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Part I

Post-Trauma


Chapter One

The Greyhound bus station in St. Louis was
big enough to hide in. Annie wanted a cup of coffee, the journey on
the bus from Seattle exhausting.

She carried an overnight bag over her
shoulder and a pre-paid cell phone she bought with cash. Her escape
had not been well-planned, but her instincts were right; Timothy
was following her. She had cashed in her ticket to New Orleans,
where she had friends, for a ticket to Marine, Michigan at the last
minute. However, she would have to wait a few hours to board the
Chicago bus.

Annie wasn’t sure if she was trembling from
the cold or fear. She had never travelled alone; always in the
company of family or friends. She had spent one year at Washington
State University when she met Timothy. He brought her into the
church, his perfect Mankind bride. Timothy was ten years older, a
Marine who had served in Kuwait. The whole family had loved her.
Annette Union had been the daughter of alcoholics, her father a
reclusive Vietnam vet. She had worked at a Wal-Green’s to pay for
her own school clothes and had to take the bus all through high
school in Marine, a scholarship taking her to Washington. Two years
later, she was living in a seven-bedroom home in Seattle, worth
millions. The Church of Mankind enjoyed its tax-free status and
Annie enjoyed being the daughter-in-law of the late prophet,
Marshall Union. When he died, the delicate foundation of The Church
started to crumble.

Annie slid into a booth, pulling the scarf
away from her lips and chin. She sipped the hot coffee, the cup
reassuring between her hands. She had dressed warm, more covered
than she needed to be; the wool coat buttoned up tight, the knitted
cap with a flap that covered her forehead, obscuring part of her
face. She was far enough away from the Pacific Northwest to be
unrecognizable. Her bag stayed at her side. She carried a few
hundred dollars and a pre-paid debit card, also loaded from cash.
She had stolen the money from the tithe at the Seattle church. The
cash was kept in a bag in the safe downstairs. She had been one of
the few who knew the combination. She felt guilty, but there was no
other way out. Timothy would never give her money, she always had
to ask. She was not allowed to work, devoting her time to The
Mission.

Annie had been a believer in Jesus and his
miracles since a child, when her grandmother would take her to a
Baptist church in Marine. While in college, she was lonely on
campus in a strange town. The Church of Mankind had easily reeled
her in. The Church’s belief system compelled her, touched her so
deep, that she couldn’t see The Church as a cult.

Brainwashing. Expensive course work. Ponzi
schemes. Lies. Children were adopted from other countries, then
abused and treated like slaves. Members suffered physical and
psychological punishment. Families separated, taken for their
savings. They sold their homes to go on Church missions around the
world, coming home broke and disillusioned. If these people
complained, they were locked up in a trailer in the woods near
Spokane, on property owned by The Church. Forced to fast and pray.
Freezing in that trailer and sweltering in the summer. Annie’s best
friend died out there two weeks ago, and that was the incentive to
make Annie start putting together a plan for escape.

She closed her eyes for a moment, looking
forward to sleeping on the bus, in the dark, on the road.

Timothy knew she had been unhappy for the
last four years, ever since the prophet had died. Marshall Union
had died an alcoholic recluse, living in an R/V with his daughter
Frieda and her husband. Annie had never been fond of Henry Lang,
who seemed more interested in the prophet’s wealth than The
Mission. Frieda was a cold woman who had too much control over her
father. Annie knew Frieda wanted control of The Church, willing to
deceive Timothy to do it.

Somehow, neither Frieda nor Timothy ended up
as the head of The Church. Marshall appointed a trusted adviser
named Lance Hawkins and his wife Sophia. After Marshall’s death,
Frieda and Timothy became allies in a lawsuit against The Church.
In the meantime, Hawkins started insisting on more strict rules and
punishments. Annie could tolerate it all, devoted to the beliefs
and mission of The Church of Mankind, until her friend June died of
a so-called cerebral hemorrhage at The Sweat Lodge, the name for
the trailer with no heat or A/C or water. June had died of
malnutrition and dehydration, on her knees praying to the
wood-carving of Jesus Christ in the living room of The Sweat Lodge.
Once Annie’s devotion had been worn away, she no longer saw
anything holy in The Church of Mankind, only man.

She bided her time at the station, deciding
to have a sandwich with more coffee. She read a magazine until the
time came to wait in line at the gate for the Chicago bus.

She was exiting the Burger King, the hat
pulled down, the scarf back over her chin and lips. Her bag was
hanging from her right shoulder. She found the gate, a line already
forming.

She looked around, not thinking she would see
a familiar face, but there he was; Timothy, his dark eyes searching
for her, a young man at his side. She recognized Bob’s son, who was
no longer in The Church. Timothy was also out, the lawsuit
separating him from what he considered his birthright.

Annie put her head down, wishing the line
would move faster. Out of the corner of her eye, just yards away,
Timothy was gesturing to Bob’s son, his movements jerky and
impatient. Timothy was not an alcoholic like his father, but he
could be controlling and manic, the mood-swings pulling him in
different directions. He had not threatened to kill her, but she
could not end up like June and the other members buried on that
property. Frieda’s stepson had told her about the graves he found,
but she had refused to believe him then. Now, she wasn’t so
sure.

Annie tried to control her trembling. By the
time she gave the bus driver her ticket, she was near tears,
swallowing the lump in her throat. She boarded the bus, grateful
Timothy had not seen her. She locked the bathroom door behind her,
bursting into tears.

*****

“Hey, Princess! How’s the weather in the
Caribbean?” Bobby asked.

“It’s wonderful,” Piper said. “I’m sorry you
guys aren’t here, but Mom wanted her Mommy and me time. But she’s
waiting on e-mails and texts, so she’s still working.”

Sonya Neslund and Bobby Chambers, at their
respective laptops, took in the Skype image of their friend Piper
Jones, wearing a tank top and shorts, in the cabin she was sharing
with her mother Robin aboard the Royal Caribbean cruise ship.

“Bring back lots of pictures,” Bobby
said.

Sonya took in Bobby on the little screen in
the corner. His blond bangs were swept to the side, his blue eyes
with their impish twinkle. He had some acne on his chin, but
covered the break-out with a little makeup. He was wearing a
multi-colored sweater in red, blue, and yellow.

Sonya soon realized that Bobby and Piper
could see her on their screens. Sonya, usually not self-conscious,
smoothed down her orange-red hair and blue sweatshirt. The fifteen
year old wore no makeup, and neither was Piper; her skin tan, thick
blonde hair past her shoulders. Piper was a beautiful girl, big
smile, high cheekbones. Sonya could admit she was a bit envious,
but Piper’s warmth and generous nature made everyone like her.

“How’s your dad and Uncle Bill?” Piper
asked.

“Oh, they’re fine,” Sonya said. “They plowed
out the neighbors’ driveways. Uncle Bill always used to do
that.”

“Do you think you’ll get snow days?”

“I hope so,” Bobby said. “It’s four below out
there.”

“It’s eight-six above here.”

“Show off.”

“I miss you both. I’m a little bored, but the
ship is docking at St. Croix tomorrow.”

“You don’t talk to anyone?” Bobby asked.

“Yeah. There’s some kids on the ship; they’re
okay, but I’m just enjoying the sun. Mom can’t quit talking about
her new clients, The Church of Mankind.”

“The crazy church,” Bobby said.

“Freedom of religion,” Piper chided. “The
First Amendment...”

“Yeah, yeah. But you have to wonder how a
church can believe in reincarnation and The Second Coming, but
still find time to hate gays.”

“A confusing mix,” Sonya said.

“Mom supports gay rights,” Piper said. “So
she’s not so sure about these people, but Mom says she’s going to
ask for a higher fee. They just don’t want any harassment in
Marine.”

“They’re going to get it, anyway,” Bobby
said. “But don’t think it will be about The Church being
anti-gay.”

“About what, then?” Sonya asked.

“They’re just weird. They sue people for
disagreeing with them, people die or disappear.”

“Mom says they have too much money, being
tax-exempt,” Piper said. “They’re too powerful, and they’re opening
more churches across the country.”

“Even in crappy towns like Marine,” Bobby
said.

“What are you going to do at home?” Piper
asked.

“I have a paper to write.”

“Nothing for me,” Sonya said. “I already
wrote mine.”

“I did before I left.”

Bobby sighed. “I hate you both. Why do I have
to care about the Puritans so much? They would have hanged
me with the witches.”

 


Sonya Neslund’s life, like that of her
friends, had taken on some dull aspects since her young neighbor,
Kyle Stone, had been revealed as The Ravisher just four months ago.
His attacks had been a unique kind of evil for Marine, the small
port city of three hundred thousand, who had never dealt with a
psychotic slasher. His three victims were all classmates of Sonya’s
from East Marine High School and Sonya would have been the
last.

Kyle’s father Wayne Stone had been a member
of The Blue Diamonds, a motorcycle club and a powerful influence in
Marine in the 1970s and ‘80s, their presence still felt in spite of
law enforcement shutting down their illegal activity, including
drug trafficking and prostitution. A serial killer had also been in
their midst, the bodies of several teen girls and young women found
in the lake over a period of four years. Jimmy Hepler, another
Diamond, was assumed to be the killer of these women, along with
Wayne Stone. Jimmy had also kidnapped and raped a woman named
Angela Kent, whose daughter Justine had been Piper’s best friend,
now a patient at Haven Rest, a private psychiatric hospital for
young people in Marine. Justine had known Kyle Stone was The
Ravisher, stringing them all along, sending a deranged trans girl
named Brandon Romeo, masquerading as a young lesbian named Ariel,
to rape Piper. Bobby managed to save Piper, and Sonya escaped Kyle,
who was now paralyzed, a bullet put in his spine by an undercover
cop, the shooting taking place in Sonya’s backyard. Kyle was now in
jail, awaiting his trial. His mother moved away with her other sons
and the news trucks and reporters went away.

Sonya wanted to feel as if she had not been
seriously affected, but she couldn’t lie to herself. The nightmares
of her mother’s long battle with cancer were replaced by Kyle Stone
in his ski mask; holding the knife, the cold, sharp tip grazing her
cheek and chin. She would wake up, sweating and shaking. She would
burst into tears at odd moments, such as when watching TV at home
or sitting in class. Her father Aron wondered if she had Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder, but Sonya would laugh, refusing to see a
therapist.

“Besides”, she had said, “who can afford to
see a shrink around here?”

Piper had admitted that she felt the same
way. She was more careful speaking to strangers and social
networking, which was how Piper had met Brandon Romeo in the first
place.

“Sometimes I feel sad for no reason,” she
said.

Sonya and her friends had gone through the
Holidays enjoying the busyness and festivities. Christmas Day was
quiet for Sonya, her first without her mother, but Piper threw a
New Year’s Eve party at her house for half of their class.
Chaperoned by Robin, the teens rang in the New Year with sparkling
apple juice and pizza. They returned to school the same week, then
Piper departed for her cruise. A raging snowstorm hit days later,
Sonya and Bobby snowed in.

“They give names to the big snow storms now,”
Sonya’s Uncle Bill Neslund had said. “This one was named Bernice. I
knew a Bernice; she was a red-head. No! She was black...”

Bill had Alzheimer’s disease, early onset. At
sixty-two years old, he had been forced into early retirement as a
maintenance man at Marine’s paper mill; his days spent doing what
he could around the house. With help from his younger brother Aron,
Bill could still shop and go to doctor’s appointments. However, his
days of small-game hunting were over. This time of the year, he
would be ice fishing. The lack of outdoor activity made him
restless and anxious.

Sonya, sitting at her futon in her tiny attic
bedroom, shut her laptop. Bobby had also been down, but was better
at hiding his real feelings than Sonya or Piper. Sonya caught the
smell of beef and onions cooking. Aron was going to make his famous
beef stew; both Neslund brothers divorced men for years before Aron
moved into Bill’s house to help care for his big brother.

She heard a knock at the attic door. “Hey,
Sonya! Help me peel these potatoes!”

She came downstairs to find Bill in front of
the TV with Helga, the Boxer white with brown markings, her
underbite giving her a falsely vicious look. Bill had recently
received a haircut, his thick head of curly white hair more tame.
His features were broad, his eyes a pale blue. He wore a flannel
shirt over a T, along with gray sweatpants and slippers. Aron was
at the kitchen counter, wearing a navy blue fleece shirt and jeans.
He had not shaved, his stubble a mixture of gray and auburn, like
the hair on his head. His features were similar to Bill’s, but his
eyes were green, a trait he shared with Sonya. Both men were of
considerable height and charm, making them two of the most
attractive older men in the area. Women still flirted with Bill,
not knowing early-onset Alzheimer’s ran in the family.

Aron handed Sonya a paring knife. “Bill can’t
help. He wore his back out from shoveling snow.”

“I had to,” Bill said. “You’d never get to
it.”

“I like to wait a day or two. Let it pile up.
It’s not stopping, anyway.”

“I’m not shoveling tomorrow. Get the
snow-blower out.”

“It doesn’t work.” Aron pared the carrots,
the peel landing in the garbage pail. “Probably needs a new
starter.”

Sonya grabbed a potato from the counter. “Do
you think I’ll get a snow day tomorrow?”

“Probably. I wish I could go on a Caribbean
cruise...”

“They’re docking at St. Croix.”

“Aw, man.”

“What’s a polar vortex?” Bill asked.

“Beats me,” Aron said.

“The Weather Channel says it’s colder here
than in Antarctica. That’s what killed the dinosaurs, you
know.”

 


“Another snow day, more laundry,” Bobby
said.

He eased the basket full of towels out of the
doorway, heading for the laundry room at the end of the hall.

Bobby’s days consisted of school, homework,
and housework. His mother Delia worked full-time, frequently
overtime, on first shift as a supervisor at Forge Plastics. Bobby’s
older brother Rick had found his own place, convincing their mother
he was taking his medication every day. Rick was bi-polar and prone
to violence. Bobby was glad to see him gone, no longer a target for
Rick’s rage and abuse. The last time, Rick had broken two of
Bobby’s fingers. Friends had bailed him out of jail and he managed
to stay away since.

Bobby never gave off the impression he was
lonely, busying himself with friends and schoolwork. His grades
were good; he liked to write and was enjoying his Spanish class,
developing an interest in foreign languages. He covered his
insecurities as an openly gay high school freshman by making jokes
and using his wit as a weapon. However, Piper tried to keep her
attraction to girls quiet. She had told Bobby more than once that
he was the brave one, but being brave could be exhausting when the
harassment and insults were daily. A pregnant student recently
dropped out because the name-calling and put-downs were making her
ill. A line divided the kids in the school district; conventional
and unconventional. Acceptance was key; get good grades and agree
with everyone else. For a kid like Bobby or Sonya, going to school
at East Marine resembled a prison sentence. In the public school
structure, every minute felt almost meaningless without the
presence of friends.

Bobby didn’t notice the two men easing a
battered recliner through the back door until he almost bumped into
them. He slid against the wall, basket over his head, until the men
passed by. Bobby saw the truck with boxes and furniture through the
door. He thought new tenants moving in so soon after a winter storm
was unusual; however, he didn’t give it too much thought as he
started a load of towels in the laundry room. Since Rick moved out,
at least he no longer had to wash his brother’s clothes.

“Hi. Um...do you know if the building
manager’s around?”

Bobby turned to see one of the new tenants; a
young man with light brown hair, wearing a red puffer coat, his
head covered with a knitted gray cap. His cheeks and nose were
flushed from the cold, heavy black gloves covered his hands.

He looked familiar to Bobby for some reason.
“Mr. Fuller might not be here today. The weather...”

“Oh, right. Well, maybe we’ll catch him
tomorrow.”

“Be careful. It’s not salted out there.”

“I noticed.”

“The heat’s on, at least,” Bobby said.

“You like living here?”

“It’s okay. We’ve been here for three
years.”

“My name’s Archie.”

“I’m Bobby. I live just down the hall with my
mom.”

Bobby noticed that Archie’s eyes were blue,
his nose straight and long, his lips and chin small. He could have
been the same age or a few years older than Bobby. Bangs covered
his forehead, underneath the cap.

“You go to school?” Bobby asked.

“Not anymore.”

“Hey, Arch!”

The boy almost jumped. “Oh! Hey, I gotta go.
Talk to you later.”

cover.jpg
The Sons of Man

A Sonya Neslund Mystery
by
Laura A. Ellison





