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			To Margaret. 

			You are why I get out of bed every morning.

		

	
		
			Note to the Reader

			🝏  🝏

			First let me apologize. I am not a writer by profession, temperament, or talent. I have only a passing familiarity with grammar and would not recognize a conjunctive phrase if it bit me in the but (sic). My editor added the (sic). So, I am an unlikely and ill-equipped choice to be the chronicler of such important events. It was not my decision.

			For the sake of honesty and accuracy let me revise that last sentence. It was never my decision to become a participant, but I take full responsibility for being the chronicler of these events. Weeks ago, I made a conscious decision to fill nearly every free moment with the telling of this story. It’s almost become an obsession, and I can’t tell you, Leah, my wife, or myself exactly why. Maybe it is a way of simply purging myself of the experience. It is not (unlike many in my profession) because I have a burning desire to write the great American novel, and it certainly is not because I feel I owe Adis anything. In fact, I spend more nights than not staring at the ceiling wishing he had never come into my life, because frankly he’s complicated it beyond recovery. Before him I was happy in my cloistered world. For the most part I lived as I was raised and things made sense. I worked hard, did my homework, stuck to my principles and things generally turned my way. Not always, but enough to reinforce the belief that in most respects I was in control of my life and destiny. Please don’t misunderstand me, I was not living an uneventful life or suffering from the delusion that I was immune to the vagaries of chance. Shit happens. Forrest Gump said it, sort of, and it’s my wife’s favorite phrase. I know shit happens, I see it almost every day at work, and sometimes it finds its way to me. I can’t control that (shit) so I have to accept it and concentrate on what I can control. Only now, after Adis forced his way into my happy little bubble, I have to accept that instead of being the captain of my life’s ship, romantically fighting rogue waves and rough seas, I am in fact only a pawn on someone else’s chessboard. So, here I sit at 5:30 a.m. in front of my computer, while my wife and children sleep. My dog has curled up in the knee space of my desk, her head resting on my feet, and I wonder how cruel it would be if I could communicate to her all the realities of her life. 

			Okay, enough of that self-serving, depressing stuff. What follows is a chronology of events that occurred over a five month period, beginning last April. Most of these events of course involve Adis, a man who requires no introduction, either directly or indirectly. I first met the famous man a few hours after the incident at Northland High School, and at the start our relationship was purely professional. Unfortunately, it didn’t stay that way. The evolution of our complex relationship forms the backbone of this story. I have been careful not to modify anything Adis said or did in any meaningful way; of course, I’m the one who decided what was meaningful. Beyond that I have taken full liberty to address any and all issues that are remotely related. Translation: I go off on a lot of tangents. Unfortunately, as my publisher tells me, tangents frustrate people, so to keep things moving I have included a few end notes (kind of like footnotes but at the end of the book instead of the bottom of the page). 

			One last thing. Most of what has appeared in the mainstream press about Adis (and to no less a degree about me) is either incomplete or completely inaccurate. It never seemed to bother him, but it bothers me. So, for my peace of mind, where it is necessary I have supplemented or directly refuted a fair amount of what is “known” about Adis. So here is my first correction. Adis’s name is Adis. No title, just Adis. At first it was difficult for me not to add an honorific, but eventually I adjusted.

			One last, last thing. At times this will be a hard story to follow, and not just because of my flight-of-ideas writing style. It is impossible to fully understand Adis, and most of the time I was forced to let go of the reins and allow him to take the lead. If I have faithfully reproduced these events, every “where is this leading” thought will have a corresponding “oh, I see” moment. Despite the long, seemingly unrelated and disconnected stories, in the end it all comes together. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			🝏  🝏

			NBC News interview of Natalie Tews. Recorded April 30, 2016. Unabridged. Comments added by me.

			“We were about forty minutes into the third period when I heard the first shots. Several of the students also heard them and everything sort of froze. It was quiet for about a minute and we all stared at each other wondering what we had heard, then we heard the second volley. It was much longer, and closer.” 

			Natalie Tews was twenty-four at the time of the shooting, and not much older than some of her students. Educated in a time when school shootings had become a depressingly known complication of the teaching profession, her quick reactions almost certainly saved lives. In my opinion, the petite brunette did not receive the attention and accolades that she deserved. 

			“At that point I slid my desk in front of the door. I tried to lock it but  . . . I didn’t have enough time. I probably should have gone for the lock first. I told the students to get down and then had them crawl towards the back of the room.” 

			“And that was when one of the terrorists tried to force open the door?” 

			The reporter was Nina Gonzalez, one of the few Latino reporters working for NBC at the network level. Her questions seemed a little harsh, almost abrasive compared to the soft-spoken teacher’s responses.

			“Yes. At first the desk was working, but he kept ramming the door with his shoulder, and eventually he managed to open it a crack. I got in front of the desk and tried to block it with my body, but he kept slamming the door. I saw his face through the window. He had this look of wild, almost joyful . . . evil.”

			“Let me stop you for a moment,”

			At this point in the interview Nina skews over to the terrorists and for the next several minutes she discusses their motivations. As this story has nothing to do with the motivations of the late Harold Leopolo and the three surviving members of the Righteous Thunder militia, I have chosen not to give them any more notoriety. It is my firm belief that anyone who murders children for political reasons deserves an eternity of roasting slowly on a spit in the depths of Hell. As Forrest Gump would say, “and that’s all I have to say about that.”

			“He started calling my name as if he knew me, saying terrible disgusting things. I wanted to cover my ears with my hands, but I needed them to brace myself against the desk. The door was open about six inches when I heard him go down. A couple of the students helped me slam the door closed and this time I did manage to throw the lock.”

			“And that was when you first saw Adis?” Nina asked and Natalie noded. “Can you tell me what your first impressions were?”

			Natalie’s interview aired on an NBC Special Report May 1, 2016. The camera angle is a long shot with both ladies sitting in matching arm chairs. I sat in one of those same chairs when I visited Natalie in her apartment many months later. 

			“Most of what I remember about those few seconds is fragmentary. The terrorist’s face was in the window then I heard a dull thump and he was gone. There were sounds of a scuffle and after a few moments I took a quick peek. The terrorist had his knee on the chest of an elderly man and he was hitting him in the face with his weapon. I didn’t know who the older gentleman was or where he came from, he was just there. I don’t even think I even consciously questioned why. I suppose a part of me assumed that he was a visitor, maybe a grandparent, or a janitor I hadn’t met. What I do remember thinking was that this poor old guy was going to die for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  

			“But that’s not what happened,” Nina said seriously, but if you study her beautiful face closely you can pick up on the hint of a smile.

			“No, thank God. I heard them wrestling and punching, and then I heard something between a scream and a choking sound, and then it was quiet. The students heard it as well, and some of them started to cry while others tried to get them to be quiet, and with all the commotion I couldn’t hear everything. After what seemed like hours but was probably only a couple seconds, I heard a voice at the door. I couldn’t make out what he was saying even though I was right there. Then he gave a soft knock and I heard him say that everything was all right. He said it again, and that’s when I found the courage to take another look out the window. Adis smiled back at me. He had a gash from his hairline down to his cheek and blood all over his shirt, but at that moment he was the best looking man I had ever seen.” At this point both women are smiling openly.

			“He told me to keep the door locked and to stay hidden and that he would be back,” Natalie finished.

			“And he did come back,” Nina said brightly.

			“Yes he did,” Natalie answered just as brightly.

			🝏  🝏

			The historic details of April 20, 2016 are well known. What, where, when, and why have been codified by two police reviews, one Texas Department of Justice commission, one US Department of Justice commission and countless investigative reports (including the NBC Special Report above). The details are in stone, irrefutable, and beyond question. Now, I have no intention of complicating the prosecution of the remaining defendants (which at the time of this writing is months away), but some of the historic details are in fact open to reinterpretation. 

			At about 10:15 a.m. on Wednesday, April 20, 2016, six men drove into the south parking lot of Northland High School in Austin, Texas. The three-story structure was built in 2009 in a spoke-and-wheel pattern with three corridors emanating from a central administrative hub. It was heavily automated, with cameras and central locking mechanisms that could isolate individual rooms or corridors in an effort to prevent this very type of incursion. The men were not stopped or questioned at the gate and simply parked their 2010 Ford Expedition in the north parking lot adjacent to the football stadium and began to unload their equipment. Each man wore body armor (purchased illegally at a Phoenix gun and knife show three months earlier), carried two hand guns (all purchased legally), as well as an automatic weapon (the obligatory AK-47, origin unknown as they were obtained by Harold Leopolo and he wasn’t doing much talking after April 20), and fifteen pounds each of a modified version of Semtex (a plastic explosive, some of which had been “obtained” earlier that morning at a quarry site). Each man also carried high-capacity rapid loaders, and combined the group had forty-two hundred rounds of ammunition. 

			Their first act was to lock from the outside all the accessible doors on the north, south, and west sides of the building (the eastside proved to be to difficult), but only after securing them with explosive trip wires (I’m sure there is a more accurate technical term for these booby-traps, but when it comes to exploding metal doors semantics aren’t that important). Securing the eleven double doors took less than ten minutes and was witnessed by no less than a dozen people, all of whom failed to react or respond. 

			As a group they walked into the school’s front door and encountered their first resistance in the form of sixty-four-year-old bus driver Ellen Boon. Harold Leopolo shot her three times with a silenced handgun before she could scream (for a short time the video of her murder was circulated on the Internet). Stepping over the dying woman, they entered the administrative offices of the high school and shot three more people, once again using sound suppressors. Vice Principal Mary Adams died at the scene, and administrative assistant Penny Roth was shot in the chest and abdomen but would survive. Student Larry Fitzgerald was hit in the neck and head; he would live for three weeks before life support was discontinued, having never regained consciousness. The surviving administrative staff were herded into a windowless break room and the door was chained. James Monter, Harold Leopolo’s cousin, the techie of the group, activated a cell phone scrambler, isolated each corridor, and then dialed 911 from a landline. It took only moments for the police to start arriving, and within a half hour the campus was surrounded by both the police and media.

			It is clear that the group had expected their body count to be in the high hundreds. To accomplish this, the plan was to stampede the students and staff into the first-floor corridors that were blocked by the chained and booby-trapped doors, and when the world was watching, Righteous Thunder would detonate the explosives at regular intervals and stop only when the building collapsed around them, the explosives had been exhausted, or they themselves had been killed. To this point, they had moved with precision and perfect coordination (none of the witnesses remember even a single word exchanged amongst the terrorists). Records and testimony from the captured terrorists show that after the administrative offices had been secured and phone communication with the police had been established Harold Leopolo inexplicably deviated from their well-orchestrated plan. 

			Originally, they were to divide into three groups with one man (James Monter) watching the front door and monitoring the phones and equipment. Group two, comprised two men (Alan Locke and Eric Jaime), were to wire the main floor corridors with the remaining Semtex for final disposition and insure that none of the students escaped through the ground-floor windows . The members of group three (Leopolo, Casey Pinster, and Martin Heal) were to create panic by simultaneously entering second-floor classrooms with weapons firing. The goal was to allow most of the students to escape down the stairs, where some would be allowed out of the building but only after they forced their way through the shattered glass of the front doors. The scene of bloodied and torn high school students running from their school was to be the image burned into every Americans mind. The remaining students were to be packed into the schools three main corridors to await destruction. Only Leopolo changed his mind at the last moment. He went to the third floor alone and signaled to Pinster and Heal to hold their attack until after he had started his (Alan Locke, the most talkative of the surviving terrorists, said that Leopolo had once mentioned the idea of forcing students to jump either from the windows of the third floor or from the roof).   

			These are the facts that everyone, including myself, can agree upon. Beyond this point things get a little fuzzy. Actually, more than a little fuzzy. What follows is an exchange I had with Detective John Sharpe on May 4, 2016. The circumstances surrounding this interview will in time become clear.

			“What can you tell me about Adis?” John Sharpe asked me sharply. The context of the questioning was, to say the least, unfriendly, so his attitude and my circumspection were understandable. Again, more on this later; the important point is what he had to say about April 20.

			“As his physician, not much.” 

			“Do you know anything of his past?” He knew I wouldn’t answer, but I give him credit for at least trying.

			“Only what you already know.”

			“I know that he hasn’t told me everything and neither have you. Do I have to get out the hot lights and phonebooks?”

			“Now you’re starting to sound like a detective in a pulp fiction novel.” Okay, I added the last two parts.

			“Up until April 20, Mr. Adis did not exist. No address, phone number, electric bill, social security number, bank account, driver’s license, birth certificate, nothing. As far as anyone is concerned, this man still does not exist.” By this point in my relationship with Adis, I had learned that there was a good deal more about him than what showed on his wrinkled face, but I hadn’t suspected it went this far. “I can tell by the look on your face that this is somewhat of a surprise to you?” And that was the reason I went into neurosurgery as opposed to being a professional poker player.

			“No, I mean yes, it is a surprise.” I remember stumbling over my words.

			“Did he ever tell you what really happened in that school?” He had, but I had the ultimate cloak of protection, the patient-doctor relationship.

			“I can’t talk with you about any of that.” A degree of my confidence had been restored.

			“I figured as much. I’m not a lawyer, but our attorney general is, and she is fairly certain we could compel you to answer that and a whole lot of other questions.” He was bluffing and I knew it. Once again I had the ultimate cloak of protection, the patient-doctor relationship. I had operated on the attorney general of Texas two years earlier. “But I’m not going to do that. Instead, I’m going to level with you and tell you what I know about what really happened in that school.

			“Adis says that he was walking along the running path just behind the school when he happened to look into the lobby just as the gunmen were dragging the body of Mrs. Boon away. It’s possible, barely. I went and walked that path, and you can just make out the front lobby by looking all the way down the east corridor. I’ll give him that, reluctantly. Next, he says he squeezed through a hole in the chain-link to get on to school grounds. Again, I found the gap in the fence. It was pretty small, and I needed someone else’s help to get under and through it. I have no idea how a man in his late seventies did that on his own, but again I’ll look past that. He then manages to walk into one of the only unlocked doors, down a 200-foot corridor, and up a flight of stairs without being detected by any of the six armed gunmen.”

			I had a number of sarcastic comments. Maybe he has really good eyes. Maybe you should lose some weight. Maybe he was wearing hush puppies that day. But my sarcasm would not change the fact that Adis’s entire story was improbable at best, and the worst part of Sharpe’s story was that it perfectly matched the story Adis had told me earlier.

			“We have videotape evidence of him walking up the corridor and then up the stairs. One of the gunmen was within two feet of Adis and never alerted to his presence. But the most bizarre part, the thing we just can’t explain, is how a man in his seventies disarms and kills three men less than half his age in eight minutes. Do you have any theories on how he could do that?”

			“I thought that the snipers shot two of them.” This was the official position and Adis never refuted it. In fact he never discussed any aspect of his more lethal heroics.

			“The snipers did shoot, but only after one of the gunmen fired his weapon. He did that because someone had put a knife in his throat. Care to guess where Adis found the knife?”

			I’ll cover the rest of the interview sometime later when once again it becomes relevant. 

			Once the three gunmen had been dispatched (Pinster and Heal with stab wounds to the neck, and Leopolo with a fractured neck—the bastard suffocated to death: it probably took several long agonizing minutes, and it’s likely he was conscious for most of it), Adis walked back down the two flights of stairs, dripping blood along the way, and back into view of the cameras. He looks a little woozy and actually slips slightly on the bloody floor before he reaches a stunned James Monter. The terrorist had been so absorbed with his electronic gadgets, monitors, and the growing police presence that when he turned and found an old man standing over him he slipped from his chair, lost his footing on the same bloody floor, and ended up on his butt. 

			Exactly what happens next is obscured by the front counter, but what we do see is Adis moving towards the fallen terrorist with a degree of speed that would challenge a much younger man. An instant later the fire doors, along with all the classroom doors in the west corridor, slam closed, trapping Alan Locke and Eric Jaime. Later, Monter required surgery to remove the fragments of one of the four detonators from his broken hand. 

			Before I go on I have to confess that after I had the whole story of April 20, I was somewhat conflicted (I had a momentary break when I felt a twinge of sympathy for the three dead men) and more than a little confused. Like most people, I have a tendency to discount the elderly. We don’t like to think of grandpa as Rambo (and if he starts to act like Rambo he gets put away after being started on some fairly powerful antipsychotics). Old men drive too slow, talk too loud, and generally have an unpleasant odor about them (I may be reaching here); they don’t walk into a building full of armed men and violently kill three of them. I don’t consider myself a wilting flower, but the thought of stabbing two men in the neck with the same knife (the same knife aspect bothers me, pulling it out of one man and then using it on another is so unsanitary) is disconcerting. I think if I found myself in that type of situation I could do it (I would at least wipe down the blade), but I’m not sure. What I am sure of is that I would not knowingly walk into a school being held hostage by armed men with the idea of killing some and capturing the rest, and if I ever do start to exhibit those tendencies I need to be put away after being started on some fairly powerful antipsychotics. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			🝏  🝏

			I first met Adis in the emergency room of Brand X Hospital (South Austin Medical Center asked me not to use their name). It was around noon on April 20, and he was delivered with a phalanx of uniformed officers. I had no idea what was going on, and when faced with a patient that requires (or in this case has earned) a police escort, I have learned not to ask. I really had very little interest. I was between surgical cases and was going to be late to clinic, which meant I would be late going home. I was wrapped up in my own world, and the importance of the moment passed me by. To me he was a slightly abnormal CAT scan of the brain (which meant no surgical procedure), an elderly man who required admission to the hospital with a closed head injury, and a pile of paperwork. In short, Adis meant work, nothing more, and I did it with all the enthusiasm of a government worker. I took his history (he was quite vague with his social history, like where he lived, his age, where he was born) and physical exam (the ENT doctor was sewing up the lacerations in his face), did the requisite paperwork, in which he was described as a healthy elderly man with a mild concussion and a confused mental state, possibly premorbid (meaning he was like that before being struck in the head with the stock of an automatic weapon), and got back to my real job.

			When I finally made it to the office (which was filled with impatient patients), my secretaries filled me in on the whole story. I would like to tell you that my first thought was, “What a brave, special, and heroic man Adis is.” (I know I’m not allowed to end a sentence with the word “is” but because it’s an imaginary sentence it’s OK) Unfortunately, before I could have a first thought my secretaries informed me that the CEO of the hospital was in my office, which made my first thought “Why did Adis have to come here?”   

			I’m not a big fan of hospital CEOs in general, especially if the hospital is for profit, especially squared if the hospital is owned by a giant corporation (HCA, which does not stand for Hair Club of America) that has more MBAs than MDs making decisions. I realize that my opinion is more than a little disingenuous, because for me to do my job someone has to make the decisions that keep the lights on. Nick Latoris did that well. He had been Brand X’s CEO for about six years, and for the most part was despised by the staff and tolerated by the physicians, which was probably the exact mixture for success. We had a cool, professional relationship, meaning we would politely nod our head to the other when passing in the halls and then wonder why. 

			“I know you’re busy, so I’ll come right to the point. Can you give the press a few minutes of your time this afternoon? There is a great deal of interest in Adis.”

			“I’ll bet there is. Are you sure you want me to do that? Maybe your new chief medical officer should handle it. Last time we tried something like this it didn’t work out so well.” About seven years earlier, the governor of Texas had come to Brand X hospital to push for tort reform and I had been asked to stand next to him while he gave a press conference. Sort of a statement to the public that your hometown doctors are behind this effort. Halfway through the questioning the Governor reached back, grabbed me by the arm, and described me as his close personal friend (I had met the man fifteen minutes earlier). The look of incredulity on my face made the papers and, more importantly, was used as fodder by his competitors when he ran for the Republican presidential nomination two years later. 

			“No, I don’t think it’s a good idea, but the patient insists.” The words stuck in his mouth, and it dawned on me that it must have taken a lot for Nick to come to my office and ask for my help.

			“Wow, a direct answer. This must be really serious.” I couldn’t help but enjoy how uncomfortable he looked. I’m not above being a jerk.

			“This is an opportunity for us all to shine here.” Nick-the-Slick was back, and for the next several sentences he used the words ‘we’ and ‘us’ more than he used vowels. “We would like you to read a prepared statement and leave the questions to our media coordinator.”

			I can’t remember if I laughed or not. I probably did. In the end I agreed to participate, but without preconditions. Later that afternoon I described Adis’s degree of injury and answered several general questions from local and network reporters, then I raced home to watch myself on TV.

			It took a few hours for the rest of Nick Latoris’s statement to catch up: The patient insists. I know I’m extremely charismatic, a fact I remind my family of almost every day, but I don’t remember my interaction with Adis being that significant. Adis’s statement in Nick’s voice stuck with me through the night (I’m pretty sure I had a dream about Adis, Nick Latoris, the governor of Texas and a llama—go figure), so I was up and out early the morning of April 21. Adis was in our step-down unit, partly for the slight possibility of a medical decline but mostly because the security of the unit could be better ensured. He had his own room, and I was a little surprised to find him dead to the world (meaning he was asleep) just after 6 a.m. It is rare for anyone to sleep so deeply in the hospital, especially on the first night, and I gently woke him with a tap.

			“Mr. Adis. Sorry to wake you.” He stirred quickly and his eyes opened without a trace of confusion. I remember thinking that he had only been feigning sleep. “How are you feeling this morning?”

			“Good morning, Doctor. Please call me Adis. No mister, no first or last name, just Adis. In answer to your question, I am doing well, all things considered. How are you?” His gaze was piercing, and his question was more than just a perfunctory response. He expected an answer, which threw me off balance. Usually, as the physician I set the tone, ask the questions, basically steer the conversation. Rarely will I have a patient who insists on being treated as an equal (the audacity) and attempts to direct our interaction according to their agenda as opposed to my schedule, but never as easily and as completely as Adis that first morning (and every subsequent morning we met).

			“I am well.” I gave him the stock answer, but his expression immediately registered displeasure with my dismissal of his question. “Your repeat CAT scan . . .” I prattled on for a few moments, technically doing my duty, but really trying to reestablish the usual, appropriate, and inequitable relationship between patient and physician. I had little success, as Adis waved me away from his bed before I could finish updating him on his condition and then stood unaided. He was wearing a new set of pajamas, not the usual one-sided hospital gown, and he proceeded to sit in the bedside chair. 

			“Why don’t you sit down, Doctor? Tell me about yourself.” He crossed his bare legs (which caused me a bit of concern, as he should have been wearing anti-blood clot stockings) and leaned back into the tall green chair, and suddenly I felt as if I were the patient and we were in a psychiatrist’s office (I have never been in a psychiatrist’s office, so I was only guessing at the degree of discomfort).

			“Unfortunately, I really must be . . .” Again, a wave, and I was silenced.

			“Nonsense. It’s early. I can tell you’re Irish, where does your family come from?” 

			“Chicago,” I answered. He laughed. Adis was, for lack of a better word, vital. I know that for a lot of people that maybe an odd description. It certainly is a nonmedical description. We have all sorts of clever words with special meanings used to communicate secretly among medical professions when we describe patients: citizen, gomer, etc. None of them fully encompasses Adis. The elderly are a remarkably heterogeneous groups (unlike the other end of the spectrum—newborns are amazingly homogeneous); some are feeble in their sixties while others remain hale into their nineties and beyond, but I have never met an elderly person who radiated so much energy (I wanted to use the word life here but my editor told me not to).

			“I’m guessing your family came from Galway.” He nodded his head knowingly and I tried to hide the fact that he was exactly correct, both my parents’ families emigrated from County Galway. “A long time ago I knew a priest from a little town just south of Galway . . .”

			I have to stop here and again issue a warning. Adis tells a lot of stories, and I’ve only included a few here. I think that at some point in his long life he decided that the best way to make a point is allegorical, so he became a storyteller. Jesus Christ was allegorical and a storyteller, so I suppose Adis was in good company. Not all his tales are directly on point; in fact, as I recall, none of his stories were directly on point, and I invariably had to work out their meaning. You will as well—it’s not hard. One more thing: this happened a long time ago and I think I have most of the important details correct. I have had to fill in some of the blank spots with my own contribution (remember in Jurassic Park they had to fill in the gaps of the dinosaur DNA with amphibian DNA, and that turned out all right).

			“He lived in a town called Oranmore and spoke only Gaelic, and Latin of course, which worked out well as everyone in his small parish spoke Gaelic, this despite England’s attempt to wipe out Gaelic by teaching only the King’s English.”

			Once again I have to stop. For those of you who have any degree of familiarity with the British occupation of Ireland (or Eire) you will have surmised by now that Adis’s timeline is impossible. My advice to you is to roll with it; in time all will become clear.

			“He was a large man, even by today’s standards, and when he was sermonizing, by God people paid attention. Back then the parish priest was more respected than the mayor, and certainly more than the local magistrate, who more often times than not was English, so it did not pay to be on Father Liam’s bad side. He was stern and rigid as priests were back then, but I got the impression he was basically a fair man and someone who would listen to reason.” Adis’s eye lost their focus and he began to idly twirl his intravenous line. I thought he was done reminiscing so I stood to leave, and instantly he snapped back into the moment. “Sorry, my mind wandered off there for a moment. Sit, sit, everyone is running late this morning, so you might as well spend the extra time learning something about where you came from instead of packing away a few Danishes.”

			Without a conscious thought I sat back down on to his hospital bed. My left knee was almost touching his right, and he leaned forward to pat mine.

			“You were raised well and obey your elders.” He smiled like a kind but slightly senile grandfather, and I felt like a seven-year-old. 

			My phone chirped three times, alerting me to an incoming text message. I reached for it with anticipation of escape. ‘First case delayed. Patient ate breakfast. Next patient two hours away. Go have a long breakfast yourself.’ It was from my surgical assistant, who was obviously in cahoots with Adis. I looked at him, and his slightly vacant smile had morphed into something bordering on omniscient.

			“It was a reasonably quiet period in Irish history, and by that I mean they were between wars. It was just before the great famine . . .” He craned his neck and stared at the ceiling once he had confirmed that I had settled in for the duration.

			“The potato famine,” I added, with a desire to both speed up his story and to look like I was paying attention.

			“No, long before that,” he answered slowly. He turned his gaze back to me and I felt like I was getting a CAT scan. “They didn’t teach you much history in your fancy schools.” It was a cutting remark, so I will respond in kind by cutting some of this story. What followed was a primer on Irish history that has little to do with this story. For the sake of completeness I’ve included some of what I remember in the end notes.1

			“Anyway, back to Father Liam, he lived and died many years before the potato arrived and the great migration began. When there was still magic in the air.” Ok, I added that last part. 

			“Early one chilly spring morning, Father Liam found himself on his way to Galway from his home in Oranmore when a half dozen English soldiers overtook him on the road. Had he been anyone else, the soldiers would have stopped and robbed the poor individual in the name of the King of England, but the broad, burly priest was well known by all to have taken a vow of poverty. Besides, even the English would think twice about stealing from a priest. Instead, they warned Liam that they were chasing down a ruthless bandit who had come down from the north, and if by chance he spotted the criminal he was duty-bound to report it immediately. I doubt Liam answered, he could only speak Gaelic and Latin, so I’m guessing he nodded, and when they rounded the next corner he probably gave them the finger. A few miles up the road, Liam crossed over to a goat path to avoid a bend in the road that would have taken him miles out of his way. He looked twice for the soldiers, because anyone found off the road would, if they were lucky, be beaten and arrested. Ordinarily, the English would simply murder the offender on the spot and then toss his body back on the road as a warning. But the road was also a bad place for the English. Anything less than a squad of soldiers was likely to be attacked by the bandits and patriots that lived in the wilds. And as turnabout is fair play, their bodies would turn up on the road as a warning. Luck was with the good cleric that morning, and he disappeared down the hidden path and into the marshes of west Galway. 

			“A couple of miles down the path, Liam heard the muffled sounds of a man struggling. He stopped and listened, but he couldn’t locate the source. Fearing for his own safety, Liam hurried on, but the struggling became less furtive and more desperate, which once again stopped him. He called out softly and the struggling stopped. All Liam could hear was the wind in the reeds and the buzzing of the insects; even the birds had become quiet. He called out a second time, and this time he was rewarded with an answer.

			“‘Who are you?’ a voice asked in Gaelic, but it was muted, as if coming from under a thick blanket. 

			“‘Father Liam of Oranmore. Who might you be, and where are you?’ He tried to follow the voice, but it was impossible to locate. A pause followed. ‘I said who are you, and where are you?’ 

			“A bright beautiful Gaelic curse followed, and it finished with ‘I am in a hole.’ 

			“Liam understood immediately and after a few minutes of searching found the entrance to one of the many pits that had formed when the bogs were rechanneled. A dark and dirty man stood no less than a dozen feet below Liam’s sandals. His head was turned up towards the priest. ‘For the love of God, can you throw me a rope?’ the stranger asked Liam, who of course had no rope. 

			“‘I have no rope,’ he answered, and then started to look for anything that would reach the stranger. He tried stripping the few local trees of their branches and then weaving them together, but they were not nearly strong enough to bear the weight of the trapped man. Next, Liam tried to weave some of the vines into a thicker rope but had an identical result. They broke the instant the man tried to climb. After much colorful exposition by the trapped man, Liam blessed himself, stripped off his cassock, lay on the gravel, leaned into the hole, and dropped one end of his only worldly possession down to the stranger. For a moment, it seemed to be working. The stranger was no more than a foot from Liam when a loud screech announced their third failure. As the garment split, Liam lunged for the man and for an instant they grasped hands, but then gravity took over. A nearly naked Father Liam of Oranmore fell on top of the stranded man. Now there were two men in a hole. 

			“After the two pushed and pried each other they were both able to regain their feet. Father Liam wrapped himself with what remained of his tunic, which was split down the middle, and unwittingly invented the bathrobe. He then took stock of his trapped companion. He was a thin, small man, underfed but with no obvious contagious diseases or open sores that Liam should avoid in such close quarters. He looked to be in his early twenties, and in the semidarkness Liam thought that the younger man had the look of an Ulster native. ‘Sorry about that, my son,’ he said. The two could just stand without touching; sitting or lying down was out of the question. The younger man wore a look far past exasperation, and Liam thought that once again the only thing that saved him from a beating was his priestly calling. 

			“The young man turned away from Father Liam and let loose with another long string of beautifully formed profanity while simultaneously beating the walls of soft dirt that would broach no purchase. After several moments the young profanity artist regained enough composure to turn back to Liam. ‘Shamus Cormorach,’ he said while offering his hand, which Liam accepted. ‘Any thoughts on what we should do now?’

			“The good Father turned around and in the process bumped Shamus into the wall. ‘Not much room, but perhaps you could climb up on my shoulders and reach the edge.’ Both looked up into the sunlight and the soft dirt that formed the rim of their prison. The pit was narrowest at the top and only opened the last six feet. ‘Doesn’t look very promising, but I see no other way. How did you get in here in the first place?’

			“I was hiding from the English.’ He slurred the last word derisively. 

			“So you’re the man from the North they’re looking for.’ Shamus nodded his head while Father Liam tried to fit the young man before him into the description of a ruthless bandit. ‘You don’t look like a ruthless bandit.’

			“Only to the English and Scots.’ Without warning Shamus put his hands on Father Liam’s shoulders and tried to squeeze his way up. It didn’t work, and for the next hour they tried every conceivable position, but the cone-shaped hole prevented the needed acrobatics for escape. ‘Will your absence be missed by anyone?’ Shamus asked, finally accepting the futility of self-rescue.

			“Not for many hours. I was on my way to the cathedral in Galway, but they would not expect me until after midday. They probably won’t start looking until the morning, and I fear it will rain long before then.’ Both men instinctively looked to the sky and found what little was available to them remained bright and blue. ‘Still, I am confident someone will be along directly,’ Father Liam added. ‘So how long were you down here before I came along?’

			“Shamus paused. His mood was dark and he didn’t feel particularly chatty finding himself stuck in a hole with an oversized priest. ‘Maybe an hour or two. I climbed in after the English spotted me. The walls gave way and I fell.’ 

			“‘Bad luck,’ Liam said. ‘Well, let us make the best use of our time. Tell me why you came to Galway?’

			“‘To find food and drive the English back to their . . .’ Shamus bit off the rest of his remark. ‘I have no need for confession, or priests, or for the God they serve. He has forgotten his people and turned a deaf ear to their suffering.’ His tone was bitter and aggressive and for a time it was enough to stifle any conversation, so the two men simply stood and stared up the hole. 

			“Eventually Liam could stand the strained silence no longer. ‘This is ridiculous, and my neck is starting to get sore. Do you like riddles?’

			“‘No,’ Shamus answered sharply, but he too had dropped his head and started to massage the muscles of his neck. ‘Why don’t you wear anything under that, it’s freezing outside?’ Shamus pointed to Liam’s torn cassock.

			“‘The discomfort brings me closer to Jesus. It reminds me of his suffering.’

			“‘He must have been Irish then,’ Shamus sneered. ‘But what would you know of suffering? You and your kind live like lap dogs for the English. Happy in your enslavement, so long as your masters occasionally throw you a bone.’

			“Not many things could get old Liam’s Irish up, but sure enough Shamus Cormorach had found one, and a moment later he found his feet dangling above the dirt floor and his head rammed into the soft ceiling. ‘I don’t think I appreciate that,’ Liam said into the surprised face of Shamus. ‘You have the luxury of freedom because you have no responsibilities beyond yourself. I have an entire village whose lives and souls are my responsibility.’ Liam’s words were liberally marinated with spittle. 

			“‘That freedom was bought for the price of my family, lost to murder, the plague, and starvation all brought by the English,’ Shamus spat back. Liam held him pinned to the wall a moment longer and then unceremoniously dropped the smaller man.

			“‘I’m sorry for your loss, but that doesn’t give you the right to say things you know nothing about. You’re a simple naïve boy in the body of a man who hasn’t realized that others pay the price for your ill-conceived and completely futile acts. Two years ago, a band of you Northerners came to Galway and burned an English skiff. It wasn’t even armed; it was little more than a raft with a sail. For that the English burned all the crops ten miles round, right up to the gates of my town. Dozens died over the winter and spring. When we get out of here I can take you to their families so you can see how happy they are.’ Liam had rounded on Shamus again and had to restrain himself from throttling the smaller man. ‘We don’t want the English here anymore than you do, but we use the brains God gave us to not make the situation worse.’

			“‘Where was God when the English raped and slaughtered my sister, or while my children starved?’ Shamus pushed Liam back, although their accommodations prevented it from being anything more than a gesture. ‘Where is God when an entire country begs for deliverance?’

			“Liam paused. He had no ready answer, or any answer at all. He had spent many nights pondering this very question and still couldn’t explain God’s seeming indifference. ‘I don’t know why God allows us to suffer. All I know is that He allowed the Israelites to suffer under the Romans and never interceded. But I do believe with all my heart and soul that justice not delivered in this life will be more than repaid in the next.’

			“‘Then I shall find out soon enough. I have nothing left to give but my life, and when I get out of here I will offer that as well. No matter how futile, the best thing I can achieve in this life is a righteous death.’ Shamus took a step back and rose to his full height, resolve steeling his spine. 

			“You would waste the very thing the English stole from your family? There can be no greater insult to their memory. Are you a coward, too afraid to live, or are you just to simple to see?’

			“‘I’m neither. I am a realist. It is only a matter of time before the English find me. I have nowhere to go and no way of getting there. I would already being dangling from the end of a rope if it wasn’t for this hole. Soon I will find death, but it will be on my own terms, not theirs. I don’t fear it, I have seen things far worse.’

			“‘I don’t doubt that you have seen terrible things, but there is nothing worse than the death of an unredeemed soul.’ Father Liam put his hand on Shamus’s shoulder and an idea struck him with the force of a mule’s kick. ‘It may be that God needs you elsewhere.’ Father Liam smiled as inspiration filled his heart. 

			“‘What are you thinking, old man?’ Shamus asked with suspicion, but Father Liam told me later that he recalled the slightest look of relief on the young man’s face. A sort of last-second-call-from-the-governor expression. ‘I won’t become a priest.’

			“‘No, you are no priest, of that I am certain, but I’m thinking that maybe you need a boat ride to a new shore.’ Before Father Liam could finish his thought a shovelful of foul-smelling dirt landed on his head. And then a second, followed closely by a third. Sputtering and coughing, he finally cried out. ‘Hello up there, we need your help.’

			“The dirt storm ceased and a tiny face blotted out the morning sun, which had just reached the lip of their hole. ‘Hey what are you doing down there? This is my bog, and you’re in my secret spot.’ 

			“‘We fell in. Do you have a rope?’ Father Liam stayed in the light while Shamus tried to hide in the shadows.

			“Of course I have a rope. Only a fool would go walking through a bog without a rope.’ His voice was odd and high-pitched.

			“Can you throw it to us?’ Liam answered after spitting out some of the muck.

			“The little man looked puzzled and muttered something to himself. ‘How do I know you’ll give it back?’

			“Now Liam looked puzzled. ‘What I mean is, can you throw an end down here and help us up? We really would like to get out.’

			“The face disappeared for a moment and Liam swore that he heard the little man ask himself, ‘Why did they get into the hole in the first place if all they wanted was to get out?’ Several moments later a fine-threaded rope dropped between Liam and Shamus. ‘I’ll go first and look around a bit,’ Liam said while testing the security of the rope. The large man climbed awkwardly out of the hole, scraping loose more dirt, which showered Shamus below. Finally, he emerged into the bright sunlight and rolled himself onto the damp moss. A half-sized man dressed in forest green stared down at him. 

			“‘There’s nothin’ down that hole you know,’ he said as an introduction. ‘And you’re robe’s torn,’ he added.

			“Liam couldn’t help but laugh. The little man was the epitome of Irish, always zeroing in on the obvious. ‘I know that. I am Father Liam of Oranmore, and my colleague is . . . Father Shamus.’ Lying didn’t come easily to Liam.

			“The little green man tilted his head and squinted his eyes. ‘Didn’t know priests were allowed to lie to strangers, but I guess a lie to a stranger is better than a lie to a friend. Now get Mr. Shamus, or whatever name he wants to use, and get out of my bog. The English will be returning soon enough.”

			“It only took a few minutes to pull Shamus to freedom, and Liam returned the rope to their rescuer after untying it from a stump that Liam had somehow missed earlier. The little man dressed in green was eyeing Shamus suspiciously. ‘I’ve seen you before, out in the fields. You should be more discrete. Now get out of my bog.’

			“Shamus led the way down the path and Liam followed. Both men stopped to relieve themselves, and when Liam looked back the little man was nowhere to be seen. They returned to the path in silence and Shamus waited another five minutes before returning to their conversation. ‘You mentioned a boat ride earlier.’

			“Liam was pleased that the young man had at least been listening, and more important was open to possibilities beyond murder and futile self-sacrifice. ‘There is a ship arriving this afternoon in Galway. On the morning tide it will leave Ireland, and you should be on it.’ Shamus remained quiet, which Father Liam took as a good sign. ‘I believe I can pass you off as a young priest who has met some unfortunate characters on the road. This should get us into the town and as far as the abbey, where we can get you cleaned up and properly dressed, but getting passage . . . I haven’t worked that out yet.’

			“Shamus hesitated and then stopped. Liam turned to find his walking companion frozen in thought. The young man pulled his hand from his pocket and in it were ten solid gold pieces. ‘I found them in the hole’, he said almost dreamily, but I don’t remember them being gold, or that I had so many of them. The two men stared at the fortune. It was more money than either had ever seen, and enough to feed every inhabitant of Oranmore for years. ‘Why are you helping me, Father? I’m sure you can imagine all the things I’ve done.’

			“‘I can’t push the English back into the sea, or stop them from hurting our people, but I can help you. As far as what you’ve done, I’m more interested in what you will do.’

			“The following morning, April 20, 1691, Shamus Cormorach started his long journey to the new world, and Father Liam walked slowly back to his small church in Oranmore with a new cassock and seven gold pieces.”

			🝏  🝏

			Which brings me back to Adis’s hospital room and the near-present. I was smiling not only because of his tale but because in the telling of his tale I had, for the moment, reached a point of clarity with Adis. A delusion is a fixed belief despite the impossibility of that belief. It is not an organic brain syndrome like Alzheimer’s, nor is it related to trauma. You don’t get hit in the head and wake up thinking you’re Napoleon. Patients with delusions often appear normal and are capable of functioning in society if their delusion is mild and unobtrusive. It was clear that Adis’s delusions were neither mild nor unobtrusive. His beliefs endangered his life and caused him to walk into a school occupied by heavily armed men without a second thought. My intention had been to discharge Adis this afternoon, but ethically I was bound to keep him until he no longer posed a danger to himself or others. But first I had some housekeeping.

			“I loved the story, but I really do need to be going.” I stood and he followed suit. “I need a few answers from you though.”

			“By all means, fire away.”

			“How old are you?” He stared at me as if he hadn’t heard me. “Can you tell me your age?”

			“I can, but it will only get us into trouble.” His smile and demeanor radiated charm, but I wasn’t going to be put off. He had yet to answer that question, or any of the questions normally asked when a person is admitted to the hospital, and it was my responsibility to get them. “I warn you that the more you know the more you will become involved. Fate has a way of doing that you know.”

			“The hospital needs some basic information so they can get paid, otherwise they will look to you.” I tried a little charm of my own, but it fell flat.

			“They needn’t worry about getting paid. It will be taken care of. My question to you is, do you personally want to know my age?” He was closely appraising me, and I have to admit at that moment I felt like I was about to take the last step off of the high dive.

			I looked at him funny. I was fairly certain that I could live the rest of my life without ever knowing his age, but now that he had made a point of it I was concerned, and a little curious. “Yes, I would really like to know your age. I am worried about your ability to take care of yourself and stay safe, because frankly what you did yesterday, while heroic, was distinctly unsafe.” 

			“I will warn you one last time. It is still possible for you to walk away from this without becoming any more involved. You need to know nothing more about me aside from the fact that I pose no danger to myself or others. Is that enough for you?”

			I remember thinking that this guy really had problems and that maybe I shouldn’t push this and simply let Psych take it from here. I’m pretty sure I took half a step towards the door but then stopped. I’m not sure what stopped me, but I faced Adis and shook my head. 

			“I didn’t think so.” He answered ruefully. “I was born more than 2000 years ago. I can’t be more specific as the manner of timekeeping has changed so much over the years.”

			I stared at him at first thinking that he was having me on, as the British say, but his expression never faltered, and as the moment began to stretch it dawned on me that he was telling what he believed to be the truth. “You do realize that is not possible?”  

			“For you, yes. But for me it is quite normal.” We stood only inches apart, staring into the others eyes, neither gaze wavering, both of us completely comfortable with our individual concept of reality. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			🝏  🝏

			The rest of the day passed in a fog. An Irish fog. Adis was never far from my thoughts, and before I left for the day I stopped by to check his chart, hoping that the psychological evaluation and consult had been completed. Not surprisingly, they hadn’t. I called Nick Latoris and gave him a medically sanitized update, then walked by Adis’s room. I waved and he waved back.

			“Everything all right?” he asked me, and I got the impression he was more concerned about me than I was about him.

			“Just checking on you. I’m on my way home.” I remember that I didn’t even enter his room, which was uncharacteristic of me. I simply addressed him from the hall.

			“Drive carefully, and I will see you in the morning.” He waved and turned back to the magazine he had been reading. I had been dismissed, but only after I’d been directed to drive carefully. It’s a common phrase and on the surface it doesn’t mean much beyond, I’ll be sad if you get burned up in a fiery car crash on the interstate, but that evening it seemed more like an order, or a warning that had less to do with me and more about the guy next to me on the interstate who gets burned up because I caused a fiery crash. I remember my head was filled with all sorts of these bizarre thoughts as I walked to my car that evening. I also remember using the back streets all the way home.

			When I made it home my son greeted me with the usual teenage response: Hey. My wife greeted me with a bill for the roof repair, and my dog greeted me with her Frisbee. Ah, the joys of coming home after hunting and gathering all day. At least, Mia, my youngest daughter, was excited to see me, but mostly so she could show someone else what she had created on her new laptop (a birthday present of five days earlier, the laptop would be lost and replaced, at greater cost, two weeks later after an Emmy-deserving demonstration of drama). After validating her abilities as a computer graphics genius, on a whim I asked if she could look up a couple of names for me. I gave her the name Adis and she immediately said that she had already Googled him but the search came up empty for the Hero of Northland High. I gave her the names of Shamus Cormorach and Father Liam of Oranmore. She typed those in and found nothing helpful.

			“We could search the Irish National Data Bank.” It was one of the hits that came up under Father Liam. “It will probably cost a few dollars.” I nodded my approval and reached to give her my wallet. “It’s OK. I’ll just use Mom’s card.” I retreated to the safety of the couch intending to ask my wife how our eight-year-old daughter had our credit card number committed to memory, but then thought better of it. 

			Two hours later, I was stretched out on the couch slipping into a comfortable sleep when I was awoken by my lovely wife’s raised voice. “Don’t wake him, he’s sleeping.” I opened my eyes to find my daughter inches from my face, beaming with success. 

			“I found them,” she said triumphantly. “I printed off their bios.” She handed me three sheets of my good printing paper, which meant that she had abandoned her laptop to use MY computer in MY office. “The priest was the easiest. He became a bishop in 1698 and lived until he was 59, which was a long time back then. The guy was kind of famous; they built a statue of him.” She took the copies from my hand, shuffled them until they were in correct order, and pointed at a picture of a birdpoop-stained statue that bore an uncanny resemblance to John Madden dressed as a monk. “The other guy, Shamus, he was a lot harder. There were more than two hundred Shamus Cormorachs in the 1600s. Our guy was a brigand. Do you know what a brigand is?” Children absolutely shine when they think they know something their parents don’t.

			“An outlaw,” I said, yawning, and my daughter deflated, but not completely.

			“Do you know what else he was?” This time it looked like she was going to explode. I shook my head. 

			“He was a murderer.” She drew her last word out and beamed a smile that told me there was something more. “Do you know what else he was?” She began to bounce, and I watched her for a second longer than necessary just to tease her. “Okay, I’ll tell you. He’s your mother’s great, great, great . . . like sixteen greats, grandfather. You come from a bunch of criminals.”

			I said, “If that’s true, it explains you,” and I poked her in the chest with my finger. We were having a family moment and I didn’t want thoughts of Adis intruding; he had already done enough of that. An hour later, with all of us full of familial bliss, the three children were put to bed and my wife and I were on our way. Then, as if on cue, my phone rang. As a physician, I am always available for someone to reach out and touch me. Even on days when I’m not taking calls, more often than not an ER or referring physician with my phone number will call and chat about a patient, and again more often than not ask if I wouldn’t mind swinging by and offering an opinion. Unless I am out of town, I am never truly free. I have to admit that sometimes I resent that, but most of the time I don’t. It is a fact of life that my family and I have learned to accept.

			This time it was Carl Saiki, a hospitalist (a physician that works for the hospital seeing all the inpatients, similar to the old house doctors) who also coordinated hospital consults. Carl spent the requisite two minutes with unimportant small talk and then launched into his real reason for calling, a seventy-nine-year-old woman with a spine fracture due to osteoporosis. He assured me that there was no rush and that I could see her first thing in the morning. It was then my turn to ask him for a favor.

			“Before you go, Carl, did you get a chance to send off the psych consult and evaluation on Adis, the patient in step-down?”

			“Yeah, I have that right here. I did the mental status exam this morning, and Joe Tyson did the formal psych consult. Didn’t he call you?” Carl asked. He knew the answer already. Joe Tyson was a psychiatrist in his mid-sixties, and he thought he still lived in the mid-sixties. I have nothing against ponytails and tie-dye shirts in general, but not if you’re mostly bald and fifty pounds overweight. If you could get past his appearance Joe was a pretty good psychiatrist; he was just painfully slow, and a consult could take several days.

			“No, he didn’t call and there were no notes in the chart.”

			“Your guy is good to go. Both of us agree. He’s going to be a little concussed for a few weeks, but for an old guy he is still pretty sharp.” Carl was an excellent physician and I fully trusted him. In the twenty years I’d known him he had never let me down. At least until today. Joe Tyson also was very solid. At least until today.

			“You’re kidding me.” I was almost at a loss for words. “This morning he told me that he was 2000 years old. Straight to my face. Said it was normal for someone like him. The man is seriously delusional; I think it’s why he went into that school yesterday.”

			Carl took a moment, and I’m sure he was having the same thoughts I had about him. “I think he was yanking your chain. The guy’s a little odd, I’ll grant you that, but not delusional.”

			“Did you ask him when he was born?”

			“I can’t remember, but I’m sure I did. If you’re really worried about him, I would have social work look for a SNF bed, or you could just send him home.” A SNF is a skilled nursing facility—a step up from a nursing home used for a short time while a patient convalesces, but I didn’t think Adis would convalesce unless he received some form of treatment. And as far as sending him home, no one knew where the man lived. 

			I was going to ask Carl to recheck Adis in the morning, but thanked him and hung up instead. I had the strong impression that his opinion would be the same. “The Adis effect,” I said to myself. The man had a strange permeating aura that was almost hypnotic, and a part of me was glad that I wasn’t the only one affected by it. 

			The next morning, I discharged Adis to parts unknown. I had broached the subject of a SNF with him and he simply laughed. I gave him a follow-up appointment to see me in a week and gave him instructions to call me if he had any questions or problems. True to his cryptic nature, he asked if he should call if I was experiencing questions or problems.
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