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IT HAD LONG BEEN WHISPERED that Aye was a mystical land—where gods first ascended from the heavens, ruled the earth, and fashioned humans from clay. Now an independent microstate, Aye lay nestled deep within the Oyo Katunga region of the Land of Onílẹ. 

An old seer governed the district from a walled compound at the heart of the sacred village. Her brigade of stalwartly, young women stood watch over the principality without pause. The pontiff was a mystery to her subjects. They addressed her as Avva Maria. To her devotees, she was Iye Serwa. Everyone near and far respected Serwa’s authority. They feared the powers she was rumored to possess. 

The order’s most sacred feast was at hand. Adherents residing outside the village arrived days in advance to celebrate the Birth of the Blessed Virgin. They came draped in seamless white garments; their heads masterfully wrapped with the same homespun textile. Shoes were not allowed. 

The Avva Maria compound was an immaculate settlement of modern peaked longhouses. Its luxurious Moorish-styled fortress served as Sera’s home. She sat enthroned at the middle of an open-air courtyard.  Nikki, the fearless beauty to her right, headed the order’s small militia known locally as the Oju ti Iberu. On Serwa’s left stood Monica, the newest member of their faction. She matched her superior in strength and grace yet wasn’t as strong in faith.

Devotees honored the Blessed Avva with an abundance of flowers at the start of the festival. She was their Queen. They were her daughters. Three rings formed around the noble. The innermost circle consisted of the priestly caste, known to all as Avvas—the highest division of the order. Four of them had carried Serwa in a palanquin to her throne, then joined the others in full prostration, lying face down upon the marble-tiled floor.

The second ring consisted of the servants, whose sole purpose was to live in sanctity. They had forsaken the world in exchange for a life of peace within the order. All initiates began at this rank. As they circled Serwa’s throne, the servants created a joyful noise with their drumming, tambourine-playing, and song.

The Oju ti Iberu formed the outer ring, standing with their backs to Her Grace in perpetual vigilance. They were a fierce conglomeration of sword masters, archers, and spear throwers, reminiscent of the ancient crusaders. The Oju ti Iberu donned a distinctive red flowing scapular over their garment. They had been expertly trained in modern combat and were willing to lay down their lives for Serwa at any time. The compound boasted a well-stocked armory.

Everyone in the village followed the Avva’s calendar. A few made a pilgrimage to the compound, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Avva Maria. Rarely was she seen in public. The pontiff was always shrouded whenever she did show herself. It was long rumored that to look upon the Iye’s face would guarantee a lifetime of good fortune. Members of the priory, however, believed differently. To gaze upon the face of their Mother Superior was a direct challenge to her authority and that of the Almighty. The Avvas’ prostration was a gesture of absolute obedience.

*******

[image: ]


AVVA IYANDA ONIFADE knelt humbly before Serwa, her gaze respectfully lowered. She accepted the customary blessing from the veiled pontiff—a solemn gesture performed with the customary cow-tail switch. Serwa had called for an audience with Iyanda immediately after the festivities. Their meeting took place inside of the obi, a palace chamber reserved for receiving guests. As was her habit, Serwa dismissed her guards, deeming their presence unnecessary when speaking with any of the Avvas. Iyanda, her most trusted servant. She called the Avva her “right hand”. 

“My spirit rejoices, Iyanda, as I bear witness to the progression of this order. Your years of tireless dedication have finally come to fruition.”

“Highly glorified is our Lord the Mighty!”  Iyanda professed.

Serwa laughed. “The lioness has grown old, my daughter. You must return to your post and wait patiently for my replacement. A new sun is on the horizon. Guide her home safely, and instruct her in all the ways of Avva Maria.”

“But how will I know her, Your Grace?”

“In your heart you will know!  I will confirm everything the moment I set eyes on her. This will not be an easy task, Iyanda. Our enemies are both near and far. There is one among us today who will betray the order. But you mustn’t lose heart no matter what! I know how to handle this.”

Iyanda kissed the elder’s feet. “Avva, my beloved, blessed are you among women! Should I fall in my duty, let my death not be in vain.”
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MAYA AUDREY STOOD BEFORE the bathroom mirror, lightly powdering her face. She wasn’t accustomed to makeup, but in the corporate sector, it was expected. A cheerful hum escaped her lips, blending with the classical orchestration streaming softly from the kitchen radio. The office expected her arrival in less than an hour, but she had to drop her daughter off at school first.

They lived in a junior one-bedroom in San Antonio. Maya was barely able to cover the rent, but at least the neighborhood was decent, and the apartment was almost new. Keeping Alisha safe was her main priority. The two of them still shared a bed at night; the girl preferred it that way. Alisha was only six years old, and she had always been afraid of the dark—or what was in it. 

“Hurry up, Mommy,” Alisha yelled from a short distance. “You don’t wanna be late for work again. Mister Chamberlain will be so disappointed in you!”

Maya froze suddenly and smiled at her reflection.

“Lord, your ways are always mysterious to me,” she said. “But I thank you for this child!”

She grabbed the tiny gold cross dangling from a chain and kissed it. A veiled figure appeared in the mirror soon after. Maya dismissed the effigy, snuffing it out with a flip of the light switch.

Alisha was setting up for breakfast when she entered the living area. They usually ate together at the two-chair bistro table set just before the open kitchenette. The child wasn’t allowed to cook yet, so she decided to start their day with cereal and orange juice. 

The dainty little first-grader had already dressed herself in the clothes her mother had laid out in advance. Her presence always drew a smile from Maya. Alisha appeared to be the picture of health, despite the recent onset of seizures. Her clothes were secondhand but always neat and tidy. Maya kept her hair braided for convenience, often garnishing it with beads.

With a single wave of her hand, Maya paused the counter smart display, then joined Alisha at the table for breakfast.

“It’s your turn to say the blessing!” she said.

“Mommy, I know!”

They both clasped their hands for prayer.


God is great, and God is good.

And we thank Him for our food.

By His hands we must be fed.

Give us, Lord, our daily bread.

Amen.



“Amen!” Maya declared.

Alisha had already filled two vintage juice glasses to their rims with Tropicana. Generic raisin bran was one of their morning staples. A half-gallon of Borden milk sat next to the table’s sugar bowl. They were fortunate it wasn’t powdered this time. Maya’s pay increased after her last evaluation. But it was still barely enough to get by on. Her smile remained as she watched the child take more than her share of sugar.

“Mommy, what if God is a lady?” Alisha asked, seemingly out of the blue.

Maya’s smile faded slowly as she thought of an appropriate response.

“Well, I don’t think it would make much of a difference, sweetheart. We wouldn’t adore Her any less. Right?”

She grabbed hold of the girl’s hand and shook the excess sugar back in the bowl.

Alisha sighed irritably. “No, I suppose not,” she said in her usual adult way.

“Well, honey, why have you asked?”

“Because sometimes God speaks to me. I can see Her too.”

Maya froze in the midst of saturating her cereal with milk. Her heart fluttered as she met Alisha’s eyes again. She capped the jug while studying the girl’s disposition.

“Baby, how long have you been experiencing these visions?” she asked.

“She comes whenever,” Alisha answered with a shrug. “She tells me to be strong when I’m about to be sick.”

Maya swallowed hard before daring a response.

“Pumpkin, sometimes people experience what is called an aura just before the onset of a seizure. It’s very important that you tell the doctor all about this during our next visit. All right?”

Alisha hung her head and tossed the flakes around in her milk with her favorite novelty spoon.

“She said he won’t understand,” she answered drably.

“What else has she told you?”

“That you wouldn’t believe me, either. You don’t, do you?”

She met her mother’s eyes and waited patiently for a response. Maya continued to study the child in silence. She reached for her juice after a while and took a long sip.

Alisha’s last doctor had not been able to make a comprehensive diagnosis. The child’s symptoms didn’t fit into any specific category of seizures. In fact, they weren’t sure if it was epilepsy at all. Alisha passed the photo-sensitivity test but suffered two seizures a few days later.

“Alisha, things aren’t always what they appear to be. We’ve talked about hallucinations before. It’s a common symptom among those who suffer from your particular ailment. Honey, the more your doctor knows about you, the better he can help us.”

“Maybe SHE can help us!” Alisha said.

Maya smiled at her mistake.

“Yes, or she. But, honey, these visions you’re having are not real. It’s important for you to understand that.”

“No, Mommy, she’s real! I never tell a lie. God is a lady. She tells me things.”

The child’s revelation stunned Maya to tears. She didn’t believe. Yet, it was true that her daughter never lied.

“Finish your breakfast,” she answered softly. “It’s getting late.”

Alisha hung her head in dismay and stirred her cereal.
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DILLAN BRADBURY HAD been teaching first graders at Salve Maria Montessori for the past five years. He was a gangling young graduate student with a fuzzy face and big “crazy” hair that his pupils adored. The school insisted that he wear the traditional shirt and tie. His love of children made him compromise. Dillan’s students were always eager to learn from him. Their day usually began with circle time. They settled on the floor one by one after leaving their coats and sweaters in the coat room. Their chatter grew louder as the class size increased.

“All right, let’s settle down, class!” Dillan commanded while preparing paperwork at his desk. “We have a lot to cover today.”

He smiled when his prize student finally entered and settled among her peers.

“Alisha! I’ve chosen you as my helper for today. Do you know why?”

“Nope!” the girl answered nonchalantly.

“Well, you’ve been selected because... you made the only one hundred on yesterday’s spelling test! Good for you, angel. Class, can we clap for her?”

Alisha smiled helplessly as her peers applauded. She knew everyone and got along well with them.

“You may take your prize from the treasure box,” Dillan announced after the clapping ceased.

Alisha approached the wooden chest of goodies and dug in for her prize. Suddenly, she wasn’t feeling well again and squinted her eyes while rummaging through the toys. The room’s brilliant lights proved unbearable so early in the morning. She stood to inform the teacher but stopped midway to his desk and dropped to the floor. The pain was back. Alisha grabbed her head and ground her teeth as her hearing and vision grew impaired. Then the voice came:

“Be strong, child! I’m with you.”

“Alisha!” Dillan shouted.

He dashed towards her seemingly in slow motion. Then everything went black.

*******
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MAYA WORKED AS A SECRETARY at the office branch of Chamberlain & Associates, an importing and exporting franchise in the downtown district. She was busy preparing spreadsheets at the reception desk when the conference phone rang. Maya took the call at once.

“Good morning, Mr. Chamberlain. How may I help you?”

“I need to meet with you right away, please. Hope you’re not too busy.”

“No, I was just finishing up those spreadsheets I started yesterday.”

“Leave them and let’s get on with business. You’d better bring your tablet along.”

“I’ll be right in, sir.”

Maya ended the call and removed a company iPad from her desk drawer. She carried the computer down the hallway and rapped lightly on Chamberlain’s door. He seemed carefree when she entered before his invitation.

Chamberlain was a deep thinker; his mind often wandered. The man couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from his monitor for even a second. He was an attractive third-generation Bavarian impeccably dressed in costly business attire. Maya still wondered if he was married. He didn’t seem partial to jewelry. There were no rings on his fingers—not even a watch. Chamberlain had never volunteered any information about his private life in all their five years together. She shrugged off his indifference and helped herself to a seat before his desk.

“I hope you’re not too far behind,” he said while typing speedily on a noisy mechanical keyboard. “This may take a while.”

Maya readied her on device for dictation. “So what’s up?” she asked.

Chamberlain sat back after a while and smiled dreamily at her pretty face.

“Something’s gone awry with one of our shipments,” he said. “I’ll be traveling abroad to handle the matter personally. I trust that you’ll keep this office in order while I’m away.”

“Oh, but of course!” she said, though doubting her abilities. He had never left her in charge of anything. The man ran six locations across the country. There had always been a fill-in from management whenever he was away from headquarters for any extended period of time. Yet, she needed the job and wasn’t about to contest his will.

“Uh, Maya, I do realize this is short notice,” he said, caressing his bare upper lip. “But you’ve been with us long enough to know the routine. Besides, I’ll only be gone for a week. Now, first things first—I want you to create an itinerary for me. Prepare and compile the necessary travel documents as well. Please get started right away. Time is of the essence, Audrey.”

Maya’s phone rang unexpectedly. She kept it with her at all times. Chamberlain watched as she checked the number, then met his eyes. He seemed stunned by her gall.

“It’s my kid’s school,” she pleaded in a timid voice.

Chamberlain released a long, exasperated sigh, then gestured for her to take the call.

“Yes, this is Maya Audrey speaking.”

“Ms. Audrey, so sorry to bother you. But this is Nurse Ellison from Salve Maria. Your daughter Alisha appears to be having another seizure. We don’t have any medical doctor or insurance listed for her. You’re the only emergency contact that is listed.”

“I’m on my way!”

“Miss Audrey, this is your second emergency this month!” Chamberlain scoffed. “Last month, there were three. If you leave this time, then you can forget about your job.”

Maya ended the call and rose from her chair as they continued to lock eyes with each other.

“Mister Chamberlain, I’ve given my all to you and this company for five years. But my daughter holds first priority—always! If this is how it must end, then so be it. I wish you all the best.”

She exited the office, closing the door behind her.

Chamberlain sat upright and slammed his fist against the desk.

“Damn!” he shouted, his voice echoing through the office.

*******
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MAYA RUSHED INTO THE health room at Salve Maria, with Principal Myers steady at her heels. Alisha was lying asleep on the nurse’s cot when she entered. Dillan sat holding her tiny hand.

Nurse Ellison had just tested the child’s vitals again. She faced Maya, removing her stethoscope from her ears. They were already acquainted.

“Good morning, Maya. I’m so glad you’re here! She needs emergency care, but we were unsure of who to call.”

“She passed out this morning no sooner than class began,” Dillan explained. “There was absolutely no indication that a seizure was coming on this time! She appeared to be in perfect health. Then, all of a sudden, it was as if she’d been struck by lightning! She blacked out after that. I carried her here to the health room. We’ve been monitoring her ever since. Poor thing!”

Maya traded places with him and stroked Alisha’s face ever so gently. The girl seemed to know her touch and moved her head from side to side.

“Hi, sweetie, it’s mommy!”

Alisha followed her voice and tried ardently to focus on Maya’s face. Then, suddenly, she began to cry.

“Mommy, my head!”

Maya was on the verge of tears herself but fought back the urge to cry. It just didn’t seem fair. Yet, she needed to be strong for Alisha.

“You’re gonna be just fine, pumpkin. The worst is over for now.”

She looked back at Ellison, her face and voice desperate now.

“They increased her dosage a few weeks ago,” she explained. “She’s been having trouble adjusting ever since. Yet, the hospital still refuses to admit her.”

Nurse Ellison walked over to her desk and removed a single business card from a middle drawer. She wrote profusely on the back as she spoke.

“There’s a wonderful pediatrician at Children’s Hospital who may be able to help. Her name is Doctor Onifade. She has worked wonders in the past. There have been a number of write-ups about her. Please, give her a call.”

Principal Myers placed her hand on Maya’s shoulder as if to bless the young woman.

“Sweetheart, I hate to say this. But I’m gonna have to insist that you keep Alisha at home until these seizures are under control. She’s a grave liability for us in her present state.”

“But I have to work!” Maya said. “We have no one else to depend on. I have to keep a roof over our heads. And what about her education?”

“Well, you do have the option of homeschooling. There are tutors available through the public school system. If I were you, I’d consult with them as soon as possible. Alisha is a brilliant child—one of our finest. We’d hate to see her left behind for any reason.”

Dillan swallowed hard while watching the tears roll down Maya’s face.

“Whatever decision you make, please, keep us informed,” he said. “Alisha’s classmates are very concerned for her. But not nearly as much as I am.”

Nurse Ellison placed the card in Maya’s hand.

“Take this and get on top of things right away!” she said.

Maya read over it silently.
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MAYA SOUGHT PROMPT medical attention for her daughter, driving the child to the nearest hospital from school. She carried Alisha inside, her urgency palpable, commanding everyone’s immediate attention. The medics took them back without ado. A young nurse inserted a PICC line just above the girl’s elbow, then administered ibuprofen to break her fever.

Alisha was still conscious but appeared to be in a daze. Her eyes were fixed on the mysterious veiled being at the foot of her bed. Somehow, they were communicating, though her lips hadn’t parted. The woman kept encouraging her not to be afraid. Alisha wondered why her mother refused to acknowledge her presence. In any case, she was too groggy to care. The medicine from her IV drip had already taken effect.

Maya stepped out of her shoes and climbed into bed with her. She sang softly while coveting the child in her arms. Ave Maria was their favorite song. She sang it in perfect German. Alisha knew every word by heart.

Doctor Richter, the attending physician, suddenly abandoned his computer station along the side of a nearby corridor. He made his way to Alisha’s cubicle with the child’s file in hand. The singing captivated him just as he was about to open the curtain. Maya had just begun the second stanza of her lullaby when he arrived. Richter was of German stock. He knew the song well. The physician waited patiently for her to reach the end before entering.

Maya got out of bed and faced him with a look of desperation.

“Well, good evening, ladies! I’m Doctor Richter, your attending physician.”

He extended his large, pale hand to Maya. She doubted his ability to help them but took his hand anyway.

“Maya Audrey,” she said. “I’m Alisha’s mother.”

“Well, your German is impeccable, Ms. Audrey! However did you learn?”

“We learned the original lyrics together,” she explained. “You’d be amazed by what a mother will do for the sake of her only child. Ave Maria is Alisha’s favorite song. I’ve been singing her to sleep ever since she was born.”

“Wow! That’s quite impressive,” Richter said. “You see, my parents are from Dresden. That’s in Eastern Germany. Schubert was from Austria. But we’re all the same people.”

The physician whistled merrily as he sidestepped her and focused on Alisha. He tucked her file beneath his arm, then checked the girl’s eyes with his penlight.

“Hi, Alisha! How are we feeling, sweetheart?”

“Better,” the girl answered groggily.

“Yeah, I bet. Your mother sings like an angel!”

Maya smiled helplessly while observing from the foot of the bed. When his examination was done, Richter faced her with a look of grave concern.

“Well, Mom, we’ve given Alisha a small dose of Zarontin to ease her symptoms. As you well know, this is typical procedure for petit mal patients. I’ve been looking over your daughter’s medical history. Her symptoms are more in line with temporal lobe epilepsy. I’ve been told that she’s experiencing auditory hallucinations. Now, when did this begin?”

He took a seat on a stool at the counter and opened Alisha’s file while awaiting her response.

“Alisha told me about the visions this morning,” she confessed.

Richter sighed and shook his head.

“Mist!” he exclaimed. “That’s not good. She’s showing signs of Geschwind Syndrome, which means her condition may be progressing to the chronic stage—if my suspicions are correct. Hyperreligiosity is a trait of the disorder. I think Alisha might also be exhibiting early signs of schizophrenia. It’s rare in children her age, but not unheard of.”

His hypothesis stunned Maya.

“Doctor, are you implying that my child might be going mad?”

Her tone prompted him to meet her gaze at once.

“Well, not exactly, Maya. But there is a significant chance of schizophrenia and epilepsy being associated disorders. In any event, I’d like to schedule Alisha for an EEG. If we detect patterns consistent with this type of seizure, then a temporal lobectomy might be an option you’ll want to consider. It’s a relatively common procedure in which a small portion of the brain is removed to prevent further damage. Who knows? This might finally put an end to all the suffering you’ve been going through.”

“It could also put an end to her life!” Maya scoffed.

“Well, it’s only a suggestion, dear. I’m just trying to help.”

Maya walked to her purse and rummaged through it hurriedly. She yanked out the card Ellison had given her and shoved it into the physician’s hand.

“That’s the name and number of the physician Alisha’s school referred us to,” she explained.

Richter read over the information silently, then nodded in affirmation a few seconds later.

“Ah, yeah! I’ve heard of her. Doctor Onifade is a renowned geneticist from West Africa. She’s won a number of awards for her research. I’m still recommending the EEG, but I can write you a referral if that’s what you want.”

“Oh, I insist!”

The physician shrugged off her sudden change in attitude, then proceeded to write out the referral.

*******
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MAYA RETURNED HOME with Alisha in the late hours of the evening. The streetlights shone brightly through their bedroom window as they lay together in bed. With no job now and a sick child to care for, Maya began to sob.

“Lord in Heaven, they say you are a good God, rich in mercy. Where is your compassion for me? The higher I climb, the further I seem to fall. Blessed are they who remain steadfast under trial. But how much will we endure before we receive the treasures of life? You have given me this precious lamb to watch over, but I’m unable to mend her. Right now, I feel so helpless! There must be a reason why. When will our suffering end?”

Alisha heard her mother’s cries. Yet her eyes remained on the phantom in their midst. 
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IYANDA WAS A HOUSE physician with a private office at Children’s Hospital. Getting an appointment with her usually took months. She was one of the most sought-after pediatricians in town. There was something about the Audrey girl’s file that won her immediate attention. Mother and daughter were waiting patiently in her office just one week after their referral.

Iyanda ended her business at the circulation desk, then carried the child’s records down the hallway. She entered wearing the traditional white coat, with a personalized stethoscope hanging around her neck. Alisha was playing with the toys she kept inside her office. The doctor smiled helplessly at her adorableness.

“Good afternoon! I’m Doctor Onifade.”

The child stood abruptly and returned to her mother’s embrace.

“Good afternoon,” Maya replied shyly. “The nurse at Salve Maria Academy referred us to you. They suspended my daughter after her last seizure. The school considers her a liability. She’s been diagnosed with temporal epilepsy since then.”

“I see. So when exactly was her last seizure?”

“Just one week ago.”

Iyanda rolled her eyes to the child and smiled again. “And how are we feeling today, beloved?”

Alisha shrugged nonchalantly, prompting the physician to pull out her penlight and examine her eyes.

“Hummm, very interesting,” she said. “You’re showing a normal response to light. But you do feel a bit feverish.”

“That’s usually how the seizures begin,” Maya explained.

“How often does she have them?”

“They come more frequently now—usually when she’s away from home. Bright lights and loud noises seem to trigger them. I try to keep the apartment dim and tranquil. Soft music seems to soothe her considerably. I keep the radio on low. Alisha sleeps soundly through the night. We share the same bed. It’s easier for me to keep an eye on her that way.”

Iyanda returned the penlight to her pocket, then opened up the child’s folder from behind her desk.

“I see here that her medication was increased just three weeks ago.”

“It has only made matters worse,” Maya scoffed.

“Yes, I can imagine,” the physician mumbled. “So how did all of this begin? Her records show that she has only been treated for epilepsy for less than a year. Did she receive an injury to the head?”

The physician sat back in her chair and waited patiently for Maya’s reply.

“Well, Alisha developed a nervous twitch some time ago,” Maya explained. “It grew worse over time. So I took her to a general practitioner who diagnosed her with clonus. I was devastated, knowing clonus to be associated with Multiple Sclerosis. Who plans for something like this? I just didn’t know how to deal with a broken child.”

Iyanda smiled and nodded politely. Her patience encouraged Maya to press on.

“Anyway, she was given a prescription to ease her symptoms. The first seizure occurred only minutes after I gave her the first pill. I felt like an assassin as I watched her convulse!”

“And what did you do next?” Iyanda asked.

“I called the paramedics, of course. But I insisted on riding with them to the hospital. They told me her illness wasn’t serious enough for her to be admitted. The smirk on the physician’s face still angers me. This isn’t a laughing matter to me. It’s a terrible nightmare!”

“Yes, of course, dear,” Iyanda crooned. “Do go on.”

“Well, three days later, we went back to that same hospital for a follow-up. Alisha was still twitching, so the same physician referred us to a neurologist who placed her on the anticonvulsant she currently takes. I didn’t want it but feared being charged with neglect for refusing to administer the medication. She’s been taking it ever since.”

“So the first prescription was discontinued,” the physician presumed. “Do you recall the name of the drug?”

Maya shook her head. “Sorry, but it’s been a while.”

“I understand,” Iyanda said. “But you should know that clonus is associated with other disorders. You said that she originally sought treatment for a nervous twitch. That is a symptom of Tourette’s syndrome. It’s quite common in youths her age and older. Over twenty percent of us experience a tic at some point in childhood. They can be brought on by stress. But drugs aren’t always necessary to treat the disorder. Many children simply outgrow it. I see no records here from that time. Do you have her current prescriptions with you?”

“Yes, I brought everything along with me.”

Maya fished out a prescription bottle from her purse, then placed it on the physician’s desk.

Iyanda slipped on her spectacles and examined the label carefully.

“This dosage seems exceptionally high for a child so small! It just might be the source of your problem.”

“Well, that’s a relief!” Maya said. “Last week they suggested surgery.”

Iyanda met her eyes at once.

“Surgery?” she scoffed. “Who suggested this?”

“Doctor Richter from Regional Hospital. He told us that epilepsy was somehow linked to schizophrenia and that removing a portion of the temporal lobe might alleviate Alisha’s symptoms.”

Iyanda looked puzzled as she leaned forward on her desk. She removed her glasses and studied Maya’s face intently.

“Perhaps I’ve missed something here,” she said. “How did we get to schizophrenia?”

Maya swallowed hard as she readied herself to respond without crying.

“Well, Alisha has started to hallucinate. She insists that God speaks to her routinely. This is especially the case at the onset of a seizure. Doctor Richter believes it’s a sign of some syndrome associated with temporal epilepsy and that her condition might be at the chronic stage.”

“Oh, that’s highly debatable!” Iyanda argued. “First of all, schizophrenia is an umbrella term used for an array of symptoms. It suggests a diversion from the way we normally think or feel. But there are those among us who question this branding. I am one of them. Anyone can be clumped into this category.”

She slipped her glasses on again, then turned her attention back to the child. Alisha had resumed her play at the toy section.

“Alisha, come, dear,” the physician commanded.

She extended her hands to the child, welcoming her. Alisha approached and grabbed both of them gently.

“Do you really hear voices?” Iyanda asked.

Alisha nodded. “Sometimes I see her too.”

“Did you tell mommy that God speaks to you?”

“Yes. She’s a lady.”

“She is the woman in your vision?” Iyanda asked.

The child nodded again.

“Well, does she ever frighten you or tell you to do bad things to yourself or others?”

Alisha shook her head. “No. She’s really nice! She even knows when I’m gonna be sick. That’s when I usually see her.”

The breath rushed out of Iyanda. She released the girl and fell back in her chair.

“Nawa ooo!” she declared.

Alisha faced her mother and shrugged.

“Doctor, do you really think surgery can help?” Maya asked.

Iyanda looked her way and sat up straight again.

“Listen very well, Maya. If you want this child to be sick, then there are many labels we can choose from. The pharmaceutical market alone is a trillion-dollar industry, largely due to misdiagnosis and over-diagnosis. Neurosurgery always comes with risks, dear. We are talking about a child who was originally brought in for a tic. You must decide whether to believe your own daughter or go along with the system. I happen to believe her! And I know from my personal experience that religion and science do not go hand in hand. They are usually at conflict with one another. In your particular case, I believe it is imperative that you choose a side and stand your ground. Do you understand?”

Maya nodded.

“Good! Now, I am a pediatrician, but I specialize in genetics. I think it may be to your advantage if we took samples of your own blood as well. I will also arrange for Alisha to be admitted to this hospital for further testing. There’s a strong probability that she may have been misdiagnosed from the start. The drugs she has taken could have activated an area of the brain we normally don’t use. That might be the cause of her auditory visions. If this is the case, then our best plan of action would be finding ways to master these intrusions. I can definitely help her with that if you are in favor of alternative therapy. Are you?”

Maya took a moment to think it over, then nodded. The physician breathed a long sigh of relief.

“Maya, I must be honest with you. Certain drugs used to treat epilepsy are known to cause serious disturbances in sensory processing. Many lose control permanently. Now, personally, I feel that there is absolutely nothing psychotic about what this child has said here today. People have spiritual encounters all the time, and they are not declared insane. I think this girl has a gift not unlike those mentioned in the First Book of Corinthians. She is very clear on what she has seen and heard. Normally, those labeled schizophrenic tend to have difficulty separating their hallucinations from reality. Over half of them claim that the voices they hear are negative. And there are usually more than one. My concern is that the drugs you are giving her may cause irreversible damage to the brain if they are not stopped in time.”

Alisha had returned to her mother. She looked to her and caressed the child’s face gently. Maya was hesitant to speak any further but forced herself to be forthright.

“We have no insurance,” she confessed. “I could never afford any with what little I made as a secretary. To complicate matters, I lost my job recently due to Alisha’s illness. I don’t even know how I’m gonna pay for this visit.”

“Oh my!” Iyanda said, but with a confident smile. “I’m sorry about your job. But I wouldn’t worry if I were you. These things have a way of working themselves out over time. The important thing is making Alisha well again. We cannot deny her treatment. Now, I’ll need for you to fill out the necessary paperwork to initiate the process. All right?”
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