to his mind and heart to say them aloud, “Leave it. Let him go… go to where's waited for.”
Morey kept himself between the thing and those behind him as it struggled to its knees and tried to stand. Yowling as the evil thing in the stolen body fought for control over the child who'd lost control of his own body a century or more before, Morey could sense that whatever had turned it into a demon was finally being challenged for control as it crawled and rolled and screamed and moaned its way towards the mouth of its lair.
Maria had her bow back up in an instant as the thing pulled itself to its feet and stood, the light from without the cave slowly growing as the storm dissipated and the afternoon light began to claim its place.
'Send me home,' Maria heard in her head, startling her, making her lower the bow. It - he - nodded at Maria, a human smile almost claiming the face. 'Send me home to my mother and father… ' But the beast took over again and it screamed as two huge, human-sized leathery wings formed out from its back. The animal screeched at Maria and stepped one foot towards her as she brought the bow back up and the arrow pierced its heart and it fell backwards from the cave as the sun broke through the disappearing clouds. And as it fell back into the sunlight a look of peace fell across its face.
“You came for me,” Jacob stuttered as Maria knelt beside him again and he grabbed at her hand; “You came for me.”
Morey knelt in front of Jacob, in the very place the beast had been kneeling. “Me, too,” Morey said, smiling, as he pulled Jacob forward to his own chest and held him. In a moment both boys felt other hands on their shoulders and smiled as Brother Harris and Bishop Conner joined them.
"Your armor's shining like an angel," Jacob said, trying to smile at his brother. "Soon as you called on God you just started shinin'. Rays of light like wings… "
Jared knelt and put a hand on Jacob's cheek, who smiled at him. “I need one of those blessings like you give sick kids,” Jacob stuttered. “I'm a sick kid.”
“Do you… ” Brother Harris began.
“Oh, I got faith. Scriptures say I just need faith.”
“Didn't think to bring consecrated oil,” Bishop Conner whispered in Jared Harris' ear; “We'll have to… ”
But Maria was smiling as she opened one coat and pulled her father's vial of consecrated oil out of the inner coat.
They helped Jacob sit up further, and he put an arm around Maria to help hold himself up as the men knelt around him and she held a handkerchief against the wound on his neck.
“You do the blessing,” Jacob still shuttered, his body shaking, as he tapped Morey's knee.
“I've not… ” stammered Morey; “Just barely ordained… ”
“A day for firsts, then, isn't it,” Jacob smiled weakly at the one person he wouldn't ever call 'kid' again. “Spoke for God to stop a vampire; blessing should be easy.”
___________
Grandpa Jacob takes over the story again
Grandchildren – I won't write out all the blessing given here. But I'll tell you this: Morey's Pa anointed me and then coached Morey in beginning the blessing. You who are Morey's grandchildren: God spoke though him that day! I don't remember it all, but I remember the peace that filled my soul – it was as cleansing as the rising sun. I'd been through Hell, and the Savior reached out from Heaven and wrapped me in his arms as Morey spoke for the Father.
I do remember the words “Be healed” and “regain your strength” and “Be ye clean.” I remember my heart embracing every word and calling upon God to fulfill the blessing upon a willing son. As I did a feeling of divine power physically came through the arms of those men blessing me - it filled my body and then my soul. I felt a cleansing in my heart; I felt energy restoring itself to my body.
I felt Peace.
As soon as the blessing was over and 'Amen' was said by all, I coughed twice and Maria, bless her! - she leaned me forward like a mother and held my shoulders as I vomited. As you young ones would say in all your modern vocabulary, I heaved and hurled. I gagged and puked. My toes curled all the way up to the back of my knees and my fingers curled to the elbows and my navel met my backbone time and again as my stomach retched over and over again, my whole body rejecting the filth and clearing itself of blood that didn't belong to me.
When my head finally drooped, vomiting done, someone gently put the shirt they'd taken off to my face and gently rubbed the blood and gore away while other hands helped me away from the pool of blood and vomit and sat me near the entrance of the cave where the fresh air would do all of us some good.
That's when we found out why Maria was looking so danged bulky. While the men were dotting over me, she sat down and removed her boots then dropped off her father's Levi's she was wearing, only to still be perfectly modest as her own pair of jeans were underneath. She passed the big pair over to the men to help me into them once they had the bloodied pajamas and underwear off me. She then pealed off one of the two sweaters she was wearing and handed over one of the two coats she'd worn. I didn't even notice the sweater was pastel pink until some time later.
“It was easier to wear them than to carry them,” she explained quietly as she peeled a layer of socks off and handed them over as well.
We gained the canyon floor as safely as we could and found Brother Taylor sitting by a pile of ash, sobbing into his hands.
“His body 'poof'ed' into a fireball as the sun hit it,” the man explained. “By the time it neared the ground it was nothing but dust and ash.” He paused. “But there was still a body! I saw his spirit body!
“Then, like a curtain being drawn, a new light came and people stepped through. Other Indians knelt and shook the body laying in front of me! They woke him and he rolled over and knew them and smiled. He stood and went with them and the curtain closed.” The man choked and would say no more except: “It's true! Family is waiting for us!”
We descended the canyon as quickly as we could, my feet nearly numb from cold as they were only clad in socks in the wet, freezing snow. About an hour into our descent we took a short break - Maria all of a sudden gasped and started asking “What have I done?!” Brother Taylor grabbed Morey and me and whispered something about us going ahead while Brother Harris dealt with his daughter along with Bishop Conner. Sometime later they caught up with us, faces looking as if they'd been freshly washed with snow to hide evidence of tear trails – we weren't fooled but we were also respectfully silent. After all, we knew our tears would have their time and I for one was hoping my time would be when Missus – I mean Sister Harris - Ma - was available.
When we broke into the meadow at the mouth of the canyon and stepped foot on my property we all breathed the air of open land and were – well, we were really, really glad. Morey and Maria and I kept moving, leaving the men behind as they needed to rest. Me need a rest? That blessing told me to regain my strength, and I had. And all I could see was one of Sister Harris' – I mean Ma's chocolate cakes waiting for me. Supper tonight was going to be a chocolate cake if I knew my housekeeper.
“Hey, Morey,” I finally said.
“Yeah?”
I put my friendly choke hold on him and kissed his forehead like an Italian who hadn't needed Swedish blood to save him. “Run ahead and tell Ma that a chocolate cake for supper sounds really good.”
He looked at me and he looked at his sister and then he smiled and kissed my forehead like a real Italian – maybe some blood had backwashed during the transfusion. “You two remember what we're taught in church?”
“What's that?”
He squeezed my face, making my lips pucker. “No kissin' on the first date!” And then he took off running so I couldn't kick his behind.
“And tell her I want my chickens back, too!” I shouted.
Maria shifted as if to remind me that my other hand was around her waist and that she was pressed up against me. I turned to face her, her face looking up at me like like a whole new sun.
“I don't know how to thank you; if I can ever thank you. You came for me. You all came for me.”
Maria's face made it plain that she knew how I could thank her. But instead of taking her suggestion we looked into each other's eyes for a very long time.
“I heard you sing.”
“When?”
I smiled. “In the canyon. We both heard you. Threw him into a rage and gave me hope. Hope is an anchor to the soul. He went to the mouth of the cave, and I saw in his mind what he saw.” I paused and she waited for me to continue. “Five 'Shining Ones'.”
“Shining ones?”
I nodded. “That's what Bunyan called them.”
“'Pilgrim's Progress'?”
I nodded.
“Those were angels.”
“So were the five of you. Shining like torches. And to my eyes, one was shining brighter that the other four.”
“Morey?”
I shook my head, chuckling. “You.”
Her mouth silently formed he word 'me?'
“God's – Heavenly Father's power was radiating from all of you as you came up the canyon.” I choked; there was nothing more I could say. We started walking again as the three men who'd been resting were getting up to follow us. “You left the most important verse out, you know.”
___________
“Are they goin' to shut up and get down to business?” Bishop Conner asked himself loud enough for the other two men to hear.
“He's shy about the religious thing,” Jared Harris replied. “But it's comin'. Sure as chocolate cake for supper tonight, it's comin'.”
“And you're okay with it?”
“Rachel's been having talks with him about the Gospel.” He paused and the other men waited like a pair of bitty old gossips. “We're both okay with it because we see where his path is already leading him,” and he nodded to the north, where the fortress-like temple presided solemnly over the valley. And even though it was five years before the first floodlights were installed on Temple Hill, the men could see the grand old stonework glowing in the late afternoon light. After all, shouldn't the Armory shine as bright as the 'whole armor' it houses?
___________
“I understand if you don't want to kiss me,” Maria whispered, steering the conversation back to where she'd started it.
“Understand what?” Boy, did she have it wrong!
“I'm a good Mormon girl and you're a good Catholic boy, and… ”
“Who says?”
“Who says what?”
“I've been going to church with your family for three months now; didn't even go to Christmas Mass. I've had a testimony of the Book of Mormon and the mission of Joseph Smith since a month after Morey and I started reading the scriptures together. Good Catholic boys don't to that.”
Maria thought for at least a full moment. “Then why haven't you been baptized?”
“Fear. It's a big step. Life-changing. You were born in the Gospel covenant; I'm outside looking in; a view you've never had.” I looked into her eyes and saw Eternity. “But,” and I looked back at Night Bird Canyon, “I've recently had some life-changing experiences that have taught me it's time to face Fear head-on.”
I put both my arms around her shoulders. “Have you ever kissed a bad Catholic boy?”
“I'm hoping to,” she whispered. "And this isn't a date."
I silently gave her the chance to kiss a bad Catholic boy, and she took the chance.
Brother Harris gave us about ten minutes before he and the bishop and Brother Taylor joined us with some polite catcalling bouncing back and forth to let us know we'd exceeded the kissing limit for a first date. Pa (and I thought of him as 'Pa' for the first time) stepped between us as we smiled and blushed, putting a huge, protecting arm around both of us, and we laughed and found our way back to the house.
___________
Rachel Harris' account of the party's return:
The vigil Lorna, Ruth, and myself held through the day was the longest time of my life. I don't think I ceased to pray even though I tried my best to busy myself, thinking I would occupy my mind and think of other things. Lorna and Ruth – pillars of love and fellowship! I wouldn't have lasted without them. But what were the two of them thinking? I'd had days to prepare my mind for the horrific task our husbands had set out to perform, but they were thrown into it suddenly and without the chance to whisper a final goodbye to their husbands or to hold him one last time.
We cleaned the house twice and swept fresh snow off the covered porch. We baked two chocolate cakes plus the cookies and pastries we knew our husbands love - hoping this act in itself would bring them home. “Nothing red,” was my only instruction on the desserts we were baking.
In desperation I found myself at the seat of the piano I'd enjoyed playing so much since it had arrived. What a gift is music! To comfort and console; to give hope where there is none. My fingers went automatically to the hymns, Ruth and Lorna bringing chairs and singing with me. I cannot remember which hymns we sang or if I'd even opened the hymnbook. But a Spirit of comfort joined us in that room and brought Peace.
My fingers went to 'Farewell My Kind and Faithful Friend', Elder Pratt's hymn of a husband leaving on a mission, but both sisters begged my fingers to stop so I did, smiling and blushing at such an indisgression.
“They're coming home, Rachel,” Lorna said quietly. “I know it.”
“Do you, Sister?”
“I do.” She smiled broadly. “That sounds like Morey screaming out there right now, doesn't it?”
Morey burst through the kitchen door, his voice nearly hysterical. “He's safe, Mama! He's safe! Everyone's safe. 'Cept Brother Taylor.” Lorna stopped breathing as we took her hands in ours. “Oh, no; no; he twisted his ankle, that's all.” We sisters began breathing again. “Mom, Jacob's nearly frozen… And he had me give him a blessing and it's being fulfilled right in front of our eyes… O Mama… ”
We three sisters had rose like Relief Society Women on a mission and acting as if it were all prearranged. Morey was sent upstairs to draw a hot bath. Ruth grabbed the blankets that had been set out in the North Parlor hours and hours ago, and I slid two chocolate cakes and plates of cookies and pastries onto the dining table.
“Mom!” Morey yelled from the upstairs landing. “Jacob wants chocolate cake for supper!” and a moment later: “Mom! I can see them this side of the pond!”
“Stay with the bath!” I yelled back up the stairs as we sisters grabbed our coats and ran for our men.
Lorna and Ruth ran for their husbands and were not disappointed with the tender but fierce passions displayed. Jacob saw me and let go of Jared and literally ran to me like a little boy – how well I could picture a little boy running for Mommy instead of the tall young man yelling “Ma! Ma!” and who fell to his knees and wrapped himself around me as he began to cry. “I'm home, Mama… !”
The relief of making it home had dropped Jacob's mental defenses, and with this drop the shock and horror of the events he'd survived began to have their way with him.
“Jared!” I shouted as my Beloved knelt in front of me and kissed me with a most tender kiss.
“He's going into shock… ”
“And Maria's going to be very soon,” Jared replied; “She's the one who killed it.” Deep, haunted eyes stared into mine. “I know what 'first kill' is like.”
“Take the boy; Morey's drawing a bath for him.” Jared lifted the boy as if he were a child and made for the house as I took my daughter in my arms.
“I killed, Mama. I killed!” And Maria began shaking in my arms.
Morey met us at the kitchen door. “Papa's going to bathe Jacob by himself; he told me: 'Go hug your mother and talk to her.' I told him I already hugged you… ”
“But you didn't talk to me yet. Let's go to the mattresses.” So I would have two in shock to deal with.
Somewhere during the long, long vigil we had kept, we had dragged two mattresses down to the parlor, where we would be able to lay out anyone who needed to huddle by the fire after a day in the freezing February weather. There I took my son and daughter, and as Morey saw how his sister was crying he told me what had happened in the cave, and I was able to add in my mind the parts the suddenly-modest boy was leaving out about himself – it was obvious he'd had a crash course in listening to the Spirit when acting in the role of a holder of the priesthood.
“Are either of you old enough to remember when your father came home from the Great War?”
“Vaguely,” Maria answered.
“He had to kill in the war, and it haunted him for years.” I paused and let them think. “I can't tell you all the right words to ease the pain of killing – I've never had to kill and am an outsider, but your father can. This is a time for you to talk to him and to listen to his heart.
"I can tell you, though, that you were being guided by Heavenly Father. You had to take a life to safe a life… ”
“It wanted to be killed,” Maria told Mama.
“And the Spirit didn't stop you?”
“The Spirit said to. Oh, Mama… ”
We sat in each other's arms until Jared came back downstairs, still carrying Jacob like a little child – a freshly-scrubbed little child in a fresh pair of pajamas and wrapped in a blanket that was allowing his feet to stick out for the fire. We moved so Jared could lay him out, feet towards the fire, and the little boy smiled.
“Hair washed; clean ears,” Jacob whispered as Jared put a pillow under the boy's head. His hair was indeed very clean and I took his word about the ears.
I finally had the chance to welcome my husband home, and I did so almost calmly but otherwise with all the passion and tenderness with which the other two women had greeted their men.
And when we were satisfied with the greeting we both turned back to the fire. “Chocolate cake for… ” I began, but Jacob was already asleep, his head to one side and nearly drooling. Morey had curled up in one of his brother's arms and was also asleep, and Maria was being held in the other arm, also asleep. Both had a hand on Jacob's chest, and his sleeping face looked as if it were saying - "I'm safe."
“We didn't kiss that long, did we?” Jared whispered.
“If we didn't, we could try again,” I suggested.
So while Lorna and Ruth took their husbands upstairs (having first fed them their favorites from the table) to sleep the night in one of the several spare rooms, Jared and I telephoned our house to let the other children know everything was okay, and then we curled up on a sofa to hold each other through the night – and, to chaperone the tender scene warming before the fire.
The next morning the entire parlor was woke by Maria screaming – Jacob was gone!
“Out here!” Jacob shouted from the direction of the kitchen. He was standing just outside the door, his face bathed in the first sunbeams of the new morning – what was going to be a bright Sunday morning. He was dressed in a black formal suit I'd not yet seen him wear, shoes polished to perfection with white spats over them. Every hair on his head in place and his face shaved. He was also wearing white gloves and holding a top hat in one hand and a black cane in the other. I don't think I'd ever seen a man dressed this formal!
“I read once that the Japanese celebrate the New Year by dressing in their finest clothes and greeting the sun as it rises.” The boy never turned his face from the sun as he continued – a face lit with God's light and warmth – and hope. “It just seemed a good thing to do today.”
We stood with him and watched the sun complete its rising before we returned to the house and to our breakfast of chocolate cake. Sometime later I sat at the piano and a single hymn came out:
Welcome, welcome, Sabbath morning!
Now we rest from every care…
___________
April First - a Friday. My last night without a night out.
Jonathon Littleton, attorney for my late uncle had arrived the day before with a briefcase full of papers for me to sign to become the official inheritor of my uncle's fortune. He slept overnight in a guest room and we spent all of the next morning signing papers. I was presented with an address and telephone book of not only his firm but the various financial houses that handled what was now my money and made it grow as well as a schedule of stockholder meetings at which my attendance and vote would be expected. Railroads, Steel and Oil conglomerates - all the good stuff.
“Last of all,” Mister Littleton said, smiling as he handed me a small ring of keys. “A personal present from me for surviving the past year.” He paused, smiling. “It wasn't really all that difficult, was it?”
I chose to smile instead of answering.
“This is to replace the automobile I bought you a year ago. I'm afraid that one was a bit too practical for a young man your age.”
Mister Littleton had pulled up to my house the night before in a cherry red Duesenberg SJ Roadster with a disappearing white top and a rumble seat, and now he was handing me the keys to said vehicle.
I tried to picture myself driving the Harris family to church and helping widows with their shopping and collecting Fast Offerings with the Deacons in a car with a V-8 engine so sweet sounding that strong men fainted by the side of the road, but the picture just wouldn't come together. Not to mention all the children I drove to Primary on Wednesdays. I decided it would be good to hold on to the old car – as nice as the new car was, I could serve the Lord better with the station wagon.
Mister Littleton attended the baptism that afternoon, at which Morey, dressed in white, led me, also dressed in white, down into the waters of Baptism and raised me up a new creature. As I stepped down into the baptism font I think I felt a lot like Grandpa Caporalli had to have felt, leaving the old world behind for the Promised Land, and I wore his old crucifix to my baptism to honor the faith and courage he passed down to this grandchild as I took my first steps into my Promised Land.
Mister Littleton also came to the dance that night with the Harris family – Maria rode with me in the cherry red Duesenberg and Morey chaperoned us from the rumble seat, so the folks drove the station wagon. He also left with the Harris family when Missus Harris explained that this was my 'coming out' party and it was scheduled to go until sunrise – just because I finally could.
Maria's incredible volume started the dance as she belted out a fast-paced, snappy song as everyone took to the floor except me - I stood across the floor just watching her come alive as she sang.
"Anyone home?" I heard Ma whisper in my ear, but I was busy watching Maria and couldn't be bothered to answer. And, she was watching me.
"This next song is for a very special friend," I heard Maria say into the microphone - when did the song end?
"Anyone we know?" someone teased and nearly every girl there giggled while the boys whistled. Maria smiled at me and began my favorite Gershwin tune, singing it slow and easy like a ballad -
There's a saying old says that love is blind,
Still we're often told "seek and ye shall find".
So I'm going to seek a certain lad I've had in mind -
Looking everywhere, haven't found him yet;
He's the big affair I cannot forget -
Only man I ever think of with regret.
I'd like to add his initials to my monogram.
Tell me - where is the shepherd for this lost lamb?
Ma had pushed me gently as the song began, but it didn't take too much prodding to make my feet move, the crowd making a path until I stood right in front of Maria with just the microphone between us.
The music continued but Maria and I were so busy looking at each other that she was forgetting to sing. Or she was forgetting the words. I forget. But I'll not forget the look on her face.
Someone pulled the microphone stand out from between us - it was Ma. "You two dance this one." She nodded at the band and they started the music from where Maria had forgotten to sing. So we danced as Ma sang with the same smooth voice as her daughter but with a bit more maturity behind the words -
There's a somebody I'm longing to see,
I hope that he turns out to be
Someone to watch over me.
I'm a little lamb who's lost in a wood,
I know I could always be good
To one who'll watch over me.
Although he may not be the man some girls think of
As handsome, to my heart He carries the key
Won't you tell him please to put on some speed,
Follow my lead, oh how I need
Someone to watch over me.
Of course we were kissing as the song came to an end! Would I have made you sit through this story if we hadn't? And we did it with about three-hundred chaperones looking on and cheering and several of them shouting something about kissing on the first date.
The lost lamb in me had found a shepherd in Jesus and I had proved my willingness to follow Him earlier in the day in the waters of baptism. And now, looking into this woman's eyes as we danced through the night and on until Dawn (no less than three bands had been hired to get us through the night!), I thought that maybe, just maybe, I'd found a shepherdess who was up to the challenge of shepherding me.
“So,” Mister Littleton asked at Supper the next evening, “before I leave in the morning I'd like to know: What are you going to do now?”
I smiled. “As soon as school's out we're hitching up the rail car and heading to Denver. The Harris' and I need to go see Vinny Junior. Teach him about priesthood blessings.” He nodded, not really knowing what I was talking about. “Then I'm going to college here in Logan so I can earn my own way through life so I can do important things with my uncle's money.”
The man's eyebrows raised significantly.
I smiled. “Things like helping people who need it more than me.”
Mister Littleton smiled. “If this is what you've learned living among the Mormons, perhaps your father will be proud of you after all.”
So, Grandchildren, there's the story. That's how I came to live in Logan and how I became a Latter-day Saint and how your Great-Uncle Vinny came to live in a house next to the university so he could pursue a life of education.
What do you mean, 'what became of the raven-haired beauty who helped save my life?' Ask Grandma Maria if you don't have that figured out!
The thing I want you to learn from this story is contained in the verse they forgot to sing when they came for me up Night Bird Canyon:
The soul that on Jesus
Has leaned for repose,
I will not, I will not
Desert to its foes;
That soul, though all Hell
Should endeavor to shake,
I’ll never, no never,
No never forsake.
___________
Grandma Maria has the final word:
This is hardly the end of the story!
Morey left on a proselyting mission to Scotland a few months after my Beloved's baptism. Jacob and I married in the Logan temple a year after his baptism, he already a student at Utah State University. The estate lawyer, Mister Littleton, convinced Jacob to transfer to Princeton as the school's name on a diploma would be an advantage to future career moves. So, our honeymoon consisted of moving across the country (in our own railroad car!) to a new school.
We stopped to visit Grandfather Jacobo Caporalli, for whom my husband was named, only to find him on his deathbed, having suffered a stroke a few days before. He recognized his grandson and smiled his understanding that I was his new granddaughter, and then he held our hands through the last night he spent in mortality.
Grandfather Caporalli was buried holding the antique crucifx in his hands, Jacob insisting that he ought not be moving on without the symbol of his faith and courage firmly in his hands. "I was just its caretaker," Jacob insisted.
Once at Princeton, we bought a comfortable home in a quiet neighborhood which turned out to be next-door to one of the professors of archeology, with whom we became very good friends. We were often at each other's home for dinner, and he attended church socials with us when invited, moving comfortably through a Latter-day Saint crowd as he had spent some of his teenage years living in Southern Utah.
Morey stopped to visit for several weeks upon his return from his mission and a friendship was sparked between him and the professor as well. One particular evening, over a game of no-money poker in which Morey would have come away a very rich man, the conversation turned to myth and legend and particularly the vampire lore of Eastern Europe and how one became a vampire. The three of us listened carefully as Doctor Jones explained most of what we already knew and which we figured was nothing but theory for the professor.
“I don't know about those who die and then become a vampire,” Jacob began slowly, “but those who become one while still living – I think it's an infection. Like germs or bacteria. Or, perhaps demonic possession - I mean, the opposing parallels between Christ's atonement and vampires… ”
“Your basis for that?” Doctor Jones asked as he layed down his only winning hand of the night. “Author? Title?”
“Caporalli & Harris,” Morey spoke up, “Volume One.”
Doctor Jones' eyebrows narrowed, questioningly.
“I think you can trust him,” I whispered to my husband, who nodded. “Brace yourself, Doctor Jones,” I said to our friend, and the man gave us another questioning look as we never addressed each other formally; we always just called him by his nickname 'Indy'; most people didn't even know his first name.
My husband's eyes never left Indy as he untied his bow tie and unbuttoned his top button and pulled his collar back to show the remaining physical scars from the events of this story.
Indy leaned forward, his eyes taking in everything while filling with questions. “You survived this? Well, I mean, obviously… ”
Jacob nodded. “Thanks to my own champion archer,” and he squeezed my hand gently, “and to a young man who listens to his Heavenly Father.”
Indy peered at me. “Oak or ash?”
“I used both just to make sure.”
“And your story?” Indy asked Morey.
Morey blushed. “'I will go and do the things the the Lord has comm… '”
“'For I know that he prepareth a way',” Indy countered; “Yeah, I've read that book, too. I still want to know your story. I understand the Mormon belief about the priesthood… ”
Morey remained silent - it would be a long time before he ever spoke about the events of that day.
“I respect this as is a private thing between you and God,” Indy finally said, and he and Morey nodded a mutual understanding. Indy turned to face all three of us. “However," and he turned back to all of us, "I might be going on a dig to Romania this summer… ”
“NO!” the three us yelped together.
“It's one thing, Indy,” Morey whispered, “to meet the devil head-on when he's attacking your neighborhood. It's quite another to walk through the Gates of Hell just to take his picture.”
Morey finally did tell Doctor Jones about that day up Night Bird Canyon – it was ten years later, just after the two of them staked a Nazi SS commander into his coffin. But that's a whole different story!
2009 … There are two paths to take with a werewolf story – the first path is spilled over with blood and carnage while the second path carries the themes of being Foresaken and then Redeemed. I’m a Sunday School teacher – which route to you think I’m taking? I think that Redemption and Deliverance are far more important than all the exciting violence and blood and gore such a story could contain … Aren't they?
My proofreaders tell me that you deserve to be warned that Edgar Rice Burroughs and H. G. Wells are two of my favorite authors, and since this takes place in much the same time period in which they were writing, I have tried to emulate the language of that time, which means it's pretty long-winded for today's readers.
It's only right to warn you that, although worded just as tactfully as possible, there are some startling images of immorality in this story – worded as tactfully as the Bible but more than you would find in something written specifically written for a Christian audience. Children will not understand exactly what's going on, but grown-ups will understand the tactful wording for exactly what it is – and I hope those same grown-ups also realize just how it is all followed up with the cleansing power and light of Repentance and Redemption.
—————
August 1, 1927 - Letter From Job Tyler, Junior,
to the First Presidency of the LDS Church
Dear Brethren:
I’ve been requested by my bishop and stake president to write an account of my life to accompany their letters to you, asking for your direction on how to proceed with my most unique of situations.
My name is Job Tyler, Junior, and I was born in Salt Lake City in 1876 but when only a few years old my parents were called to join the United Order colonizing missions in the Arizona territories, settling first in Brigham City [now called Winslow] in the Little Colorado missions but eventually being called to settle the Gila Valley in south-eastern Arizona. My earliest memories are the farms and communities of Latter-day Saints of that territory, particularly in that most fertile valley where I grew into manhood – you'll recall that as the farms and cattle ranches blossomed there, our leaders sent photographs to church headquarters of sixteen-foot tall corn plants and sunflower stalks so tall and strong they were used as fencing material – such are my earliest memories. My parents are some of those who stood by those corn plants in said photographs to give the viewer a sense of proportion as well as truthfulness to the claims of those photos.
My father being a dairyman, I learned more of bovines than of plants, although we had several fields of hay to feed our dairy herd. I say 'our', but in those days we were still endeavoring to live the United Order, so they were 'ours' in the sense that we had stewardship over them until the Order was disbanded and we then became the official owners.
As a child I helped my mother with the garden and the chickens, but about the time I was able to milk a cow I was doing a young man's work in the milking barn, the garden and the chickens remaining my sisters' and younger brother's domain.
I was an average student in school who loved to learn but loved the outdoors more. My mother was a taskmaster when it came to homework, and every Sunday she took time to have each one of us sit and read the scriptures aloud so she could ensure we were learning to correctly read those treasured volumes – she often stopped us and asked: “Do you understand what you're reading? Do you feel it in your heart?” And with a mother's love she'd discuss those books with us, imparting her love for the Gospel on those lazy Sunday afternoons. The day would conclude as we sang as a family around the piano, where mother's voice and love for the hymns were the final testimony borne to us on the Lord's Day.
At what I thought at the time as the very mature age of nineteen I was called to preach the Gospel in the Pacific Northwest. Making the long trip to the railhead in Phoenix, a distance of more than 200 miles, I then rode the train to Los Angeles, Oakland and then to Salt Lake City, where I spent a week becoming acquainted with grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins I had only known through letters and photographs. I was then endowed in the temple, accompanied by grandparents, and then set apart as a missionary and was on my way to the next of life's great adventures.
I found missionary work to be as difficult and yet as rewarding as I'd been told it would be. I learned to love the people I taught and, as they felt this love I was able to teach them about a Lord and Savior who was the Author of that love. As my understanding of the scriptures increased, I came to realize that this was indeed the message we held for all the world to hear – that simple yet overused word 'Grace' being but another word for God's divine Love for His children – after all, doesn't every Book of Mormon passage using this word speak solely of His love for us and what He’s done for us because of His love?
At the end of my two-year missionary service I returned to Salt Lake City to report on my missionary efforts, again greeted by extended family – and by my fiancée, Miss Lydia Teeples, who'd come to Salt Lake City to greet her returning hero and to renew our courtship within comfortable distance of a temple – we both knew that with the two-year separation our lives and personalities could have grown away from each other, so we determined to get to know each other again before taking that most sacred of steps into Matrimony. Within a month, however, it was obvious that we were still in love and of a same mind and heart. Immediately following this realization our marriage was solemnized within the sacred walls of the Salt Lake temple, and we then spent another month in that city, returning to the temple nearly every day as we both knew that once we left for home we might never see the inside of a temple again.
The train ride to Oakland, Los Angeles, and then to Phoenix was as long and tedious as it had been when I'd left as a missionary, but the company we found in each other's arms made the trip both pleasant and bearable. We were met at the station in Phoenix by my elder sister Rachel and her husband, residents of Mesa where he was a school teacher. Lydia's brother (and my friend) Matthew had traveled by wagon to Mesa to bring us the rest of the way home, so, after a few days in company of my sister and her family, we left for next, ten-day leg of our long journey – and for me, the end of all happiness Life had to offer.
Three weeks after leaving Salt Lake City – seven weeks after becoming Man and Wife – we were camped a mile past the mining town of Miami, having run out of money for a room for the night. Being October, however, the nights were cool enough that reptiles of the more-unpleasant sort had already forsaken night hunting in favor of the warm holes they were claiming for the winter. Plus, we had blankets to keep us comfortable, and we slept with the rifles Matthew had brought in case of night predators of the animal or human varieties, Lydia being as handy with a rifle as we two men. Another day's ride and we would reach Globe, where Matthew had rented the wagon and horse and where we would board the Gila Valley, Globe, & Northern Railroad for the final journey to my parent's home in the town of Central; a short distance from Thatcher and, a little further distance, Safford, where Lydia's family lived and ran a small department store.
We were to room and board with my parents until we could build our own home, and as with so many young people we were full of dreams and hopes – and to add to those dreams and hopes, Lydia confessed that night as were were wrapped in a shared blanket that she believed her brief illness that morning was not an illness but a sign that we had begun to fulfill the command given to Adam and Eve in the Garden – that of multiplying and replenishing the human race.
“A child?” I whispered; almost dazed with the thought of a child so soon in our marriage. I looked at her, not sure whether I should be surprised or what. “It must have been your – your time when we got married; I could have… ”
She brought a finger to my mouth. “I didn't want that to be how me made our decision.” I nodded. “You're not angry?” my Lydia asked, the first true look of worry I'd seen on her face since our marriage. I smiled and let the love and gentleness I showed her that night demonstrate that I was anything but angry.
Eager as we were to reach Globe and complete our journey, we were all three awake long before dawn and ready to move on. Lydia, however, escaped briefly into some bushes as her stomach was again upset.
“Two days in a row,” Matthew whispered in my ear; “Does this mean… ?”
“We think so, Uncle Matt,” I whispered back, and we both smiled.
Lydia called me and so I followed to where she'd gone, my rifle in hand. I found her kneeling, her hands shaking but having completed what she'd gone into the bushes to do – that of emptying her stomach. I was so involved in making sure my wife was stable enough to continue on and giving her what comfort she would allow that I never heard anything coming upon us until it was literally upon us.
Something landed heavily on my back, knocking me to the ground and away from Lydia while also knocking the rifle from my grasp. It was on my wife so quickly she that was barely able to scream before it had griped her throat in its jaws and ripped it from her body. I was up in an instant, but it had let go of her and was lunging at me, slashing at my throat and chest as it knocked me against a rock, rendering me unconscious before returning to my Beloved – the last thing I heard as my body went limp and my mind shut down was Matthew shouting as he ran toward us as the beast roared and turned again to my wife.
I awoke in a jail cell in Miami – the town had no hospital and there was a bed available in its sheriff's office, so that's where I'd been taken. Matthew was beside me, his hand gripping mine and his head on the bed, asleep.
“Lydia,” I whispered but it was too painful to talk. Matthew was awake instantly, relief on his face and in his eyes that I was still awake. “Lydia?” I tried to speak again; “Lydia?” I tried to call her name again but the agony of speaking through a throat the doctor had sewn back together was too much.
The pain on Matthew's face and the pale of his skin as he shook his head told me the answer to my calling for my wife. We wept like brothers sharing a single pain.
I wasn't allowed to see my wife's body. Matthew told me the undertaker had sewn the pieces together and dressed her in her wedding dress and had nailed the casket shut as, in Matthew's words, there would be no healing after seeing what had been done. And his face looked as if there would be no healing. Matthew had telegrammed our parents while the doctor worked to save me, and when they arrived even they weren't allowed to see what had been done to my Beloved – Matthew even took them away from my bed to describe what had happened, and it wasn't until after her burial that he could bring himself to describe it to me.
Few are the men whose hearts are so plunged into the depths of agony and darkness so quickly after reaching the heights of joy and happiness as I had experienced in the brief time Lydia and I were together. Despite the best efforts of my parents, Lydia's parents, and Matthew, who himself needed healing and was rarely out of his mother's arms while we waited for me to heal enough to continue home, there was no longer any light in my life or reason to live. As speaking was still so very difficult due to my wounds, Matthew was the one who told our parents, with my permission, that Lydia had suspected she was with child, news which weighed them down again just as they were climbing out from under the burden of sorrow they had been carrying.
I didn't have the chance to go unnoticed from the train station in Thatcher to my parent's house in Central and hide from the world - a sea of faces met the train, and childhood friends boarded as soon as it came to a stop to gently carry me to a waiting wagon in which I could be laid out. Orson and Parley Bryce, identical twins and two of my closest childhood friends, were waiting in the wagon bed and took me from those on the platform and carefully reclined me on cushions and then sat themselves on either side of me to steady (and comfort) me as the casket bearing my bride was gently slid in beside us.
Rebecca Bryce, their sister and a year younger than myself, was in the driver's seat and holding the reins. She was known to be the best wagoneer in the valley - it was rumored she could make the drive from Safford to Globe and never hit a bump or rock; it was also rumored she could do it without a single profane exclamation! She proved both rumors true to my satisfaction as she pulled away from the station platform as smooth as if on ice and delivered us to the cemetery without so much as a bump or jarring, the rest of my family following behind in carriages.
It is of note that one of the few things I remember of that day is that Rebecca Bryce wore a white dress, had hitched two white horses to the wagon, and had covered the straw we sat on with white blankets. She told me some time later that white is what we wear in the temple, and she wanted my experience that day to be as clean and pure and sacred as the temple. “It was what I could do for you and for her,” she'd explained simply. Lydia and she had been best friends, and rumor had it that she'd been sweet on me once upon a time; a rumor I had never pursued.
Despite the best efforts of family and friends, the depths of my despair and hopelessness were beyond expression as this service was conducted, and it was only through the love and support of family that I survived it. Unable to speak due to the violence done to my throat, my father gently asked me who I would like to stand and act as my mouthpiece in dedicating my bride's grave. I motioned at Brother Teeples; it seemed proper that her father do it, my father nodding that I'd chosen well. Despite my weakness and injuries, I insisted on standing next to my father-in-law as he rose to fulfill this ordinance and had to be literally held up by both my father and father-in-law to do so. They understood the gallantry being displayed and did their best to honor my attempt. I managed this act of love, only to slump heavily against their shoulders as the casket was lowered, weeping for several minutes until my mind gave out and I fainted, waking in my father's arms in the back of Rebecca's wagon as she pulled to a stop next to the porch of my parents' home. I was told that Parley stayed at my bedside the rest of the day and into the night, his brother relieving him at midnight, allowing my family to attend an extended family dinner and so they could have more time for themselves and their own grief.
When I woke the next morning I knew a member of the Bryce family was in the room without opening my eyes. You see, their mother's absolute cure for any illness includes pulling the sick child's bed to the window where God's sunlight can pour down on them; she swears by the healing properties of not only the priesthood but the bright Arizona sun as well. Well, when I came to my senses that morning, I laid there without opening my eyes, feeling the warmth of the just-rising sun on my face, so I knew my bed had been moved to the window. As the sun rose further, someone slowly pulled my sheet and blankets down and carefully unbuttoned my undergarments nearly to where I'd have to admit I was awake to stop them and gently pulled them open so God's sunlight could pour in on my bandaged chest and stomach. Yes, there was definitely a Bryce in the house!
“Thank you,” I murmured, still not opening my eyes, as the sun's warmth even worked its way through the bandages. Maybe their mother was right – it did feel good! “Orson? Parley?” I whispered painfully.
“Rebecca,” a young man's voice replied, attempting to imitate a more-feminine set of vocal chords.
“Orson,” I concluded, knowing that falsetto well.
My father slowly began to lay chores and duties back on me, giving me time for more healing before loading me down with a full load. I appreciated his concern and struggled to meet the tasks he gave me. When he could see I would be useless on any given day, and useless in helping my mother with the garden or the chickens, he pointed to the Pinaleno Mountains south of our farm and told me to go for a walk, he being a firm believer of the psalm -
“I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,
from whence cometh my help.”
I'm afraid I learned to love solitude more than I allowed healing to occur. Very occasionally my ten-year-old brother Charley was sent to go with me, and he managed to do all the talking for both of us as he told me everything that had happened while I was gone on my mission and how the farm was going and what was happening in Primary and that he hoped I'd heal soon as he thought I'd make a good Primary leader for the boys. The unashamed love and affection he showed even gave me the courage to peel back my bandages one day and show him my wounds, which I'm sure increased his status among the other Primary boys in at least three towns as he was the only one besides my parents and Matthew who'd received this rare, so-called privilege. As much as I appreciated my brother, however, I still held myself back from what his kindnesses could have done for me and instead chose to cling to the solitude, even to the point of not allowing God to walk those hills with me, which I'm sure had been my father's intent.
The mountains surrounding Gila Valley are much the opposite of the green, fertile valley they enfold. Desert brush and cactus mostly, they're barren hills and not a place where a man can hide in a grove of trees to receive revelation. But in the vastness of the desert openness one still feels surrounded by God just as the bright desert sun seems to shine on you from all sides. On nearly all of my walks into the hills I found quiet places in the sight of God where one could have knelt and at least whispered the pains of their heart, but I failed to take such opportunities as I had become very angry with God for letting my Lydia die, and to die so horribly.
Even on the days I was able to work I still took a walk at night - either around the neighborhood or up into the mountains. Nighttime seemed to sooth my soul – I think it was because no one can see you and you can't see them – there is a solitude that is had in no other way. One felt less exposed to the world when wrapped in a comfortable blanket of darkness - I think this may be why the depressed and the despairing became, over the centuries, to be called lunatics - 'luna' being the greek or latin for 'moon'.
It was on one of these walks that Matthew found me one evening and, his voice wavering, found the courage to tell me his account of the unnaturally-huge wolf that had mauled us.
“It didn't even want to feed on its kill; all it wanted to do was destroy and run away,” he explained. “Lydia was dead before I was even there; before I could even… ” His voice faltered. “So I concentrated on saving you.” And he squeezed my arm.
It would have been inhuman of us if we'd not shared tears once his story was completed. And it was after that evening that Matthew's healing began - while mine continued to stall.
—————
BISHOP: Job, time to put the pen down for the night.
JOB: I need to finish it.
BISHOP: Do you even know what day it is?
JOB: I've kind of lost track…
BISHOP: It's your birthday, brother. Jake's birthday, too; that's why we named him after you. Huge chocolate cake waiting downstairs. And presents. How long since you've had a birthday present?
JOB: Just one more line… Give me the pen back… !
BISHOP: You can finish in the morning. You have family again, remember? (Bishop looks over Job's shoulder.) Where did you get to?
JOB: To when you described the attack that left me wounded and Lydia dead.
BISHOP: Those were awful days, weren't they? (He puts a hand on Job's shoulder.) I thanked the Lord every night that we had each other. I'd have gone crazy …
—————
August 2, 1927 - Letter from Job Tyler to the First Presidency, continued
Thanksgiving Day approached, and with it the one-month mark of my life ending. Only a month?! A lifetime of pain and sorrow had been lived in a bare four weeks! With no end in sight!
Both families decided to join together for the traditional Thanksgiving dinner, finding solace in each other's company and hoping it would be yet another opportunity to show love and support to me as a young, grieving widower.
Three days before the great day of feasting and thanks-giving, I began to grow uneasy and restless – listless as well, as if something were about to happen and my body was growing anticipative of the occurrence, even though I knew not what it was. This feeling of uneasiness and anticipation grew to be so strong that I couldn't sleep – I couldn't sit still, even for a meal. I left the house the evening of Thanksgiving Eve, thinking to walk down to the dairy fields and milking barn but found myself continuing on, waving at my father as he was on his way home.
“Don't stay out too late,” was my father's only remark as we passed each other – he seemed to understand that I still needed time alone. But then he turned and called back to me: “You know we love you, Boy!”
I turned and smiled – perhaps my first smile since that horible night, and waved as we both continued on.
“Good night for a walk; going to be a full moon!”, and then we were out of earshot of each other.
The moon rose as I was halfway up the mountainside, as full and as bright as had ever rose. I sat to rest and to watch the bright white globe slowly peek out from beyond the eastern mountains and slowly show its face as it rose higher and higher into the night sky.
And as the full lunar globe spread its mysterious glow across me, a pain began in my body. At first I thought it was simply from over-exertion, but it continued to grow. The pain grew in severity and it felt as if my body parts were shifting; reforming. I screamed in agony and clawed at my clothes, thinking to claw at the pain …
Hunger - hate; hate - hunger. Of the two, hate was suddenly the strongest. My senses were suddenly sharpened to a degree I had never thought possible as my hearing and sense of smell searched for something to hate – to kill. I roamed the mountainside for several hours on four legs, the heightened senses following a trail that was unfamiliar but promised the newly-unleashed animal inside me the chance to hate and kill. I was moving steadily on all four limbs, moving with a gait that only an animal could have moved with.
I spied my prey – a mountain lion. That's why it smelled like 'cat'! I stalked it for another hour, careful to keep downwind as I crept closer and closer. Finally I lept from a boulder and felled it as I grasped its throat in my great, canine jaws and ripped life from its body. Then I began to mutilate the carcass … I never fed off the great cat; I only wanted to destroy … And when the hunger of killing and mutilating was done, that pain began again …
… And then I wondered where I was and who I was. I was laying on my side, naked, next to the mutilated carcass of a mountain lion, and I was covered with blood as if I'd been drenched in it with no memory of how this had happened.
I stood and stumbled towards a stream I recognized and followed it to a familiar pond where more than one childhood summer day had been spent swimming with friends; our 'secret swimming hole', we called it, although every boy and man in the valley probably knew about it. Once there, I waded in to wash the dried blood from my body. I finished washing my limbs and torso and brought water up to the wounds on my neck, preparing myself for agonizing pain – and felt none!
I leaned over to catch my reflection in the surface of the pond and couldn't see the wounds that had refused to heal since the attack four weeks previous. I knelt in the water to get a better look – but they were still gone! The flesh of my neck was as normal and unharmed as if the attack had never happened.
“What… ?” I asked aloud; the first words that had not hurt to speak in the past month.
I held my hands to my face and could see in the moonlight that little scars I'd had most my life and were as familiar to me as old friends were also gone. I twisted my leg around to discover a huge birthmark had left me. I also discovered that muscles I'd developed through years of farm labor were now smaller and weaker than before.
How could this be? By what magic – or devilry - had this happened? It was as if my body had 'reset' itself, using some unknown marker as its standard of what my body ought to be.
[Note by a Grandson: Apparently this metamorphoses Grandfather went through was controlled by his DNA; the body-building markers in every body cell – anything beyond the 'settings' of his DNA markers simply didn't carry over. Scars, birthmarks, gunshot wounds - were all eliminated as if they never happened.]
The following morning my father found me sitting crossed-legged by the side of the pond. I looked up as he approached, a look of relief on his face as he lifted his rifle and shot once into the air – obviously a signal to others that I'd been found. I could see him mentally counting and then he fired a second shot – once to get the other searchers' attention and a second time for them to zero in on the location.
“Where's your clothes, boy?” my father asked gently.
I shook my head. “I don't know.”
“Well, where'd you leave them?”
I shook my head again, rubbing my hand through my hair. “I don't know; don't even remember most of last night.”
Matthew and his father came running over a rise, Matthew raising a small bundle in his hand – my shirt and what was left of my pants and underclothes; the shirt was intact but the rest looked as if an animal had ripped them to ribbons, trying to find a meal in them, perhaps? Or to claw their way out of them? His father was holding my discarded shoes.
We fashioned a makeshift loincloth out of the shirt, its long sleeves acting as a belt. Two of my brothers, who arrived just after Matthew and his father, were sent to run ahead and bring clothing from the house and meet us at the dairy barn. My healed neck did not go unnoticed by any of the men and boys who continued to answer my father's shot and centered in on the pond – some twenty neighbors had been searching the mountains for me, and all were quick to see that something had happened. My father turned my hands over one by one and turned me around to look for spots on my torso and for the birthmark on the back of my leg, and he shook his head as he saw none of the familiar marks.
My mother's joy at my return could not be adequately expressed in this letter. She accompanied my brothers to the dairy barn, leaving Sister Teeples and the girls to continue with the preparations of the day, and no sooner had my father got me into one of the stalls in the dairy barn and I'd got my underclothes up as far as my waist than my mother would wait no longer and rushed in, throwing her arms around me with great emotion. She then took my face in her hands and examined the healed neck. My father told her about the missing scars about my body, which she immediately verified, and I found myself pulling one leg of my underclothes up so she could even verify the disappearance of the great birthmark for herself.
Only after she was assured without a doubt that I was safe did the lecture about roaming the hills at night begin, and it lasted while I dressed and continued on up the road until we reached the house and she was needed to both preside and conduct in the kitchen.
After the dinner and all the required sociable events of the day were winding down, I found myself out on the porch, enjoying the calm of the sunset. Matthew joined me - “Pretty noisy in there,” he commented as he sat on the porch railing, facing me. I just smiled and nodded. “Job, I want you to understand something.” I waited for him to continue. “I still consider you family. Even if Lydia is… You're still a Teeples now; you're family - you're stuck with us. I hope the friendship we had while you were dating my sister can continue.” I nodded but didn't really answer. “Well, that's all, I guess,” and Matthew got up to leave.
“Matt,” I said as he reached the door.
“Yeah?”
“I'd enjoy some company on a walk.”
Matthew smiled and leaned in the door, announcing that we were going on a walk and that he'd make sure I kept my clothes on. And at least twice a week after that we walked together after the day's labor, slowly getting to the point that we could talk freely about our feelings on the tragedy we'd both survived - we found in each other a trusted companion who understood each other's heart - we became the doctor for each other's heart and soul, and healing began in both of us. I shortly realized he would always be my brother - he had told me I was now a Teeples, and as far as I was concerned he had slowly became a Tyler.
Word of my miraculous healing spread up and down the valley so fast you would have thought the telephone had already arrived in our part of the Arizona Territory and was installed in every home. (Rumor had it that Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone so the non-Mormon community could communicate as fast as Mormons.) Friends came first and then church members - everyone examined my neck and hands and exclaimed the miracle. A giggly cousin even pointed out that a scar along my jawline from my first attempt at shaving was gone, stating that this truly restored, in her words, my 'devastatingly good looks' (and her friends all giggled their agreement, much to my embarrassment.) One Sunday I invited my father, brothers, my five childhood buddies (including the Bryce twins), and Matthew to come to my bedroom as a group, where, with a towel held over my privates, I allowed them to see that the barbed wire scars on my back from being thrown from a horse were gone; the claw marks raking my chest from the attack that killed my Beloved were gone; scars on my lower back and buttocks from being pushed into a patch of beaver tail cactus (by these same five buddies!) were equally erased. And of course the hideous birthmark on my leg had finally moved on to a new home. My skin was as clean and pristine as a newborn baby – although a bit hairier.
What I had yet to tell anyone, however, was that all the fillings in my teeth were also gone; the bad teeth having been replaced with healthy, 'virgin' teeth.
I wanted to say along with the rest of the community that the Lord had healed me, but the peace I was feeling was not the calm, tranquil Peace I felt when the Lord moved in my life. There was an underlying trembling beneath that semblance of peace I did feel that wouldn't let a complete, true Peace come – a trembling that felt as if today was but a calm between storms; storms I felt would come again. If this healing had been of the Lord there would have been the complete Peace and Repose that comes through His Spirit – but that was not what I felt.
Deep inside me the question lurked day and night: If it wasn't of the Lord, how did it come about?
I also couldn't stop from wondering - what had happened in the hours of the night that I couldn't remember? How had I become naked and covered with blood and not remember? And the puma carcass – it was a fresh kill when I had gained enough awareness to know it was laying beside me. What had killed it and why had it spared me? Why did I have a taste of meat in my mouth when I'd woke next to the great cat?
Even prayer didn't bring answers.
December came and with it the Christmas season. Turning my mind to the Savior's birth helped take it off of my sorrows and I felt as if a veil was beginning to lift across my heart. My work at the dairy barn picked up, and Father even commented on my progress.
Again I grew restless and nervous – the feeling of something coming was a far different feeling from the anticipation of the coming holiday; instead of joy there was dread; fear of pain as opposed to the happy expectation of a day with family and friends.
“You're not letting the holiday depress you, are you?” my father asked on the third day of these nervous feelings building up in me.
I smiled weakly. “Don't know; maybe.”
“Give it time. Grieve when you need to but know that days of grieving will get farther and farther apart.”
I nodded. “Got some things I need to finish up before I head back to the house,” I muttered.
“See you there, then.” He gave me a father's hug and then started down the road, walking the mile and a half to where a hot supper would be waiting for us.
As I worked to finish my few chores the pain came, and with it memories of a month ago – I held a hand in front of me and watched, horrified, as fingers began to shorten and fingernails grew into claws. An instinct I didn't understand told me to get out of my clothing as my body began to shift and change, a yelp of pain escaping as pain I could not endure hit me. Struggling to a stall I pulled my boots off and then unbuttoned my shirt and the first few buttons of my underclothes and then literally pushed all my clothes off my shoulders and down my body as an overwhelming itch came over my body and hair sprouted and grew – and with it memories of the metamorphoses at the last full moon came to mind - memories released by what was happening now; ever so brief memories of stalking and killing the mountain lion came back as my sense of smell and hearing suddenly increased. A human scream was released as I realized what was happening to me slowly turned into a wolf's howl as the metamorphoses was complete.
The human was buried and the animal was in control as I realized I was caged! - confined to a cage of thick, strong wood slats in a strange cave that smelled of meat – fresh meat on the hoof waiting for me to kill.
I unsheathed my claws as power flowed through my muscles – I ran from the stall, pure animal emotion and instinct coursing through my veins and driving all other thoughts into the recesses of the mind where they would not be found. Adding my human anger for the misery I was in to the animal bloodlust, I was literally a monster as I threw the barn doors open and roared.
I came to my senses some time later, my face, hands, and feet covered with blood and laying in the pasture in the cold night air, the full moon quietly bathing the area with its light. Around me were dead dairy cows. Although freezing cold, I stumbled around the pasture, counting the carcasses. Nine dead cows out of a herd of one-hundred; throats chewed through and then butchered.
I fell to my knees and screamed, my head in my hands, for not all the memories went away this time as my human senses came back to me; this time I had vague memories of who did this – Me!
I stumbled back to the barn and found my clothing mostly intact and cleaned myself and was dressed before my brothers came looking for me.
“Are you alright?” Peter, nineteen and readying to leave on a mission, asked as he immediately saw my emotions and assumed it was another grieving spell. “It's alright.” And an arm was put around a shoulder. “It's alright.”
“No,” I mumbled, shaking my head.
“Let's get back to the house. Supper. Bed; I'll help you to bed and bring supper up if you'd like… ” Peter kept the talk up in order to get me home, and I let him lead me along without telling what I knew was in out in the pasture.
But the dead cows were discovered the next day. Father asked me over and over again if I knew anything and I swore I didn't; I even denied hearing anything before my brothers had come to retrieve me. But he'd found the pail of water I'd used to wash in the night before and saw the amount of blood in the water. He looked at me and he looked at the pail. He looked at me for a very long time and then walked away.
Gila Valley certainly didn't have mental specialists in those days, but Mother went to see Doctor Nelson, and the day after Christmas he came to the house and invited me for a walk as a way to put me at ease. We talked about nothing in particular and everything in general. Then we talked about my missionary service and my wedding, and I smiled as I told him how beautiful she was as we knelt across the wedding altar from each other and looked into each others eyes and maybe heard something the officiator said. As he was not a Mormon and had never participated in temple ceremony, I talked sparingly about my impressions of my time spent in the temple, and I told him that I was praying for the day that there was a temple far closer to the town of Central than the month-long journey now required. He understood the importance of the temple to his Mormon patients and nodded respectfully.
Doctor Nelson asked me how I felt about Lydia's violent death and how I thought it was effecting me. He asked what I thought about a newly-conceived baby's life ending so abruptly. We talked about Lydia and I cried, and being an honest man, he shed a tear or two himself. I knew he was probing me to discover my mental condition as far as he could understand it, and I did my best to give honest answers, but there was no way I could tell him what happened on the last two full moons.
Unknown to me, letters were written shortly after New Year's Day, 1898, to relatives in Mesa and Tucson and north in the Little Colorado settlements, asking whether any of them would take me in for a time, the feeling being that a change of location and scenery would do me some good. A letter was even sent to grandparents in Salt Lake City, thinking that the big city and regular visits to the temple might set my spirit right - and that the presence of so many eligible young ladies as the big city would have might bring me back to life.
Then the waiting game began for replies, and it was when the first two arrived that I heard that letters had been written. My sister Rachel and her husband wrote that their small house would afford me no privacy but three families in their ward were willing and eager to take me in, one being a grandparent-age couple who were in vigorous health and whose only child had also met an untimely death – they thought that because of their journey through the valley of sorrow they might be able to help me survive the same dark path. An uncle in Tucson replied that he needed a new apprentice in his blacksmith shop and the position was mine if I wanted it; wages, room and board to be negotiated upon acceptance.
Before letters could make the long trip to and from grandparents in Salt Lake City, however, the time of nervous anticipation began again. I had made a walk to the feed store to look through the Farmer's Almanac and knew the date of the next full moon – the nervousness had begun three days out, just like last time.
I slipped quietly out of the house before dawn the day before the full moon, taking food for several days in a knapsack and headed into the mountains. I did leave a note telling that I had left for a few days and not to worry.
I hiked all day, camping that night over the mountains from our farm, building a small fire big enough to take the chill out of the air but small enough that it wouldn't be detected by a well-meaning search party.
I dozed through most of the night and I must have dreamed as I had odd memories of a coyote laying by the fire keeping me company.
I hiked further into the mountains the next day, feeling the mental and emotional waves that marked the coming of madness and change. I stashed my clothing in the knapsack as the moon's rise was eminent, and this time I was wide awake as a coyote did in fact come into my little camp.
“Better leave before I turn into a wolf and eat you,” I warned the animal, somewhat jokingly, my voice unsteady due to the chill against my bare skin. The coyote, however, laid down and yawned. “Don't say I didn't warn you.”
I didn't have long to wait before the pain and the metamorphoses began. I screamed as the pain came faster than before and the change rolled over me just as quickly as the pain; it was as if the body was able to change quicker the more it practiced, and this time around it wasn’t wasting any time. Through the pain I thought I saw Coyote lift his head and come to his feet as if he'd been waiting for this to happen.
Animal instincts took over as I growled a warning at the much smaller animal and stepped towards it. From this point on my memory is empty of what happened through the night until I came to my senses and my human form, laying once again by a dead and mutilated puma, my human shape devoid of any signs of battle except for blood I hoped was the cat's blood and not mine.
I was lost, having run into a part of the wild I did not know. I was cold; shivering uncontrollably until the coyote returned, carrying my knapsack in his mouth – we'd ended close enough to where we'd began that he'd fetched it easily. He came right up and set it down and then sat on his haunches as if I was to pet him to reward him.
First things first – the clothes! And when I could control the shivering – then I reached out and pet the creature.
After a moment the coyote pushed my hand away with his muzzle and with a yelp of pain began to change, and when he was done a unclothed Indian sat before me, smiling; his black hair and bronze skin glowing in the moon's light. And, he wasn't even shivering in the cold air.
Recovering from surprise, I finally spoke: “Do you speak English?”
“I speak any language I hear in your head,” he replied.
“Who are you?”
“You will call me 'Coyote'.”
“The Trickster?” I asked, and he smiled. Stories in nearly every tribal folklore spoke of him. This wasn't real! But then, neither was my life. “What's happened to me?”
“You already know.”
I paused – Obviously I needed to find specific questions.
“Why do I become human while the moon's still out? Most stories say it lasts until the moon is gone or blocked… ”
“Once you have killed, She,” and he motioned at the moon, “She has been given an offering and has no further use for you until She is full again and needs another offering. “So,” he continued, “the secret is to kill quickly and then get back to bed. Have a goat or a cow tied to your mother's kitchen door so you barely have to leave the house.”
I thought for a long time.
“How can I live like this? I can't keep up a normal life… ”
“This is your normal life now.”
I had no answer.
“Come with me.”
“With you?”
“With me. Tonight.” He paused. “Leave the human world behind and run the world with me. We will hunt; we will feast.”
“I'm not an animal,” I whispered.
“You're not a human, either. She has released you from human laws and has given you freedom to act of own instincts.”
“Where no law there is no joy,” I replied.
“We will make our own joy – joy of the hunt.”
“The 'natural man' is an enemy to God.”
“The 'noble man' is an enemy to your new Mistress,” Coyote countered.
I stood and shook my head. “No. I will fight this. I am human.”
“You are Wolf.”
“I am a Son of God!”
Coyote smiled as he shook his head. “No more his child. You are now Her's and will make the sacrifice.”
“No,” and I shook my head, a choice made; a decision set in stone.
I turned my back on the Indian, but then turned back to say one more thing - he had squatted back down, smiling like a father would smile at an argumentative child. “I will see you in twenty-eight days.” The Indian became a coyote and bounded off into the dark.
A day and a half later I opened the gate to my parents' house with my head held high for the first time since the tragedy, my mother running from the house, dish towel in hand, as my sisters shouted that I'd come home. But she stopped short as she came up to me, a motherly smile coming across her face.
“I see a brave young man in your eyes,” she said quietly. “It becomes you.”
“I've been facing a devil recently,” I replied and she nodded her agreement. “I think I'm on the winning side of the battle now.”
Sometimes when a mother smiles it's as if God Himself is smiling, and this was one of those moments. “I've just baked some bread,” Mother said as she put an arm around my waist. “How do you feel about having the first piece?”
Father caught me singing 'How Firm a Foundation' to myself the next morning as I sat milking cow after cow and mentioned later that it was the first he'd heard me sing since my return. A few days later my sister Elizabeth was surprised as I gave her a hug for absolutely no reason. And Charley was excited one day when I let him ride home on my shoulders from our chores at the barn.
“Job's finally come home, hasn't he?” Elizabeth asked Mother while washing dishes one evening.
“If the mountains have done this for him,” little Charley added, “then I say we all move up there!”
I began attending to my prayers again, both in my bedroom and in the mountains when I felt the divinity of the places I roamed. Although I felt the beginnings of the Spirit attend while I prayed, that underlining current of nervousness that precluded the awful times each full moon rose up to stop it from manifesting itself completely – the newly-unleashed animal in me was rejecting the Spirit, and I couldn't control the animal as it was slowly learning to control me. This became a source of sincere worry, added to all the rest. But even though the Spirit didn't always get through, I was grateful for the attempt – I knew my prayers, once again flowing, were at least being heard.
A few days after what I felt was finally a 'triumphant return', however, I was working with my father, mending out-buildings at the dairy barn and pasture. Our conversation was casual and friendly; I had gone several days without panic or pain once I'd been able to turn my back on Coyote.
Out of the blue my father started asking childishly simple questions which required equally simple answers: what kind of nail is this?; what kind of hammer?; what breed of cow is that one?; what is that horse's name?; that horse?; and he ended with “Who's that gray dog in that corner of the pasture?”
Caught up in my father's game, I answered without thinking: “That's the Trickster.”
Only after blurting out the answer did I realize what I'd done! Father had always used this tactic when we were children to gain confessions from us, and now as an adult I still fell for his trick - Father was a trickster in his own right!
Father stood up straight, his eyes boring through me as if I were ten years old and had emptied the cookie jar.
“Did Trickster kill the cows?” he asked quietly.
“No,” I stammered; “At least I don't think so. Why would he be here like this if he did?”
“He could be challenging our resolve.” I'm reasonably sure Trickster was testing someone's resolve, but it didn't have anything to do with the cows.
I met the challenge in his eyes by grabbing the rifle from the barn and brought it right up to shoot the coyote. But it was gone. I ran further out but couldn't see it anywhere – the land is flat enough there that I should have been able to see it running way; there weren't even irrigation ditches to hide in … It was simply gone.
“Who killed the cows, son?”
“Who?” I repeated back. “Had to be an animal; everyone agreed. You saw for yourself the teeth marks – the jaws were too big for coyote or even wolf; The claws too widely spaced… ”
I didn't finish; father was staring into my eyes. He knew I knew something.
“I never told you about any of this,” he said slowly, “And we took care of the bodies before you came to work that day. Who told you about it? I ordered everyone not to burden you with it as you had enough going on.”
My answer was slow in coming. “I guess I just heard things.”
There are times a father looks into his boy's eyes and extracts answers through the joint gaze, and this was one of those moments. I broke the spell by suggesting we get back to work. My father silently agreed and turned away.
The happiness I'd felt since rejecting Coyote was gone. I hadn't lied to my father in ten years; the trust between us was absolute. I lied to him - he knew it and he knew I knew it.
—————
Dear Brethren – I apologize for the following portion of my story, but I need you to understand the level of friendship and trust that existed between myself and my brother-in-law Matthew Teeples so you may be able to understand the depths of my feelings concerning events that occurred shortly afterwards. As I have written earlier, we had been friends before my mission but the tragedy that had so affected both of us had cemented us into brothers, and we were able to trust each other with anything - except what happened to me every month in the hills. My silence was a betrayal of his trust in me.
Days after I lied to my father, my family had gone to a church social except for my father; he was feeling out of sorts and had gone to bed early. And I had chosen to stay home and take a long hot bath. Just as I was drying off and ready to drain the tub, Matthew knocked at the door and came in. “You have indoor plumbing?” he asked as he followed the sound of my voice to the washing room, where I was gathering up my clothes from my bath, a big bath towel wrapped around myself. “Father's not sold on it yet; we still bathe at a wash basin.” The only time I've ever seen undisguised lust on Matthew's face was when he looked in at our washing room. I smiled and told him where the towels were and to join me when he was done. And it was an hour before he finally poked his head through my bedroom door, glowing pink from the hot water and smiling as if he'd just visited Heaven.
We both sat on my bed, towels laying modestly across our laps, as we made small talk – I could tell he was getting his courage up to ask me something important. He finally sighed and took the plunge. “I'm going to be asking someone to marry me.”
I grinned – he was twenty-three, devastatingly handsome, and as shy around women as he was handsome. Half the young women in the valley would scream 'Yes; oh Yes!' if only he'd ask! "Anyone I know?" I pried.
"Yeah," and he blushed again but refused to name the lucky maiden. “I want to know … I mean … even fathers don't talk … But I want to know … ” He blushed deeply and I understood. There were things young men earnestly want to know before the marriage bed that only someone who's been there can tell them. These same honest young men simply want to know about their own bodies and clues about the mysteries of womanhood – not for the thrill of knowing but because they're of the age and time of life that they honestly want to know this most unknown of all unknowns. And he was trusting me to give him answers that would dissipate some of the unknown. I understood the sacred trust being shown me, and I answered his questions as directly and modestly as I could and assured him that it was a sacred, joyful thing. Trust was further extended as he blushed and showed me why he was afraid of hurting a bride - to put his unfounded fears aside, I showed him equal proof in my belief that brides are far more resilient than some men give them credit for. I believe when the blessed day came, he entered the marriage chamber better able to dwell on happy, joyous thoughts due to this talk.
From this time on we were brothers in a very real sense. There were no more secrets except for why I took to the hills at the full moon. In one evening we went from being brother-in-law's to the love and companionship that David and Jonathon in the Old Testament had for each other, so close had we become. Our hearts had spoken and the association was complete.
The guilt this built in me for withholding my single dark secret was as great as the guilt that I knew I'd lied to my father and that my father knew it. Matthew had to know there was one thing I didn't tell him, but he didn't say anything, which did not soften my guilt!
I apologize again, Brethren, if this was indelicate even between men, but I need you to understand how like brothers we were until the events of the next full moon.
—————
February is the coldest winter month, March and April repenting of their predecessor's temperatures by warming up far faster than they do in more-northern climates, bringing on that dreaded Arizona summer. Hence I wasn't looking forward to having to hike out into the mountains in a few days but was assured in my mind it would be warmer and warmer in the following months.
Before the dreaded time came, however, I approached my father for a priesthood blessing. We talked as father and son, but I still withheld my awful secret.
“Son,” my father said slowly. “You want a blessing for something you aren't telling me. There are times the Lord requires his messengers to know the whole picture to deliver His messages correctly, and this is one of those times. To give the blessing you want, you have to be honest with me. You have to confide in me and trust me.” He paused. “Sometimes part of giving a blessing is joining together beforehand with prayer and understanding. And then following up with fellowship and support. I can't do that yet, can I?” I said nothing. "I'll give a blessing and we'll see if the Lord can do this despite us both."
I still couldn't tell him. He gave me a blessing anyway and it did help me in many ways, but my silence was binding the Lord from fully helping me. I hated myself for this, and this self-hate began to feed a fresh anger … anger at myself, but anger nonetheless. And anger wasn't good for me at the full moon. I was grateful for Matthew's companionship, which kept the anger more at bay than if I'd been completely alone with my thoughts.
The day before February's full moon I set out into the mountains once again; this time with the knowledge of my parents, who accepted the fact that my sanity required a trip into the mountains - Mama had even packed food for me and ensured I had enough warm socks. Looking up at Mount Graham I could see snow and I shivered as I thought of the 'bare time' before the metamorphoses and knew it wasn’t going to be pleasant, but the cold would be worth not having to explain shredded clothing the family couldn’t afford to replace.
“Job!” I head a voice call about a mile past the cultivated fields. Turning, It was Matthew, horseback and with a bedroll tied behind his saddle as if he were going camping.
Of all the folks in our area, Matthew looked like he was born to be on a horse. He and any horse he rode moved as one – he understood them and they understood him. He looked so natural on a horse that one of his friends said he ought to have been born a centaur. He could even shoot standing in the stirrups at full gallop and still hit what he was shooting at. His dream was to breed horses.
“Job!” he called again as he got closer. “Need company?”
“Not this trip,” I replied with a smile.
“What do you do up there that I can't tag along?”
“You don't want to know.”
Matthew reached a hand down from where he sat on his horse. “I do want to know. Whatever I can do… ”
I patted his hand, smiling. “This is something I have to do alone.” I looked up at him. “Believe me when I say it would probably kill you to know… ”
Matthew slid from his saddle. “Kill me? To find out you're going up there to let off steam? To scream and yell and curse? Job – we've cried on each other's shoulders! We've shared - well, everything.”
I shook my head as I started to walk away. “Not this.” I turned to face him. “Matt, you gotta let me do this. I wish I could tell you; I pray to be able to tell you someday. But trust me.”
Matt nodded. “Okay. I'll trust you for now; that's the best I can do.”
“Promise not to follow me.” He started to object; I grabbed the front of his shirt. “You gotta promise me.”
Matt help both his hands up. “Promise. For now.”
I let go of his shirt and nodded. “Trust me when I say I gotta do this alone.”
“Love you, Brother,” Matthew said as he climbed back on his horse and watched as I continued to climb the hills. I turned as I topped a ridge and he was still there, standing in his stirrups and waving. I waved back and continued on, a loneliness I'd not felt before setting in.
The next day I found the same hollow in the mountains that I'd come to the month before, it being protected somewhat from the wind – it was cold enough without the wind! I waited for the evening to come, watching and shivering as the sun set and then a few hours later the familiar glow rose from the east, heralding the moon's rise. With a sigh, and bracing myself for several minute's cold, I slowly undressed, folding and packing the clothes into the knapsack I'd brought that was big enough to even hold the winter coat.
“Mister Tyler,” a voice called out of the dark. I immediately squatted to cover myself as Doctor Nelson rode out of the dark.
“Doctor - ”
“What are you doing up here, boy?”
“Doctor, I'm okay… ”
“You're not okay! Stark naked in the freezing cold of the night. You're shivering!”
“Doctor: please leave!” I could see the first signs of the moon behind the man!
“Let me help you,” he said in that gentle doctor voice.
“No! This you can't help with!”
“I'll find someone… ”
“Not for this,” I said slowly, “Please believe me when I say your life will be in danger if you stay.”
Doctor Nelson pulled his rifle out of its scabbard on the side of his horse. “How so? Meeting some Indians? Indian medicine? The reservation's on the north side of the valley and … ”
But he didn't finish as something caught his eye on the rocks above me, a surprised look on his face. I looked to see a lone Indian squatting on the rock above us, his hair to his waist and his eyes glowing like dog's eyes.
The moon was halfway risen.
“Doctor, please leave… ”
“Are you up here for some Indian ritual? A healing ritual? I'd like to know about it. I've learned their herbs… ”
“Believe the boy, Doctor,” Coyote said as he stood to his full height; “Few who witness tonight's ritual live to tell.”
“Are you threatening me?”
The moon had risen and I screamed in pain. The change was even faster than the previous month – I leaned forward as I moaned and even before my arms were on the ground the moan had turned into a growl.
“What on God's earth… ?” Doctor Nelson exclaimed (so I was later told) as the animal I'd become smelled him and stepped forward on all fours. “This can't be! Devilry; Satan… !”
With a single leap I went for the doctor, but a bullet from somewhere in the darkness hit my chest and my leap fell short of the man and I took down the horse he was sitting on as I yelped in pain. I pulled the doctor to me and bit the first thing I could – his arm – as another bullet slammed through my shoulder and Doctor Nelson screamed in pain and surprise from my attack.
I let go of the doctor to find my assailant, catching a too-familiar scent. Until this event, I'd never remembered very little of my human self while in wolf form (much of he memories in this letter were pieced together after talking to family years later), but as Matthew came into my view, standing in his stirrups and his rifle trained on me, a human memory broke through as I roared at him and took a step towards the puny human with the pain stick; the human's face pale with shock at what he'd seen and what he was then seeing …
Matthew shot again as he screamed my name, and I was slammed again in the chest but still came at him. “Don't make me do this, Brother!” his voice shook in horror.
I leaped, clawing Matthew's leg, as a coyote landed between us, fur on end, ears back, and teeth barred. In my pain I obeyed it and backed off until the humans were no longer in sight. It barked and nipped at my heels until I moved the way it wanted me to go. I roared my anger but it roared back.
Finally I collapsed in pain. Coyote brought a live rabbit it had caught and held it close to my muzzle – I bit at it and it was dead, pretty much that quickly. With a kill accomplished I began to change back to human form, but Coyote, changing to human faster than I, reached out a hand and placed in on my head before my change was very advanced, his eyes closed, as if transferring messages to my mind.
When I'd completed the change the bullet wounds were gone as well as the pain. I was whole. But, I was a wolf. Not a werewolf, but a big grey wolf.
“Now you are my brother,” Coyote smiled.
I got off my side and whined as I sat on my haunches and Coyote stood over me.
I yelped my mental pain – for I remembered that the human Coyote stopped me from hurting was supposed to be my brother.
“Now you've killed one of them; maybe two; they will not let you back. They will kill you.”
I whined as I lifted an unfamiliar paw.
“You have no choice, Brother.”
Coyote, still in human form, turned to run, and, having no choice – no other option – I ran at his heels. A man and his dog disappeared into the night.
Years later I learned that Doctor Nelson committed suicide after an undisclosed but horrific event at the full moon following his mauling. His and Matthew's joint statements on what had happened the night I disappeared involved an inhumanly-large wolf-human beast and the doctor being mauled and Matthew saving him. My name was not on any of the official records. It was only after looking through my little brother Charley's magazines of 'Stories for Young Men' sent by cousins in Salt Lake City that Matthew was able to face my parents with a few copies of said magazines as backup and tell them what he'd seen when he broke his promise and sought me out. It was years before my parents spoke to Matthew again, and Charley's magazine collection was promptly destroyed.
—————
BISHOP: How far did you get today?
JOB: To when I left with the Trickster.
BISHOP: My heart broke that day. (The bishop holds back a sniffle.) You didn't tell him about our "women talk", did you? That is SO going to cost you! You didn't tell them that we showed each other… ?(sighs) Don't forget - you promised you'd chase sticks for your nieces tonight.
JOB: Yours wasn't the only broken heart, Matt. I was so afraid … (He chocks) So afraid that I'd … That you'd … For years I prayed …
(The two friends embrace)
BISHOP: But you didn't. It was barely a scratch.
JOB: Barely a scratch! But your leg … !
BISHOP: STOP! I'm fine. You're fine. We're a family again. Does a limp matter? NO! not another word. Now, you promised the girls … Fetch!
—————
August 3, 1927 - Letter to the First Presidency, continued
In wolf form my human memories surfaced – I knew who I was and what I was doing. I had only one memory of the moments I'd been in the monster's shape that night – Matthew's face and his screaming my name; and I think I remember that because of the power of that single memory – as I would find out over and over again, only the very powerful memories of my time as a monster would be retained and remembered when in a more natural shape.
Had I killed Matthew? I wouldn't know the answer to this for twenty years.
I followed Coyote all night and into the morning. We ran north-west, following the mountains into the Santa Teresa's and crossing the valley only after we entered the reservation. Sometime before lunch we came upon a village, Coyote coming to a standstill in the middle of the village.
The Apache looked as if they knew him and all stood still as he spoke and pointed at me. Coyote shouted orders in their language and several women ran and came back with a bowl and a few baskets of human food; one with a bowl of water. He reached down for my head, me looking up at him as he did so. We connected and I was human again, pulling my legs up to hide parts of me as Coyote pushed the food towards me, and I ate and drank hungrily.
Coyote shouted again and other women bought simple garments – a shirt and a pair of trousers, which I donned as my hunger was abated.
Another order and several young boys stepped forward. Coyote spoke to each of them gently, touching one or two of them before choosing one and dismissing the rest.
“He has learned your tongue at the missionary school," Coyote explained. “He is now your companion and teacher.” The young man, I guessed sixteen or seventeen, then took me before the reservation elders, he and others detailing the appearance of the Trickster and his instructions. After a very long discussion, we were dismissed.
"What's happening?" I asked the boy.
“Trickster say we to teach you and to hide you from white soldiers. We to go to village deep in reservation. They will make a place for time of madness. They also say your Apache name is 'White Wolf'.”
"Why not?" I looked at him. "Your name?"
He grinned. "Little Wolf."
It took two days to reach the village that would house me, staying in other villages each night. The night we were shown to a small hovel that would be ours, I slept soundly under the several blankets given me - somehow being among people who knew what I was and who acted unafraid put me at rest, and I slept soundly…
… until a touch woke me. My whole body was freezing as Coyote the Trickster was squatting by me, having pulled all the blankets away and exposing me to the night chill.
"You say you are still a human, White Wolf," Coyote whispered. "I say not."
"I am."
Without taking his glowing eyes off mine, he put an open hand on my chest and pinned me to the mat I was sleeping on as he reached out and cupped my loins in his other hand - there was a stabbing pain I knew to be that of changing shape, and then Trickster smiled even bigger. "I have set a challenge upon you, 'Human Who Is a Wolf'. Behold." He pulled his hand away, and my loins were no longer human but that of a canine. "Choose to be human and the mark will go away. Choose to be an animal and the human form will slowly be lost as the animal you will become takes over, beginning with this mark. This," and he nodded at my lions, "this is my challenge: make it go away or embrace your animal nature."
The next sixteen months was spent deep in the reservation, being taught to live with nature and how to hunt and forage and how to hide from the occasional group of soldiers that patrolled to make sure the Apache were obedient and docile. And, I was being hidden from the sheriffs looking for me to question me about the attack on Doctor Nelson. Coyote had left me with the ability to change from Man to Wolf, and I slowly learned how to do so, and while in wolf form I learned to hunt with all the instincts of that form. As the time past, some of those instincts remained even while in human form - my senses sharpened until I could smell prey as a human or as a wolf. I was becoming a hunter.
The village that housed the Two Wolves (the Apache spoke of us as one) dug a pit where I was lowered as the full moon came to make her inspection of the world – once I was lowered I'd send my clothes back up in a basket, which would be lowered back down to me the next morning so I could rejoin the world of the Men. So although I went through the change, the Apache were safe. The chicken or other small animal they would throw down the pit for me to kill so I could be human again was a token which I was expected to eat and not waste. Little did I know that sharing the dead bird with Little Wolf would have the effect it eventually had.
Something deep inside me dreaded the day there was no pit to put me in while a monster and with all the newly-heightened senses. I thought often of home and loved ones I could not longer see - that world was gone, dead and buried and yet I mourned it everyday. Matthew… dead or alive? I prayed as long as I could without the animal inside me driving the prayers away and blocking the answers.
I loved the physical contact of being a wolf and being petted and rubbed by the humans around me; being able to lay my muzzle on Little Wolf's stomach when we slept through a lazy afternoon; something we could never do in human form. I decided it was easier to be an animal as such pleasures as contact between two persons did not have to be denied.
As I wrote above, I shared the token animal I killed on the full moon with Little Wolf - we lived in the same house and shared a common life; it was natural we ate together. But, to my sorrow, the effect this had on the boy was not natural. My understanding was that I would actually have to bite someone while in werewolf form to curse them with the same curse, but such was not the case. Sixteen months of sharing food I'd bit - and covered with a monster's salvia - took a horrific toll on the boy as one one full moon, as he kept a vigil at the lip of my pit, he screamed in pain at the same time as I did and then began the change even as I began to change. Terrified, the other villagers who also kept a guarded vigil, pushed him into the pit. Enraged through my horror, I attacked him. He, new to the form and his mind at a level of horror I alone could understand, attacked back. In the end he was dead and I was left weeping over his monster shape - for his body didn't revert to human shape as he died; it remained a monster, and for the first time I could see what I was when I was in my monster shape.
The villagers left me in the pit even as the sun rose the next morning. It was days before they even threw food down to me or lowered water. When they did pull me out it was to banish me - whether Trickster liked it or not.
I walked away from the village and out into the world while the village filled the pit in over the dead form of Little Wolf. I was now a wanderer.
I prayed many prayers that the spirit of he who had been Little Wolf had returned to its Maker as a Human and not as a Beast.
—————
BISHOP: Job, let Jake start writing for you - your hands just aren't up to all of this.
JOB: Would he be willing?
BISHOP (smiling): You've been here a few days and already he'd do anything for you! Because of you he has girls talking to him for the first time!
JOB: You may not want him hearing some of these stories.
BISHOP: Tell them to me as you would have them written and I'll decide.
—————
August 4, 1927 - Letter to the First Presidency, continued
Dear First Presidency - Uncle Job asked me to start writing for him as I have a strong hand and good penmanship, although probably not as good as yours, President Grant. Uncle Job's hands are not entirely human-shaped anymore and they tire easily and he wishes for this letter to get written quicker than he can on his own. Uncle Job is a good man and I am willing to help him in any way. Please excuse any misspelled words as Language was not my best subject in school. - Jacob Teeples
(Uncle Job's words) Dear Brethren, I do not wish to prolong this already-lengthy letter with my entire sojourn in the wilderness, but there are a few stories I must tell so you might have an idea of how low my life plunged into the depths of base, "natural-man" ways before I was able to reclaim a more noble nature.
When I left the reservation I learned I could spend no time in human settlements as law officials throughout the territory had my description and were still after me for the mauling and death of Doctor Nelson. I traveled into New Mexico and followed hunting trails. Learning to migrate, I went for the most part north in the summer and south in the winter. The occasional traveler would share a meal and an evening with me, but most of my association was with animals who were hunting me or I was hunting them. I became starved for human companionship but knew to find a place far away from it when the moon began to fill.
I was a far better hunter in wolf shape than in human form - therefore I spent most of my time as a wolf, despite Coyote's warning. But I was a quick learner and as I learned to hunt and trap small game I would try it before giving up and hunting as a wolf. If I came out of the time as a monster near my kill I would also have that to eat - if it was large like a deer or a cow I could eat off it for a very long time, knowing how to smoke and dry the meat - and how to protect it, in wolf form, if need be. But I was careful not to share it with a passing hunter or traveler as I did not want to infect another human with my affliction – this left me bitter that I could not share a bounty with those in need, and bitterness can become anger, which was not good for me come the full moon.
One of the things fairie tales get very wrong is that clothing and other items do not transfigure along with the poor soul transfiguring – that’s done in fairie tales for the benefit of an innocent child audience. I had to learn to stash clothing and weapons and other tools where they wouldn’t be found by others when the awful time came. I also learned that when I ran the countryside as a monster I didn't always know where I was when I came to my senses - hence I started marking the location of my stash in canine fashion so my heightened senses could find them again.
I discovered that in those months that the moon is in the sky during the day I would have some reprieve from the monster within, but not a complete reprieve. If my anger was low the influence of the Sun won out against the weaker power of the moon. But those months were rare. Most of the time the moon would force only a small metamorphoses so that I still walked on my hind legs but was otherwise still a monster - I fear this may be the source of the legend of the 'Mogollon Monster' as it was in that region that a daytime full moon found me on more than one occasion.
Coyote the Trickster continued to haunt my life. He would cross my path every few months and comment on my life. He seemed to know how much time I spent as an animal as opposed to a human and reminded me of the challenge he'd placed on me in the form of the disfigurement that began the slow, gradual change of my human form, the more I spent time as an animal. Through suggestion or even leading me when in monster form he guided me into situations I often thought were disadvantageous to my remaining human. What his secret motives were I will probably never know, but I rarely thought they were for my benefit.
I do not wish to dwell on the horrible things I did while a monster - I was not in control of my mind or body in those times and have very little memory of any of it. Although I do not believe the Lord holds me accountable for such times, I have confessed all I remember to my bishop that he might judge me according to what the Lord thinks. What I do remember does fill me with guilt and regret. I made every effort possible to be where there were no humans at the full moon, and I only know of three times I came to my senses next to a dead human - I have prayed mightily for forgiveness and feel the Spirit has absolved me of those crimes as I was not in control.
I should like to tell you of six specific events, in order, pointing out that it was the year 1897 when my beloved and I were attacked and 1898 that I became a wanderer.
—————
1903 - 1905, Somewhere in Colorado:
I tried to integrate into a mining town in the Colorado Rockies after being led there by the Trickster. I knew nothing of mining but found work cleaning buildings as a janitor - one of them being the biggest saloon in town and the other being the only church; a very small structure. I'd found an abandoned mine shaft that I adopted as a hiding place from the moon as there were too many people to roam the mountains as a monster. When the saloon owner discovered I wouldn't drink his wares or associate intimately with the women of his employ, he immediately accused me of being as "pristine as a Mormon", something I did not confirm or deny as I knew the Church would be judged harshly if I was ever caught in monster form. My employers at the various buildings I cleaned all understood that once a month I had to take to the hills due to a 'nervous disorder' I created in my mind to cover up the truth - but such towns were so full of unique personalities that no one suspected anything in my story.
My only mistake was to fall in love with a Miss Ruth Mullan, the daughter of a widowed woman who cooked at a hotel in the town. A most beautiful and innocent young woman, who until our marriage had never been with or even seen a man undressed - hence my hope was that she wouldn't know my disfigurement for what it was - and this hope was realized, such was her innocence. I was also, by this time, hairy in the chest and back even in human form (I had once been so smooth of skin!) due to, as Coyote had prophesied, the amount of time I was choosing to be an animal as opposed to a human.
We lived in love and bliss - and without a child as my time as a beast and her womanly time so coincided that a child simply could not occur. But one month she followed me to my hiding place - the refuge had sheltered me so well from the moon that I had not been a beast the entire time I had lived there! My precious Ruth found me in my tunnel, shivering and frightened from what little effect the moon did have on me that she refused to leave no matter how I pleaded, and she did everything she could to comfort her husband - the result being that she was then with child.
I wrote that it was a mistake to have married this beautiful woman - and so it was, because in her sixth month she was exposed to the full moon and the child went through the same change as the father, thus killing my beloved Ruth from within the womb - that single place which was supposed to be the sacred cradle of Life became the source of my Ruth's death. I left town immediately and was sought after for her death. I never knowingly returned to the Colorado's.
I am including with this letter all the information on my Ruth and her parents that I have memorized, and I will be submitting her name for vicarious temple ordinances so that our brief marriage may be continued in that glorious day when Death is no more.
——————
August 1909, Star Valley, Wyoming:
I was doing my best to spend summers as a human, and this particular summer I had clothing enough to boldly walk through the town of Afton on the very day that a beautiful new tabernacle was being dedicated. I silently entered with all the rest and found myself sharing a hymnbook with a courteous young girl of no more than nine or ten years of age, who giggled as she received a kiss on the hand after the services for her kindness.
Oh, how I had missed the hymns of Zion! How I had forgotten the power of music and of the words that speak the messages of the Gospel! Every fiber of my being sang that day and I remembered the testimonies that are born through the pipe organ and through the most divine of musical instruments - the human voice!
I later identified myself as a wandering fellow Saint and asked how I might earn the price of a hymnbook. A local man gave me a job in his store, and before the full moon I had earned a hymnbook to carry back out in to my lone, dreary world. I spent many days and nights no longer in solitude as I believe angels came and sang with me and comforted me, attracted by the music far more than the quality of my voice. The animal in me still blocked the Spirit when I prayed, but there was no blocking the power of the hymns!
I pray that all little children may know the divine power of the songs of Zion and of all hymns. For if they could ease a monster's way through the darkness, imagine what they could do for those souls burdened with much more common ailments!
[Grandson’s Note: The hymnal treasured by our grandfather was the 1909 'Deseret Sunday School Songs' – more-widely used and loved than the congregational hymnal of the time.]
——————
1916, Somewhere in northern Mexico:
Brethren, you will question my having my nephew write this story, but he is of an age to understand the moral lesson and writes it out for me with his father's permission.
I was a lonely man. It was eleven years since my Ruth died; eleven years that I had not been held by a woman; that I had not kissed or been kissed other than by a little child and then only to bring a smile to their face.
I was determined to forsake sacred covenants to end my loneliness and was led again by the Trickster to a place whose wares were drink and immorality. The proprietor could tell immediately he had a 'virgin' on his hands and announced it to the room, and when I blushed I only seemed to prove the announcement. I refused drink for nearly an hour until she whom I thought was the most alluring of the women in the place coaxed one down my throat. A collection was taken, as I have been told is often done, so the 'virgin' might be properly indoctrinated into the world of whoring. Having been paid, she took me by the belt buckle and led me away for what I had come for. As soon as she started removing my shirt my mind shut down and gave itself wholly over to what was coming - thus I did not think to guard my deformity from being seen. When it was seen the woman began to scream, and I leapt from a window to escape, running into the night as a wolf to escape the mob chasing me to rid the town of a monster.
I was chased for several days, so superstitious was the mob of my changing into a wolf. The chase only ended with the full moon and the death of three innocent men who simply wanted to rid the world of a monster. Three deaths - three widows and three sets of orphans due to my lust and loneliness. I pray the Lord may, on the day of Judgment, find some shred of Mercy and forgive this slaughter of three of his sons.
Thus I had been kissed and held, but even though no more than what I have dictated occurred, my desires and intent had shattered the sacred covenants I had made before God's sacred altars. I spent much time begging the Lord's forgiveness and praying for an end of my suffering.
I do not blame Coyote the Trickster for my actions. He led me on; he told me of my choices - he tempted me. But it was I, either through strength or folly, who made the choices.
——————
1918, Greer, Arizona; one of the Little Colorado settlements:
I was still mostly-human looking as I spent a summer and winter working for a Mister - a Brother John Butler, who with his wife ran a hunting lodge in the town of Greer; one of the Mormon settlements of the Mogollon plateau region. His wife Molly was a cook of great reknown, and if the Lord needs a witness to this fact on the Day of Judgment I'll willingly push my way to the front of the line of witnesses on her behalf!
John was quick to realize I was a good tracker - I was able to smell out the exact animal a customer wished to hunt and then track with with an accuracy he said was almost animalistic - how right he was! One particular client, a Mister Zane Gray, whom I promised to someday read his books, favored hunting with me as a guide over Brother John himself. When there were no hunters to guide, I cleaned the lodge to pay for my keep - and it was the cleanest lodge in all of Arizona as our mother had taught her boys how to clean alongside the girls.
Molly was not a woman to be fooled. She invited me to the porch one night as she rested from the day's work. She told me she knew my name wasn't really Job Tyler, but Job Tyler Junior, and that I looked just like my father, which was a good thing as according to her memory he was a handsome man. She asked why a child of the Tylers was a wanderer, and my answers were as vague as I could make them, which didn't fool the woman in the least.
"Does your Ma know where you are?" I didn't answer. "At least give me permission to write them and tell them you're well." I didn't answer that either, and I melted into the night when she went to bed, knowing I had to move on. I would never know if she had written my parents or not - I certainly didn't leave a forwarding address!*
[Author’s Note: Molly and John Butler are historical characters suggested by my daughter, who married into a family with roots in the upper Arizona Mormon colonies. Zane Grey is of course an historical figure and was a regular guest at the Butler Lodge until he built his own lodge near the Grand Canyon.]
——————
1920, Somewhere in the North; Place Unknown:
Brethren, Bishop Matthew Teeples has sent his son on an errand so he could write this portion of the story instead of his son. It is a story I am most ashamed of. Even though my bishop has pronounced me as having repented to the fullest, I wish to share it only to illustrate the depths to which I had sunk before finding my way home. Young Jake will read it when his father thinks he is able to learn from it.
One of the absolutely few memories from the heated nights as a monster was a night in which I had made a kill of an elk, only to be confronted by another werewolf. Even thorugh he was younger than I, I was winning the fight to protect my kill very easily, and when he turned to flee I gave chase. The fight continued even as he fled into a small cave, where we both regained our senses and our human shape, me on his back, my teeth in his neck and pinning him in what is called in the animal world a 'submission pose'. As you can see from the times listed, it had been fifteen years of loneliness for me since the death of Ruth, and I think many years for the other as well. And in our human weakness, tainted by many years of animalistic thinking and living, we succumbed to the touch and feel of another being in, at first, an excited, desperate way, only for it to become something of which I am horrified to detail further - it was, as the Book of Mormon chronicled in a low, apostate time of that culture's time, a matter of depriving each other "of that which was most dear and precious above all things". So desperate we both were for the touch and feel of another person that vile and filthy violence was done to each other - when the madness ended I was torn apart with regret and anguish. The other, a tall, young redhead of an Irishman by descent, who by the collection of things in the cave had obviously made his home there, did not have the same moral foundation from which I'd fallen as he reveled in what happened and vowed to continue with such 'release.' I fled from his company and have not seen him again.
My heart and soul ached for many years as I sought the Lord's forgiveness. Again, I am mortified at having shared this, especially since my bishop has judged my repentance and has forgiven me of this vileness, but I want you to know to what depths I had descended before my ascent finally began.
—————
1925-26, Near Prescott, Arizona:
(Jake Teeple's hand returning to the paper) My final narration is of the final winter spent away from home and hearth. As snow began to fall I was found in the woods by an old woman named Elsa who knew what I was and invited me to her cabin to help fill the lonely winter to come. Her oldest son was "one such as you", as she put it; her younger son being a cattleman who had little time for a strong old woman whom he couldn't force to obey him. He lived a mile away in "the new house", but she preferred her independence in the sod cabin she and her husband had built many years before.
By this time my human form was quite deformed due to all the time spend as an animal. Elsa could see my deformity but, thinking her lost son must look much the same, gave me a home for the winter. She hid me in the old root cellar through the full moons and when her daughter-in-law came to keep her company and to assist her. All she asked of me was to listen to her stories and to read to her what was her favorite book next to the Bible. PILGRIM'S PROGRESS - what a volume! Each evening I would read its pages by the firelight and then we would discuss. How close I felt to the pilgrim named Christian; how similar to his pilgrimage did mine seem - except in my story I was both Pilgrim and Monster! I too had fallen into Sloughs of Despond and sought the Strait and Narrow. How many times had I rolled down the Hill Difficulty, only to pick myself up again and continue on. The Valley of the Shadow of Death - it was as if I had spent most of my life there!
The pilgrim named Mister Fearing - what a hero he became to me on those long winter nights! He was afraid of everything, including his own shadow, but as it says in the book, "still he would not go back." No matter how hard his life was and impossible and frightening the trial, he "would not go back" - he kept his face to the forward and trudged slowly on.
The old woman knew she was dying and had wanted to hear this grand old book one more time before she died. As we finished the book that spring (having read it no less than three times that winter!), she gave me a knapsack with this book inside and made me promise to read it again and again. In wolf form I walked away from that grand old woman, knapsack strap held in my mouth, with a renewed determination to earn the eternal crown of the righteous - something I would have to find the courage to return home to accomplish.
That is when I received word that my own mother had passed from this life and into the next, for she appeared to me in spirit, begging me to return to the family who loved me. She told me that she had prayed for me all her life and would be my guardian if I would only turn towards home.
With courage gained from Mister Fearing's determination to "not go back", I traveled by night and hid during the day, knowing that the sight of a wolf carrying a knapsack would bring far more attention than I wished. I traveled east, past Flagstaff and on across the Mogollon Rim and turned south at the Apache reservations.
Finally, at the end of a hot summer day, I was home. But would they accept me? Or would they hunt me? Trickster appeared, filling me with thoughts of death at the hands of loved ones who would no longer know me, but still I "would not go back". If I died it would be into the arms of a merciful judge. If I lived it would be surrounded by the arms of a loving family.
Brethren, this is my story. I pray that the Lord can inspire you to direct my bishop and stake president in the way they should proceed.
With regard,
Job Tyler, Junior
——————
JAKE: Uncle Job? Are you awake?"
JOB: Yes, Boy.
JAKE: No one told me I wasn't supposed to read the part of the letter Pa wrote out for you. I'm afraid I read it.
(a long pause)
JOB: I'm sorry you had to read that.
JAKE: I'm not. That was so incredibly brave of you. Heroic!
JOB (after another pause): I'm no hero. Hercules; Ulysses …
JAKE: They aren't heroes! Neither one of them could walk away from … well; I mean … They gave in to every sin that walked by them in a pretty skirt. The whole Odyssey was one long act of … well, 'you know' … for Ulysses. Unfaithful to his wife wherever his ship went. What's so heroic about that? But you - Sure, you sinned. But you showed strength by walking away and repenting and not doing it again. That's a hero.
JOB (his voice chocked): Thank you, Nephew.
——————
Jacob "Jake" Teeple's Account of His Uncle's Return
It was the Saturday night before my seventeenth birthday, and Pa and I were in the kitchen sharing a late snack of fresh-baked cookies before turning the lights off for the night. Having nothing but sisters, Pa was also sort of my best friend, and we found time to spend moments such as this. I'd finished public school and was working for my Pa as a delivery boy to earn money to go on a mission, and it had been a long work day and I was glad for it to be winding down.
We both heard the bark at the same time. Pa grabbed his cane and we both went to the window to see whose dog was in our yard.
"Pa, that's a wolf!" I whispered, as if the beast could hear though the walls and windows of the house - a large grey wolf was sat on its haunches in the middle of our yard, looking at the house as if waiting for us to respond. Before it lay a dirty knapsack. It barked again, and Mama came down the kitchen stairs; she'd already gone to bed but was always up for a strange noise. The wolf was then up on all four's and barked again, its tail wagging slowly; as if anticipating the reaction it might receive from the house.
"Don't even think it," Mama whispered.
"You don't know; you weren't there," Pa replied.
"Matthew… "
"Come with me, Boy," Pa said and we were out the door before Mama could stop us, Pa grabbing the rifle as we stepped out in to the cold desert night in nothing but our night shirts. As we did the wolf laid down; even putting its muzzle to the ground - the ultimate submission. We chose to sit on the kitchen step and watch the wolf as it started to crawl towards us, ears up to catch every sound.
"No, Matthew," Mama whispered from the doorway. "You know what folks thought of you before you stopped talking."
"And I still don't care what they said," Pa retorted kindly. "Look - he's got a knapsack!" Pa never asked Mama if she believed his impossible story from so many years ago, and as far as I know she never told him what she thought. Until tonight. "He was your brother, Sarah."
Mama tried to stop him as Pa stood up and walked slowly and heavily on his cane out into the yard. As Pa kept on walking she was back in the house and had the other rifle back to the door in case Pa did something foolish and needed back-up - or a sound lecture.
Pa squatted in front of the wolf - I don't know what his heart was doing, but mine was beating so loud I was reasonably sure it could be heard in the next county! "If you're named Job," Pa said carefully, "then shake my hand." And Pa put a hand out to the animal, which sprang up from the ground and put a paw in Pa's hand - it actually did it! "Now lick my face." The wolf leapt on Pa, knocking him over and licking his face with an enthusiasm I'd never seen but in high-strung puppies!
Mama dropped the rifle she'd had aimed at the animal, it knocking me upside the head as she nearly went into a faint.
Pa was crying as he walked back to the house, the wolf leaping and jumping all around him. When Pa sat back down by me the wolf went for his face again, licking him about as clean as Pa's face has ever been; Mama recovering and was kneeling beside us, a look of wonder as she reached a tentative hand out.
"Remember the girl I was going to ask to marry me?" Pa said to the wolf. "I never got to tell you it was your sister Sarah. And she said 'yes'!" Was Pa crazy? I wondered this as the wolf sniffed Mama's hand and then licked it once. "And this," Pa continued as he pulled me over against him, "This is my only boy - Jacob Job Teeples. Named for you." Oh good - I was named for a wolf; I'd always been told I was named after an uncle who … And then I began to remember the stories Mama had outlawed when I was little. "But call him Jake," Pa concluded as the wolf sniffed my face and gave me the barest of licks.
The wolf's ears came up and he whined. Pa let him past us and he ran right in the house and to the washing room door as if he knew what he was doing. Pa chased after him, opening the door so the wolf could run right up to the bath tub and actually jump in, wagging its tail in anticipation. Pa laughed and his face lost years with that laugh. "He's the one who introduced me to hot baths - right in this very room!" He hugged Mama and they both cried as Pa told her to call the stake president and for him to bring Grandpa Tyler and Uncle Charley, and as Pa closed the wash room door Mama was on the phone to the stake president, barely able to hold on to the candlestick phone because her hands were shaking so badly as she relayed the request and told him to tell Grandpa Tyler and Uncle Charley that it was "the happiest of all possible news and to please come fast." Mama then ran down to the basement and came up with an armload of things from one of the trunks, speeding up the stairs to the bedrooms without a word. Pa called out and asked me to bring one of my nightshirts for our guest, and I could hear Mama start to cry all over again as she came back down the stairs, a nightshirt already in hand.
Had the world gone mad?!
Then I heard Pa and another man talking and crying in the bathroom, but the door was locked and the keyhole covered with a bath towel hanging over the doorknob. About that time my sisters were at the top of the kitchen stairs, whispering and trying to figure out what was going on. Mama called for them and ushered them into the front room, closing the kitchen door behind her.
"Jake, go get that knapsack," Mama said as she shut the door between me and the girls. I did, and I laid its contents out on the kitchen worktable. All this wolf had in it was an old hymn book with worn, bent covers and many, many dirt stains, and a gold-embossed edition of PILGRIM'S PROGRESS that looked like someone's family treasure.
"Jake!" Pa called from the wash room. The door had been unlocked so I went in, extra nightshirt in hand. Pa was kneeling at the end of the tub, and a strange-looking creature of a man was in the tub, his head laid back towards Pa, and Pa was gently shaving the creature's face with his own straight razor, a look of pure joy on both their faces. "Jake," Pa said gently, "Do you remember the stories your mama made me stop telling?"
"I'm remembering them," I said slowly, eyes on the the strange stranger. "About Uncle Job, you mean?"
"Jake, this is your Uncle Job. He's come Home." And you could hear the capitol 'H' in 'Home'. "Leave the nightshirt on the sink and tell your Mama we'll be out in a minute." I did so.
I sat and waited in the front room with Mama and my sisters until Pa and the stranger emerged; Mama had already told the girls what was going on, so we sat in silence. When they came into the room, Pa had a protective arm fiercely wrapped around the man's thin shoulders, his eyes ablaze as he gently lead him into the room. Pa looked like an guardian angel in his long white nightshirt and his arm protecting a lost lamb - it was the most magnificent thing I'd ever seen to see my Pa do; Heaven was emanating from him as he led his friend into the room.
"Girls," Pa began, and every one of my sisters knew the look in Pa's eyes - they stood quietly and respectfully. "This is your Uncle Job. He's had a hard life, and he's come Home to us now."
Ma approached and slowly took the man's face in her hands. "It really is me, Sarah," the man said weakly. "I'm afraid I am the monster Matt told you I'd become." But Mama was hugging him and crying and he was crying too, and it was pretty hard to keep from crying with them.
"You're not a werewolf," five-year-old Chrissie began. "You're not scary at all."
"Uncle Job smiled. "Not at this time of month, I'm not," he replied.
"I think you're a goblin," Chrissie concluded.
Mama started to say something harsh, but he raised a misshaped hand. "No, she's right; I do look like a goblin."
Horses turned up our drive at full gallop and came to a stop. Feet hit the porch and Uncle Charley and Uncle Peter and Grandpa Tyler (who lived at the dairy farm with Charlie's family) came through the door. "Where's my son? Where's my boy?" Grandpa Tyler was crying. The creature under Pa's arm covered his face, ashamed. But Grandpa Tyler dropped his cane and gently pulled the hands away from the face and gazed into the eyes.
"I am not worthy to be your son," began the thing that was Uncle Job.
"My son was lost but is found!" And Grandpa Tyler hugged the man and wept. I cannot think of a more sacred moment in all my sixteen years. And then Uncle Charley and Uncle Peter hugged their pa and their brother.
I heard another horse and knew it had to be the stake president. He'd taken the time to dress in a suit and walked in looking every bit the priesthood leader he was.
"Bishop Teeples," he said, nodding at my father.
"President," Pa replied. "Job has come home."
The man had to sit down when enough hugging people moved out of the way that he could finally see what Uncle Job looked like.
We talked as family for some time. But when the stake president started to sound like a stake president and Pa like a bishop, the girls were ushered back to bed. Nothing was said to me, so I stayed on a sofa and listened as both church leaders determined that they would 'interview' Uncle Job in the morning - they didn't use the word 'interview', but I'm not dumb; that's exactly what they were planning. Then Grandpa Tyler was hugging his son again and all the grown-ups were crying again and wishing that Grandma had lived to see this day.
"Mother is why I've returned," Uncle Job explained. "She came to me and told me to come home." He paused. "Two Moons ago." Yeah; more tears from everyone. Including me, and I'm not ashamed - two Moons ago was when Grandma had passed away - she always told me she would find Job, even if it was as a spirit.
My uncles went home after more hugs and tears, but Grandpa Tyler was put up in the parlor for the night. Pa and I helped Uncle Job up the stairs so he could sleep in the spare bed in my bedroom - the room and bed that had been his as a boy. "I don't want to sleep up there if I'm going to scare the boy," Uncle Job had protested.
"No," I heard myself saying; "It's okay."
"These are my things!" Uncle Job said as he gently sat on his bed and saw a small pile of books on the bed stand. His hymnbook and PILGRIM'S PROGRESS was on the table, but it was the other books that brought big wolf tears to his eyes as he held them to his chest. "Twenty years without the scriptures!" I figured Mama must had stored them in the basement and that's why she'd run down there. Uncle Job laid down, holding the books to his chest like a treasure. "You must think me a monster, Boy."
"No!" I paused. "Well, you do look like a goblin. But I'm not normal, either. I'm shy. Mama says I'm every bit as shy as Pa was at my age… "
But Uncle Job was already asleep, the scriptures still held to his chest.
The next morning Uncle Charlie and Uncle Peter and their wives came right after breakfast, dressed in their Sunday clothes. The stake president came and he brought three of Uncle Job's childhood friends: Brother Tanner who owned the bank in Safford, Brother Cluff who was the doctor in Thatcher, and Brother Sessions who farmed about five miles north of us. Pa stood and announced to everyone that Uncle Job had returned and told them to brace themselves for his appearance and even told them that Chrissie had called him a goblin. Then Pa went to the kitchen and led Uncle Job in under his arm and looking just as fiercely protective as he had the night before. Uncle Job cried again as all these men hugged him and greeted him and it was like last night all over again - handkerchiefs all around.
"Orson and Parley?" Uncle Job asked. "Are they coming?"
"Killed in the Great War," Grandpa Tyler replied gently.
"There's been a war?"
Uncle Job sat by his pa and talked for well over an hour, telling his story from the time of the attack that killed Aunt Lydia. He reminded all the men in the room about when they'd come to his bedroom to see the miraculous change in his body, a story I'd never heard. When he finished with his return the night before we all just sat, not knowing what to think or say or do.
Grandpa Tyler broke the silence. "Next Sunday - a week from today - I will be giving my son a father's blessing. I will be praying for Heavenly Father's guidance throughout the week. I wish for all of you to return to assist. Come fasting and with prayer." Every man nodded.
"Do you expect a complete healing, Job?" Brother Tanner asked quietly.
"I expect a blessing from the Lord," Uncle Job answered just as quietly. "The Lord did not do this to me. I would like Him to heal me, and I have the faith and desire to be healed, but I also have the faith and courage to accept the blessing He chooses to bestow."
"A far greater faith than to expect the blessing we're hoping for," the stake president commented.
Mama directed most everyone to the kitchen for refreshments as Grandpa Tyler and the stake president and Pa began the promised interview - Pa going upstairs first and putting on his Sunday suit, visibly marking the change from ‘friend’ to ‘bishop.’ And the interview went until supper and on to nightfall. I was nearly asleep when Uncle Job crept into the room to go to bed.
Monday morning a grey wolf was in the wagon box as Pa and I left for work. Pa owned a combined department-feed-grocery store, and I was a general delivery boy for him. Pa told me that this week I was only going to be doing morning deliveries and then helping Uncle Job in the afternoons - he was going to be writing his story to send to church headquarters in Salt Lake City so they could advise Pa and the stake president on how to proceed with this very unique situation. I dropped Pa off in front of the store and headed around to the loading dock behind the store for my morning load, Uncle Job jumping up into the seat next to me, panting and wagging his tail as his eyes took in everything.
"That's a wolf!" Rebecca Bryce exclaimed as she walked up to my wagon to say good morning - she also worked for Pa and made deliveries to outlying communities. "Is it tame? Matthew's never allowed you to have a dog; how did you talk him into a wolf?"
"It was his idea," I replied, trying to be truthful as she reached out and petted the wolf. "Rebecca Bryce," I tried to whisper to Uncle Job.
"Huh?" Rebecca asked as Uncle Job leaned towards the woman and licked her hand and then her face.
"I was just telling him your name."
"And your name, Sir?" she said to the wolf.
"Jake!" the supervisor barked; "Get goin', Boy!"
I was saved from having to lie!
If anyone had told me that a wolf as a friend could raise my social standing in the community, I'd have searched for a wolf cub to raise years ago! Everyone had to pet it. The girls had to 'ooh' and 'awe' at my raw courage at having one sitting beside me. The boys just glared at this turn of social events. Once Uncle Job realized how he was helping my status, he joined in with appropriate acts of fierceness towards the boys and submissive weakness when the girls and ladies desired to pet him. We was a true actor! I had to have moved up a dozen social pegs even before noon. Pretty darn good for the shyest boy in the county!
Mama had suggested I take Uncle Job to the cemetery, so at lunch I drove through the cemetery gates, and the wolf jumped from the wagon and ran as if he knew where he was going. I caught up with him at Aunt Lydia's grave, where he lay on the grass, whining. I rubbed his back and his neck, and he leaned into me for even more affection as he looked at the stone and whined again. The boy in me who had always wanted a dog forgot for a bit this was actually my uncle and I gave him all the affection a boy gives his dog.
When we went to leave, there was Grandpa and Grandma Teeples standing at the gate, their eyes wide open with wonder. "Your Pa's been to visit us this morning," Grandpa Teeples said as he put a hand out to the wolf, who sniffed his hand and whined gently and leaned forward as he allowed himself to be touched. "I don't know what to think. I thought Matthew had gone crazy with that fool story; didn't talk to him for weeks. But everyone else… !"
"He's forgiven you," I said courteously. “He's forgiven most everybody. He knows how insane it had to have sounded.”
"Is it really… ?"
"Yeah. It is. You should probably come to the house tonight." And they did, and there were more tears. Our house was going through more handkerchiefs than you could imagine!
That afternoon Uncle Job began his long letter to the First Presidency. Every morning he rode with me for my deliveries and then in the afternoon he would write, and one day I took over as scribe as his hands were so misshapen that he could barely write. After four days the letter was done and, added to Pa's letter and the stake president's letter, they were taken to the post office and sent for the long trip to church headquarters.
The next Sunday came and all who were at our home the Sunday before returned at Noon; most of them having attended their own church meetings before arriving, and Grandpa and Grandma Teeples also came. It was a sacred moment when Grandpa Tyler laid his hands on Uncle Job's head and then brothers and father-in-law and the stake president and three childhood friends all joined in the circle around him. Mama had me sitting at a table to transcribe the blessing, and she instructed that I record it in a journal for Uncle Job but not here in this writing.
Latter-day Saints believe that the priesthood they hold is literally the authority to act in the name of God. When a blessing is given as was this day, the mouthpiece should seek the Lord out beforehand through prayer and meditation so they're inspired to give the blessing the Lord wants given - and so they can literally be their Heavenly Father's mouthpiece. I could always tell when Grandpa Tyler was filled with the Holy Spirit - his voice changed, his demeanor changed; power emanated from him. I can't explain it more; it just was. And all this happened as the Lord spoke through Grandpa Tyler that day, and God said through him: "Be ye healed from this affliction."
While all the after-blessing hugs were being done, Grandpa came over to check my transcript and pronounced it good after reading it slowly, his lips moving as he read. He asked about a little mark I'd added, and I told him that it was at that point that he stopped speaking and the Holy Spirit was speaking through him. He smiled, set the paper down, and made a mark of his own a few phrases before mine. "That's where the Lord tried to shut me up so He could speak," he explained; "But your mark is where I got the hint and allowed Him voice." I think I'll always remember that little lesson!
It was literally as Grandpa Tyler handed me the sheet back that Uncle Job's face went funny, and he said - "I feel funny." And then he collapsed. Brother Cluff, who as I said is a doctor, was kneeling by him directly, feeling his pulse and checking all those things a doctor checks. He looked up at the rest of us. "Nothing's out of place."
"Now faith begins," Mama whispered. "His and ours."
Uncle Job was able to stand again, and Papa and I helped him up the stairs and to bed as he said he was feeling weak. Brother Cluff followed us as did Uncle Charlie and Uncle Peter and of course both my grandfathers. Well, all the men ended up following us and crowded into the room as I helped him into a nightshirt and pulled his sheets back so he could lay down, Pa placing the pillow in just the right place. He took my hand as I pulled the sheets back up over him and, putting the tattered old hymnbook in my hand, asked: "Sing me some hymns?" The tired old book fell open to hymn number 26 as I tried to explain I had a terrible singing voice.
"You've the best voice in the ward, Boy," Pa countered. "You're just shy."
"Like his Pa," retorted Uncle Charlie.
So with a shaky and shy voice I began:
As switfly my days go out on the wing,
As onward my bark drifts over the sea,
O Father in Heav'n, this song I will sing:
And all the men joined in with the chorus:
The rock of my refuge is Thee,
The rock of my refuge is Thee.
Rock of my refuge so sure,
Rock of my refuge so strong;
O hide me there-in from danger and sin,
While I am singing my song.
We sang the second and third verse, my confidence with singing in a group and not a solo letting my voice ring out as strong as the voices around me. As that hymn came to an end Uncle Job urged us to keep singing. Pa tapped on hymn number 27 and we shook the room with "Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me". And then we simply turned the pages one by one and sang the hymns that men's voices could sing so well - 'thunder out', Mama always called it - "O What Songs of the Heart" and "Song of Triumph" and "For the Strength of the Hills" and "Hope of Israel" and "'Tis Sweet to Sing the Matchless Love" and "How Firm a Foundation" and "The Spirit of God Like a Fire Is Burning" and "The Lord Is My Light" and "The Battle Hymn of the Republic" and "Redeemer of Israel" and "Now Let Us Rejoice" and "True to the Faith" and "Master, the Tempest Is Raging" and "Onward, Christian Soldiers" and it was only at this point that I realized I was the only one with a hymnbook - everyone else was singing from memory, their faces glowing with the power of testimony! I also realized that we weren't 'singing'; we were 'bearing witness' - raw, undisguised witness of the truths of the Gospel! We were holding a Testimony Meeting; all sharing one grand testimony with Uncle Job! I've never thought of singing hymns as 'just singing' ever again; not after the power and majesty of that impromptu singing for Uncle Job, whose face told us just how long it had been since he'd been in such company.
Mama told me later that to the women downstairs it sounded as if every man-angel in heaven had come to earth to be part of our choir. "If you didn't see angels while you were up there singing it's not Heavenly Father's fault!" she exclaimed.
Uncle Job was looking poorer and poorer by the moment but begged one more hymn from us - the calm and gentle "Lead, Kindly Light", which we still managed to sing with great volume (but we also with all the gentleness of the message) - we couldn't have sung it quietly! The Spirit present in the room just wouldn't have allowed for mumbling!
Brother Cluff announced that Uncle Job needed his rest, and we obliged him as one by one we touched or squeezed Uncle Job's hand or outright hugged him as we filed out of the room, only Grandpa Tyler pulling up a chair to stay with his boy.
By suppertime Uncle Job was trembling uncontrollably. Mama called Brother Cluff and asked him to come and look at him. He did so and came back downstairs, a serious doctor look on his face. "He's showing all the symptoms of withdrawal."
"From what?" Pa asked.
"From whatever his body's being deprived of." He paused. "It could even be the Lord is healing him, which means a huge change in his body. Whatever it is, it isn't going to be pleasant. It took twenty years for him to become - well, to become what he is now. If the Lord's healing him, the change is going to be horrific. To be trembling uncontrollably this quick is a sign of a rough road ahead."
"How long?"
"Week, maybe two." Mama and Pa both gasped. "If he survives it - I know what the blessing said, but I'm talking like a doctor right now. You're not going to be able to handle this alone." He looked at Mama. "Your Pa isn't going to leave his boy's side - he'll kill himself trying to care for him alone. Best we call his friends back and organize something." He got up to leave. "I'll call them all tomorrow; make up a schedule."
"Please Brother Cluff, I'm going to help." I spoke up.
"It's going to get ugly, Boy. He's going to go through Hell and back… "
"He's my uncle and I'm not a boy." I stood. "And, he's my friend." Pa started to say something but I continued. "He's my friend," as if that concluded the matter. I gave my father the determined look I'd learned from him.
"Okay, Son," Pa said, not calling me 'Boy' for the first time ever. "I'll tell Joe you're not going to be delivering… "
"Are you going to stay home from work, too?"
"If I need to."
"I've told you I don't want special treatment just 'cause I'm the bosses son. All I'm asking is to be worked into the schedule."
Uncle Job started screaming about two in the morning. We couldn't make most of it out but he was thinking something was after him and trying to eat him. Mama was on the phone and Uncle Peter's wife came to get the younger girls - "a surprise vacation to Uncle Peter's dairy farm!" she exclaimed with a pretend smile as she woke them up to get them dressed.
"Uncle Job's in pain, isn't he?" Chrissie asked.
Mama lost the pretend smile. "Yes, and it's going to be long and hard and will keep you up nights and give you nightmares."
"Shall we pray for him?"
"Of course! You should pray every day… "
But Chrissie was already on her knees, and her sisters and Mama followed her example.
Uncle Job didn't sleep for three days. During those three days he lost control of his body, screamed his nightmares, and even literally howled in his pain. I had been moved downstairs to sleep in the parlor so those who were helping with him could catch naps in my bed, and even when I wasn't scheduled to help I was up there trying to not be in the way but be there to help.
Wednesday morning I drove the wagon to work alone; it was Pa's scheduled time to be with Uncle Job. I must have looked in a sad state because Rebecca Bryce came over to talk as our wagons were being loaded.
"No wolf this week; your Pa make you get rid of it?"
"He's feeling poorly."
"I'm sure he'll get better. You never told me his name."
I looked her in the eye. "His name is Uncle Job."
The woman's face went hard; hard as an angry mother. "That's not even funny." She let go of me and started to walk away.
"His name is Uncle Job, Sister Bryce." She stopped. "Pa was right all these years. And now he's come home and he's dying after getting a blessing to cure him. And… " I stopped, chocking. She turned to continue listening. "And I'm scared."
Who would have thought Sister Bryce had a soft side? She wrapped me in her arms and actually made motherly sounds. "Who gave him the blessing, Jake?"
"Grandpa Tyler."
"Then it was definitely a blessing from the Lord. If he lives it'll be to the glory of God, like the scriptures say."
"He was told: 'Be ye healed'."
Sister Bryce smiled at me. "Then what is there to fear?"
"You ain't heard him scream and seen him thrashing around the bed. And he's seeing things - monsters; people he killed when … when he was a … " I couldn't say the word!
"When he was a werewolf?" She asked quietly; calmly.
"Yeah. Brother Cluff says what he's going through is like withdrawal - like, when someone's been on opium and is trying to be free of it."
Sister Bryce's face paled. "How's your Ma holding up?"
"The younger girls are gone to Uncle Peter's; Mama and Elizabeth are at the house but the men are mostly handling him. Grandpa of course; Pa and my uncles and Brother Cluff and Brother Tanner and Brother Session… "
"All his old friends. And they haven't said a word to me."
"And me; I'm helping." I held my head up. "He's my friend. And Sister Bryce?"
"Yes?"
"Don't tell who you heard from. I just broke confidence."
She smiled. "When I'm done with your father he'll wish he'd told me from the start."
Okay - now I was scared. I'd seen her angry before …
When I got home from work that evening, Sister Bryce's buggy was in the yard and Pa was on the porch, rubbing his forehead like he had a headache.
"I'm not angry, Son," Pa said as I approached the porch. "I'm actually glad you told her. Job's the one who didn't want her to know just yet."
"Is she up there with him?" Pa nodded. "What did she think when she saw him?"
Pa looked up at me. "She gasped; same as everyone. And then she said: 'My poor Job' and went right to the bed and started holding him." This was the first I'd noticed that there was no screaming from the bedroom. "She held his head to her bosom and he calmed down enough to pass out. Now, I don't want you to get the wrong impression… "
"I won't. It's a mothering thing, isn't it?"
Pa smiled and nodded. "And, it's your shift tonight. Best get up there. Your grandpa's asleep in your bed, so don't wake him. If it doesn't bother you, Rebecca won't mind if you're in a nightshirt."
I had the door halfway opened before I stopped. "'My poor Job' she said?"
Pa smiled. "She's loved him for many years. Unrequeted love. And if you tell anyone you know that I'll tan your hide 'till you beg for death."
I opened the door to the bedroom quietly and saw that Sister Bryce had pulled herself up onto the bed and was leaning against the wall - Uncle Job's misshapen head against her bosom and his body limp and still for the first time in days.
"Pull his sheet up, would you?" I pulled the sheet up to cover Uncle Job as she nodded her thanks. "You need to understand… "
"I understand that you look as beautiful as any Ma sitting there holding him."
Sister Bryce smiled. "Your father's good looks and shyness. And, your father's smooth tongue. The girl's aren't going to have any more defense against you than their mothers did against your father."
"He says we just see things different than others and express it that way."
"He's said that about his own flattering tongue since I can remember. My brothers used to practice that line, too."
"Yeah, but you do look beautiful sitting there holding him."
Sister Bryce stayed until midnight, during which time I learned a lifetime of knowledge about my father and Uncle Job as teenagers. When she left I took her place and held my uncle's head on my lap, and he remained unconscious so I was able to get some sleep, too. The screaming and thrashing didn't begin again until morning - but it was Brother Session's shift, and being a big, strong farmer he was able to physically cope with the challenge.
One evening, about a week and a half since the blessing; a week and a half of pure Hell for all of us! - while I was upstairs with Brother Cluff, who was checking on Uncle Job, His body went all ridged and hard; he stopped breathing! And then his back arched as if it were going to break.
"He's having a seizure!" Brother Cluff announced; "Get his legs. Don't confine him but keep him from hurting himself!" After a moment Brother Cluff was thinking of pounding on Uncle Job's chest to get him breathing again, but before he could he gasped as if to breathe all the air in the room in and then he went limp - limper than when Sister Bryce had been holding him.
"Who's tending him tonight?"
"You are," I replied.
He nodded. "Good night for it. He should sleep - and maybe I will, too."
Friday night I returned from work tired and knew tomorrow would be even harder - Saturday was mostly grocery deliveries and it was also the best day for tips from customers. I put the horse and wagon away and headed for the house, glad I didn't have to make it up the stairs but just to the parlor before falling asleep. But Mama met me at the door. "Upstairs; you're needed upstairs." I sighed, but Mama was smiling. "He's making it! He's making it though!"
With that announcement I found the energy to leap the stairs two and three at a time!
Pa and Grandpa Tyler were already in the bedroom, and I could hear Uncle Job's voice - "No; No - dear God… " It sounded so much like what he'd been screaming for two weeks now - but wait! He was mumbling; not screaming or shrieking. "Dear God! Dear, dear God!" He wasn't cursing; he was calling on God! "I have the faith; I have the faith." A long pause as if he was listening. "Thy will, Lord." Another pause. "Little Wolf? I'm so sorry… No; I am!" Another pause. "Thank you, Boy. Thank you, Lord." Although Uncle Job's eyes were open he wasn't seeing anything in the room - he was seeing folks from his time of wandering, and he was speaking to them and they to him. Pa told me to write it in the journal I was keeping for Uncle Job to have when this was all done but it was too sacred to share with just anyone. But this I can tell you: It was like everyone he'd ever harmed was coming and talking to him. He was apologizing and being forgiven. And even if Pa had told me not to tell too much, I couldn't even share the love he expressed when an unseen Ruth Mullan and a boy he called "my son?" came into his sight! He promised that temple ordinances would be done.
Then he was talking to Heavenly Father or Jesus or maybe both. "Thy will, Lord; Thy will." And then his body relaxed and went limp; relaxing to the point that we were afraid he was gone. But there was a pulse and a breath. Grandpa Tyler relaxed into his chair, a smile of Peace on his face as he looked up at me. "Could you tell your Ma I'd like to eat my supper up here tonight?" I ran to bring some food up to Grandpa, but when I returned with a tray Pa had carried the man to bed, where he was fast asleep.
"Is he alright?" I asked Pa.
Pa was nearly glowing with joy. "He's fine. It's just the first he's been able to relax in nearly two weeks."
"But Uncle Job's still… "
"Uncle Job has made it through whatever he's making it through. You heard who he was taking with. Now he's resting, and so should we."
“He's still a goblin.”
“He's still your uncle. And my friend and brother. We'll find a way to cope.”
Pa left and returned with two sleeping bags, rolling them out on the floor, Mama following him with a big tray of food, Elizabeth following her with another tray, and we ate quietly. Kissing us both, Mama and my sister took the trays and left … and Mama started making telephone calls to all those who'd been holding vigil and helping out.
Pa undressed to his undergarments and stretched out on one of the sleeping bags, so I followed suit.
"Jake, have you ever wished for a brother?"
"Yeah."
"Do you have friends you could consider a brother?"
I thought hard. "Don't think so."
"I have brothers - your uncles. And I love them. But they’re brothers by birth. I didn't choose them; they were given to me. Sometimes friends become so close they become brothers by choice. A sacred bond; a brotherhood in which you can share your soul and every secret you have. Closer than brothers by birth." Pa paused. "That's what your Uncle Job and I were. Are." Pa smiled. "When I was getting up my courage to ask your Mama to marry me, I came to Job to ask things that only a married man would know. What my body would do; what her body would do; would I hurt her? We had so much trust that we sat on this very bed," and he pointed at the bed Uncle Job was laying in, "in just our towels and talked about these things. That was a lot of trust, Son. Enough trust that we weren't ashamed to be with each other clothed or unclothed; that's how close of brothers we were." He paused again. "Do you understand what I'm trying to say?"
"I think so. You loved him like a brother. Like David and Jonathon in the Bible."
"Yeah. And that means we can talk about anything." Pa grinned. "And, we can joke about anything and neither one think anything about it. About anything, if you know what I mean." I wasn't sure I wanted details. “I'll warn you now that we'll talk familiar-enough about things that we'll probably embarrass you.” Pa reached out an put a hand on my shoulder. "And I love you just as much as I do him. If I weren't your Pa and we were of the same age, I'd like to think we could be that kind of friend."
Sometimes a pa can leave his boy speechless!
I woke sometime in the early morning before dawn, curled up in my Pa's arms. Now I'm not a boy anymore, but my Pa's a good man and I felt a Pa's love waking up in his arms, not that I'd make a habit of it. After a minute I realized someone had put a blanket over us in the night - it was Mama's comforter. Pretty soon I also noticed that someone had a light - Grandpa Tyler was awake and back in his chair at Uncle Job's side. I crawled out from under the blanket, and Grandpa motioned for me to be quiet - and it was good that he'd motioned because I'd have yelped when I saw Uncle Job!
Uncle Job was laying on top of the sheets, and he was turning human! I mean, his human form had been so twisted and misshapen that Chrissie had called him a goblin and he'd even agreed! But this wasn't a goblin! Sure, he was forty-one years old so he wasn't as youthful as I thought he'd be if the Lord did cure him, but laying there on his stomach I could see his spine was straitened out and his legs were back to human form and his head - his head was as human as could be and looked like a Tyler face and nose and his hair was brown and thick and curly - and it was human hair!
I fell to my knees in awe. Grandpa reached out and took my hand. "Thank the Lord, Boy; thank the Lord!" Well, I did just that - I bowed my head and thanked the Lord!
Pa woke just before the sun, and his awe made mine look like nothin'!
"Pa", I whispered, "We gotta move the bed!"
"Huh?"
"The sun; shinin' on him for him to wake up." Pa understood and we gently pushed the bed so the rising sun would shine on Uncle Job. And in a minute the sun rose and filled the bed with its light. We watched as Uncle Job's eyes fluttered, meaning he was going to wake soon. He slowly rolled over, God's light illuminating a perfect (for a forty-one year old) human form - where hours ago there had been a goblin. No need to tell you Pa was crying as he knelt and took Uncle Job's hand in his as Uncle Job sighed and slowly opened his eyes. But I'm not telling on myself; done too much of that in this story already.
Uncle Job seemed to curl right up around Pa's strong arm and into an embrace and I saw for myself the love Jonathon and David in the Old Testament must have had for each other. It wasn't that 'homo-erotic' garbage that sophisticated writers like to call it - it was a Brother's Love.
When they finally let go of each other, Uncle Job stood, joy radiating on his face, as he held his arms out as if to say “I'm Human!” He then embraced his Pa, and I can't even record …
Then the man - and he was a Man! - turned and faced me, God's own smile on his face and in his deep blue eyes. "Jacob Job Teeples," he whispered.
"Uncle Job." The man reached out and picked me up in a huge bear hug, and at this point I'll admit to some tears.
"You were brave enough to befriend a monster," Uncle Job whispered.
"I befriended an uncle," I whispered back; "And I hope I've made a friend."
He kissed my cheek. "You have, Jake; you have."
Grandpa Tyler cleared his throat while taking Uncle Job's and Pa's hands in his. "You two need to go stand in a mirror together and tell me if the good Lord is playing tricks on an old man's memory."
"There's one in Elizabeth's room," I suggested. “She should be downstairs helpin' Mama with breakfast.”
After I'd ensured the way was clear and 'girl-free', Pa in his undergarments and Uncle Joe in just his body were standing side by side in front of the full-length mirror.
"If I remember rightly," Grandpa began, "There's not a Tyler whose ever had a hairy chest."
"I never did before," Job confirmed.
"Nor curly hair."
"He's right," Pa began.
"And, Job was several inches the shorter." He paused as the two men realized they were now the same height. "And Son, that isn't the navel you had as a babe."
Both men's mouths were nearly hanging open as Pa slowly unbuttoned his undergarments and pulled them off his shoulder and to his waist. They had their own faces; same faces as in the photograph in the parlor. But their builds were so similar you'd have thought them brothers. The growth pattern of their chest hair; the same curls on their head although Pa was black-haired and Uncle Job a chocolate brown. They shared the same kind of navel. I blushed as Pa pushed his clothes to the floor and from where I was standing I could see the same hairy legs and behind - as if they were twins.
Grandpa, however, was seeing their front sides and grinned as he whispered: "No change there!"
"How would you know?" Pa exclaimed.
"Because sometimes twenty-year-old boys whisper their secrets a little too loudly during their “women talk” when they think their Pa's asleep in the next room.”
That was my queue to flee the scene! Enought men-talk for the day, thank you very much! Once I was dressed I helped Ma in the kitchen so that there was a huge breakfast waiting for when everyone else was finally dressed and down the stairs. There was tears and hugs when Uncle Job took Mama in his arms, and then he ate like he'd not eaten for two weeks - which he hadn't.
Pa and I were late for work that morning, Uncle Job sitting between us on the wagon seat and wearing some of Pa's nicest clothes. I pulled the wagon right up alongside Rebecca Bryce's wagon and jumped down before Uncle Job or Pa could.
"Sister Bryce!” I called out, and when she came close I leaned close and whispered: “My wolf's all better."
Uncle Job alighted from the wagon, a huge smile on his face. "Becky?"
She slapped him! Just hauled off and slapped him! "That's for licking my face!" An entire dock of working men were speechless! And then she pulled Uncle Joe's face to hers. "And this is to welcome you home." And then she kissed him. And we're not talking a 'peck on the cheek' kiss; we're talking a Kiss. We're talking about a 'turn the frog into a Prince' Kiss; we're talking about 'coming up for air several times' Kiss. I mean - the lick he'd done as a wolf was nothin' compared to what she was doing to him now! And just about the time I thought I should be covering my eyes Pa stood up in the wagon and started cheering and clapping and everyone else joined in and Sister Bryce and Uncle Job both blushed and came up for air - but they didn't let go of each other.
No need to tell you that Sister Bryce had a passenger while she made her deliveries that day.
The Brethren in Salt Lake had telephoned the stake president several days previous, saying that if Uncle Job's bishop had declared him sufficiently repentant of any sins they would abide his judgment as to worthiness - as long as the decision wasn't based on friendship. They said that although re-baptism was not a normal ordinance when the subject had not been excommunicated, they would authorize it if Uncle Job requested it - for the spiritual healing aspect of it all. They also said they expected to meet him at the temple dedication in October. The stake president concluded by telling us that the Brethren had even left their offices and gone to their council room in the Salt Lake temple to reread the letters, wanting to make sure the Spirit was very clear in confirming the truthfulness of the letters and that they were not a prank.
So as to not waste time, the whole family and many guests rode their wagons and automobiles up to the "secret" pond where Uncle Job had been found so many years ago, and a solemn baptism was performed, renewing Uncle Job's willingness to follow Jesus. A reconfirmation was done, and then it was all hugs and kisses and everyone departed except Brother Tanner and Brother Cluff and Brother Sessions - Uncle Job's childhood friends. Me and Pa and Grandpa Tyler also stayed … and as if on cue, all these men (except Grandpa!) just stripped right down and jumped in the water, swimming and playing as if they were all suddenly ten years old! And men as big and round as Brother Cluff and Brother Sessions frolicking in the water - well that's just scarry!
My entrance into the mysteries of Manhood was starting off about as clouded and confused as my teenage years!
"There's two creatures inside every man," Grandpa began to explain; "There's a beast just waiting to take control. And we have to work to control that beast."
I nodded, remembering a scripture: "The natural man is an enemy to God," I began quoting.
"Finish the quote," Grandpa urged.
"For the natural man is an enemy to God, and has been from the fall of Adam, and will be, forever and ever, unless he yields to the enticings of the Holy Spirit, and putteth off the natural man and becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord, and becometh as a … " I chocked on the next word.
"And becometh as a little child," Grandpa finished it for me. He motioned towards the pond. "They all just seemed to think this was a good day to let the child out to have his way for a while. And to prove that they think you've shown yourself to be a man in regard to your Uncle Job, you were invited to join in."
"Jake!" Pa yelled from the pond, where Uncle Job looked like he was trying to drown him; "Come on, Son!"
"Welcome to Manhood," Grandpa whispered, grinning.
If any of you tell anyone that I joined in with a bunch of middle-aged men in the swimming hole, you won't live. That's it; you just won't live. But they are also now my friends. Even Pa - we're more than just father and son. We're becoming real friends. We've even had one of those 'in a towel' talks.
It was about sunset when Uncle Job stood straight up out of the water, a serious look coming over his face. I turned to see what he was looking at - there was an Indian squatting on the rocks above us, grinning like a coyote. Uncle Job smiled and waded to the edge of the pond by the rocks, up out of the water enough that the coyote could see his mark was gone from my uncle's body.
"I am a Son of God," he told the Indian; "Not an animal."
Trickster smiled all the bigger, saluted, and then there was only a coyote running away, yapping his reply to the wind.
—————
The next day Uncle Job rode between Mama and Pa in the front buggy seat on the way to Sacrament Meeting, and no one had ever sat between them in the buggy before! Pa was conducting the meetings that month, and he gave Uncle Job a wicked look when he announced he was changing the opening hymn to "I'm a Pilgrim, I'm a Stranger" and the look was returned as Uncle Job's booming baritone voice practically drown out old widow Smith, who really should have been a opera singer.
When the deacons stood to pass the Sacrament, however, Pa was just as serious as anything. Being the bishop, the sacrament was brought to him first as is courtesy in the church. But this Sunday he took the bread tray from the deacon and invited the deacon to take his seat as he left the pulpit and walked down the aisle and served the first of the bread to Uncle Job, who glowed in the affection behind the gesture. Pa continued to pass the Sacrament with all the young deacons, including taking the water cup to Uncle Job first, and he only returned to his seat when the Sacrament was done.
"By now most of you have realized that Job Tyler has come home," Pa began as he stood at the pulpit. "There are already rumors of where he's been and what he's done. To my regret, some of those rumors were started by me in my more excitable years." He paused. "No one in this town knows the whole story, and most of you don't know any of it." He paused again. "If Brother Tyler wants us to know where he's been and what he's been doing, he'll volunteer to speak in stake conference and announce it to the world. Meanwhile, let's concentrate more on where he's going as opposed to where he's been."
"Pa called himself a liar in front of the whole world!" I exclaimed to Mama after the meeting.
"He did no such thing!" Mama exclaimed. "He simply said he'd spread rumors; he did not say they were false rumors."
"Why would Pa make himself look that foolish?"
"Because he loves your Uncle Job more than he loves himself."
—————
Rebecca Bryce Concludes the Story
Matt Teeples hired Job to be a janitor in his stores and to ride with me for Saturday deliveries - he always was the matchmaker type, and I certainly wasn't going to discourage him this time around. As I was the only "delivery boy" who had taken the time to learn how to drive that fancy motorized 'truck' he bought, I was the one who made all the pickups of large items clear out in Mesa - and so, once a week Job Tyler rode shotgun for the two-day drive to Mesa and back.
We had a lot of time to talk on those drives, and slowly Job told me his story - for good or ill. The pain and loneliness that he'd gone through for twenty years made my spinsterhood seem as joyous as a childhood county fair! The nights we stayed over in Mesa we walked the temple grounds and even had the chance to tour the building before the workers were done for the day - instead of a formal open house, folks toured the building during the final stages of construction and decoration. And it was in the Celestial Room of that temple that I got my courage up:
"Job, I have something to say. I'm forty-one years old and don't have time for a lengthy courtship if I'm ever going to have children. If you'll have me I'm yours. As soon as the temple's dedicated."
Job rode next to me on the drive home the next day - right up against me to where the gear shift lever was knocking his knees every time I had to shift gears. I don't think he felt it once.
——————
We returned to the temple with the rest of the family on October 23rd for the formal dedication of the Arizona temple. The dedication was held outside on the lawn, the choir being seated on the roof. To have a temple so close to home! Tears ran free as President Grant dedicated the temple and pronounced it open for ordinance work. No more two-week trips (one-way) to Salt Lake! No more once-in-a-lifetime journeys to the temple! Here was a House of the Lord, right here among the Saints of Arizona!
The Teeples, Tylers, and Bryce's were among the first to leave the dedication and line up at the Baptistery door, as ordinance work was scheduled to begin as soon as the first dedicatory session was completed. A Brother Pomeroy, who held the position of what was then called the Temple Doorkeeper, stepped out and called Job's name and invited him to the door. We all went in with him, but only Job was invited into a room where the Brethren from Salt Lake met with him - they had said they wanted to meet him!
We were then ushered into the Baptistry, where Job led his sister Sarah down into the water, where she acted as proxy for Miss Ruth Mullen for the receiving of this sacred ordinance. As they came up out of the water Job's face glowed as he knelt on the steps of the font, talking animatedly with an unseen being - and he later confirmed to me privately that he knew of a surety that his beloved Ruth was accepting of the ordinance of that day and of what would be performed the next day.
I received my endowments the following day, and as the wedding party moved into one of the sealing rooms off of the Celestial Room, another Brother Pomeroy, brother to the Doorkeeper, motioned us to the altar to perform our marriage. I shook my head, however, and told him I had a present for my husband first. Having been prearranged between us women, Sarah joined Job at the altar - she'd been proxy for the receiving of the endowment for Miss Ruth, and now she knelt to be proxy for the eternal sealing.
"But this is your wedding day," Job protested; We can do this sealing on another… "
"No," I said gently. "I can't claim you until Miss Ruth's claim on you is sealed and completed according to the Lord. All things in order, Job."
So the proxy sealing was performed first, making eternal the love Job and Ruth had shared so briefly. Then Charlie joined them at the altar, representing the child Miss Ruth had carried, and they were organized into an eternal family.
And only then was it my turn. All things in order. I felt the presence of Lydia and Ruth as I knelt and took Job's hand across the temple altar. I felt they approved. And I discovered that it’s true – the Bride and Groom rarely hear all the officiator is saying.
We were leaving the temple just as another of the dedication sessions was finishing, many, many Latter-day Saints walking the lawns and reveling in the Spirit of the day and of the place. Jake and all the nieces and nephews were waiting to greet us, and, as Jake would write, handkerchiefs were again tested to their limits. And I for one loved it when Jake hugged me and called me 'Aunt Becky'.
A woman I didn't know came up right into our group and pulled my husband to her. His face lit up as he recognized her and kissed her.
"So the wolf has become a lamb," the woman, old enough to be our mother, exclaimed.
"You knew?" Job asked, shocked.
"Molly Butler is not a stupid woman! John and I both saw a lamb's heart in wolf's clothing, and that's why we kept you on. And look here; our prayers have been answered."
"But you knew?"
"John followed you into the forest one night; saw everything. We decided we owed it to your folks to hold on to you; your Pa saved John's life once… "
Job looked at me and blushed. "I'm sorry - Becky, this is Molly Butler. Molly, this is… "
"The Shepherd of a little lost lamb." And the woman hugged me with a mother's hug. I think that's when I decided I'd like this woman.
"So," Molly turned back to my husband, the entire family watching and listening intently. "Job Senior, where are you? There you are, and has handsome as I remember!"
Molly rejoined her husband only after getting an address from me so she could send a wedding present - her recipe for chocolate cake, which Job assured me would be the best wedding present possible – except of course for my present of having the work done for Miss Ruth. I watched Molly whisper in a man's ear, and that man turned immediately to look at our party and in a second was among us and hugging my husband while informing him as to a change in our honeymoon plans.
——————
Job Tyler's Conclusion
This will probably be the only time I interrupt by dear Becky, but before she gets into details about a honeymoon suddenly changed to the Butler Lodge (at no expense!) and how I got hired on as Head of Housekeeping at the temple upon our return (my bishop and friend had written a letter, unknown to me!), I would like to conclude my story with the song sung at old Else's funeral. You see, I didn't just run away into the night like she told me to after I finished reading PILGRIM'S PROGRESS to her. I hid in the woods and, as her burial plot was right on the tree line, I heard the song they sang as she was lowered into the ground next to her husband's place of rest. And that's what gave me the courage to go home - a hymn.
Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling,
Calling for you and for me;
See, on the portals He’s waiting and watching,
Watching for you and for me.
Come home, come home,
You who are weary, come home;
Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling,
Calling, O sinner, come home!
Why should we tarry when Jesus is pleading,
Pleading for you and for me?
Why should we linger and heed not His mercies,
Mercies for you and for me?
Time is now fleeting, the moments are passing,
Passing from you and from me;
Shadows are gathering, deathbeds are coming,
Coming for you and for me.
O for the wonderful love He has promised,
Promised for you and for me!
Though we have sinned, He has mercy and pardon,
Pardon for you and for me.
Come home, come home,
You who are weary, come home;
Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling,
Calling, O sinner, come home!
It was at the conclusion of this hymn that my mother appeared to me, pleading with me to do what the hymn said and to go home.
And so, I went Home. Not only did I go home to my family but to my Heavenly Father. And no son has ever kept such a clean house as I did in that beautiful House of he Lord.
——————————
Final Thoughts From a Grandson
The evening I finished compiling this account of Grandfather Job I walked the quarter-mile to the temple that had meant so much to him, a breathtaking Arizona sunset of red and pink and orange bathing the grounds with the last of the day's light. I could almost hear the dedicatory choir singing 'The Spirit of God' from the roof and the shouting of 'Hosanna!' by hundreds of voices and see the sea of handkerchiefs waved to celebrate the coming of the Lord to His House.
I felt like I walked those temple grounds with Grandpa Job beside me that night. With Lydia and Ruth; with the Bryce twins whose grave markers I photographed when I was a young missionary struggling with the French language. With Grandmother Rebecca - strong but soft; powerful but gentle. With Matthew, whose prayers for Job never ceased and who rejoiced when his prodigal brother returned.
I thought about my house - I was the grateful inheritor of grandfather's house; the house he bought when he began his work in the temple and immediately added two bedrooms for family and friends coming from the Gila Valley to spend time in the temple. Twenty years later he and his family began to learn Spanish so they could help those coming from Mexico to receive their temple blessings.
After Grandfather died those two rooms continued to house temple patrons who were traveling to the temple. But now, eighty-two years after they were built, they are being converted into a craft room for my wife and a computer-library for all of us – after all, there are now twelve temples in Mexico and one under construction near the old family home in Central – not to mention Phoenix and nearby Gilbert! Even what was once the Little Colorado mission has a temple in Snowflake!
The following morning my family and I left home well before sunrise to make the three-hour drive to the Gila Valley. And, we did it in a minivan with an on-board movie system and i-Pods with headphones so no one would get too bored with the unbelievably long drive, except perhaps the driver. How did the pioneers cross the plains without on-board movie systems and i-Pods?
Even before the first movie was chosen and started, however, we stopped in front of the Mesa temple, bathed in spotlights … Then we headed off to see the new temple in the Gila Valley.
“The temple we're going to see today is a small temple,” I explained to the children. "Our temple in Mesa was smaller than the big Utah temples so more temples could be built in far-away places, and the Gila Valley temple is even smaller so even more temples can be built in more places around the world. You heard President Monson announce at General Conference that eighty-three percent of church members now live within 200 miles of a temple.” I paused. “And it's because we're building them so little that we can build so many."
"Does being so small make it so they're not 'real' temples?” my wife asked the children.
Six-year-old Lisa spoke right up: “The tabernacle Moses built in the wilderness was just a big tent, and the Lord dwelt with them. So if these new, little temples are at least as big as a tent, then they're still a temple.”
I remembered a scripture to the effect of 'out of the mouth of babes'.”
I'd told my children that they would know we'd arrived only as a spire with a statue of the Angel Moroni came into view. And as we drove through Central, that spire did come into view, and we reverently joined the line of others who'd come for the open house prior to the dedication. Later we ate our picnic lunch and then drove through Safford and Thatcher and stopped at the cemetery to look at headstones and read the names of family members and to take pictures before the stones faded further.
“Dad!" my eight-year-old called out; “Here's Grandpa Job! And it has your quote!”
I remembered I was a teenager when I'd first visited here and I'd first read a quote on that very headstone that had caused me to read what has become one of my favorite books - PILGRIM'S PROGRESS; Grandpa Job's own treasured copy sits on the bookshelf right next to my scriptures - and next to the old, worn hymnal of his wanderings:
“He hath given me Rest by His Sorrow,
and Life by His Death”
Grandfather had been a pilgrim in a Strange Land, just like the character Christian who had spoken these words in that book. Like John Bunyan's character, he'd traveled through the Slough of Despond, the Depths of Humility, and on through the Valley of the Shadow of Death and so many of the other places and situations in that great volume. In the end he reached the shining city on the hill as he'd returned to his family and to the House of the Lord and felt the complete healing of the Holy Spirit. The temple was to him that Shining Hill; the gates into the Celestial City and into the presence of the Great King and His Son.
As I stood there and read that immortal quote again from the stone where I'd first read it, I wondered if Grandfather's pilgrimage through life would have been easier if the temple we'd just toured had been in place in his lifetime – we Latter-day Saints believe that a temple, no matter its size, is a place of refuge - President Woodruff called the temple a fortress for the Holy Spirit to emanate from and to bless the lives of those within its locale.
Would Grandpa Job have been able to kneel at a temple altar, feeling the Spirit of the Lord as free and unfettered as it is in a temple, and found greater faith and courage to call upon the priesthood he himself held to effect a restoration from his terrible, terrible condition far sooner than when it finally did occur? Could the spirit emanating from such a Holy House have given him the courage to tell his father what was happening so the priesthood blessing that purified and restored him could have been given before his twenty years of wandering in the wilderness? Could he have sat in that holy house and received more-clear and direct answers to the questions that plagued him before his wanderings?Could regular temple attendance have been an anchor for his soul?
I don't think I'll ever know answers to these questions, but I will still ponder them as long as Grandfather's questions were with him. They will also remind me that the majestic terra-cotta covered temple I see every as I drive to work and back is in fact the 'mountain of the Lord's house' and that I and my family will never be without its influence as long we remember the words of Isaiah -
“Come ye, and let us go up to
the mountain of the LORD,
to the house of the God of Jacob;
and he will teach us of his ways,
and we will walk in his paths… ”
Grandpa Bruce's Poetry and Hymns, Volume One (2010)
A collection of poems and hymn texts; many written for children; just as many written on everyday topics and events. It is best viewed on an e-reader. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Faerie Prince of Temple Square (2010)
When you visit Salt Lake City's historical Temple Square at Christmastime and see millions of lights in the trees and bushes, have you ever asked yourself: Are they lights or are they – Faeries? If I find typo's, the corrected verions will be in my "Grandpa Bruce's Gem Mine of Short Stories". If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Night Bird Canyon - a Story of Friends and Fiends (2010)
CORRECTIONS MADE April 2012 ... Subtitled 'A Vampire Among the Mormons', this classical Gothic horror story takes place in Northern Utah's Cache Valley in the early years of the Depression. It's not about Mormons or Mormonism; that's just the setting for this classical Good versus Evil tale. I apologize for the twist at the end in the introduction of a well-known character, but I just couldn't help myself. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Pilgrim's Progress: Latter-day Sequels (2010)
April 2011: Short Story Added ... One book and several short stories inspired by Bunyan's classic volume. The book is the story of four of Christian and Chrstiana's grandsons on their pilgrimage, looking through the field glasses of the Latter-day Saint branch of Christianity. Those who believe Latter-day Saints are heretics and Satan-worshipers, I ask that you read with an open heart and allow yourself to be amazed at how much Christianity you're going to find. Also includes short stories about attractions at Vanity Fair as well as a brand new INDEX & CONCORDANCE for all the works in this book. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
DAY TRIPS to NARNIA (2010)
Story added September 2011 ... A collection of 'fan fiction' short stories based on C. S. Lewis' world of Narnia. Although written for fun, most are moralistic in nature - but I think you will enjoy them anyway. Obviously, Narnia and anything to do with it is owned and copyrighted; hence this is merely 'fan fiction' and not copyrighted. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Men and Depression: One Man's Journey (2010)
Having lived a lifetime of chronic and suicidal depression, I've compiled things I've wrtten on the topic to be a guidebook and inspiration to those following me along the path. This is in no way a professional medical or mental health text; it is simply one's man's expereinces and what he has learned. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Faith, Grace, & Works: a Chord in the Hymn of Salvation (2010)
Christians have debated for centuries whether they are saved by Faith, by Grace, or by Works. This author beleives each of these princples plays a role and seeks to show the role each plays in a Christian's progress towards salvation. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Pilgrim's Progress: People & Place Concordance (2010)
Updated Sept. 2010 ... In all my years of reading this classic John Bunyan book, I've never yet found a people & place concordanance ... so, here's my first draft of one. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Percy Jackson - All Grown Up (2010)
Three short "fan fiction" stories written after "The Last Olympian" and before the "Heroes of Olympus" series was even announced. They are my take on what happened to our Hero after the books and are based on the Percy Jackson books and NOT the movie. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Harry Potter - Three Short Stories (2010)
Three short "fan fiction" stories that take place before, during, and at the end of the books we've all read how-many times. First a story about Professor McGonagall, then one about Charley Weasley and dragons, and the last is my own 'final chapter' to the last book (she didn't even give us a memorial service for our friends!) If you enjoy, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
The Power of Hymns (2010)
Music and song have a power like no other. Hymns, to me, are the most powerful of all music. This is a compilation of my own writings on the subject coupled with addresses and quotes from others. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
From Boy to Man and Back Again (2010)
BOOK 1 of my Narnia "fan fiction" novels; takes place in the months leading up to the beginning of the Hundred-Year Winter. It tells how and why the Tree of Protection died and how the witch Jadis came to power. It also lets you know something else that was made from the wood of that tree from which the Wardrobe had been built. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Camilla: Warrior of Narnia (2010)
BOOK 3 of my Narnia 'fan fiction' novels. Taking place in the time of Princess SwanWhite, a 10-year-old girl facing surgery for major burns is taken to Narnia to learn real heroism. She and Princess SwanWhite both learn why, as Father Christmas stated to Queens Susan and Lucy, war is so very terrible when women must fight. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Second Chance (2010)
BOOK 4 of my Narnia 'fan-fiction' novels, this is dedicated with deepest respect to my fellow brothers and sisters in the Armed Forces of whatever country they serve. PARENTAL NOTE: This story is about a grown-up going to Narnia and deals with themes that affect grown-ups as well as children: healing from suicide, child abuse, illegitimate birth, and the physical and mental scars soldiers carry from their wartime experiences. These themes are dealt with in a very straight-forward but tactful and respectful manner. Parents may want to read this story first. I promise you it all turns out good in the end - all the correct decisions are made by my characters in regards to these topics - Aslan makes sure of this. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
LDS Lists & Figures (2010)
UPDATED APRIL 2012 - I created this file of information on the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) simply to have the material on hand in my own e-reader and am sharing it with you: membership statistics; presidents of the Church; temples; official proclmations; a few missionary tracts; statements concerning the LDS Church and the U.S. Constitution. I will update as needed, usually with each General Conference.
“Ye Who Are Weary – Come Home": a 'Mormon' Werewolf (2010)
THIS IS NOT A CHILDREN'S STORY. Although the wording is tactful, there are startling images.
There are two paths to take with a werewolf story – the first path is spilled over with blood and carnage, while the second path carries the themes of being Foresaken and then Redeemed. I’m a Sunday School teacher – I'm taking the second route as I think Redemption and Deliverance are far more important than all the exciting violence and blood and gore such a story could contain ... Aren't they?
My proofreaders tell me that you deserve to be warned that Edgar Rice Burroughs and H. G. Wells are two of my favorite authors, and since this takes place in much the same time period in which they were writing, I have tried to emulate the language of that time, which means it's pretty long-winded for today's readers. It is also stuffed full of religion – the 'Mormon' culture to be exact. Some things that are talked about are very sacred to we Latter-day Saints, and I think I have carefully balanced the attempt of keeping the sacred while writing a good story. If you think some of the sacred is silly I only hope you can show it the respect you would wish we would show to your sacred things.
The Whole Armor of God – A Latter-day Saint View (2010)
There are many Christians in the world today who object to the 'warrior view' of the Gospel of Christ. They won't let their children read the military campaigns in the scriptures or even sing the 'battle' hymns. Like it or not, we are in the midst of a war; a battle begun before the earth was even created, and turning our eyes away from it and pretending it doesn't exist is exactly what the Enemy wants. This book is meant to be a 'field guide', describing the battle at hand and those armor pieces the Lord has provided for us to use in the battle. Please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=120610104646392
Pilgrim's Progress: Annotated (2010)
UPDATED Jan 22, 2011 - This is my personal working copy of this classic John Bunyan book - hard words and old phrases & expressions defined. I've never liked "modern language" versions of this book; I would rather lift myself up to its language than to dummy it down to mine. Enough of my friends have asked me to share that, well, here you go. I have included Nathaniel Hawthorne's 1846 'The Celestial Railroad' as every reader of Pilgrim's Progress ought to read it, too.
Horse Boy of Narnia (2011)
BOOK 2 of my Narnia Fan Fiction Novels and a conclusion to Book One, this takes place during the 14-year reign of the High Kings and Queens and tells the story of Charlie, a boy Aslan brings to Narnia to learn Courage, Sacrifice, and a bit of Wisdom. Charlie is sure that if he were a centaur he could learn these things - be careful of what you wish for because you might get it! If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at: http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392
DRACULA: Jonathon Harker's Rebuttal (2012)
April 13, 2012: MASSIVE CORRECTIONS DONE! ... THIS IS NOT A CHILDREN'S BOOK! Written in the Gothic tradition and with the most delicate of language, there are still startling visual scenes you don't want to explain to your children ... On the 125th anniversary of his twenty-ninth birthday, my very old friend Jonathon Harker agreed to break his silence and tell the full story of his encounter with Count Dracula - things he was unwilling or too ashamed to write at the time; things that can be told in today's changed moral atmosphere that might not have been printable in his day. He is also disgusted with how Brom Stoker, once he got hold of a stolen copy of their combined journals, rewrote parts and made him and his beloved Mina out to be wimps: “We were much stronger than he gave us credit,” he insists. Also, he is sick over the idea that Society has reached the point of madness wherein vampires and other demons are being lauded as heroes, love interests, and sex objects – he assures me they are anything but, and this interview was given to explain why.
