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Prologue
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David grimaced and jumped into the driver’s seat of the car, as Larry held the jet black rifle firmly at his hip. He stared through the window at Kyana. She stood by her car with her head held down. As he rolled toward her, he begged her to turn and see him. But he knew she would not. She was too shaken. He, however, was strangely calm given the circumstance. At the very last moment, she did turn, and their eyes locked, hers full of startling fear.

“Don’t she look pretty? Now say good-bye to her for me,” Larry snorted. “DRIVE!”

David’s mind finally raced as he forged onto the highway at greater acceleration. He glanced over the dashboard for something to take Larry out. His eyes caught view of the Bible he had dropped near his left foot, but it was out of reach. He looked at his feet and wondered if he could remove his shoe, as Larry spat insults at him and laughed with smugness and disdain. Every word from his mouth was mockery. But David was not truly listening. He was focusing. Focusing on his escape.

The car vibrated violently, the seat shook beneath him, and the steering wheel rattled, while Larry continued to press him to pick up his speed. David jerked the car to the left, as it skid on the slick pavement. He glanced at Larry, who laughed fiendishly as if at some twisted joke. Something in his eyes told David that this was not just a methodical abduction. Larry’s intent was murder, and David had not a moment to lose.

David’s eyes grew wide with the heightened sense of danger, as Larry forcefully turned the steering wheel and the car thundered toward a vehicle on the shoulder of the road. “You got it now Davy!” Larry squealed with peals of laughter.

Before David could fathom, everything went up in a blinding blaze.
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“To bestow upon them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning” (Isaiah 61:3).



DAVID


Chapter I
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––––––––
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Smoke intruded David’s lungs and sapped the liquid beneath his eyes. His head spun, and he began to cough uncontrollably as the pressure of the heat seemed to expand his chest just short of the bursting point. The putrid taste in his mouth caused him to hurl the remnants of scattered debris from his stomach. Despite the agony and the excruciating burn of his legs, he used his arms to pull himself along his belly away from the flames. He scrambled with the sheer force of his will even quicker into the woods, as the snaps of fire warned of another pending explosion.

He panted and fell on his back. Fire crackled from a distance. He breathed clearer, having escaped the intense heat. He was scathed and battered by the wreckage, but he was safe.

“Are you all right?” A woman stood above him, seeming to have appeared from nowhere. He stared at her. She waited then repeated the question. David opened his mouth but no words would come. When he again did not say anything, she told him, “I’m going to try to get some help for you.” Her gentle tone began to calm him slightly. She smiled softly at him. “I’m Kelly. What’s your name?”

All calmness disappeared instantaneously. David tried to form an answer, any answer. Then it came. “I don’t know.” She looked at him with widened eyes, and his filled with burning tears, as cries of terror leapt from his mouth.

“It-it’s going to be okay,” she said, her voice greatly shaken. Kelly snatched her phone off her hip and pressed a button. She muttered something of frustration then said, “We’re too far out for me to get a signal.” She quickly covered her worry with a mask of calmness, but David was not fooled. He knew he was in a dire situation. “Can you sit up?” she asked. No longer able to see her for all the tears, David could only manage to shake his head dumbly. He suddenly felt her strong grip on his arm, as she tried to pull him up into a sitting position. David cried out in agony. His ribs, his spinal column, his pelvis, his legs felt as if they were being forcefully separated from each other and from the rest of his body.

“All right,” she spoke softly, but her voice quivered. “We’ll do this another way. Can you crawl?” David, who lay on his back, panting, sweating, and whimpering in pain and fear, in fact, did not think he could. He had no more strength with which to move. “Well,” she said with a heavy sigh, “I guess...I’ll just get my truck. Don’t worry,” she repeated, her eyes smiling tenderly at him and full of sympathy. “I will help you.”

David waited the minutes it took for her to get to her truck, wondering if she would return. His tears began to fade. A violent shiver went through him as the throbs escalated throughout his body and his chest burned with more intensity. Kelly finally came back and pulled the truck next to him. “Are you sure can’t crawl? You know, maybe even on your belly?”

David knew he had to do it somehow. She clearly was not going to be able to get him in the truck. But his mind shook with the probability that he would not be capable of helping her. “Me...stomach...help please?” This is not what he meant to say, but the words were coming out all jumbled.

“Do you want me to help you roll on your stomach?” He nodded slightly. “Of course I’ll do that.” He linked his arm with hers at the elbow and they easily moved the top part of his body. Yet his hips and legs remained behind. She grabbed him at the back of his thighs, rocked, and grunted as the force of momentum allowed her to flip David completely on his belly. David held in his screams with the repeated sensation of forceful separation of muscle from the bones. He could not see Kelly from this position, but he could hear enough to be aware she was trying to catch her breath, which did not make him feel the least bit confident about the trek into her truck.

Something creaked on its hinges, and David imagined she had put down the back to the bed of the truck. “Now...,” she tried to retrieve her breath, “now, I’m going to get you onto the truck, but I want you to help me as much as you can.” Kelly gripped him around both wrists and told him to hold onto hers. Having no other choice, he did as she had commanded. He suddenly felt himself being dragged over rubble and bumpy terrain for what seemed like an unending distance, although her vehicle was just a few feet away at most. She got in the back of the truck, and he used all the force of his might to help pull himself up with his arms. David kept sliding up and down even with her assistance, but he finally made it more than halfway up into the vehicle.

He had to have blacked out for a minute because the next thing he knew, he was on his back and safely inside. Panting heavily, she bent over him and smiled, as she wiped his face with a damp cloth. She had very warm dark brown eyes. “You’re going to be okay now,” she made out amongst breaths of exhaustion. “I’ll make sure of it. I’m going to take you to a hospital.”

David’s cries became relentless. He tried to talk amongst them, but the battle was lost. All he could do was shake his head madly. She could not take him to the hospital. He did not know how he got in this situation or if he had somehow been the cause. “Okay,” she assured him again. “Listen, you’re not in good shape. I have to get help for you. I’m going to take you to the hospital where I work. They’ll take good care of you.” David tried to listen to reason. He knew he needed the help. “You’re going to be all right. I’m going to make sure of it.” He nodded.

She jumped off the bed of the truck and climbed in its front seat. He clung onto her words in desperation. They had to be his lifeline to fight against the terrors that were seizing him. The drive was long and hard. He blacked out frequently only to be met with more agonizing pain and the scenery of starlit night with shadows of dark trees rushing past him. He lay on his back, immobile, and winced at the warm wind whipping at his face and opened wounds.

* * *
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“We’ve got a John Doe here!” Kelly yelled as she ran into the hospital emergency room. She had phoned on her way, and two men with a gurney immediately ran back out with her to her truck. David was shivering madly and in full stupor. “Please hurry!” she cried. “He’s losing a lot of blood!”

“We’ve got it Kelly,” one assured.

David was rapidly admitted to the Ivory Creek Hospital in West Virginia as “John Doe.” He required a transfusion with volumes and volumes of blood. His torso was wrapped until his fractured ribs healed, but the fractures in his pelvis, thigh, and leg bones required surgical pinning with a metal device. The device had rings that circled his legs with screws that stuck out from his pelvis and legs. He would not be allowed to walk until the healing of his lower body was complete and that could take several months. He had many shattered teeth, but nothing would be done about them until more pressing health issues were fully addressed. He was slow to wake up from the anesthesia, but he handled the surgery remarkably well. The surgeon accredited this to David’s strength and assured him of a fairly quick recovery.

Yet he spent two weeks in that small, regional hospital scared to death. All the personnel were kind and very knowledgeable. Kelly, who worked there as an administrative assistant to the chief orthopedic surgeon, visited with him frequently. Still, he had no idea what would become of him. Maybe he would recover, but then he had to be discharged. He had no place to go. He did not know where he was from or even who he was. Kelly had suggested that they post his picture in the Southern Pennsylvania region, where she believed she had picked him up, but he refused. The idea that he had barely escaped some dangerous situation beat at his mind constantly, during the daylight hours and with the shadows of night. He did not know what waited for him outside of the shelter of the hospital. All he could do was cling to his temporary home while it lasted and pray for safety once he had to leave it behind.

* * *
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David bit the inside of his mouth fiercely, as the nurse slowly removed the crust of blood that attached his thigh to the metal pin sticking out of his leg with a long moistened Q-tip. “You really handle this well,” she remarked encouragingly. “It all does come off a bit easier after a bath, but you don’t have to be so strong. Some of the most macho men I’ve ever seen have cried like little babies when I’ve had to do this for them.”

David appreciated her words, but he refused to cry. She soaked the Q-tip with additional saline. He flinched and breathed in through clenched teeth when she returned to remove a bit more. Kelly entered at that moment, and he turned his head toward the window to give himself time to put on a more composed face. 

“That was the last bit, JD,” the nurse said. “Sorry I had to hurt you like that.” He nodded and gave her a small close-lipped smile. “How’s it going, Kelly?” she asked as she began to leave the room. Then she whispered something while she walked past her, only a bit of which David’s ears gathered. Kelly rolled her eyes and simply told her she would see her later. He tried to put together what she could have meant with the words, “...always get the cute...,” but he quickly dismissed the game.

Kelly pulled a seat next to his bed. “How are you doing today?” she asked cheerily.

David looked at the blank walls, the television that droned on and on whether he wanted to watch it or not, the stiff hospital linen at his feet, and his most unbecoming hospital gown covered by another gown the staff had the decency to put on him as a robe. He was not sure how he was doing. “Okay...guess am.” David closed his eyes momentarily.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Kelly said encouragingly. She never seemed to be bothered by his inability to link his words together correctly, but he was greatly embarrassed. He wanted her to know, those who were caring for him to know that he had some level of intelligence. For a reason he could not understand, he just was not able to speak coherently. “Listen, it seems that I’m going to be working late tonight, and I’m about to go out for a little while to get something to eat. Would you like me to bring you anything?” David smiled again with closed mouth. He often wondered why she was so kind to him and counted it as a blessing that she had been the one to find him. Nonetheless, he shook his head. He had very little appetite for anything. “No? Okay, well I’ll come back to see you tomorrow then. Have a good night.” David gave his usual nod. Kelly sat there for a moment and looked at him with concern in her eyes that he had seen often in the two weeks. Then she left, and he was left with another boring, uncertain night that would stretch endlessly before him.

* * *
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Kelly sat in the upstairs office staring blankly at the computer screen. She had brought in her meal a couple of hours before with false hope that she would be able to finish all within an hour. That was at 8:00, however, and now at 10:00 she was doing all she could to keep her eyes open. There seemed to be absolutely no activity on the floor, and she did not doubt that she would again be leaving a building that was greatly asleep. She grabbed several cold French fries out of the take-out bag and shoved them in her mouth. Kelly sighed and looked off at the door. She rubbed one eye and clicked on the radio.

“...Pennsylvania State Police are searching for...”

Kelly, who frequently had trouble receiving a clear signal from any local station in the hospital office, was mildly amused that she could pick up a news program from Pennsylvania. Her mind soon lost focus on that matter, however, as she continued with her duties with the determination to wrap everything up in 30 minutes or less. A country western song suddenly interrupted the news report. “Great,” she groaned. Kelly actually did have a liking for the type of music, but the song was slow, no source of aid to maintaining alertness. The news report came back in and she smiled.

“...case remains a mystery. Neither driver of the two wrecked cars found on I-70 were found at the scene, but police do report that one of the vehicles might have been rigged with explosives. There is suspicion that a third person was present at the scene and this was more than a hit-and-run.”

Kelly stared at the radio, her eyes wide, mouth open, breath held, and heart stopped. Her mind raced, and she wished for the report to be of a current happening.

“...been searching for answers since July 14. Chaos at a local...”

Kelly heard nothing else. Her eyes darted back and forth between the door and the radio. Her hand shaking uncontrollably, she switched off the radio then sat there stiff as a statue. After several minutes, she went to the door, stood with her hand on the knob for several seconds, then sat back down. Kelly stared at the clock, as her breaths came out short and rapid. ‘You’re supposed to be a Christian, Kelly. Christians help those in need...” She thought of John Doe downstairs and bit her lip. She had never met anyone needier but...she could not be stupid either. Kelly lifted a quick prayer then stared at her clenched hands as they trembled. She took another breath and shook her head then pushed down her suspicions. She was just going to have to take her chances. Kelly pressed the power button on the computer and dumped her take-out bag in the garbage pail. She glanced at the clock again. She only had ten minutes.

Kelly flew down the flight of back stairs from the third floor to the parking lot out front where her car was parked. She pounced in the seat, kicked it into reverse, and then plowed around to the side entrance. She pushed the automatic button to bring the seat back as far as possible and recline it. Without even checking to see if her car door shut behind her, she fled to the entrance, scanned her card, and tiptoed with speed to the service elevator. She pushed the button. She looked back at the security desk. He always took a 20-minute break, which she had previously reported. Now, only five remained, and she hoped he would take longer. She pushed the button repeatedly and forcefully. This time, it immediately opened, and she brought one of the reclining wheelchairs that stood outside of it along with her. Her heart pounded with abandon as she watched the light: “G...1...2...3.” ‘Open! O-pen!’

Although no one appeared to be around, she tried to walk nonchalantly but swiftly as she pushed the wheelchair down the long hall to his room. Kelly glanced upward. She noticed no cameras on her route but quaked inside with the possibility that they were where she could not see them. She paced herself and then opened his door. He was asleep.

David lurched forward and threw his forearm at someone in automatic defensive fashion. “Kelly!” She put her finger to her mouth, and he immediately hushed.

“I’ve got to get you out of here,” she said frantically. “We have no time.”

He did not understand but he sensed from the fear in her eyes that he, she, or both were in grave danger. “W-why?”

“I’ve got no time to explain,” Kelly sighed heavily. “Someone might be after you.”

That was all she had to say. She helped him into the wheelchair. David tried to control his breaths as she pushed him down the hallway and into the elevator. Kelly whispered to him to not ay anything if security should ask any questions. She had no reason to worry where that was concerned.

They reached the ground level. The door seemed to take forever to open. ‘Please! Please!’ he begged in his mind. He held his breath as it slowly began to slide open with heavy rattling sound, and he imagined she was doing the same.

Before the door fully opened, Kelly pushed him through, scraping his rims in the process. The brightness of the lights temporarily blinded him. The sound of a toilet flushing in the hall on the other side of the security desk brought his heart to attention. Kelly seemed to let all restraint leave her, as she plowed the wheelchair toward the sliding glass door. David was shocked and terrified with the sudden feeling of being trapped when it did not open. A door that he imagined was from the bathroom began to creak. She whipped out a card, scanned it nearly faster than he could see, and rammed the wheelchair through the exit just as the bathroom door slammed with a resounding thud.

Kelly swung the wheelchair around the corner, nearly tipping it on its side. David’s eyes widened, as she charged toward a car. His temple and neck pulsated wildly, and he kept glancing at the corner as he tried to help her align the chair next to the car. He imagined security guards running around it without a moment’s notice with their guns drawn. He looked at Kelly who frowned anxiously and appeared frazzled. “I-I can’t remember...”

She was jerking up on his left armrest repeatedly but with no success. David, on the other hand, had enough recent practice with ones that were brought into him to recall. “Push button,” he whispered but with urgency. She did, and with that release, she was able to help him slide into her car with little trouble. Kelly slammed his door shut, ran around to her side of the car, and sped out of the parking lot toward the highway.

It was not until they got on the highway that she seemed prepared to talk. She wiped the perspiration from her brow with her trembling hand, and her voice shook as she explained a news report that she was certain was related to him. “He said ‘I-70’ and ‘July 14’. That was the highway I was on in Pennsylvania that night on my way back to West Virginia. That was the night I picked you up and brought you to the hospital!” She glanced at him and David’s eyes searched hers for some answer. “He was talking about you!”

His heart beat faster. “My name.”

She shook her head. “He gave no name.” Kelly’s face looked pained and he could not tell if she let out a laugh or a cry. “I’ve got the third person!”

David breathed heavily, as he tried to piece together the confounding maze. “Where...going we?”

“I’m taking you to my parents’ home. I live with them.” David frowned as a painful cramp gripped the side of his thigh. Having seemed to notice but attributing it to the wrong thing, she explained, “They’ll be asleep by the time we get there, but I’ll tell them why you’re there in the morning.”

David looked out the window as the pain began to release its hold on him. He did not know Kelly’s parents and he was leery of what their take would be when they first saw him. As before, however, he had little choice but to comply.

* * *
[image: image]


The sound of cows mooing and a rooster crowing woke David at the break of dawn. He squinted and immediately felt the presence of others. An older gentleman dressed in suit and tie, who had been standing near the foot of the bed, walked closer toward David’s side, which instantly brought him on guard. He quickly gripped the covers in flimsy defense. David felt that he would do whatever he must to take care of this man if need be then remembered that there was nothing his body would allow him to do. He tried to recall the events of the past night when the man was joined by a stout woman, very matronly in appearance. Then Kelly came into his view, and he breathed a little easier, as she smiled at him warmly.

David was brought to attention by the man’s quiet but serious voice. “Son, I’m Dr. Richards, Kelly’s father.”

“Doctor...” David began to repeat the man’s name, but had difficulty focusing, as the woman kept her eyes on him, which twitched nervously, as she looked him up and down.

“This is my wife, Mrs. Richards.” She gave him a rapid smile that disappeared almost before it appeared, and David nodded slightly at her. “Kelly tells us that you’ve got yourself in a bit of a mess.”

“Dad,” she said through her teeth, “I didn’t say that.”

“Kelly has mentioned that you were a patient at Ivory Creek and that she thinks someone might be after you.” David looked slowly from Kelly to her father, doing all he could to avoid her mother’s anxious gaze and not sure how he should respond. “She also tells us that you cannot remember who you are.” David nodded slowly as confirmation. “Now, son, Mrs. Richards and I are going to have to trust Kelly’s judgment in this. She seems to think that you would be safer under our care than under the hospital’s. I don’t know that I agree, particularly with all your injuries.”

“Doctor,” David repeated. He was disgusted and embarrassed that he could not make his observation clearer.

“My expertise deals with the oral cavity. I’m a dentist. There is very little I can do for you professionally, but because Kelly has brought you here, you will be allowed to stay until you recover. Once you do, however, you will need to leave.”

Kelly shot a glance of dismay at her father but then offered David her reassuring smile.

“It’s not that we don’t like to help people,” her mother finally jumped in before returning to eyeing him like some odd specimen.

He could not have felt any more uncomfortable with her examination and Dr. Richards’ penetrating stare, but he found the presence of mind to say something. “I go...when...” David sighed out in exasperation. Kelly told him there was no hurry. Her parents offered her sideway glances that she did not return. Then came David’s true sentiment. “Thank you...all.”

The other two left, but Kelly remained behind. She walked over to the window and cracked it. “You can already tell that it’s going to be another hot one,” she declared. As the rising sun slid in from the fluffy curtains, David glanced around the surroundings of the daffodil-wallpapered room. The quarters were tight, but at least he had his own space free from danger...at least for the moment. Kelly came back to his side. He looked toward the open bedroom door. “They’ll come around,” she assured. Of this, David was not certain. Murmured conversation took place in what he guessed was the kitchen while bacon and eggs sizzled in the background. David did not know if he did not like the meal in particular, but he held his mouth tight to keep from hurling. Kelly patted his hand. “I have to finish getting ready for work, but I don’t want you to worry. We’re going to take good care of you, and you’re going to be fine.”

As she left the room and closed the door to a crack, David blew out the breath he had been holding and thought about her words. Just as they had to be when he made the rough ride in the bed of her truck, they had to be his lifeline now.
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Chapter II



[image: image]


“You need a name,” Kelly commented early Friday morning, as she again cracked the window and let the gentle breeze slide into David’s newly adopted bedroom before the August heat became too brutal. She, dressed in light blue blouse, navy slacks, and navy pumps, made the finishing touch for her work preparation by tossing her chin-length curly dark hair carelessly in an upsweep and pinning it. This was to be her fourth day back at the job after her late-night escape with David, and she was far more comfortable than earlier in the week.

David had spent a nearly isolated first day and night in bed save occasional meal drop-offs by Kelly’s mother. The woman continued to eye him cautiously then throw up a quick smile whenever she noticed him marking her expression. He could not have been happier than when Kelly entered his room later that afternoon. Although she had not let on prior to leaving for work earlier that day, she admitted that she had been quite frightened to return.

Yet return she did and nothing seemed unusual until about an hour after her arrival when her nurse friend came into her office in hush-hush manner with alarm about the missing patient. Kelly felt she could have won an Academy Award for the level of shock she displayed, but she had no desire for a recurring role. In a closed meeting among executives, high-level managers, and only one administrative assistant, Kelly, it was decided that beyond careful documentation regarding what had occurred for legal purposes, nothing could be done if a man with no identity decided to leave the hospital against medical advice. Kelly smirked to herself, as she knew they were all fully aware that there was no way he could have left on his own. She was just relieved that no one seemed to suspect her.

David was just as relieved that no one on the hospital end would make pains to try to locate him. He did have much uneasiness, however, about being left alone with Mrs. Richards again.

“What name do you like?” Kelly interrupted his thoughts. David frowned at her, and she blushed. “Oh, I guess you might not know.”

He shook his head but smiled slightly with the hope of decreasing her embarrassment. Although reticent, he took the leap and tried to help. “What...like name you?” David shook his head and breathed through flared nostrils in defeat and frustration.

His insecurity magnified with Kelly’s grin. But then she gushed, “Oh, you want to know what name I like?” He nodded. “Well...I’ve always liked the name, Ivan.”

David was pensive for a moment. “Ivan,” he repeated thoughtfully. And then with more assurance, he said, “Ivan.” He smiled.

“Like it?” David nodded. The name might take some getting used to, but it would do just fine. It was nice to have a label with which to attach himself.

“I think it suits you,” Kelly said with her warm smile. “It has a certain...”

“Ring,” he said and both he and Kelly stared at each other with open-mouthed gasp for a moment before joining one another in laughter. David had found a name and now maybe he would find his words. Better yet, perhaps he would soon find his place in the world.

* * *
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Although he had hoped for better, after a few weeks in his new environment, David found himself nearly as lost as when he first arrived and in some ways maybe even more so. His heart would race with erratic palpation and he would break into a cold sweat each time his mind confronted him with what he might have been involved in, what he might have been. David’s imagination would escalate with countless horrid scenarios as to what might happen to him outside the safety of the Richards’ home before he could stop it, but he would use everything within him not to focus on the possibilities. Nor did he allow steady concentration on his current physical condition. Nonetheless, it was impossible to completely avoid either of these matters. The dread of the unknown was inescapable even if he did not attend to it fully, as was his building mound of frustration and impatience with being jailed in his own body.

Dr. Richards had proposed that they take him to a neurologist to find out what was wrong with his language abilities. When he was alone with her, David in the best words he could form told Kelly there was no need. He knew what was wrong. They had told him he had a nasty concussion when he was in the hospital, which all made sense to him, as he had awoken with no memory. It still blew his mind in the most unsettling of ways that he could wake up with no recall when he lay not very distant from a bed of raging flames. If a neurologist could not do anything to help him get back his memory or at the very least the ability to express himself clearly, he saw no need for one, especially given the possibility that he was in danger from some unknown source. Although he had not been able to state anywhere near his full case to Kelly, she shared the same feeling. He heard nothing else from them regarding going out to see a physician of any sort.

Dr. Richards did make the offer to make the necessary dental work to repair his broken teeth, however, when he felt he could be safely managed at the office. The first day of their guest’s arrival, he also placed a call to his orthopedic friend, who relayed to him the necessary precautions that David should take in order to assist with healing of his legs. The orthopedist insisted that he needed to come in to be evaluated, but no appointment could be made until October. During David’s first week at the Richards’, however, he was in town and able to make a speedy house visit, which revealed that the majority of his body seemed to be recovering well.

His mind, on the other hand, was just starting to show signs of improvement. He was still having difficulty expressing himself. Yet he was starting to see that he could string together a few sentences with remarkable clarity at times. During other times, it was as if he were just learning his first words. He knew what he wanted to say, but the words would come out all jumbled.

As David’s body continued to heal, he was gradually acclimating to his environment, although still not with the greatest of physical ease. During his second week in their home, an infection that seemed to be brewing during his last days at the hospital came to a full head. His temperature kept spiking and the muscle aches throughout his body intensified the nearly constant throbs and knife-like pains in his ribs, pelvis, and legs. With any change in position, he had to fight bouts of extreme dizziness. He was burning up, he was freezing, he was weak, he was nauseous. Any room he was placed in spun wildly around him. Most of his time was spent in bed with him lying perfectly still, holding on feebly to the covers, and praying for relief. Dr. Richards asserted so many times that he thought they were being “irresponsible” by not getting him immediate medical attention that David’s entire body would tense at the mere sound of his voice. He could not leave their home. It was his only safe haven. Mrs. Richards seemed to assent silently to her husband’s position and it seemed that it was only Kelly’s insistence that they would be putting him in danger that kept David in their home. If he had to spend all of his time in that room with the daffodils that made both his head and his stomach spin, it would have been 10,000 times better than being sent away from there.

David did have moments outside of the bedroom. Kelly’s parents, Dr. or Mrs. Richards, tended to his abrasions every morning and night. This duty usually fell to the Mrs., however, as Dr. Richards was often early to rise and late to come home. He was not able to bathe himself and had to endure the horrifying embarrassment of letting the woman sponge bathe him, along with the agony of having her clean the areas around his pins. 

Then the afternoon came when he heard Mrs. Richards remark in hushed voice on a phone call to her husband concerning what she thought was a gunshot wound in David’s back. He listened in horror at the fear in her voice which he knew could only be outdone by his. Thoughts of what type of monster he had been assaulted him repeatedly. Thoughts he tried in futility to push out of his mind and that initially kept him in a state of guarded anxiety with Kelly’s parents...and even Kelly. They could be thinking anything about him. Dr. Richards had to have seen it and if it was truly a gunshot wound, it did not make any sense that he wouldn’t have shared that with his wife. There was no way to know if Kelly knew or not. She treated him no differently but... She couldn’t know. But if she did and if they and Kelly were to... He would not let his mind carry him to that place. Even after he started recovering, he was still too sick and too weak to confront the dreaded possibilities.

It was a Friday morning at the end of his third week at the Richards’, however, when David had no choice but to face what might be waiting for him. Dr. Richards was going into the office later and was able to help him with his bath. He had just left the bathroom to get something when David, bare on the top and shivering from cold despite the residual steam, inched his hand up his back. His eyes shot wide with Dr. Richards’ quick return and he dropped his hand instantly.

Kelly’s father cleared his throat and approached him. “Do you want to see, son?” David stared at him with lips slightly parted then nodded slowly. It could not have been more than 60 seconds that he was gone again, but David imagined that his heart had never beat faster than during that short span of time. Dr. Richards returned then positioned him and the mirrors just right. The few contents of David’s stomach immediately surged into his throat. On his back was a small, raised circular wound. Maybe an inch or less above it was a healed incision. “This is probably where the surgeon went in to remove it,” his caretaker remarked. It was not that the wounds themselves looked so bad because they didn’t. What they could potentially represent, though, was something he could not fully wrap his mind around nor did he want to wrap his mind around. It was as if he was looking at someone else’s back.

David averted his vision from the mirror. He bit his lip, took a deep, long breath then nodded resolutely. Whatever he would have to face he would just have to face and ask God to give him the strength to deal with it. Dr. Richards handed him his shirt. With some difficulty but with success David put it on then found Kelly’s dad sitting in a chair right in front of him and looking at him pointedly.

“Kelly?” David asked.

Her father looked at him firmly but he could not tell if it was reproach or mere sternness that he saw in his eyes. He confirmed that she knew. “My wife doesn’t keep anything a secret.”

“Friends...hers...know?” David was aware of it as he always was but too on edge to worry about his difficulty communicating.

“No. She doesn’t discuss these matters with her friends. She doesn’t keep anything from Kelly.”

David placed his hand in front of his mouth and closed his eyes slowly. When he opened them, he saw a bit of compassion in the other man’s eyes. They probably all pitied him. Maybe they wouldn’t throw him out in the street. No, of course they wouldn’t do that, but they could send him to a hospital...or turn him in. 

“Son,” Dr. Richards began pointedly, “your past can come back to bite you in a big way.” David’s chest tensed. “But we can’t judge you based on a past that we don’t know exists. As Kelly says –and I agree with her—there could be any number of reasons why you have those wounds on your back. We just hope for one good reason.”

David sat perfectly still and stared at him incredulous. “W-what?” That was definitely not what he intended on saying. “Thank God,” he let out with a large breath of relief. He meant those words with all of his heart and he meant them for that family as well. The other man’s face held no smile but the sternness had diminished to be replaced greatly by a sense of concern that David held on hope might be directed toward him. Dr. Richards slapped his hands on his lap then stood and pushed him in his wheelchair out of the bathroom with the announcement that he’d have to hand him over to his wife’s care, as he had to get to work.

David started feeling better from that very moment and especially so after broaching the subject with Kelly that very night. He lay in bed still weak and with tremendous aches yet with decreased fever. “What if I have a gunshot wound?” she asked as she stood above him with her hands on her hips and with her sweet smile.

“Mean...what mean you...what do you mean?”

She sat in a chair by the bed. “Mom has two. And forget Dad. He has three because some of his patients didn’t like all the scraping he did on their gums.”

Now she grinned and, despite the grating pain throughout his body, he couldn’t help his closed-mouth smile. He panted a bit then made out breathily, “Oh, come on, Kelly.”

“Are you going to abandon us and trade us in for another set of friends now?” She pouted slowly and tried to maintain a serious face with no success whatsoever. “Ivan, I know it’s not really something to joke about, but let’s think about it half a second.” He listened intently. “Knowing you, you were probably at the right place at the wrong time or just trying to break up something between some kids.” She blew it off with a slight chuckle. “Good night, Ivan.” She gave his hand a quick squeeze, stood, and then she was gone.

He could not have been more grateful for Kelly’s attitude. Of course, he had thought the same himself. There could be a very reasonable explanation. She had said, “Knowing you,” however. She didn’t know him. Her parents didn’t know him. He didn’t even know himself.

Still, in the passing weeks, he began to find less need for his trepidation even where Mrs. Richards was concerned. While it was initially abundantly obvious that his mere presence in their home seriously unnerved her, she slowly seemed to begin to adjust. Because she was nearly always home, he spent more time with her than anyone. As time progressed, Mrs. Richards’ heart softened toward him and she eventually started treating him as a son, including during the humiliating baths when she would sing lovely songs and chat about their family history, which helped to make a horrible situation somewhat better.

Beyond the physical recovery and beyond the trust that the family decided to afford him, there was something more David needed. As terrified as he was of what might await him, he had to be able to discover who he was. His inability to figure out where to start, however, constantly pressed at him. Kelly’s lack of success with uncovering anything helpful related to the news briefing sent such a severe blow to his hopes that he nearly hurdled toward despair. Yet something within him could not give up.

He would spend good portions of endless days in the little farmhouse exercising his body in order to build up the strength to be able to walk out of there one day back to his old life, although with each passing day he had to fight harder against the notion that he might never find it. David had to deal just as strenuously with the uncertainty of whether he would have the mental and emotional fortitude to deal with life as he had left it if he did. He would close his eyes while his shoulders and neck would tense, as he tried with all his might to bring up some memory. But heart-dropping disappointment always met him, as none ever came. Nor did reading anything in the newspapers that Dr. Richards would bring to him per his request or watching the mind-dulling programs Mrs. Richards played spark one item of recall. David soon found himself ignoring the television as some source of irritation and, instead, simply spending time with Kelly’s mom as she went along with her daily work.

Despite how leery she obviously had been in the beginning, Mrs. Richard’s growing fondness of him was just as evident. And David was beginning to feel the same about her, Dr. Richards, and, especially, Kelly. In spite of all the physical pain and mental anguish, she was the one bright spot. She with her cheerful spirit and outlook was an ever-present source of inspiration. When he first arrived and was virtually bedridden, she would bring him his meals and join him in eating, as they sat in the room that had become his bedroom. Even when he was fit to leave the isolation of those quarters, he would have just as likely stayed put, yet she encouraged him to join her and her mother in the brightly lit country kitchen every early morning, late afternoon, and night. In the late evenings when his pain was so bad that he could do little more than lie in bed, Kelly would bring a snack into his room for them to share, and she would continue with her nightly ritual of reading to him.

It was through her frequent pleasant chatter that David began becoming comfortable with speaking. Although still self-conscious about making an error in word choice, he wanted to join in conversation with her. When he fumbled his words and she could not figure out what he had meant to say, she gently encouraged and asked him to try to describe what he had in mind. This trick did not work consistently, but it came in handy more often than not. As far as he knew, she might have been the loveliest person he had ever met.

As far as he was concerned, David felt that Kelly had spurred on the process quicker through her encouragement, but, without even knowing much of himself, it seemed that he would not have been able to stay in that place of despair for very long. His chest literally would burn with his desire to know the truth at the same time that it would quake with the fear of what he would find. David was not certain of much, but he knew that the need to know the truth would override all else. He had to know who he really was.

* * *
[image: image]


David sat in his dark adopted bedroom which was only illuminated by the small lamp on his nightstand. He flung the magazine to the side, and it landed on top of his left leg before sliding onto the floor. He sighed. As usual, there was nothing he could do to retrieve it. He had been with the Richards family for over two months now, and although in many ways he felt no less the invalid than when he first met them, he was beginning to settle in better. He was starting to accept his place in their home, although by no means did he see it as permanent. He was coming to relinquish to God his strain of discontent. ‘If this...want me here now...this is where...I will remain.’ David had not made full peace with this attitude, but his time spent in prayer gradually produced more of it. As did many hours of reading that did more than overcome his profound boredom.

On this late September night, David would find no reason for discouragement. Despite his continuing restrictions with movement, he had gotten the greatest encouragement earlier that day. After constant pleading, he had finally won the battle with Dr. Richards in getting him to take him in for a repair of his shattered teeth. As time wore on, he could barely stomach looking at himself in the mirror. He looked like a young man until he opened his mouth. David would tend to mumble as to keep his teeth hidden. This was not good, as it often proved problematic enough to understand him with his difficulty in finding the correct words to express himself. However, the flow of conversation between him and Kelly was rapidly improving and he found himself at times unable to contain a wide grin. He would cover his mouth automatically only for her to gently bring the hand back down and hold it. “You have nothing to hide from me, Ivan,” she would say, and he would be touched by her accepting attitude.

His hope was that after Dr. Richards got through with him, he really would not have anything to hide. However, he spent an anxious, sleepless night and a nerve-wrecking morning as he waited for the intervention. Dr. Richards thought he might have to put him to sleep if the damage was too severe, but David was not keen on this plan. The first time he woke from sleep, perhaps forcefully put upon him, part of his mind was lost. The next time was not much of an improvement with him waking from surgery itching uncontrollably, highly confused, and feeling as if he needed to
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