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She felt the cold air and a bumping that jarred her body.

“Oh,” Bertha moaned. She tried to clear her mind; she could not seem to open her eyes. All she heard were unfamiliar voices. When she finally managed to pry her eyelids open, she saw a Latino man in a uniform standing beside her. She shook away the remaining fogginess. Where was she and who was this man? The last thing she remembered was being in the grocery store before she was to meet Estella for their weekly lunch. She felt cold air, then two more bumps. She blinked and tried to clear her mind. Her eyes were very heavy, so she kept them closed for a while and then heard more unfamiliar voices. She struggled and finally managed to open her eyes again. 

What happened and why was she lying down? As hard as she tried, she could not recall what had happened to her at the store. As she pondered her current state, she realized that she was being pushed and that she was cold. She felt the air on her chest. Lifting her head, she discovered, to her horror, that her bra had been cut into two pieces down the middle, and her breasts were exposed. Flushing with embarrassment, she tried to reach to cover herself and discovered she was strapped down. 

Realizing his patient was awake; the young EMT announced in a heavily accented voice, “You’re okay.”

As he pushed her through the double doors, a strong antiseptic smell assaulted Bertha’s nose, letting her know she was in a hospital. She knew the smell all too well with her many visits over the past few years.

Trying to make sense of it all, she turned to the young woman who had now taken the Latino man’s place. 

“What happened to me?” 

Her voice was more of a whisper that no one heard.

From her gurney, Bertha watched as fluorescent lights and the occasional head and shoulders of someone moving out of the way of “Team Bertha” went by. It seemed that the plump-faced blonde standing beside her now was in charge. 

She looked down at Bertha and, seeing she was awake, yelled, “She’s conscious! Can we get some more fluids over here?” 

Bertha looked at the name badge clipped to her pocket; it read Mitzi. Mitzi proceeded to barrage Bertha with a battery of questions. 

“Do you know your name?” 

“Bertha Henderson.” Bertha struggled to get up.

“What year is it?”

“2012.”  

“Who is the President?” 

“Obama.” 

“What day is it?” 

“Tuesday.” Slightly annoyed and still a little hoarse, Bertha asked, “Where am I and why am I here?” 

“You’re at Emory Hospital. You passed out at the grocery store and you were brought here.”

Without so much as a breath, Mitzi continued, “Do you have any medical conditions we should know about?” 

“I have Lupus.” 

Immediately Bertha repented to herself for saying that. She never wanted to take ownership of the disease that had ravaged her body for the last seven years. She always answered with “I was diagnosed with Lupus,” but now clearly was not the time to debate the matter. There were more pressing issues like speaking to Estella. She had to be wondering why she had not picked her up or called, Bertha thought, as she spotted a clock that read way past the time of their scheduled lunch date. Her mind turned to Savannah. She could envision the concern on the face of her only child. She knew that if she did not call at least once a week, Savannah would be concerned. She had intended to make the call later when she knew they would be home and her grandbaby was still up.

If she missed the call, Savannah would be worried and start calling, first Bertha’s cell then her home number, repeatedly. How that girl became such a worrier was beyond comprehension, Bertha thought. She quickly censored her thoughts. Savannah had good reason to worry. Although they were close, Savannah lived in Las Vegas and would not be able to “get to you in a hurry” as she would so often tell her mother. So, in an effort to ease Savannah’s anxiety, Bertha came to visit a few times a year. Between visits, there were weekly calls. Bertha looked forward to speaking to her grandbaby, Dominick. He was the love of her life.

There was no telling what Savannah would do if she did not get the call, not to mention Dominick, who got to talk on the phone all by himself. Bertha continued to dwell on her daughter. Savannah would worry once she found out. Bertha remembered the concern she had on her face the last time they were together. Where was her cell phone, purse, and her car? Bertha dreaded letting anyone know what happened, but she was in a pickle. How was she going to get back home, she wondered?

A smile touched her lips as Bertha thought about how blessed she really was. She had plenty of loved ones and friends. She thought about her late husband of twenty-three years, Solomon, now gone for the last five. He had been there with her through it all. Thinking about him reminded her of how upset he would get when she was sick. Good thing he was not here to see this, she thought. He could fix anything that broke around the house. It was strange how he would get mad because he could not fix her. Remembering him was like a deep breath of cool air; it felt good. Savannah was another matter altogether. She constantly begged her mother to move to Las Vegas so that she could keep an eye on her. “No,” Bertha would always say jokingly, “But you can send my grandbaby to live with me!” It became the ritual saying that would break up the seriousness of the moment.

After her dad’s passing, Savannah was careful to listen for any sign that her mother may need her. Although Savannah was in Las Vegas, she knew by the sound of Bertha’s voice if she was alright. By far, the best medicine in the world was Dominick. So when she heard something that did not sound quite right, she would let Dominick talk extra long. He would sing his favorite songs and tell Bertha all about preschool, his teachers, and friends. That little boy was her heart, and after talking to him she always sounded better. 

Bertha pictured his little, round, chocolate, dimpled cheeks smiling at his Nannie. That was what he called her. He had tried to say “Granny” and it came out “Nannie.” That is what she would forever be, his Nannie!  She had spoken to him last week, promising to send him something special. She pictured him asking everyday if the box was here yet. For this three-year-old, a day was like a year. Savannah scolded her countless times about spoiling him with so many gifts, but it fell on deaf ears.

“That’s my grandchild and I am going to do what I’m going to do,” Bertha would say.

Thoughts of her loved ones made her momentarily forget about her current predicament. Then she thought this would be alarming to Savannah, but Stella, (her nickname for Estella) her best friend, was another matter. If she didn’t reach her soon, Stella would be calling Savannah. Then everyone would be alarmed. 

In a matter of minutes Bertha was wheeled to an area that she could only assume was triage. After being subjected to the usual assault — IV adjustments, blood pressure and temperature — she was stripped of the remains of her clothes. Now properly adorned with the hospital’s fashionable open-backed gown, she was wheeled into a regular hospital room.

“Oh shoot,” she thought, “I won’t be going home today!”

She was going to have to make the call. Now to get someone to get her cell phone.  While waiting for a nurse to respond to the buzzer, she looked around, dreading yet another hospital stay. She had never liked hospitals. She hated their sterile smell and surroundings, the constant prodding and poking. She was never able to sleep well. And then there were the vampires — her name for the people constantly sticking her for countless vials of blood.  Having spent so much time in them over the past five years, she positively hated them!  However, she was thankful to be at Emory this time. It was here that she first got the dreaded diagnosis.

As hospitals go, she felt that Emory was the best in the Atlanta metropolitan area. More than once she had recommended the hospital to one of her ailing friends.  Despite it being a teaching hospital, the staff seemed to concern themselves with a high level of courtesy and consideration for each patient.  As a patient, you had to be subjected to at least two, possibly three, sets of attending physicians and their students, but even the young doctors seem to have a congenial manner while getting educated by your afflicted body. 

After introducing himself as the emergency room physician, Dr. Campbell, a tall dark-skinned black man, said, “We need to take some tests.” 

“Tests for what?”, Bertha asked. Dr. Campbell turned over the pages on the clipboard he held. After seeing the furrowed brows of this strikingly handsome man, Bertha asked, “What’s wrong?”

“We’ll know more after the test results come back.” 

He gave her a weak reassuring smile and left the room. A moment later, Mitzi returned with all the tools she would need to take yet more vials of blood. At the sight of them, Bertha rolled her eyes and sighed.

Mitzi joked, “I’ll be sure to leave you some.” 

Making quick work of her duties, she left with seven vials. She turned and stuck her head back in the door and asked, “Oh yeah, who is your primary care physician?,” she asked. 

Bertha gave her the information and she was gone again. Alone now, the thoughts she had been trying to push to the back of her mind slowly took over. She knew that she must have had a flare up. She had not felt very well all week and it was raining really hard. The rain always made the pain in her joints excruciating. This morning she took her usual dose of two Tramadol and two Tylenol just to take the edge off the pain.

She was always in pain. but what happened differently today?” she wondered. This time, she had passed out. She hadn’t done that in a long time. In agony, with every joint of her body aching and her back on fire, Bertha began to pray. Her mind now racing, she stopped; she needed to call Estella first. 

“What am I going to do? How can I get out of here without a big fuss? There was no way to avoid it now,” she thought.

“I won’t call anyone until I know when they will let me out,” she said to herself.  “Father,” she managed through the pain, “I am so tired and just want to be healed from all of this. I know You are able, but I have prayed this prayer so many times only to be right here once again. I don’t understand why You won’t heal my body. I really don’t know how You are getting the glory out of my life in this state. It just seems unnecessary, and I am mad at You.” 

Listening to herself, she had to chuckle just a bit because she sounded like Savannah as a young girl when she did not like a punishment that had been handed down. 

Bertha heard that still small voice that was so familiar to her say, “It is never My will for you to suffer. I want you always to be in health and prosper. I am your God and My word never fails.”

“But I don’t understand why I am still sick, and here I am once again in the hospital.” She queried the air.

“I healed you on the cross. You choose to accept the diagnosis rather than My Word. When you were told that you had Lupus, you accepted it and took it as your own. You only went part of the way by saying you were ‘diagnosed,’ rather than saying you ‘have Lupus.’  You believed the test results rather than My Word. When you walk in only part of the promise, you will receive only that part. But I am the Lord your God and I meet you where you are. Your complete healing was always there for you to accept, but you did not believe. So, I used you in this illness to help you see My grace in your life and to be a witness for others. You encouraged people wherever you went. That was your purpose here. The doctors, nurses, patients, and staff that you encountered were changed by the words you spoke. Even though you were not walking in complete healing, you spoke faith that I was able to heal.”

Bertha wanted to argue, but she knew it was useless. With those words, the morphine dripping into her veins began to work, and Bertha closed her eyes.
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For a moment, there was only darkness, still and quiet. It surrounded her and she felt like giving into it. She thought about just melting away into the darkness. She was tired, in pain, confused, and did not want to endure any of it any longer. The word from God should have made a difference, but she was still in agony. What was she doing all of this praying for if she still had to suffer? She should have given up a long time ago. 

“What has serving God ever gotten you?” The voice, sounding like her own whispered now in her ear. “You need to just turn away from God and die. He is not even real. You have wasted your life serving a non-existent God with nothing to show for it.”

The voice was about to go on when all of a sudden a piercing bright light shone. Bertha squinted against the brightness. There was something in the light, something familiar. Yes, it was her longtime companion, Marcus.

“It’s you,” she thought, as he put his finger to her mouth to quiet her thoughts, although she had not made an audible sound. Bertha began to watch Marcus as he left her side suddenly and moved in front of her. He stood rebuking the other. Yes, it was the other one. She gave a slight shiver as she watched their exchange.

Marcus was her guardian angel sent to protect Bertha while she was still in the womb. 

“This one is special. I have much for her to do,” God had told him before he was sent to earth to protect the unborn child. 

The Master never fully told any of His angels the plan for one of His chosen ones’ lives, but with His command, there was no need to question. So, with the instruction to protect, he had set about his duties. From conception until now, Marcus had protected Bertha from all kinds of calamities. Before her birth, Bertha should have died when her mother fell and began to hemorrhage. After the emergency C-section was performed and the cord taken from around her neck, she was safe for only a moment. Bertha was one of only two babies that survived dysentery that spread through the Neonatal unit, killing thirteen babies.

When she was a little girl of four years, Marcus started appearing to her in visions. He told her that he was assigned to her for her protection and not to be afraid, because she was special to God. Her little mind did not understand it, but she knew she could trust him. He seemed very tall to her little eyes. His skin was the color of honey, his eyes were brown like her Daddy’s, and he had black curly hair. She immediately felt at ease. She looked at him and saw only goodness and the glow of glory that came from being in the presence of God.  Yes, this was her friend, Marcus, that she told everyone about. 

Bertha was ignorant of the gifts she possessed and the dangers she would face. She thought everyone could see as she could. When she began to talk about Marcus to her parents, they just wrote him off as an imaginary friend that most kids have at that age. It wasn’t until later that her mother took notice of the repeated times that her daughter had cheated death. Her mother always joked that if it was going to happen to anyone, it was going to be Bertha. As the years passed, there were many assassination attempts, but she was protected from them. It would become the ongoing family joke that she was a super girl. No one knew why she was apparently invincible. Time and time again,  Bertha would come out of an impossible situation completely unscathed. 

Later in her life, Marcus was joined by three more angels. Somehow, she instantly knew their names just by looking at them. After Marcus, came Jonas, The Encourager, at the age of fourteen. He was there when she was so down about school and not fitting in. He encouraged her to embrace her differences and that God would use her because she did not fit in with others. Then just two years later, Paul, Spiritual Insight, arrived. It was this angel that helped Bertha to know the world she lived in was just a shadow of the real. He showed her how her world was just for an instant, but the real realm, the one she could not see, was eternity and it was more a reality than she knew. At the age of twenty-four, Bertha came into a boldness that she had not known before. At the time, her walk with God was not what it once was although she knew the truth. Marcus, Jonas, and Paul were then joined by Fred, Speak the Truth. He prompted her to be more aggressive with regard to her faith and anyone who challenged it. 

Presently, Bertha did not see any of the other angels. She could only see Marcus. She could hear Marcus call the demon, Adonis. This was the first time she ever heard him refer to it by name, although she was very familiar with the creature. It had been with her almost as long as Marcus had. His attacks were constant and progressive. While she watched the scene, she thought back on the many car accidents, surgeries, and illnesses that should most certainly have taken her life and remembered she had seen the thing at every one. Yet again, this creature was trying to kill her. “But God!” she said out loud. At that utterance Adonis stumbled, but recovered quickly. Then she heard an audible voice say, “Pray!”

“Your assignment is over,” Marcus told Adonis. “You have not won, nor will you.” Marcus continued to converse with Adonis and Bertha watched while she prayed. 

“Wait a minute,” Bertha thought, “the assignment is over, that means...Oh God no,” she pondered, then continued to pray, watch and listen. 

Adonis said, “I was given the task to kill her or separate her from the Father. I was there at her birth when you protected her from our attack,” he said. “We saw what you were doing,” Adonis continued. “You surrounded her and the other one in the hospital. Satan assigned me to her, back there outside of the hospital. Finally, I can be rid of her and you,” Adonis spat at Marcus! “I could not get her to renounce God, but I did get her to kill her child.I was close,” he said. 

“Her soul belongs to Jehovah,” Marcus retorted. Bertha continued praying while she continued to listen to the two spiritual beings. 

Marcus seemed to tower over Adonis although they were nearly the same height. As she prayed, Bertha remembered Adonis from the time she was very young. She could see him looking at her through her bedroom window. The first time she saw him she screamed and cried and called out for her parents to come make the monster go away. Her parents comforted her but wrote off the hysteria as normal childhood behavior. It was Marcus that would let her know that she was safe. Although Adonis could change his shape, his eyes were always the same. They were dark yellow with black centers. There was also the unmistakable smell. She would get a whiff of rotting flesh and knew he was around. It lingered in her memory long after he left. He followed her most of her life and here he was again.  

Adonis was one of Lucifer’s best and highest-ranking principalities. He had the ability to change from the vile, grotesque creature he was to several different other personae, depending on the situation and who needed to be influenced. He could walk among the humans if he needed to, but it was much easier to use the weak, so they were the tools he relied on the most. When he did not have the authority to do physical harm, he would use weak people in direct contact with his target and influence their behavior against the target. He was relentless in his attempts to convince Bertha to kill herself or, at least, walk away from God. The mission never changed, although throughout the years, the method did. 

Adonis almost had Bertha when she was nineteen. he planted the suggestion that she would be better off aborting an unwanted pregnancy. Feeling so ashamed of her situation, she relented to the voice telling her to do this unspeakable act.  After she did, he returned to heap guilt and shame on her; he vomited and defecated on her. She spent many years under the weight of her decision. Adonis was able to accomplish this because Bertha believed all that he said and walked away slowly from God. As she did this, her vision of the spiritual realm dimmed. She relied on herself and what she wanted to do. It was not until she ran into an old childhood friend whom God spoke through that she came to her senses and returned to what she knew. Although she repented and knew that God forgave her, she never really forgave herself. This left the door open for Adonis to remain a permanent fixture in her life. He waited patiently and after a while, he would strike again and again, bringing up the incident time and time again in her mind. 

One day after dwelling on the aborted baby, Bertha just did not feel right. She had joint pain, but it was never in the same joint for long. After a few months, her husband, Solomon, prompted her to see a doctor. She did not really want to because it wasn’t constant and it moved around. Besides all of that she had never been sick and did not have time for it with Savannah in high school. Her days were busy with teaching and taking care of her family. She tried to make her case for why she did not need to see a doctor, but Solomon pulled Savannah into the matter to coax her into obedience. With the two of them joining forces and never letting up, they convinced her. Bertha went to the doctor and got the diagnosis of Lupus. She could finally put a name to what was wrong with her body and so she accepted it as her fate and punishment for what she had done so many years ago. In the back of her mind, she accepted it as the will of God. Although she had been taught differently, the guilt of the abortion stayed with her and it left her open to Adonis. 

After family and friends heard the news of the diagnosis, they offered their sympathy and home remedies. Everyone wanted to be the one to cure Bertha with this new product that they happened  to be selling. From special water, to exotic fruit juice from the jungle of a distant country, all of this was thrust upon Bertha and she tried it all. If people were not offering her “the cure,” they were trying to ascertain why she was sick, what had she done. 

The church women were certain that Bertha was having an affair and that is why she was sick. They started the rumor and it spread like wildfire.  With the church being mostly single women, they were eager to be the next Mrs. Henderson, so they perpetuated the whole story. Each sister added new juicy details to the story. Adonis danced around like a school child in the church, prancing from one woman to another. This church was his playground; he and thousands of other demons lived in the walls like termites. 

One sister approached Solomon directly with a sympathetic touch on the arm and a hot meal she made just for him because she knew he was not being taken care of at home. He, being
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